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      Anne

      
      Busy, Busy, Busy

      
      Anne has had a busy day. This morning she queued for thirty-five minutes outside the organic butcher’s on Lordship Lane, only
         for them to be ‘fresh out of partridge breasts. Would some nice fillets of pork do?’
      

      
      The fillets sit glistening on Anne’s black marble kitchen work surface, fleshy and pink in their white paper wrapping.

      
      What on earth had she been thinking? No one likes pork, not really, but she’d chosen the fillets and now she must do something
         with the wretched things, and not just throw them at the wall.
      

      
      Anne Armitage is forty-eight and peri-menopausal. This shouldn’t be a big deal, it’s nature. It’s what happens to women: they
         are ruled by their hormones. Anne has been dealing with her ovaries ever since she started her periods during a compulsory
         Wednesday morning game of hockey when she was fourteen. ‘Come on, Collins, run faster.’ But she couldn’t; blood was trickling
         down her thighs.
      

      
      Since then there have been thirty-four years of cramps and bloating, tampons and pads. Some days she can almost feel the wear and tear. Really, the whole rigmarole is getting to be quite unnecessary. After all, it isn’t as if she is going to have
         any more babies.
      

      
      Ah, babies. This morning in the butcher’s shop the woman in front of her had been pushing twins, glorious matching blue-eyed
         babies in a buggy that could have been designed by NASA. The mother had been one of those yummy mummies, all cashmere, blond
         hair and beige suede boots, the sort of woman a butcher would keep partridge breasts under the counter for.
      

      
      The babies smacked of IVF – there was a lot of it about these days. In The World According to Anne Armitage, smartly dressed,
         slightly over-anxious women in their late thirties pushing multiple-occupancy prams in newly gentrified areas of London scream
         ‘Private Fertility Treatment’.
      

      
      Obviously she’d done the cooing thing. When one is a woman approaching middle age society expects one to acknowledge cute
         babies. So you cluck and make goo-goo noises, even when there is a part of you that wants to scream into the mother’s smug
         face, ‘They will disappoint and upset you. You think this bit is hard? Just you wait until the school reports start making
         a mockery of the fees that you pay and there is a pool of dried sick on the glass roof of your kitchen-diner extension, courtesy
         of your eldest puking up through his bedroom window.’
      

      
      She should have taken Mrs IVF to the park, sat her down and bought her a cup of coffee. She could have broken the news gently.

      
      ‘Listen, I’m so sorry but you know those twins you’ve spent twenty-five grand conceiving? Well, how can I put this? There
         will be days when you will wish you’d put the money towards something else, a really nice convertible or a few decent holidays,
         because you know what? Kids don’t come with a guarantee and, however faulty the goods, you don’t get your money back.’
      

      
      Anne looks up recipes for pork on the internet. She uses the PC in Paul’s study and browses through ideas involving red cabbage
         and cider, or apricots and couscous.
      

      
      
      Why on earth is she having this dinner party?

      
      Because, she reminds herself, it’s what she is meant to do, given her age, occupation, marital status and the cost of her
         recently installed Smallbone of Devizes kitchen.
      

      
      You can’t really justify spending over fifty grand on new handmade oak units and a powder blue Aga if you’re not going to
         invite a constant stream of envious guests round. What would be the point?
      

      
      Hmm, baked pork with pears, potatoes, onions and Roquefort butter, as demonstrated by Diana Henry on Saturday Kitchen. Anne likes Saturday Kitchen; she likes it best when Paul is playing golf and the boys are out, and she can curl up on the sofa in what she laughably
         calls her ‘jogging’ bottoms and thrill to James Martin and his cooking cronies.
      

      
      Anne is a good cook but sometimes she gets anxious and makes silly mistakes. She is forever burning herself or slicing the
         tips of her fingers. She would like her family to notice these wounds and offer sympathy, but they don’t.
      

      
      There is too much testosterone in this house, thinks Anne. How nice it would be to have had a girl, a nice, sensible, dutiful
         girl, a girl a bit like herself, bookish and willing, keen to do her best, a girl who would leave the toilet seat down, sit
         at the kitchen table and just chat.
      

      
      Instead she has two boys, Nathaniel Dominic and Julian William, Nat and Jools as their friends call them. Nathaniel and Julian
         don’t chat to their parents, they grunt and huff.
      

      
      Anne tenses at the computer. Should she open the file marked Family Photos and revisit her children as they used to be? Freckle-faced
         little chaps in cricket whites; toddlers in towelling robes all ready for cuddling and bedtime stories; pyjama-clad boys under
         glittering Christmas trees holding up The Guinness Book of Records or a new Playmobil pirate ship. She can envisage the once-upon-a-time summer-holiday snaps – her skinny sons in their baggy
         swimming trunks diving into shimmering blue water, ice-cream faces smiling.
      

      
      
      When did her sons stop smiling?

      
      Stop wallowing, Anne tells herself, children grow up and that’s that; but there is an insistent voice in her head: yes, children
         grow up and yours have turned nasty, they are selfish and they smirk at you as if to say, ‘Are you just stupid or really stupid?’
      

      
      Anne swallows hard and mutters, ‘Well this won’t buy the baby a new bonnet’ under her breath. ‘Diana Henry’s cheesy pork bake
         it is.’
      

      
      She presses print and closes her eyes. Anne is a technophobe and believes that computers and printers stand more chance of
         working if she’s not watching them. The printer whirrs reassuringly and by the time she opens her eyes the recipe will be
         printed out, all nice and neat. Slowly she counts to ten for luck.
      

      
      She opens her eyes. The paper that has emerged from the printer is bare. The printer has run out of ink, of course it has.

      
      Anne strides into the kitchen, picks up the pork fillets and feeds them into the waste disposal unit. She feels like a murderer,
         like one of those serial killers that has chopped up a victim and then must dispose of the corpse.
      

      
      ‘Fuck it, I shall order a takeaway.’

