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  Chapter One


  It was too tight. Far too tight. The perfect, to-die-for top that Josie had fallen in love with on first sight was  there was no doubt about it  boob-jammingly,
  belly-clingingly, flesh-pinchingly tight. Yet it had definitely said Medium on the label. Josie grimaced at her reflection in the changing-room mirror. Why did they always have to lie on
  the labels anyway? Was it just to make you feel bad?


  Typical! It had seemed the ideal top for a girly night out, too, back when she had first spied it on its hanger. It had ticked all of Josies boxes, being black (flattering), with a
  plunging V-neck (minxy), made of floaty, chiffony material (feminine), with tiny shiny beads stitched into the bodice (a bit glam  although a bugger in the washing machine, she guessed).


  She sucked in her tummy and looked at herself side-on. Oh God, even worse. Roll upon roll of flab. The seams were straining. All she needed now was for Trinny and Susannah to burst in with a
  camcorder, laughing hysterically as they mauled her around, grabbing spare bits of flesh.


  Josie realized she was turning purple and let out her breath hurriedly. She did not want Nell and Lisa to see her in this tomorrow. They would think she had let herself go, big-time.
  She hadnt seen them for ages  at least a year  and had been hoping to look good in a seemingly effortless hasnt-Josie-done-well-for-herself? kind of a way. If
  she wore this, though, Nell would probably launch into a round of Who Ate All the Pies?.


  The three of them had been flatmates, soulmates and best mates back in their twenties, living it up in London together in a succession of grotty rented flats. It seemed like a lifetime since
  theyd parted to go their separate ways  herself into marriage and kids, Nell into travelling and failed romances, Lisa into career glory and the salary premiership.


  Finding the photo of the three of them tucked away in one of her books had been the prompt for Josie. It was a picture that  what was his name? Dale? Dave? One of Nells many exes
  anyway  had taken one New Years Eve when theyd all been dressed in their finest, ready to hit the West End for booze and snogging. They had looked so happy with their arms
  around each other and, damn it, so fresh-faced and young, that a lump had swelled in Josies throat. She could conjure up even now the singeing smell of Nells curling tongs as
  shed styled everyones hair that night, could remember the exact way the floorboards of that dismal Kilburn flat had shuddered to her own Dance Anthems CDs, and she could
  practically taste the siren-red lipstick on her own lips, as if it had been yesterday. It must have been eight or nine years ago, though. A reunion was way overdue.


  And so, thanks to Josie, within a week or two the whole thing had been arranged. Weekend for three at Lisas posh new pad (Josie could hardly wait to see it).


  But what the hell was she going to wear?


  Well, not this, for starters. Josie wrenched the top over her head with relief. Her skin was flushed and clammy-looking, and her ponytail was wisping out all over the place. The changing-room
  lighting was so bright it showed up the dull flatness of her hair, and every line and bag under her eyes. She could smell her own sweat.


  God. Josie Winter. What happened to you, anyway?


  Josie swung away from her reflection and pulled on her baggy cream jumper and coat. The boys always called it her Miss Hoolie coat, much to Josies dismay, even though she was quite sure
  she looked absolutely nothing like Miss Hoolie from Balamory when she wore it. It was just a sensible, everyday coat. Just a plain, ordinary coat.


  She zipped it up, feeling glum. It was a mum coat, wasnt it? With its stupid hood (for rainy days) and quilted lining (for cold days) and big pockets (for gloves and small toys and fir
  cones and interesting stones . . .).


  Oh God. What had happened to her?


  She put the black top back on its hanger, tried to smooth it a little, then opened the curtain and handed it to the over-made-up assistant.


  Any good? the girl simpered.


  No, Josie replied. A bit on the big side actually. Sod it, shed got her coat done up, hadnt she? Underneath that she could have the body of a goddess,
  for all the assistant knew.


  Did Nell still have such a slinky figure? she wondered, leaving the shop without bothering to try on anything else. Lisa had always been the chunkiest one of the three  not fat exactly,
  although she was always moaning that she was. She was just . . . well, nicely covered, as Josies mum put it. Thighs like a footballer, Lisa had frequently sighed,
  and bum like the back end of the number seventy-three bus  thats me.


  But Nell had always been knock-out slim with good legs and a nice little bottom. Plus she had those gorgeous long blond curls too  with the help of a bottle, mind, but dazzling in a
  Pre-Raphaelite, shampoo-advert kind of a way.


