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Chapter One

The couple in the window are fraudsters.

They look innocent enough, I know. Her – twiddling the stem of her over-blackcurranted Kir Royale. Him – pinching the handle of his compact espresso cup, like Gandalf borrowing Frodo’s mug. He styles it out, confident he has the purchase required to take a smug sip. Anyone passing might observe them and think: Look at that chic pair gazing out over the harbour. What blissful lives they have!

Absolute hoodwinkers.

And I know this to be true because the offspring that accompanied them here – the ones they pretend don’t exist – circle my table on their scooters like a loud and obtrusive merry-go-round. On a normal day, I would find this highly irritating but it is especially irk-inducing this morning because I am trying to pay attention to the text I’ve just received. The one telling me my marriage is over.

The kids continue to orbit. I feel like a specimen in a centrifuge.

I scroll back through the recent messages. Clingy paragraphs from me; spartan one-liners from Sean. I see it now: I’m the candle that won’t blow out and he’s the enthusiastic birthday puffer, determined to extinguish, make his wish and move on to the next bit.

‘Here we are, then. A nice latte.’ The waiter – a former student whose name I can’t quite remember – shuffles closer to avoid being mown down as he places my drink in front of me. I reread that final message again.

I’m sorry. It’s over. I’m not coming back to Guernsey at all.

A slight intake of breath from behind alerts me to the waiter side-eyeing my phone screen. I look up at him and his cheeks redden. It sparks a memory of this very same face – a bit younger, more pimpled – guilty after being discovered copying his neighbour’s work during a GCSE mock.

‘Thank you for delivering this to me so efficiently,’ I say, nodding to my coffee as I turn my phone over to conceal the earth-shattering message. I hope my politeness will deter him from gossiping, but the way he sashays to the counter, grabs his mobile and starts typing doesn’t fill me with confidence.

One of the children bashes my table, sloshing my coffee onto the saucer. I glare at the parents, expecting an intervention. They just smile at me like I should think this the most adorable scenario in the world. The perfect heart shape that had previously topped my latte is now a sad, misshapen Pac-Man.

Sean and I would spend Saturday mornings sitting in the window those two have hijacked, choosing which boat we would buy if money was no object. A part of me hoped we might get one ourselves one day. Nothing fancy. A bright-bottomed fishing boat for day trips to Herm – cosy jumpers, sandwiches and perfectly brewed Thermos tea for two. But Sean isn’t really a boat person. Or, it seems, a me person.

I wipe latte off my Lavazza biscuit and place the napkin between my cup and saucer. It turns from white to light brown as it absorbs the liquid.

For the briefest of moments, I feel an urge to stick my leg out and send that little girl head first over the handlebars of her stupid scooter. But I’d never actually do that. For one, she’s not wearing a helmet, so the pink star-shaped sunglasses pushed up on her head – not quite high enough to appear stylish – would leave an indentation.

‘Look at me! Look at me! Look at me!’ says the little boy, balancing no-handed for a millisecond, as if this feat were akin to performing in the Cirque du Soleil. The couple make those fake impressed sounds perfected by parents the world over and snap back to their conversation, their progeny left to the supervision of strangers who – luckily for them – don’t have the heart to act on the impulse to trip them up.

‘Your children should be wearing helmets,’ I say, downing my coffee.

The look of disgust Kir Royale gives me is as undiluted as her sickly drink. She turns back to Espresso. ‘What a Karen.’

As I stand, my chair skids with more momentum than I’d intended. It smacks into the boy, who propels into his sister, who clonks her head on the corner of a table.

Kir Royale and Espresso are up on their feet, scowling at me and coddling their children.

‘I didn’t do it on purpose!’ I step towards them to reinforce my innocence.

Crunch.

The star sunglasses lie shattered beneath my Birkenstock. The girl wails, the boy laughs, the parents coo.

I squeeze my phone like a stress ball and use the remnants of my overdraft to buy their children an apology lollipop.




Chapter Two

My name isn’t Karen, by the way. It’s Barri. Elegant written down but when spoken aloud – which is how names tend to be used – people just hear ‘Barry’, which sounds like the name of a gruff lorry driver from East London. Or a Chuckle Brother.

There is a world in which a thirty-five-year-old woman named Barri makes light work of it. She’s tall with the svelte body of a weasel. Eats Nordic yoghurt. A party animal who also loves wholesome activities like getting up early to go on a trail run or socialising. Whereas I . . . well, that lorry driver – whack him in a generic smock dress, give him curly reddish hair, wide calves and, if the practical shoe fits . . . I often think about how different life would have been if my sister Lara (svelte weasel type) had been named Barri and I Lara, but still, we move.

‘Ah well, none of us ever thought Sean would come back, eh?’

I hope my mum didn’t summon me here just to impart that brutal nugget. I fidget in my chair. This is not a comfortable house; there’s only one chair you can squish into and my mum usually sits in it – the rest of her furniture is all hard edges, flaccid cushions and creaky wood. But this room does – even on this murky November day – have an incredible view over the craggy cliffs to the zigzag sea beyond.

Mum rummages in the bureau, her petite frame almost engulfed by it. Her toned physique suggests a lifetime of aggressive Pilates when, in reality, she barely walks to the end of the street. She plonks down at the table opposite me, a serious expression on her face.