      
      Twenty minutes later she is parking her car in the supermarket car park half a mile away. She can’t justify a takeaway, not
         with the economy in the state that it’s in, not with the vet’s bills. Poor Galaxy, the chocolate-button-coloured Labrador,
         so riddled with tumours she looked like she was wearing a string of turnips around her throat. The vet had put her down –
         ‘She won’t feel a thing, Mrs Armitage’ – and as he pressed the syringe into poor old Galaxy’s jaw it was all Anne could do
         not to roll the dog off the slab and offer her own neck instead.
      

      
      ‘I am tired and fat and old and sometimes I suffer from stress incontinence and my tights smell of wee when I put them in
         the laundry basket.’ And, as if she needed to feel any worse, she adds, ‘And nobody loves me.’
      

      
      As she manoeuvres the car into a space that looked the right size but obviously isn’t (a bit like the skirt she tried on in
         Hobbs last week), she feels herself flush. It starts round the back of her neck and travels down her spine. Hormones or temper?
         She can never really tell.
      

      
      Before she takes the paintwork off a rather smart people carrier, Anne reverses and finds a bigger space down at the far end
         of the car park, a nice roomy size-18 space. ‘That’s better.’ Talking to herself has become an occupational hazard.
      

      
      As she walks towards the supermarket she tries to pull her stomach in and swing her arms. She’d like people to think she is
         the type of woman for whom brisk walking and plenty of exercise is the norm. It’s only once the glass doors have slid open
         that she remembers she has left her selection of Bags for Life in the car. Anne allows herself a whimper of frustration and
         pinches herself on the inside of her fleshy left forearm. This is what Anne does: she doesn’t cut, that’s for teenagers, she
         pinches. Occasionally, when she has the screaming ab-dabs, she has attempted to aim punches at her own face, but it’s never
         terribly successful.
      

      
      ‘Just a basket,’ she instructs herself, keep it simple, some lovely salmon steaks with watercress and new potatoes, but habit
         makes her reach for a trolley. While she’s here she might as well pick up a few bits and bobs.
      

      
      Forty-five minutes later the bill has come to £126.42 and her Nectar card is not in her purse.

      
      Anne drives home convinced that she can smell stale sweat from her armpits. ‘Memo to self,’ she murmurs, ‘no more polo-neck
         jumpers.’ Cardigans are the way forward, something she can easily take off should her temperature continue to yo-yo.
      

      
      She parks her car in the gravel driveway. There’s easily room for two other vehicles and if Nat had his way there would be
         three cars on the drive, but Anne has put her foot down. There is no way she is going to buy her eighteen-year-old son a car!
      

      
      If he was that interested in learning to drive he’d have passed his theory test by now. She bought him a special DVD online,
         to help him revise the Highway Code, but it’s still in its Amazon sleeve on the stairs.
      

      
      
      Anyway, he keeps being silly, wanting this, wanting that, a Ford Mustang if you please. He sneers at her Honda Jazz, informing
         her that he wouldn’t be seen dead learning to drive in that ‘heap of crap’.
      

      
      Anne puts her key in the lock. ‘Nathaniel,’ she bellows. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon, surely he should be up by now?

      
      ‘Nathaniel, I could do with some help with the shopping.’

      
      He doesn’t reply. He’s in her en suite, hers and Paul’s, she can hear the power shower. He will be using all of Paul’s birthday
         Acqua di Parma. ‘You utter shit,’ she seethes through clenched teeth.
      

      
      The Armitages live in a red-brick five-bedroomed thirties semi. The hallway is wide, the staircase solid oak, and the front
         door sports an original stained-glass panel featuring a tulip design.
      

      
      Anne is proud to live in Dulwich Village. She may not inhabit one of the flashier Georgian properties, but hers is a fine
         example of the Arts and Crafts style and anyway, most Georgian houses tend to be all stairs and not much else.
      

      
      She breathes deeply and carries her Sainsbury’s bags through into the kitchen-diner. The extension, despite being three years
         old, still gives her a thrill, especially now that the rain has worn away the halo of puke Nat deposited on the glass roof
         back in the summer. There is so much space, such a wonderful family room.
      

      
      Of course the family spend very little time in it these days. The boys have their own bedrooms and a games room in the attic.

      
      Years ago the attic room was awash with toys, and with each passing phase nothing seemed to get thrown away: toy cars and
         wooden Brio trains, Meccano and bits of broken-up Scalextric track, tiny Warhammer figurines and desiccated pots of enamel
         paint.
      

      
      A couple of years ago they’d had a big clear out, the boys dry-eyed as their childhood was boxed up and distributed around
         various charity shops.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you even want to keep an Action Man each?’ Anne had pleaded. In the end she’d kept a small box of favourite toys, some Lego and a few books, including The Tiger Who Came to Tea, The Jolly Postman and Where the Wild Things Are.
      

      
      ‘What the fuck for? In case either of us gets brain-damaged and ends up in nappies with a mental age of three?’ Jools had
         sniggered.
      

      
      Now the games room smells of dope, the floor is a viper’s nest of computer and Xbox cables and the walls are plastered with
         cheap-looking girls with no tops on, perma-tanned blondes with ridiculous breasts.
      

      
      Who would pay to have big bosoms, wonders Anne. Hers have been the bane of her life, costing her a fortune in scaffolding
         disguised as lingerie. They’re forever getting in the way, she’s sick of leaning over the table to pick up her glasses only
         for her bosoms to brush the butter dish. Lurpak on her cashmere sweater, what a palaver.
      

      
      She unpacks the food into the honey-coloured oak cupboards and American-style fridge. One of the boys has broken the ice dispenser
         and neither of them will own up. Each would rather blame the other than tell the truth. Anne tuts unconsciously.
      

      
      Julian should be home soon, although he probably won’t. He likes to go to the park and ‘cotch’ with like-minded boys and unsuitable
         girls, girls whose parents don’t ask them what they’ve been up to and why aren’t they at home doing their geography homework?
      

      
      Julian is in Year 12 or, as Anne prefers to call it, the Lower Sixth, and he’s coasting.

      
      Anne realises she is talking to herself out loud, itemising the contents of her Sainsbury’s bags in a dull monotone she finds
         comforting. ‘Avocados, spinach, pine nuts, cereal, cereal, cereal.’
      