  Maybe Nell had put on a few pounds these days, thought Josie hopefully, now that she was shacked up with  what was his name? Gareth? It did sound romantic, the two of them in that remote
  cottage somewhere in north Wales. Perhaps Nell had taken to hogging loads of comfort food in front of their log fire, now she was loved-up and content. She probably didnt have the most
  rocking social life these days any more either  calories no longer burned off by the thousand every weekend by dancing in sweatbox clubs all night. And maybe shed stopped bothering to
  touch up her roots too . . .


  Well, Josie would find out tomorrow, anyway. Tomorrow! She found herself grinning as she went into Marks and Spencer and began loading up a basket with provisions for the boys. If the truth be
  told, she was secretly dying to know how Pete was going to manage without her. Their four-year-old twins, Toby and Sam, werent exactly naughty or difficult children, but they were
  rather  how should she put it? They were lively boys. Energetic. She tossed three ready-to-cook spaghetti bologneses into her basket and smirked. They let you know they were around,
  those boys of hers. And tomorrow, for the first time ever, the pleasure of looking after them single-handed for the weekend would be all Petes. Whereas she, on the other hand . . .


  Shed be living it up in the big city, just like shed done all those years before. It would be like stepping back in time.


  Josie was on her way back to the car when something caught her eye. There in front of her was a heavily pregnant woman, bump so rounded you could see the faint outline of her
  pushed-out belly button where her top stretched over it. The woman was showing a friend a romper suit shed just bought, holding it carefully over one arm, her face animated.


  Josie felt herself staring, footsteps slowing. It was a cerise romper suit, with a pale pink cherry design embroidered on one pocket. I just couldnt resist it, the woman was
  saying, folding it up again and patting it affectionately before she slid it back into the bag. Girls clothes are so sweet, arent they?


  Josie felt a pull in her own belly and rolled a hand over it. Her pulse quickened. And then, almost before she knew it, shed wheeled around, straight through the doors of Baby Gap behind
  her. She just couldnt help herself, marching straight through to the racks of teeny pink and white clothes. Fleecy dungarees, frilly skirts, little buttoned cardigans . . . The woman was
  right. Girls clothes  especially baby girls clothes  were utterly, heart-meltingly gorgeous.


  Josie stroked a pair of dungarees, size 03 months. They were so tiny and fleecy and pink. Candy-floss pink, perfect for a newborn. She unhooked them from the rail and put them
  reverently over one arm. Her mouth was dry suddenly, and she licked her lips. Next, she picked up a packet of vests that had a fairy print all over them. So, so cute! Oh, she just had to
  have them. And how about the pink knitted cardigan, even if it was handwash, the kiss of death for baby clothes? Just gorgeous, though, with the teeny mother-of-pearl buttons. I
  couldnt resist, she told herself in her head. Look, and there was the most darling little plum-coloured hat! It was adorable!


  Josie rubbed her thumb across a pair of soft white tights, imagining small chubby legs tucked inside, kicking and twitching in that random, unintended newborn way. She added them to the
  selection over her arm and then, after a last brief look at a display of pink cot blankets  no, shed probably got enough of those for now  she turned towards the till.


  The girl behind the counter rang up her purchases without comment, even though Josie was more than ready for the usual questions. Whens it due? she wanted the girl to ask.
  Thought of any names yet?


  A jew months to go yet, Josie would reply, patting her belly with a contented smile. And were going to call her Rose.


  Rose! the girl would say. Such a gorgeous name!


  I know, Josie would nod. Its our favourite too.


  Nothing of the sort, though, unfortunately. The girl was only young, nineteen or twenty at a guess, chewing something, her eyes bored. No doubt she was thinking of where shed be clubbing
  later that evening, what shed be wearing, how shed do her hair. Exactly the kind of things that had occupied Josies waking mind for so many years  Hmmm, pointy high
  shoes or boots?  until the boys had been born and looking after them had consumed everything else.


  The girl tissue-wrapped the clothes and placed them in a bag. Thats forty-two pounds please, she said, shifting her wedge of chewing gum to the other side of her mouth.


  Josie handed over her card, eyes fixed on the dark blue bag. There we are, Rose. Wont you look lovely in that lot? My little sweetheart!


  Then she saw the time. Christ! Shed be late for playgroup kicking-out time if she didnt get going.


  She ran to the car, stuffed the bag in the boot and started the engine.