I didn’t tell her about Sean, of course. Nosy Waiter must have decided it was in the island’s best interest for everyone to get the memo. For a moment I’m convinced Mum’s going to provide some helpful advice. Instead, she slides two small pieces of brown tatty paper across to me. ‘What do you make of these, then?’

They have ‘Premium Bonds’ emblazoned across them. Hardly a mystery. ‘Premium bonds,’ I say. ‘Old ones.’

‘Weird, eh? I called the NS&I and here’s the odd thing: they weren’t your father’s.’ I ignore the disdain in her voice at the mention of Dad. ‘I tried every single name they could possibly belong to. None of them match. The NS&I woman got ever so grumpy with me as I couldn’t understand her accent. Very thick, it was. I told her she sounded Scottish but she insisted Irish. I think she was lying to me.’

‘Maybe Lara can help,’ I offer, rather than question that poor Irish girl’s possible motives for pretending to be Scottish.

As if cued, my sister and her children bluster through the back door. Lara, all slinky-haired and efficient, deposits name labels and PE kits in front of me and Mum springs up to put the kettle on. They don’t bother to offer me one, but that’s just because they know I’m particular about tea.

‘The stick-on labels didn’t work, then?’ I say.

‘Yes, you were right. Happy?’ To give Lara her credit, she grimaces at the tone she adopted, no doubt having remembered that my husband has, just this day, officially abandoned me. By text message.

I’m sorry. It’s over. I’m not coming back to Guernsey at all.

Along with the premium bonds, Mum has strategically left an architect’s brochure on the side, the page open on their offering of chic garden buildings. She clocks Lara’s eye-roll.

‘What? It would be like having a live-in au pair you don’t have to pay for!’

I open my sewing box, having been instructed by Lara to bring it along for this very purpose, and get to work stitching the labels on Harry and Luke’s shorts, T-shirts, joggers and sweatshirts.

‘There’s no space in the garden for an annexe,’ says Lara. ‘And even if there was, we can’t afford it.’

‘I’d sell this place—’

‘You OK to pick Luke up from his football on Thursday and walk him down to Dave’s office?’ Lara asks me. ‘Our au-pair-in-training here has her book club.’

I pretend not to notice the look of horror my nine-year-old nephew gives his mum at the news that he’s going to be forced to spend fifteen whole minutes in the company of his weird auntie.

‘Yes, fine,’ I say.

The buttoned-up Fred Perry polo and bucket hat combo Luke is sporting today is, as my Year Elevens would say, vibey. He looks like he should be egged-up to the eyeballs at a festival, sloshing a warm plastic pint about and picking fights with people who look at him the wrong way. He clocks me studying him and gives a dispassionate wave. His hand is covered by an oversized goalkeeper glove.

After Luke was born, we had to endure two years of Dave bragging about how strong his family genes are until Harry, with his big old mop of red hair, came along. Seven now, Harry’s natural disposition is that of a fifty-five-year-old man concerned he doesn’t have enough money saved for his retirement. He sits bolt upright on a hard wooden chair – the most brutal of the house – like a burdened puritanical king.

My sister examines the premium bonds. ‘I’ll speak to my editor and see if the Press can do an investigation to find out who they belong to.’ She loves pretending she’s Louis Theroux when, in reality, the most exciting story she has ever reported was when someone kept dropping unwrapped Werther’s Originals on L’Ancresse Common. Her headline read: ‘It’s Only a Matter of Time Before Someone Chokes and Dies!’ Sean and I nearly choked and died from laughter when he read it out to me over breakfast.

Mum gathers up the premium bonds. ‘If we find out these are worth something, you, Dave and the boys can go on holiday! It’s so expensive going away out of term time.’ Lara places her cup down and squeezes Mum’s hand. I’m relieved I wasn’t offered a tea – there’s a layer of oily scum on the surface of hers.

‘I can only travel during school holidays too,’ I say.

‘Yes,’ my sister replies, ‘but that was your choice.’

Lara’s reproduction was etched into her destiny; Mother Nature’s fallopian tubes and hers are entwined as one. By comparison, my need to earn money is an irresponsible choice, a by-product of which is the inability to go away during school holidays without remortgaging my house.

When Mum leaves the room, my sister turns to me. ‘I can’t believe the man ended it with a fucking text?!’ Despite Lara lowering her voice for the F-bomb, Harry tuts. Luke, still wearing his goalkeeper glove, bashes the remote control without success. ‘I mean, I know he’s not over here but would a phone call have killed him?!’

I shove my sewing work towards Lara. ‘Not the neatest, but they won’t come off in the wash.’

‘At least it should be pretty clear cut given . . .’ She clears her throat. ‘. . . And I know an excellent lawyer.’ Lara inhales the smell of Luke’s freshly washed sweatshirt and clutches it to herself. ‘I just don’t understand how after all these years and all that bullshit –’ Harry flinches again – ‘he condensed his abandonment of you into a couple of hurriedly typed sentences.’

‘I thought you said you could only pop in briefly today?’

Lara sniffs. ‘Yes, well our playdate got cancelled. Some child-hating madwoman hit their kids with a chair or something. Poor little Olivia had to be checked out for concussion.’

‘Oh no . . .’ I pull Mum and Lara’s tea mugs towards me to take through to the kitchen.