      
      Three boxes. The men in her life have different breakfast requirements: Paul wants oats, Nat likes Dorset Cereal with berries
         and cherries – ‘the purple box Mum, you mong’ – and Julian, despite being almost six foot and therefore taller than both his
         brother and his father, likes Sugar Puffs.
      

      
      
      What about me? thinks Anne and her conscience replies, ‘And for you, Special K because you are getting very fat.’

      
      At this point Nat wanders into the kitchen. He is wearing a towel around his hips and although Anne has seen it before she
         is still shocked by the tunnel of dark hair that reaches his navel. Casually he rips open a packet of pitta bread and slots
         four into the family-sized Dualit toaster.
      

      
      ‘Lunch?’ asks Anne, trying to keep things light. Sometimes talking to her sons is the verbal equivalent of lighting the blue
         touch-paper. She never knows if they are going to explode in her face.
      

      
      ‘Snack,’ he yawns back.

      
      She watches him heap hummus and tzatziki on to a plate, but as he reaches for the marinated olives she slaps his hand.

      
      ‘They’re for tonight. The Robinsons are coming.’

      
      Nat rolls his eyes and gives a theatrical shudder. ‘Ergh the Robinsons, Jesus fuck.’

      
      The pittas leap like salmon from the toaster. He catches two of them in mid-air (Nat could have been sporty) and saunters
         back upstairs.
      

      
      He won’t bring the plate back down. Anne or Loretta, the cleaner, will eventually unearth it.

      
      I have brought my children up to expect women to do everything. I pity their future wives, thinks Anne. Most mothers think
         their sons’ future brides are not worthy. Anne has reached the stage where she is thinking the poor bitches, whoever they
         might be, are welcome to these two.
      

      
      Julian rings the doorbell at ten to six. He has forgotten his keys and ‘some cunt’ has stolen his iPod Nano.

      
      ‘The Robinsons are coming for supper,’ Anne repeats.

      
      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ responds her youngest as he bounds up the stairs two at a time, as if fleeing from the impending guests.

      
      ‘They won’t be here till eightish,’ yells Anne. ‘I’ll do you and Nat a pizza in an hour.’

      
      They used to like the Robinsons, so much so they went on holiday together. The Robinson children are shuffled in with her children in the Family Photos file. Anne met Melanie Robinson
         when they shared antenatal classes in Herne Hill almost nineteen years ago. Nathaniel and Piggy attended the same nursery
         school; they were both in the yellow class, as were Julian and then Hannah a few years later.
      

      
      We don’t see them very much these days, thinks Anne as she runs herself a bath. Nat has left three Peter Jones towels twisted
         and wet in the corner of the bathroom, and as she bends down to pick them up Anne finds herself stuffing one of them into
         her mouth. Her mouth is full of navy blue towelling and she bites down hard. She’s not sure why she does this. Maybe it’s
         to stop herself screaming.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Jean

      
      Touch and Go

      
      Jean Collins lies flat on her back. This isn’t my bed, she thinks. She opens her eyes but she can’t see anything, she can’t
         hear anything either. It’s quite nice, peaceful and quiet. Now where was she?
      

      
      She was outside and it was raining, she hasn’t got her umbrella and her tights are soggy. Someone’s taken those off. Maybe
         she’s been drugged and raped?
      

      
      Oh well, she’ll check for bruises later.

      
      Maybe she should spend a penny? When you get to her age it’s sensible to go even if you don’t really need to, just in case.

      
      Jean attempts to move her legs but she’s not quite sure what she’s done with them. It’s like she left them on the bus.

      
      They worked perfectly well this morning, carrying her around as normal, bedroom to bathroom, stairs down to the kitchen. Her
         feet had hurt but then they always do, she needs to see the chiropodist. Strange what’s happened to her feet, they used to
         be so lovely, but that was before the bunions.
      

      
      What a funny dream this is. Perhaps she’s fainted, it’s happened before – now when was that? Maybe when she comes round she
         should have a biscuit and a glass of milk, but she’s not hungry or thirsty, not cold or hot, she’s not anything, she doesn’t need anything! It’s quite relaxing being like this. She
         hasn’t even got heartburn, there’s nothing she has to do, nothing she can do. It’s a bit like being a baby, only babies don’t
         have memories and Jean’s head is full of memories, which is good, at least that’s something she can do. She might not feel
         like knitting for a while and she’s no idea when she’ll be up to posting her LoveFilm DVDs back, but until then, at least
         she can remember.
      

      
      It’s a bit like having a television in her head: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, it’s The Jean Collins Show.’ At the moment she’s watching herself leave the house, almost forgetting she still has her slippers on, checking in her
         handbag for her keys and her purse. Jean watches herself go back into the sitting room, kick off her slippers and change into
         her slip-on leather shoes. Then she buttons her coat and shuts the front door. Should she bother to double lock it? No, she’ll
         be home in an hour. She pops the keys back her bag and the picture on the keyring makes her smile, the little devils!
      

      
      Now where on earth is her handbag?

      
      Jean’s handbag lay in the road with Jean on top of it. For a second everyone stopped like musical statues on the street then,
         just like a DVD that had been paused for a moment, the action starts up again, people shouting, pulling mobile phones out
         of bags and pockets. ‘STOP,’ someone yells but the motorbike roars into the distance.
      

      
      Mothers turn their children’s faces away: ‘Don’t look, it’s rude to stare,’ but at least one of them adds, ‘See that’s what
         happens if you’re not careful. What do I tell you?’
      

      
      Around Jean’s head is a big red stain as sticky as jam. ‘Fucking hell,’ someone breathes.

      
      A woman in a pink tabard runs out of the cake shop and kneels in the road. She holds the old lady’s hand and puts her ear
         close to her mouth. She can’t be dead if she’s still talking.
      

      
      The ambulance wails around the corner, just like in Casualty. Gently, gently they carry her away. Poor old thing.
      

      
      
      ‘I could see her pants,’ a small boy crows.

      
      Jean’s handbag has fallen open, her Rimmel Peach Sundae lipstick rolls into the gutter.

      
      Jean can’t remember any of this. All she can remember is leaving the house – was she going to the post office or to the fishmonger’s?
         If only she knew what day it was, that would give her a clue. Friday would be fish. It’s frustrating not being able to see
         what happened next.
      