  Look, Mum, I done a ambulance for you. Theres its light, there, and this is the driver. And hes going really really fast cos theres somebody
  dying in the back and theres loads and loads of blood and theyve got to get to hospital before he dies and . . .


  Lovely, darling, Josie said automatically to Toby, trying to wiggle his coat sleeves on to his arms without him noticing. Hello, Sam. Had a nice morning?


  Sam flung himself bodily against her legs, small arms wrapping tightly around her. She bent down and kissed his head, breathing in his delicious salty boysy smell of Play-Doh and warm trainers.
  Sam always seemed so relieved whenever she reappeared to take him home that it was impossible for Josie to smother a niggle of doubt about him being at playgroup. Maybe Petes mum had been
  right all along, maybe it was a mothers duty to stay at home with her children until they were old enough to vote, instead of having the nerve to put them in playgroup a few mornings a week
  . . .


  Those precious years, shed sigh, eyes up to the ceiling, whenever Josie said anything about it. Youll miss them when theyve gone. You mark my
  words!


  Barbara was very fond of making such pronouncements. Josie had had to mark Barbaras words on all manner of things over the years. She was the expert, it seemed, on teething, potty
  training and tantrums, as well as state childcare. With a pursing of her lips and her fat arms folded meatily over her chest, she liked nothing better than to tell Josie where she was going
  wrong.


  They enjoy playgroup, though, Barbara, Josie had tried to argue several times through gritted teeth. And I like them being there. Its good for their
  independence  and mine.


  The plan had originally been for Josie to return to work on these mornings. Shed been a designer, pre-kids, a good one too, rising to a senior position in a large childrens
  charity. Shed held out for the boys starting playgroup as the moment to claw back some time for herself, to kick-start her brain and build up a portfolio of work once more before
  job-hunting. But it hadnt quite worked out like that somehow. Three mornings a week was not long enough to get the housework and shopping done, let alone anything creative. And almost every
  time shed fired up the Mac and started playing around with ideas, shed been conscious of the minutes slipping past. One hour left before the boys needed picking up. Twenty minutes.
  Five . . . And that had been that.


  No matter. There was plenty of time to start work again once they were at school, come September. Josie wasnt in any hurry.


  Did you paint an ambulance as well? she said to Sam, ruffling his hair.


  He shook his head. I done a frog. For you, he said. But its still wet.


  You did a frog! Well done, Josie said, trying to sound surprised. Of course hed done a frog. All Sam ever wanted to paint was frogs. Well pick it up next week.
  Lets get your coat on now and well go home.


  Once the boys had been strapped into the car, Josie pulled out on to the main road, half listening to Tobys chatter about killing pirates and half worrying shed
  forgotten something for the weekend. So for lunch tomorrow, they can have those rolls and tuna, she found herself musing, and for tea, the spag bol, and . . . She forced herself
  to stop. This was ridiculous! There was a corner shop at the end of their road! If Pete needed anything, he could easily make his way there and sort it out. She was being patronizing, really. Pete
  was perfectly able to cope. He was a grown man, for goodness sake! And even if he hadnt been very keen on the idea of Josie going off with the girls, he was just going to have to live
  with it.


  And Id whack him over the head with my sword, right, and . . .


  She glanced at Toby in the mirror as he gestured some bloodthirsty bit of violence or other. Shed never imagined herself to be the mother of boys. Never thought shed have to learn
  the intricacies of model pirate ships, or try to explain how rockets worked. Shed never dreamed that shed be the one having to referee punch-ups over whose turn it was to go on the
  swing, or that shed end up walking any number of different ways home so that she and her sons could solemnly inspect the yellow JCBs that were carving up nearby roads.


  Josie had always pictured herself hand in hand with beaming daughters; had imagined plaiting their hair with shiny bobbles, taking them to ballet lessons, throwing fairy parties and decorating
  cupcakes with pink icing and jelly tots.


  It wasnt that she wasnt crazy about the boys. Quite the opposite. Shed fallen in love with them the second shed laid eyes on them, even though they resembled
  wrinkled, blood-covered rat babies, so tiny and mewling, coming as they had six weeks early. It had been like the strangest, most surreal kind of dream  shed been bleary from all the
  drugs theyd given her pre-Caesar, the very air seemed a hallucination, shimmering and rippling as first one little rat baby then another was mysteriously pulled from within her belly.