‘And then the cruel woman stamped on her sunglasses!’

‘Well, I’m sure she reimbursed them,’ I say over my shoulder.

Well over market value.

My tiresome colleague Yolande offers me a biscuit. ‘And then, when Lara said Sean had been messaging you for months expressing his intention to come back to you, I was all like, “Oh no, that makes it so much worse!”’ I take the Hobnob, give a curt thank-you and return to my marking. But my aloof biscuit acceptance is not enough to deter Yolande.

‘Lara is absolutely fuming. She never liked him, as you know . . .’

The way Yolande dresses is a style I like to refer to as ‘peasant-core’ – oversized structured skirts teamed with oversized structured shirts in muted browns and beiges. Like a forest-y Handmaid’s Tale. Yolande thinks this makes her look stylish, but as it’s impossible to determine what shape she is under all that, it gives a disconcerting impression. She continues to complain about how my husband abandoning me has impacted my sister while I imagine how a human body shaped like a hexagon might look . . .

I nibble the dry biscuit and glance at the kettle. My crusty nemesis. Dare I make a cup of tea? We have to top it up once used ‘to ensure the staffroom kitchen is a considerate place for all’ but I can’t tolerate the stagnant, limescale-infused liquid lingering in there after the morning kettle rush. To combat this, a while ago, I started pouring out the topped-up water and refilling it for my fresh brew, topping it up again afterwards as per the mandate. A passive-aggressive notice appeared on the corkboard: Wasting water doesn’t contribute to the Victor Hugo High School’s commitment to be 100% carbon neutral.

Not one to be deterred, I settled on using the fetid kettle-swamp to water the plant on the windowsill. Very eco. This ultimately resulted in the death of said plant – I maintain from limescale poisoning rather than over-zealous watering. Following a heated discussion with Julie, the highly irritating headteacher and self-appointed Prime Minister of Kitchen Conduct, I reluctantly agreed to cease and desist. It seems as if this staffroom must be a considerate place for all unless you are me.

Just as I’m about to step towards the kettle and risk it for, literally, a biscuit, Julie strides through the door, her clumpy courts accentuating her wide gait. She insists we arrive fifteen minutes early every Monday for a team meeting, which she refers to as a ‘Huddle’. The most irritating thing – other than the early start and the use of the word ‘Huddle’ – is that she makes us stand up for the whole thing as she claims it ‘energises us all for the week ahead’. She has her arm around Suzie Martel, the other English teacher, who recently returned from maternity leave. Suzie is a shirker. Constantly finding excuses to dump more work on me, or leave parents’ evening on the dot when there are chairs and tables to be put away. I imagine this will get worse now she has yet another child flumped in a nursery somewhere.

When I’m made Head of Key Stage Four, my first action will be to initiate some kind of rebalance for those who are constantly covering for colleagues with childcare responsibilities. Yes, the world isn’t set up for mothers to thrive at work, but child-free people should be gifted the odd lemon drizzle thank-you cake every now and again for picking up the slack, don’t you think? Yes, even Yolande.

I’m pulled out of my thoughts by laughter in the room. Julie is regaling everyone with a ‘hilarious’ story about how her little boy ended up in the doctor’s because his penis got an infection from him touching it too much. I ask myself whether this is suitable content for Monday Huddle but I remain silent.

Julie clocks my expression. ‘Barri’s staying very quiet. Maybe she had a similar issue with her bits!’

Wow. ‘No,’ I reply, ‘I was just thinking how relieved I am I don’t have kids.’ The best way to make a room full of parents uneasy is to challenge their life choices.

Afterwards, Julie pulls me into her office to ‘have a little chat about the Key Stage Four gig’. She sneezes loudly as she unlocks the door, spraying germ particles over the handle and spattering the ‘headteacher’ nameplate with tiny droplets she doesn’t wipe away.

I have never seen her without a cold. I would have gone to my GP for further investigation by now to eradicate the likelihood of HIV, hepatitis and the like, but she insists her current symptoms are ‘a new infection picked up from nursery’. In principle, I admire people soldiering on through illness as it shows a tremendous commitment to their work. However, when she coughs exaggeratedly and fails to make any attempt to cover her mouth, I re-evaluate. Would it be antisocial to open the window? A huge, freezing gust swooshes rainy leaves past the glass. Better not. I dislike Julie, but not enough to kill her off like a sickly character in a Charlotte Brontë novel.

Julie sits at her chaotic wooden desk and indicates for me to take the chair opposite. ‘I’m so sorry for that little joke I made about you at Huddle. I hope it wasn’t an overstep.’ Her affected Americanisms are from when she spent six months in the States thirteen years ago.

‘It’s fine,’ I say, desperate for her to cut to the chase.

‘No, I’m going to tell everyone to keep the baby talk to a minimum in the future.’

‘My colleagues’ vocabularies are basic but I wouldn’t diminish them to talking like babies, Julie!’ I sit up taller. If being Head of Key Stage Four affords banter like this, Julie might grow on me.

She ruins it with her saccharine smile. ‘Not everyone can have children and we totally should be mindful of that.’

‘I have no idea whether I can bear a child,’ I say, trying not to be distracted by the dribble of mucus oozing from her nostril. ‘I just choose not to have one.’