      
      Oh well, if she can’t look forward at least she can look back. There are seventy-two years of memory tape looped around Jean’s
         brain, reams of the stuff. Some of it has got jumbled up, all higgledy-piggledy. She can see herself watching This Morning last week, the picture is so clear she can see the patterns on Phillip Schofield’s tie and now she can see herself feeding
         a rabbit when she was nine. Benji the rabbit who turned out to be a girl.
      

      
      Her head is like a big airing cupboard, all these bits need sorting out. It’s time to have a good tidy, put things into drawers.
         It’s a bit like filing: memories should slot into neatly labelled compartments, Births, Marriages, Deaths, Happy, Sad.
      

      
      When the important milestones are sorted perhaps she could fill a box marked Too Boring to Remember. Which, when she gets
         her legs back, she can take down to the charity shop to sell to people who haven’t had enough experiences of their own.
      

      
      But for now she’s not going to do anything. Jean turns off the television in her head and floats back into blackness. Maybe
         when she switches it back on she’ll get Coronation Street.
      

      
      ‘D’you think she’ll come round?’

      
      ‘Dunno. Have you ever tried anal sex?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Doesn’t really work, does it?’

      
      ‘Nah. You’ve got to give it a go, though.’

      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘I dunno.’

      
      Karen and Mai-Lin are the nurses on duty. Coma patients are a doddle, you don’t have to remind them to take their teeth out or struggle to lift their withered arses over bed pans, everything’s
         done by tube and drip and they don’t cry out in the night. Ideally, all patients should be put into comas on arrival, it would
         make nursing so much easier.
      

      
      ‘I bought a lovely top from Next the other day.’

      
      ‘Have they informed the next of kin?’

      
      ‘Not sure. Apparently, when they picked her up she was still conscious and covered in cake!’

      
      ‘What do you mean, covered in cake?’
      

      
      ‘Vanilla slices, right mess. Splattered all over the road.’

      
      ‘Blimey!’

      
      ‘Yeah, the woman in the cake shop saw it happen, said the old lady came in all confused, ordered the cakes and then just walked
         out of the shop and straight into the road. She sat with her till the ambulance came, said she was talking gibberish, kept
         repeating the same thing: “Who’d have thought I wouldn’t recognise …?” over and over again.’
      

      
      ‘Who?’

      
      ‘The old woman, when she got knocked down. Kept going on about someone she didn’t recognise.’

      
      ‘Lost it, probably. My Auntie Brenda went like that in the end, talking utter rubbish, couldn’t understand why my cousin Nigel
         looked so old. “He’s only twelve and he’s got grey hair,” she kept saying. Thing is, he wasn’t twelve, he was fifty-two! Nothing
         worse, poor cow. If you’ve not got your marbles you’re best off dead.’
      

      
      Fortunately Jean has got all her marbles, it’s just some of them aren’t where she left them. Her marbles are scattered, they
         need time to settle. After all, she has just had a terrible bang to the head.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Anne

      
      Explanations

      
      Anne lies in the bath and gives herself a hard time. These bosoms of hers are getting out of hand: she has always been a ‘big
         girl upstairs’, ‘well upholstered’, ‘stacked’, but now as fifty looms her breasts are bigger than they have ever been.
      

      
      She has spent three hundred pounds on new bras over the past six months. Three hundred pounds! She remembers buying her first
         car for less than that.
      

      
      Anne worries about money – according to Paul, it’s one of her less attractive traits. Paul, because he comes from money, finds
         talking about money unspeakably vulgar or, as he would pronounce it, ‘unspickablih vulgah’. Paul talks in the same way a comedian
         talks when he’s taking the piss out of posh people and is so posh he can’t see what’s wrong with wearing slightly too short
         orange corduroy trousers. Paul strides around Dulwich in his orange cords, bushman hat and Barbour as if it was a small country
         estate and not a bizarre London village, which, despite looking like a Miss Marple location (complete with pointed-finger road signs) lies no more than two miles away from Brixton.
      

      
      Really, thinks Anne, Dulwich is for people who want to live in the country but can’t be arsed with the inconvenience of living in the country. Of course, many of the Armitages’ friends and neighbours have rural or seaside second homes and
         at six o’clock on Friday evenings, particularly in the summer, there is a mass exodus of estate cars. Mercedes and Audis mostly,
         although there are a worrying number of four-by-fours that no one really approves of, with their boots bulging and back seats
         full of bickering children, determined to play with their Game Boys even though ‘the beeping, darling, drives Mummy mad’.
      

      
      The Armitages, bucking the usual Holt, Rock or Cotswolds trend, have a share in a little place in north Majorca. Paul’s parents
         bought it in the seventies and it still has the original orange kitchen tiles, macramé plant-pot holders and avocado bathroom
         suite.
      

      
      Paul’s mother Ellen refuses to have it refurbished. It reminds her of when Paul’s father was alive and her children were small,
         and it was ‘such fun’ eating paella and drinking sangria for the very first time.
      

      
      Ellen refers to what is ostensibly a small bungalow as ‘that darling little place up in the hills above Alcúdia’; when she
         says Alcúdia she pronounces it Catalan-style – Al-koo-thea.
      

      
      Anne thinks it could do with some air-con, a properly functioning cooker and a new bathroom. The boys think it could do with
         a decent-sized pool and Sky telly – according to Julian, family holidays are ‘sad’ unless they are somewhere ‘sick’ like the
         Maldives.
      

      
      There had been a time when it hadn’t mattered, about ten years ago when they went with the Robinsons and spent a fortnight
         fighting lilo wars and lighting barbecues. But Nat refuses ever to go again. ‘It’s in the middle of fucking nowhere,’ he sneers,
         and it is: when Anne and Paul popped over last year they realised that, if they wanted to eat out, one of them couldn’t drink
         – and that’s always me, thinks Anne, scraping a blunt razor along her bristly shins.
      

      
      Anne is feeling nostalgic: why does everything have to change? The holiday with Paul had been difficult. She had wanted room service and spa facilities, and Paul had wanted sleep.
      

      
      He works hard, she reminds herself, but then so do I and I do all the domestic crap. The only time Paul ever has to decide
         what to eat is when he’s sitting in a restaurant and a waiter has handed him a menu.
      

      
      She covers her enormous breasts with lime green flannels. She is sick of the sight of them. There’s something rather barmaidy
         about her breasts; they seem to contradict the rest of her. After all, Anne is a bright woman with a 2.1 in English and French
         and twenty-five years’ teaching experience.
      

      
      At the moment she teaches French part-time to the juniors of a local fee-paying girls’ school.

      
      It’s not hard, and the children are willing. Some are even a little too keen, begging for extra homework and competing in
         the classroom as to who can get their hand up fastest. To be honest, a few of them are priggy and annoying, but then their
         parents tend to be priggy and annoying too.
      

      
      At Christmas and before the summer holidays Anne is inundated with ‘charming gifts’ and has to remember to bring a large carrier
         bag in to school so that she can transport her swag home. Sometimes she feels guilty receiving yet another potted plant or
         box of Swiss chocolates from the mother of a seven-year-old who is hoping for more than a C on her daughter’s school report.
      

      
      Anne understands these parents; she remembers when she was forever waylaying primary teachers, eager for some optimistic feedback
         about her sons’ progress.
      

      
      These days she has learnt to take a back seat where the boys’ education is concerned. Nat is dyslexic and therefore didn’t
         pass the entrance exam for the College (as in Dulwich) down the road. He ended up at a boarding school where Anne has a horrible
         feeling the staff colluded with the pupils and very little of what was on the curriculum ever got done.
      

      
      Certainly Nat got himself into plenty of scrapes. There were incidents involving drink, incidents involving girls, incidents involving inappropriate nudity and an incident involving the
         words ‘wank maestro’ written on the frosted-up car window of the homosexual head of music.
      

      
      Nat once said they could never expel him because he had a picture on his phone of said music teacher sucking off a boy in
         Year 11. Anne presumes he was joking but can never be entirely sure.
      

      
      After seven years and over a hundred thousand pounds of fees, my eighteen-year-old son has five GCSEs (but not maths) and
         one A level (sociology), despairs Anne, dunking her head under the water. He plays neither rugby nor cricket, cannot paint
         or play a musical instrument and seems to be content to spend the rest of his life sponging off his parents, rolling joints
         and necking vast quantities of vodka and Red Bull. He doesn’t read, refuses to go to art galleries and thinks classical music
         ‘sucks’. In fact most things, according to Nat, suck; the only things that don’t are clubbing (drum and bass), fit blondes
         and caning it.
      

      
      Julian, at least, is quite clever. He is at the College, but he is supercilious and superior. He knows he is bright and takes
         pride in doing as little as possible in order to get by. Julian is not a team player – in fact, quite the opposite. Julian
         sees nothing wrong with cheating, he has no moral compass. At least Nat is too stupid to be devious.
      

      
      Paul doesn’t worry so much about the boys, because he was a boy and he knows how boys tick. That’s what he says, but deep
         down Anne suspects he is anxious. Paul is a well-respected ear, nose and throat man, who works for both the NHS and a private
         hospital in Kensington – although these days, it has to be said, most of his work is done privately.
      

      
      Anne doesn’t like to think about Paul’s work. She knows that skin is sliced, lifted and pulled back, that is it bloody and
         occasionally smelly: ‘An extraordinary fungus, Anne, had eaten through all the soft tissue and was beginning to nibble at
         the brain.’
      

      
      What Paul can’t contemplate is that anything should go wrong with either of his sons. Nat’s dyslexia was something that he needed convincing of, insisting for a good eighteen months that
         he’d grow out of it. Honestly, thinks Anne, how can someone as bright as Paul be so thick?
      

      
      Paul has not been raised to expect anything but success. He went to a good prep school, followed by a well-known public school,
         followed by a good university (not, however, Oxford – much to his mother’s consternation). His father was a neurosurgeon,
         his uncle a QC, his family tree is peppered with politicians and fighter pilots and jolly good sports. His sons will come
         good in the end; they have to, they come from decent stock. Any bad blood will have come from Anne’s side.
      

      
      This is what bothers Anne as she lies in the bath: her mother-in-law has never thought she was good enough. There are certain
         things Ellen expected of a daughter-in-law that Anne fell spectacularly short of: the ability to saddle and ride a horse,
         make a soufflé, mix a proper gin and tonic, know ‘people’, eat kippers for breakfast without gagging, have confidence with
         dogs, and possess a quality rope of pearls, a set of sterling silver fish knives and forks and a decent pair of ankles.
      

      
      Actually Anne’s ankles just about pass scrutiny but only because, compared to her thick calves, they are positively dainty.

      
      Since becoming Mrs Armitage she has learnt to cook, love dogs, fix a really good gin and tonic and wear the pearls her husband
         bought for her twenty-fifth birthday. She still can’t ride or eat kippers, and there isn’t an operation in the world that
         can really sort out her washerwoman legs.
      

      
      ‘Coooeee.’ Paul is home – he has been consulting today. Thursdays are gore-free and he has mostly been sending remote-controlled
         cameras around patients’ sinuses, checking to see what can be killed off by drugs and what needs to be put under the knife.
      

      
      Most of Paul’s patients are terrified that they have cancer. Most of them haven’t; not yet, anyway.

      
      Today was easy, a couple of cases of vocal nodes, a pair of rotting tonsils and a nasty bacterial infection. He also had a few post-operative cases to check up on, a rugby player’s ruptured
         nasal cartilage, nicely stitched and on the mend, and a nine-year-old chorister whose adenoids had been privately and swiftly
         removed courtesy of Westminster Cathedral Choir School.
      

      
      All done and dusted, Paul pours himself a drink – a creature of habit, he likes a small sherry – before having a shower and
         changing. Paul likes sherry from a decanter, he likes cut glass, he likes things done properly.
      

      
      Anne heaves herself out of the bath and quickly wraps herself in a towel before she catches sight of her reflection in the
         mean mirror.
      