She laughs. ‘Ah, don’t worry, you’ll change your mind!’

‘Ah, don’t worry, I won’t!’ I am desperate to slide the box of tissues towards her. She creates a hammock with her hands and rests her chin on it, which somehow creates a frame for the snot.

‘Well,’ she says, with the profundity of a prophet, ‘you should give it some serious thought. You might wait too long and then have to live with that regret for the rest of your life.’

Does she really think this is new information I haven’t already considered? I lean forward, then remember she’s a germ factory and recoil. ‘My life is, and will continue to be, fuller and richer without a baby,’ I say, forcing a smile.

Julie’s face flushes with outrage . . . or is it consumption? ‘In what way is your life fuller and richer than mine?’

Her emphasis on the word ‘your’ accompanied by the accusatory finger point cuts deeper than I’d care to admit. I look down at my lap. ‘I thought we were here to discuss Key Stage Four.’

‘Yes.’ Julie clears her throat – from ‘overstep’ awkwardness, not the potential tuberculosis ravaging her lungs.

‘It was a tough decision, but there was another candidate who just pipped you. At this stage, it came down to tiny things, but in the end . . . well, we’ve offered the role to Suzie.’

I whip my head up to glare at her. ‘Your best friend, Suzie Martel?!’

She smiles. ‘Well, we’re friends. I wouldn’t say—’

‘She’s just taken most of the year off!’

‘She hasn’t been on holiday; it’s hard work having a newborn.’

I scratch into a groove on the side of the desk with my thumbnail, tempted to etch it into a cock and balls.

‘I’m sorry, Barri. I know it’s a disappointment.’

The mucus globule suspending from her nostril is now the size of a mini lightbulb. I fiddle suggestively with the tissues. She doesn’t notice.

‘I didn’t see Suzie Martel stepping in to play Titania in A Midsummer Night’s Dream when that Year Eleven went into labour, did you?’ I ask, crossing my arms.

‘No, and I agree she would have been much better casting for the role of a fairy queen—’

‘I think the reviewers would disagr—’

‘Suzie didn’t step in because she was with “that Year Eleven” at the hospital. And she actually knew her name.’

No doubt Julie will relay all this to Suzie later. The pair of them laughing over a glass of Prosecco, delighted in my painful rejection. I shunt the box of tissues towards her. ‘I suggest you blow your nose.’

Julie doesn’t hear me. She’s distracted by a personal message on her phone, making that annoying muttering sound while she reads.

Assuming we’re done, I stand up.

‘Barri. Do you think you could cover homework club at lunch? Caius has a temperature and I have to pick him up from nursery.’

I clench my fists. ‘Yes, fine.’

But everything’s not ‘fine’. Sean is gone and my promotion has been usurped by a less talented, less committed, half-rate teacher from Milton Keynes!

I look back at Julie, who grimaces as she finally detects the salty presence of moist mucus on her top lip. She scoops all of the green sticky bogey away with a tissue that is conveniently beside her elbow since I shunted the box to her. She doesn’t even need to look up from her phone to locate it; a prime example of the unacknowledged, unseen and unappreciated value I add to this school on a daily basis.

And as I watch in fixated horror as she places the gunky tissue on her desk instead of the bin beside her, I have a moment of flawless clarity.

It’s time to get the fuck off this island.

Leave behind the un-binned snotty tissues and start to actually make something of my existence. I’ll go to all the places other people visit and then bore me about afterwards. Settle somewhere new. Where no one will know me or Sean, or that our marriage ended with typed text instead of spoken words.

In what way is your life fuller and richer than mine?

All right, Julie; it isn’t. But it will be.

Barri Brown’s getting off this rock and she’s never looking back!





Chapter Three

The second I left Julie’s office last Monday, I called the estate agent and instructed them to put Mon Petit Rocher on the market as soon as possible. My little cottage is small fry over here, but I’m chain-free. An easy win and I know it will sell. The one next door sold in a matter of hours to a buy-to-let landlord. Given the dearth of affordable rental properties over here, that’s not actually a bad thing . . . as long as it’s someone local who benefits from it.

To chivvy things along with my house sale, I spent some time in Town buying various items to ‘stage’ my property like they do in those American real estate TV shows. Blankets, flowers, tasselled cushions . . . the stuff people go cock-a-hoop for that I’m indifferent to. I thought it made everything feel homely, but when the well-groomed, shiny-foreheaded estate agent came round to do the valuation earlier this week, she cast her eyes over the candles, vases and potpourri and then took in Sean’s action figures, gaming chair and Alien movie poster, wrinkled her nose and said it gave off a ‘confusing energy’. I told her what I found ‘confusing’ was why she expected me to trust her taste when she had intentionally brushed her eyebrow hairs to stand vertically and then laminated them to her face.

Despite our differing opinions – and her being too easily offended by some well-meaning eyebrow feedback – she suggested an asking price of more money than I could ever have hoped for. Half will go to Sean, of course, but there should still be more than enough to go travelling, with a small deposit left over for wherever I decide to settle.