      
      It’s seven o’clock and the Robinsons will be here in an hour, no need to panic, but she feels slightly anxious. It’s your
         nerves, she reminds herself, that’s what doctors would have said twenty years ago, ‘nerves’ having been a euphemism for ‘hormones’.
      

      
      She talcs herself with Crabtree and Evelyn’s Lavender dusting powder courtesy of little Katy Trepass (Katy is capable of good
         work but is occasionally distracted and careless) and pulls her favourite navy linen trousers out of the wardrobe. If she
         wears them with that long Boden shirt thingy she won’t have to iron.
      

      
      Paul doesn’t really like this sort of ensemble: he thinks his wife looks untidy, like a laundry basket on legs. He prefers
         a more tailored look: his mother, for example, resembles Margaret Thatcher at the height of her powers, while his sister Gilly
         is the spit of Princess Anne.
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you going to iron those?’ he ventures.

      
      ‘They’re linen,’ Anne snaps back. Paul is confused, his mother used to use linen napkins and they were very well ironed.

      
      Anne is setting the table. They are having fish but not using the fish canteen; this is because fish canteens are deemed naff
         these days and anyway, as she keeps insisting, it’s ‘only a kitchen supper’.
      

      
      The fish canteen lies tarnished in its blue velvet nest. Anne has decided that life is too short to polish silver. Paul’s
         mother would find this both slovenly and disturbing.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Jean

      
      Jim’s Whopper

      
      That’s it! She was going to have a nice pork chop for her tea, a pork chop with a little bit of apple sauce. She always did
         have a sweet tooth. Ooh, and some lovely mash. Of course nowadays she does the packet mix, it’s not the same but it’s a heck
         of a palaver to mash potatoes for one.
      

      
      How long has that chop been sitting on the draining board?

      
      She got it out of the freezer just after the Jeremy Kyle Show, dreadful people, but she can’t resist the live paternity test results: ‘Course, if it’s mine I want to be involved. If it’s
         mine I’ll apologise live on national telly for calling her a slag, for accusing her of going with other fellas behind my back.
         If I was wrong I’ll admit it.’
      

      
      Jeremy opened the envelope: ‘And the results prove you are … not the father’. The lad’s face crumpled, the girl looked shocked
         too, gobsmacked in fact, thought she’d got away with it. You never do, love, stuff catches up with you in the end, doesn’t
         do to go round telling fibs.
      

      
      Jim told a fib, he told a whopper that time he first came round to her house. Skinny bloke, Jim, big ears, nothing to write
         home about, not her type, not that she was old enough to have a type. He came round on his pushbike, she should have known then he wouldn’t amount to much. He never did learn to drive,
         though there were reasons for that and it wasn’t his fault. Anyway, better a pushbike than a motorbike, considering what had
         happened.
      

      
      It was the Wednesday after the accident, all the curtains were drawn, the whole house in deep shadow, cards of condolence
         propped up on the mantelpiece. ‘Deepest sympathy for your loss.’ Sentiments expressed in curly gold lettering. ‘Thinking of
         you.’
      

      
      Jean had answered the door, her mother was ‘in no fit state’ and neither, presumably, was her father; Victor Whittaker had
         barely drawn a sober breath since the police had rung their doorbell three days ago.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Whittaker, may we come indoors? You might want to sit down. Is there someone who might be able to put the kettle on?’

      
      ‘Jean, Jean, come here, I need you. The police, Jean, the police are here.’

      
      Wednesday 14th March 1956. The story was on the front page of the Gazette:
      

      
      
  
         Tragic Local Man Killed in Moss Side

         Brian Whittaker, aged 23, died in the early hours of Sunday morning as a result of a motorbike accident. No other vehicle
            is thought to be involved. Eyewitness Jim Collins described how he had been cycling through Moss Side just after midnight
            when he came across the scene of the accident: ‘There was nothing I could do, I held the young man until he passed away in
            my arms.’
         

      

  

      
      And here he was, the eyewitness, nervously turning his hat in his bony hands. ‘I came to offer, my, my, my …’ Jean almost
         finished the sentence for him, ‘my hat, my condolences, my love, my hand in marriage, just spit it out man.’
      

      
      
      He was so slow. Later, of course, she came to realise that Jim stuttered when he was nervous, which unfortunately turned out
         to be most of the time.
      

      
      Her mother was inconsolable, a bundle of misery dressed in black. When she realised who Jim was she clutched at him, red-eyed
         and sour from not washing. ‘Did he say anything, my boy, my baby boy, did he say anything?’
      

      
      ‘He, he, he,’ stuttered Jim, ‘he said, I love, tell my family I love them and I’m very sorry.’ Jean’s mother howled at that
         point and then fell to her knees, wrapping her arms tightly around Jim’s ankles.
      

      
      I thought he might topple over, recalls Jean, and then she remembers how some years later Jim had admitted that her brother’s
         dying words had in fact been, ‘Shit, that’s me fucked then.’
      

      
      Naughty Brian, he was always a cheeky lad, pockets full of frog spawn, pulling up girls’ skirts in the playground. ‘He’ll
         be the death of me,’ her mother had said, and he was.
      

      
      Fifty-six years ago now; he’d have been seventy-nine had he lived, goosing grannies and still thinking itching powder was
         funny, he was that kind of a boy – and Jim, how old would Jim have been? But it’s no good, she needs a piece of paper and
         a pencil to work that one out, she was never very good at mental arithmetic, that was Jim’s job, Jim did sums with … But she’s
         gone.
      

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Anne

      
      Wine on Whine

      
      Something is not right with this evening. The food is good, the wine is flowing, but even so there is a stilted quality to
         the proceedings, the conversation keeps stalling, perfectly serviceable topics are steered into dreary culs-de-sac.
      

      
      What’s wrong?

      
      Anne frets and feels flustered, she drops cutlery and every time she moves her chair it makes a vile screeching noise on the
         tiles. The Robinsons are our oldest friends, she acknowledges, but tonight I wish they’d just fuck off and go home.
      

      
      For starters they were late and Anne loathes lateness, it’s the teacher in her. It’s bad enough when it happens at school,
         but at least she can dish out lines and detentions. Really, if she’d had her way she’d have made them stand outside for twenty
         minutes just to teach them a lesson.
      

      
      But of course Paul had opened the door and the first person she’d seen was Hannah! She didn’t recall inviting the children,
         surely they weren’t expecting Nat and Jools to join them at the dinner table. Polite chitchat was hardly the boys’ forte and
         anyway, she’d already done them a pizza.
      

      
      
      ‘Hannah,’ she’d almost screamed, ‘how lovely to see you!’ Did she imagine it or did the girl wince?

      
      ‘She’s brought some homework,’ Melanie interjected. ‘I thought maybe she could do it in the living room. It’s a bit lonely
         for her at home, what with Theo away.’
      

      
      For a second Anne was stumped. Who the hell was Theo? Then she remembered: Theo was Piggy’s real name, it’s just everyone
         called him Piggy.
      

      
      ‘Not any more,’ smirked Melanie. ‘He didn’t want to start college with “Piggy” hanging round his neck and, let’s face it,
         he’s hardly porcine these days.’
      

      
      ‘Of course not, no, of course not,’ Anne repeated, knowing full well it was Nat who had bestowed the moniker on the child
         back at nursery.
      

      
      ‘So how’s it going, you know, at uni?’

      
      ‘At Oxford,’ Melanie corrected. ‘Oh you know, a lot of hard work but lots of fun – he’s started rowing.’

      
      ‘How super,’ trilled Anne. ‘I’ll just shout the boys down.

      
      ‘Naaaaat, Juliaaan,’ she bellowed up the stairs.

      
      By the time the boys made an appearance Anne had accidentally downed two gin and tonics before joining Paul on the white wine,
         Christopher Robinson (yes really, his mother hadn’t thought) was training for a marathon, ‘so really Paul, mate, just water’
         and Melanie was rather smugly mixing her white wine with Badoit.
      

      
      ‘And here they are,’ Anne trumpeted theatrically as her sons mooched silently into the kitchen-diner. ‘Well come on boys,
         aren’t you going to say something?’ she asked, which both her sons correctly interpreted to mean ‘Why can’t you just make
         a fucking effort for once?’
      

      
      Hannah, Anne noticed, went purple at the sight of them, poor little thing, sitting there in her school uniform, all puppy-fattish,
         her mother’s ‘difficult’ gingery hair frizzing around her spotty face.
      

      
      At least my sons are good-looking, Anne noted peevishly as Melanie and Christopher went into interrogation mode: what were Nat’s gap year plans, exactly, and as for Julian, was he disappointed by his GCSE results? Nat and Jools weren’t exactly
         rude, they were just ever so slightly bored and detached. They answered in monosyllables and exchanged sly grins.
      

      
      What on earth gave them the right to be so bloody superior, Anne fumed as she lifted the tinfoil off the salmon steaks and
         shoved them back in the Aga for ‘just another two minutes’.
      

      
      Nat hoisted himself up on to the kitchen island and Julian slumped against the fridge.

      
      ‘Gosh,’ twittered Anne, ‘do you remember when you were little and we used to go to Majorca together and you’d all run around
         with no clothes on?’
      

      
      Why on earth had she said that?

      
      Hannah went aubergine and because her embarrassment was so acute, so all encompassing, that without wanting to everyone immediately
         imagined her naked and running around, fat, white and embarrassed, right there in the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got loads of geog to do,’ the girl muttered and she beat a clumsy retreat into the living room.

      
      Melanie whispered conspiratorially, ‘They’re predicting straight A*s for her GCSEs,’ and it was all Anne could do not to hit
         her in the face with the fish slice.
      

      
      But now it was just the four of them. Clever, ugly Hannah was doing her geography in the living room (she hadn’t even put
         the telly on, what was wrong with her?); Nat had gone to the Dog, she couldn’t stop him, she couldn’t exactly say, ‘No pub
         tonight Nat, it’s a school night’ because he’d left school; and Julian had retired to the upper reaches of the house to do
         some work, which was, of course, a euphemism for contacting his friends on Facebook.
      

      
      Julian is very popular, he has over four hundred friends. Anne knows this for a fact. She has joined Facebook as an anonymous
         fifteen-year-old Notting Hill clubber (Star van Hoff), all the better to keep tabs on her sons. Nat has two hundred and sixty
         friends because, he insists, he’s choosier than Julian.
      

      
      
      And I’ve got about six, reckons Anne, and the ones I’ve got around my kitchen table tonight are getting on my nerves.

      
      Anne can’t relax, she feels tired and bored and drunk. She is horribly tempted to just leave the table, go upstairs, put on
         her nightie and go to sleep.
      

      
      The men aren’t helping: Christopher is being dreary about running, Paul is being dull about buying a track bike and doing
         some serious training at the local velodrome. And all the while Melanie drones on about the wonderful opportunities that Oxford
         has to offer, and when she isn’t banging on about the Dreaming Spires she’s droning on about Hannah deciding to do Greek at
         A level even though ‘very few girls are given the option’.
      

      
      Anne thinks about the number of alcohol units she has drunk this week. She really should cut down, start doing pilates. In
         the meantime, she should really be getting the pudding out. But somehow her legs seem to have lost the will to walk to the
         fridge, they are as heavy as sandbags and about as much use.
      

      
      I am tired, she realises, not just of tonight but of everything, tired of trying to be good enough for Paul so that his mother
         can’t say ‘I told you so’, tired of wearing glasses that don’t really suit me because I am too mean to buy some more. But
         mostly I am tired of being such a middle-aged female cliché. Book club – check; Eastern European cleaner – check; thinking
         about getting a wormery – check; overweight – check.
      

      
      Difficult teenage sons – check. Boring friends – check. Distant husband – check.

      
      Anne glances at Paul. He loves me, she thinks, but he never actually looks at me and he makes love to me as if I were a family
         pet that needs the exercise.
      

      
      It’s at this point Anne makes the mistake of switching over to red wine.

   
  

  
  
      
      
      Jean

      
      For Better, For Worse

      
      Jim was old even before he was old, that was the trouble with Jim. Jean sighs but the respirator is noisy and no one hears
         her.
      

      
      ‘What level is she?’