I want to go to every continent. Even cold ones, where the only babies will be of the penguin variety. No annoying scooters will disturb my peace as I sip a glass of oaky Chardonnay in Napa Valley. Parents won’t screech at their children to stop fighting while I relax on the white beaches of Costa Rica. I’ll master Muay Thai, picturing Suzie’s smug face as I punch a pad in Phuket, and I’ll grin from ear to ear as I ride in the front seat of a jeep in Zambia . . . not like the time I went to that safari park with Mum, Lara and the boys and was forced to sit in the middle, despite it being just as much my right to look at the lions as theirs. When in Fes, I’ll enjoy a peaceful traditional hammam and, afterwards – while parents across Europe are doing ‘bedtime’ – I’ll venture up to the rooftops to watch the sunset and listen to the call of the muezzins echoing across the city. The calls to prayer will resonate like an anthem: Barri Brown is here and she’s thriving in her No Fucks Given epoch.

The only time I’ve felt a slight pang of sadness over the past week was when I cycled past Belle Greve Bay on the way to my swim yesterday . . . ormering season starts in January, so still two months away. I’ll miss that feeling of pure calm, wading out in the freezing cold and turning a rock over to discover the rough exterior of a sizeable ormer underneath. The sound of it clinking against others in the bucket, ready to be taken home to cook.

But nothing is stopping me from taking a bit of Guernsey with me. An ormer shell tucked in my pocket like a mascot – its pinky-green oil-slick interior glimmering while I island-hop in New Zealand, eat street food in Ho Chi Minh City and attach a big brass padlock to the top of the railings at Montmartre. BARRI etched into it. A name so elegant when it’s written down that it stands alone, with no requirement for another next to it. Smug couples can point at my padlock and say, ‘Poor Barri, all alone in the world.’ People with more common sense might remark, ‘Yes, Barri, you back yourself!’

But none of this can happen if I remain a salaried rat race runner. It’s time to rip off the wax strip and quit this job once and for all.

On Sunday evening, I light one of my new candles, the scent of vanilla wafting through the living room, and sit at the dining table with my laptop and a glass of red. I take a deep breath, close my eyes in zen preparation, open them again because I can’t touch-type, and begin.

I’ve heard writers on Radio 4 talking about a ‘flow state’ and thought it was nonsense but the words waterfall out of me. Every nit-pick, observation and irritation I’ve fixated on means I’ve been drafting this resignation letter in my head for the past seven years.

I begin with general feedback. For example, how the school would benefit from a one-way system. Yes, it is impractical to turn left and circumnavigate the entire school when one is only going a single classroom to the right, but I truly believe it would help tackle the sedentary lifestyle the students are forced to have during the school day . . . and encourage some of my colleagues – for example, the sweaty biology teacher – to improve their cardiovascular health. I’m not exaggerating when I say that psychologists could use the water patterns on the back of Mr Bell’s shirt to evoke emotional responses in patients.

I spend half a page on Yolande and how someone that indiscreet shouldn’t be allowed to be a school counsellor, and I double down on Suzie’s complete lack of English acumen. I also provide a list of all of the shirkers in the faculty and to whom they owe lemon drizzle thank-you cakes. All those allotted to me, I suggest splitting among non-shirking staff.

It’s 3 a.m. by the time I get to listing all of the potential diseases Julie might want to get checked out for. I’m particularly proud when I bookend that section with ‘a definite case of Ignorantboreoffitus’.

Three quarters of a bottle of wine to the wind, I pepper in a few bullet points that casually call into question whether her first-class degree from Oxford actually exists. Like that time at the PTA quiz when she insisted JFK was O. J. Simpson’s dad, making her team lose by one point. Mr Bell was so annoyed to miss out on the winning prize – a meal voucher for four at China Red – he insisted we address this American history faux pas during morning Huddle. Without blinking, Julie looked him in the eye and claimed she never said it at all. Such conviction, the other members on her quiz team nodded in agreement, which irked Mr Bell even more. I’ll admit I admired her ability to style that one out.

While the kettle boils, I watch the printer regurgitating my words, wishing I could seal the warm sheets with wax, like in a costume drama. I glance at the cooker clock: 5.30 a.m. Despite the lack of sleep, I feel a need to burn off all my wired energy, so I grab my swim bag and shove it and my Thermos into the basket of my trusty pushbike, Melva.

On my way to the bathing pools, I stop off at school to deposit my letter in Julie’s pigeonhole. Yes, it will be awkward working alongside one another for the remainder of the autumn term but, fully in the knowledge that the students are about to be lumbered with a sub-par teacher like Suzie Martel, Julie will be so desperate for me to impart all the literary wisdom possible to my students, she will have no choice but to grin and bear it. I won’t let on about the extensive revision notes I’ve prepared for the students until I email them through from the airport departure lounge.

The strong sea wind blusters directly into the pools today, but once I’m in and ploughing through the freezing saltwater it doesn’t matter one bit. It must be the adrenaline from my letter-writing because I finish my lengths five minutes quicker than usual. I climb out and wrap myself in my Dryrobe; my favourite present ever from Sean. Camo print because I’m ‘like a drill sergeant’. The absolute delight on his warm, beardy face as he said that, wrapping me up inside it. The memory is a jellyfish sting.

There’s no one else at the bathing pools this morning – my solid preference as no pleasantries need to be exchanged; no conversation about whether we can or can’t see bloody France. (I can’t.)