      
      The cleaner has come barging into Jean’s room; she’s heard about the new girl, Coma Nan as the nurses have nicknamed her.
         They sang a song yesterday as they changed her catheter: ‘Coma Nan, Coma Nan, does whatever a Coma Nan can … Nothing.’
      

      
      ‘About a nine on the Glasgow Scale.’

      
      (This is not a great score: as comas go, fifteen is good, anything below a ten is worrying.)

      
      ‘She won’t mind if I don’t mop under her bed then.’

      
      Jean has been examined: she has incurred a massive head trauma, the wound has been stitched up so her brain can no longer
         fall out but it has been bruised and shaken and she responds to neither sight nor sound.
      

      
      Who knows how long she will be like this? No one can really tell. They have scanned her on machines that cost hundreds of
         thousands of pounds and shone battery-operated torches into her eyes, but only Jean really knows what’s going on inside that
         bandaged head.
      

      
      
      That pork chop will just have to go in the bin, there’s no way she’s cooking today. Anyway, she’s not hungry, she’s got enough
         on her plate putting all these memories in order. Maybe she’ll have a sandwich or some cereal with hot milk later.
      

      
      Right now she’s got to sort out Jim. My husband Jim, she reminds herself. Of course I am a widow now, but once upon a time I had a husband and he was called Jim.
      

      
      She tries to recall his face and not just his sticky-out ears. Up in the attic there’s a suitcase of photos, Jim used to be
         very keen, took a Box Brownie with them on honeymoon, all those snaps of her when she was young and had a skirt as round as
         the moon, a red skirt covered in white spots, polka dots like the china service they had, now what was that called? Cream
         plates with a red polka-dot trim, came with a gravy boat and everything, a wedding gift from her mother.
      

      
      The 8th September 1956.

      
      ‘Do you, Jean Elizabeth Whittaker, take Jim Collins to be your lawful wedded husband?’ For a moment Jean thought the registrar
         said ‘awful wedded husband’.
      

      
      It was a quiet wedding, what with it only being six months since Brian had passed away. Her mother wasn’t up to a big do and
         Jim’s family weren’t the type to help out.
      

      
      So they opted for the registry office, but she had a pricey new outfit and for once her hair did what it was told.

      
      After the ceremony they went for a nice meal in one of the smart hotels along the front, the Grand was it? The Grand Hotel
         with its patterned carpet, a vivid swirl of red and blue paisley all the way to the shiny chrome lift. ‘Come on Jean, follow
         me.’ Her knees are weak and she’s not steady, she never should have followed him, she should have known better, if only she
         hadn’t gone up in that lift.
      

      
      But the lift doesn’t belong in her wedding-day memories. It’s the wrong hotel, wrong year, wrong everything. She steps away
         from the chrome doors and to take her mind off the sickening swirls of the carpet, she concentrates instead on what she wore
         when she and Jim were pronounced ‘man and wife’, a heavy dove grey crêpe two-piece with a pleated skirt, which she wore with
         a cream silk blouse. Jim wore a navy suit. She got sick of the sight of that suit, he wore it every time he went for a job
         interview. ‘It’s my lucky suit,’ he’d say. ‘Must be – I wore it when I married you.’
      

      
      She felt guilty when he said things like that; she always knew he loved her more than she loved him, but what was she meant
         to do?
      

      
      She had to leave home: she couldn’t bear her mother’s cloying unhappiness any longer, the suffocating grief that hung around
         the house like a fog, her father spending more time in the pub, weeping on the shoulders of strangers, her mother wailing
         through the night. No one in their right mind would blame her for marrying Jim and getting away.
      

      
      They went to the Lake District for their honeymoon and ate Kendal mint cake; fifty years on she can still taste its sharp
         fresh-air sweetness.
      

      
      They stayed in a boarding house and the handwritten rules in the hallway stated that all guests should vacate the premises
         by 10 a.m. and not come back until 5 p.m. They hired bicycles and Jim rowed her across Lake Windermere, which took it out
         of him. He was the colour of a church candle for the rest of the day, he never did have much puff.
      

      
      ‘Whooping cough as a kiddie, lungs weak for life,’ the doctor said. Course, he was never properly looked after, his mother
         was no better than she should have been.
      

      
      The Collins family were rough – his brothers were the type of men who brawled in the street – so really it was both of them
         that were getting away from where they came from.
      

      
      Jim wanted respectability and the Whittakers were a cut above the Collinses. After all, Jean had been at secretarial school,
         she could have been a secretary. Only as it turned out she couldn’t. Oh her hands were quick enough, it was just her brain
         couldn’t keep up!
      

      
      
      Dyslexia, that’s what they called it, a daft name for a condition that means you can’t spell.

      
      Ah but she could draw, and nowadays she’d go to art school, be a painter, splashing colour over great big canvases. As it
         was she used to draw her shopping lists; it was easier to draw a chicken than write the word.
      

      
      ‘The quak broon fax.’ Jean recalls her Pitman’s exercises. Who on earth was going to employ a secretary that couldn’t arrange
         letters in the right order?
      

      
      Good job Jim came along when he did, all polite and apologetic, a man determined to do his best, a man who polished his shoes
         every day, only to tread in dog shit. What was it with poor Jim? His feet were a magnet for dog shit.
      

      
      He didn’t want her to work, but she got bored. The flat wasn’t big enough to clean all day, it was only a titchy thing above
         a haberdashery shop. Now what were they called, the two sisters who owned The Stitch in Time? Val and Mo, they taught her
         to embroider. She’d always been handy with a needle but once she learnt to embroider she couldn’t stop, tablecloths with cherries
         all over and matching napkins, sunflowers and forget-me-nots on the collars of her blouses.
      

      
      She needed something to keep her occupied in the afternoon, something quiet while Jim sat in an armchair and slept off his
         early morning postman shift.
      

      
      All that walking made him even thinner. She tried to fatten him up, but eating too much just gave him indigestion. He was
         always on the Epsom salts and at night she would lie awake listening to his digestive tract compete with the flat’s botched
         plumbing and wondering whether she should have held out for a bit longer and found someone a bit more exciting. Like Gregory
         Peck.
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