I find a spot behind the wall that shelters me from the worst of the wind. As I pour tea from my Thermos, I search Skyscanner and spot the cheapest flight to Nashville I’ve come across all week and it’s leaving the day after term ends. Positive this is a sign, I scrabble about in my bag for my credit card.

It’s important to me that the first place I visit as a solo traveller isn’t somewhere that will make me think, He would have loved it here, which is why I’ve settled on Music City. I’ve always wanted to go . . . I even have a pair of never-worn cowboy boots in my wardrobe. I love the idea of strutting down the street in them as I hear incredible tunes travel through every open door and window, tapping toes at the Grand Ole Opry, or flooring the gas pedal of a convertible Chevrolet as I zoom through the gates of Dollywood.

I’m just waiting for a verification code from my card provider to approve the payment for my flight when my screen changes to alert me that I have an incoming call. Annoying timing aside, I’m impressed the estate agent is up and at work already.

I left her a couple of voicemails yesterday evening with some questions about the viewings we have coming up. Lots of interest as predicted. I visualise all that money being wired over to me like a scene in an espionage thriller. Although I don’t anticipate the real-life transfer will require secret codes, a laptop in a metal briefcase or a special Swiss bank account key, receiving my half of the pot will be just as thrilling to me!

‘There was a remortgage on your property a few months ago, Ms Brown.’

The estate agent’s abruptness disarms me for a second but then I chuckle. ‘Remortgage? That’s impossible.’ No wonder she’s at her desk so early – can’t manage the simple workload in her core hours.

‘It’s true. Spoke with your mortgage adviser this morning.’

I stretch out my tight calf, trying to ignore the peanut of alarm calcifying in my stomach. ‘Right. Yes, I left her a voicemail . . .’ I pause my movement. ‘Wait, is she allowed to discuss my personal—’

‘Not really, but we go to the same gym. Found ourselves face to face doing a side plank and it just kind of came up in conversation. Really took my mind off the ab shake.’

The estate agent sounds breathless. I imagine her heading out of the leisure centre, gym bag on her shoulder, invigorated by the exercise and gossip in equal measure.

‘He’s taken the lot, apparently. Your husband.’

I grip the railing as another swimmer heads down to the water, skinny and purposeful in her swimming cap. I clamber along towards the sea hoping the waves will mask my conversation.

‘I don’t understand how that’s . . .’ I perch on the edge of the concrete platform at the far end of the pool. ‘Sean can’t do that without my permission. Can he?’

‘How should I know? Speak to the bank or a lawyer or something.’

I spring up again. ‘There’s no need to be snappy. I know you didn’t appreciate the eyebrow feedback, but—’

‘I’ve hardly slept. You left me seven voicemails at 3 a.m.!’

‘Well, that’s your own fault for having your phone beside your bed!’

Swimming Cap Woman sits on the side of the pool, eyeing me with interest. I lower my voice and turn to face the sea. ‘There’s got to be some kind of misunderstanding . . . a clerical error—’

‘No, she’s positive. Checked it several times, she said.’

There’s absolutely no way Sean would do that behind my back. I ignore the little niggle telling me I also thought there was no way he’d end our marriage. I squat down and rest my head against the cold metal of the railing as if this change of position might somehow pivot the conversation.

‘In terms of the immediate need for liquidity, I don’t need to be a mortgage adviser to tell you you’re fucked, Ms Brown. But, as it goes, that’s also word for word what she said before she turned away to plank in the other direction. That you’re fucked!’

The trouble with a small island is that the talent pool is limited. I suspect Fallaize and Flood Estate Agents has fallen victim to this fact. Forced to hire this unprofessional young lady who is now enjoying my misery with her hard-abbed contemporaries. If I wasn’t so tired of writing letters, I’d be drafting a very strongly worded one to her employer.

Oh God, the resignation letter, freshly typed and sitting in Julie’s pigeonhole! The bit where I compare her posture to that of Kermit the Frog. When he’s not being puppeteered . . .

I hurtle off on Melva, wondering if I can get a fine for breaking the island speed limit on a pushbike.

Arriving at school flustered and covered in sweat, I head straight for the staffroom and grasp at the air inside Julie’s empty pigeonhole. Yolande, a nosy rectangle today in a structured shoulder-padded dress, regards my red face, wet hair and camo-print Dryrobe teamed with sockless burgundy brogues. Feigning calm, I shuffle towards Julie’s office, sprinting as I turn the corner.

She’s in there with Suzie, who looks so bloody glowy. That’s what nearly a year off followed by an instant promotion does for you. The letter sits unopened on the desk.

I knock, enter, and beeline for the envelope without giving them time to take in my ridiculous appearance. ‘So sorry to interrupt. I left a letter for you but my circumstances have changed so I need to—’

Julie’s hand shoots out to grab it before I can get there. Her grubby ink-stained fingers tarnish the white of the envelope as she feels its weight. ‘Wow, whatever it is, you certainly had a lot to say . . .’

I think about the section where I compare her unsightly mastication to that of a barely weaned baby sucking on dry Jacob’s crackers. She opens it, pulls it out, applies her reading glasses . . .

‘STOP!’

Julie looks up at me in alarm.

‘I’m pregnant!’ I shriek.





Chapter Four

Julie stares at me open-mouthed. Even her moustache hairs look aghast. ‘How is that . . . I mean . . . wow, Barri . . . that’s . . . fantastic news.’

My grip tightens on the back of the chair I’m leaning on, knuckles white, as I try to pinpoint when this plan – if we can call it that – formulated. I struggle to come up with an answer.

But it doesn’t matter. In a minute they’ll realise that I can’t possibly be serious given how often I’ve banged on about not wanting children. They’ll laugh, and then I’ll laugh, and I’ll snatch the letter out of Julie’s hand before she has a chance to open it, dash to the nearest toilet and shove it in a sanitary bin.

But as I rise onto the balls of my feet, poised to lunge for the envelope, I’m thrown by a dog-summoning high-pitched Eeee sound coming out of Suzie’s mouth. She and Julie turn to each other, grinning. And then . . . Julie joins in with the noise. Admittedly, it’s not as pure and bell-like as Suzie’s, making me wonder whether Julie has a nodule on her vocal cord.

I cover my ears with the heels of my hands while they squeal, arms glued to their sides, waving their hands like excited T-Rexes, and it dawns on me that despite having said I don’t want a baby multiple times – including in this office only last week – neither of these two, or possibly any one for that matter, has ever believed me.

I want to shake Suzie by the shoulders and demand that she uses her brain. I want to march round to Julie’s desk and move her mouth open and closed like a ventriloquist’s dummy: But Barri, that’s crazy; you’re always saying you don’t want kids.

But I don’t shake Suzie, or ventriloquise Julie. I just stand there. And the longer I do, the less I want to tell them it’s not true. And – disturbingly – the more convinced I become that I could actually pull this off.

While Suzie monologues about ‘baby mammas’, ‘milky smells’, and ‘little squidges’, I realise how poetic this is. Paid maternity leave is my chance to redress the balance for all the holidays gifted to favoured sisters and promotions granted to less-deserving colleagues. The stitched PE kits, patronising comments, last-minute lesson covers and extra homework clubs. Certainly better than a lemon drizzle thank-you cake.

It’s nowhere near the cash injection I was expecting from the house sale but it still means I can leave. I’ll have to scale back my plans a bit. Maybe head to Nashville and travel around the southern states for a few months before settling somewhere new. I’ve been thinking a lot about Edinburgh of late. That university visit where Dad’s grin got bigger and bigger as we wandered the cobbled streets. I can just picture you here, Bazza. There’s something quite apt about finally getting to live there.

But faking a pregnancy?! There’s still time to stop this now. Come clean. Say, I’m sorry – I’m feeling delicate about Sean, the promotion. They might gossip behind my back, but out of pity more than anything.

My stomach twinges as I remember the conversation with the estate agent this morning. He’s taken the lot, apparently. Your husband.

The sound of upbeat country music in my brain segues into a bagpipe mash-up as I come to realise the truth: I don’t want to stop. I want to cut and I want to run.

I tell them the letter was to announce my pregnancy. It is multiple pages because I’m so moved by the experience of becoming a mother (they lap this up) but I’ve reconsidered and I’m uncomfortable sharing my news yet. Their faces break into concern. A flurry of questions. I reassure them everything is OK. The first scan looked good.

‘When’s your due date?’ Julie asks.

I do a quick calculation. ‘Thirtieth of June.’

The two of them exchange a look. ‘Why on earth did you have a scan at eight weeks?!’ Julie asks, concern knitting her brow. ‘There’s nothing wrong, is there?!’

I curse my rudimentary mathematical skills, reassure them there’s nothing wrong and make up some nonsense about ‘gut feelings and maternal instinct’. They both nod at me like I’m their cult leader.

‘Oh Barri, anything you need at all, I’ll be here.’ Suzie goes to grasp my hand, pauses when she remembers I’m not a toucher, and opts to wiggle her fingers at me instead, which makes me feel worse than the touching would have.

‘Would you be kind enough to cover for me when I go for my next scan?’ I ask her.

‘Of course!’

‘It’s on a Monday, so I’ll miss Huddle . . .’

‘No problem,’ replies Julie, beaming.

This is so easy . . . their instant warmth, the kindness, the relief that they were right: that deep down I’m a conformer just like them. In The Club. Ironic, because I’ve known for a while I never want to join it . . .

It was Liberation Day, nearly six months back and I’d been in Town watching the cavalcade of Union-Jacked military vehicles pass along the seafront. I pretended I didn’t recognise the group of Year Tens drinking down the side of a gazebo on the other side of the road, where a trio of enthusiastic musical theatre students attempted an Andrews Sisters-style version of ‘Wannabe’.

It was a gorgeous spring day. Sean had been a bit out of sorts when I left him that morning, so I was surprised when he found me in the crowd and suggested we go for a walk.

We headed on round the cliffs to Fermain – one of my favourite places on the whole island with its lush greenery surrounding the cliff path, and the clear blue sea splashing onto the shimmering pebbles below. Feeling my body tugging for a swim but knowing that Sean wouldn’t be keen, I suggested we stop at the cafe there for a sandwich and a bottle of cider to enjoy the view instead. My treat.

Just as we were about to tuck into our well-stuffed crab sandwiches, a woman asked if she could sit on the other end of our double picnic table. She was trying to present as a lone person out for a peaceful walk, ready to partake in a solitary coffee. Little did she know that I clocked her and her family from all the way up on the cliff path. A loud husband, several primary-school-aged children, and a precocious preschooler.

She held my gaze with resolve but her eye gave a twitch. A tell. I rested my elbow on the tabletop, ready to decline—

‘Yeah, sure,’ said Sean.

The woman moved quickly. She summoned her brood and yelled at her husband in the queue that they had table six. Before I had time to correct her that she had half of table six, the whole family moved in and took up the lot.

Sean, who would usually share my disdain, seemed to enjoy his proximity to this chaos, laughing along with the precocious child’s silly jokes. ‘Brutus,’ I muttered under my breath, trying to pretend my bum wasn’t going numb from having only one cheek on the end of the bench.

As I observed the grimacing mother, I had a moment of realisation. She wasn’t pretending she was family-free to manipulate me into letting them share the table. Her eye twitch wasn’t a tell. She was a kidnap victim desperate to alert me that she was being held hostage by her own family and needed rescuing. We met eyes for a moment across the table. Her expression said: I don’t know how this happened, but none of it is my fault.

The dad reminded me so much of Sean with his easy, fun smile and lolloping posture. He behaved like he was one of the kids, leaving all the discipline and un-fun decisions to his wife while he got to have all the glory. He was Fun Dad – here for the weekend to entertain us all and display to the world what an awesome father he was! Everyone else in our vicinity was taken in by this display. I knew in my soul it didn’t occur to him to let his wife stay on the beach to read her book while he brought the kids up for lunch. Every time they referred to her conspiratorially as ‘silly Mummy’, my heart bled for her.

I watched Sean appraise this man with something akin to hero worship. I could see him thinking to himself: Yes, this is the father I will be. Fun and adored by my children. A hero and a clown in equal measure. Look at how the public loves him!

It was at that moment that I gained diamond-cut clarity. Sixteen-carat solitaire.

I would never have a child.

If I had a baby, I would gain a dependant. Someone who relied on me for everything for every hour of the day. I would wash and scrub and blot and comfort and empty and load and wipe and worry and feed and wake and coddle and cuddle and rub and teethe and dab and mop and jiggle and juggle and sterilise and wean and Sean would . . . befriend.

On our walk back up the hill, Sean turned to me, saying, ‘Maybe we should have one,’ fondly remembering his new hero, Fun Dad.

This came so out of left field, I snorted. But rather than laugh along with me, Sean launched into an impassioned monologue.

Silly Mummy.

‘Can we change the subject?’ I asked.

Silly Mummy.

He wouldn’t let the point go, claiming what wonderful parents we’d be and how this island is the perfect place to bring up a child.

SILLY MUMMY!

‘Where’s this come from all of a sudden?’

Sean shrugged. ‘We’re not getting any younger and it’s . . . I think it’s something I want. A mini you and me running around. It would be funny. And cute.’

That old chestnut is not as appealing when you know you’re the one who would be doing all the ‘running around’ after this adorable and hilarious fictional toddler.

I felt like I was being pranked on a reality TV show. Sean had never shown any interest whatsoever in wanting children. He was always indifferent to Luke and Harry and barely acknowledged his best friend Ish’s son, despite being his godparent.

Whenever we’d discussed having a baby in the past it was always me not wanting one and him giving me an uncharacteristically passive ‘I’m happy to go along with whatever you want’.

But not that day. That day, he was determined to convince me to change my mind. His speech segued into his views on bottle vs breastfeeding. Something I couldn’t give a flying fuck about so long as it was not me administering either.

‘Breast is best,’ said Sean, as if this childish rhyme were the gospel of Jesus.

I stopped walking and looked at him. ‘The very idea of another human drinking from me – gifted the immunity I have built up over years of enduring colds, flu, coughs and sneezes – disgusts me.’ Off his protestations, I continued: ‘I don’t want another human sucking the life force out of me, burning my precious calories so that they can get stronger. I understand it is the most natural thing in the world for some people but it doesn’t feel natural to me, Sean. It feels . . . leechlike!’ I grimaced at my own turn of phrase. Sean looked so dejected, I felt the need to point out that none of this should have been a surprise to him.

He just shrugged, a look of hurt on his face. ‘I always thought you’d change your mind.’

I may have made a guttural sound of frustration upon hearing that nugget.

‘You’re not even willing to think about it?’ he’d said, scuffing his foot against a loose stone.

‘Think about it?’ My raised voice drew a look from a couple getting into a car parked along the side of the road. I lowered my volume. ‘I’m thirty-five. The rapid demise of my fertility is embedded in my head like a microchip.’

Despite society forcing me to give my fertility the same consideration as men purportedly give the Roman Empire, I knew I was extremely lucky to be in the camp of not wanting children, rather than wanting and not being able to have them. But in that moment, I realised that I was in a new situation I’d never considered. Sean wanting and me not. He left for the UK soon afterwards. Picked up an extra project at work to keep busy. He said he just needed time, promised that he’d come back.

I thought I’d be enough. But I wasn’t.

The school bell brings me out of my thoughts and I’m acutely aware that I’m still in my Dryrobe-bather combo. ‘I’d better go and change,’ I say, pointing to my attire.

‘Yes, silly Mummy!’ Julie says. We all laugh. Thrilled with my natural ability to pull this off, I swivel
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