  A boy! Pete had cried, holding Toby, first out of the bag.


  And another boy! the surgeon had cheered, handing Sam over to Josie. She could still hear the way hed snuffled in her arms like a small vernix-covered puppy, could still
  remember exactly how hed felt against her bare arms, skin to skin, warm, wet and jittery, with those dark blue eyes opening just a crack to inspect her.


  And oh, it had been love at first sight. Even though she now accepted they must have been hideous to an onlooker, so shrivelled and greasy from the waxy white vernix, hardly a scrap of hair
  between them, arms and legs as tiny as sticks. They were beautiful to her. Her boys. She had sows! As she held them both to her chest, their miniature hearts pulsing on top of hers once again, she
  felt as if she might very well combust with sheer joy.


  Mum! Why arent you stopping?


  Tobys voice jerked her out of her thoughts, and Josie slammed on the brakes. Shed almost driven straight past their house, so wrapped up was she in baby memories.


  Once home, she went upstairs with her precious bag of goodies and stowed it at the back of her wardrobe. There was already a mobile of pastel-pink bunnies there, plus a pile of fuchsia blankets,
  still in their cellophane wrapping, and a sweet little white teddy with pale pink ears. All for you, Rose. When youre ready, sweetheart.


  She came back down to see that the boys were out in the garden. Sams face was set in deep concentration as he swung up the climbing net, a frown rucking his eyebrows. Toby, sure-footed as
  a cat, was already at the top, shooting imaginary enemies in the forsythia.


  Josie started making lunch, peeling sausages from their packet and sliding them under the grill, and putting on a pan of water for the potatoes. She froze as there came a familiar chittering
  sound, and the glossy-winged magpie flew down to next doors cherry tree. One for sorrow. Again!


  It was always on its own, that sodding magpie, living out a lonely bachelorhood in the pale pink froth of blossom, flaunting its bad luck each time in clear monochrome. Why couldnt it
  find a partner and settle down, so that Josie could have two for joy for a change? Or, better still, invite a couple of mates over so that shed have three for a
  girl?


  Her period had started eight days ago. Eight days. That meant an egg was silently ripening inside the red darkness of Josies ovary right now, on the verge of detaching itself and rolling
  headlong down a tube into her waiting womb. And there it would lie, still and quiet, half a possibility, half a person. Half a daughter, with any luck. Half of Rose.


  She breathed in hard, and put her arms around herself. Come on, Rose. Whats keeping you?


  She and Pete had been trying for a daughter for so long now. Too long. And Pete had absolutely no idea shed been stocking up with baby things in preparation. Hed probably think she
  was mad.


  Maybe she was.


  Josie peeled a couple of potatoes and slung them into the pan of water. So if we have sex on Sunday night, she reminded herself, and every day until Wednesday, then maybe, just maybe . . .


  She would cook something with shellfish on Sunday, she decided, so that she could boost Petes sperm with a bit of zinc  did a prawn curry count? Maybe she could order in a takeaway
   nothing too chilli-tastic, just something to get them in the mood . . .


  Josie checked how much wine they had in the rack. Three bottles of white, four reds, some bubbly. Well, she couldnt see Pete polishing that lot off on his own tomorrow night, however
  knackering a day hed had, so there would definitely be some left for Sunday . . .


  She grimaced. It wasnt like she needed alcoholic help when it came to seducing her own husband but . . . you know, anything to oil the wheels was a bonus. She could even dig out
  some of the sexy underwear that he always bought her for birthdays (uncomfortable, chafing, cold)  even if, truth be told, big Primark knickers were the finest thing since chunky Kit-Kats in
  her opinion.


  Josie watched the magpie flap away and felt a twist of sadness that she and Pete had once been unable to take their hands off each other, yet nowadays, he would paw at her hopefully once the
  lights were off and, nine times out of ten, shed sigh and say, Oh, sorry, love, Im just sooo shattered tonight, or whatever. Headache. Not in the mood. Must get
  an early night because of blah-blah-blah tomorrow.


  She always hated herself during the moment of silence as he took his hands off her and rolled over, rebuffed, but then felt nothing but blissful relief as she shut her eyes and said good-night
  into the darkness.


  Sunday night, however, would be different. Hed love it!


  There was a scream outside and suddenly only Sam was on the climbing frame, white-faced, his mouth one enormous, shocked MUM!


  The sausages were burning. The smoke alarm shrieked.


  Snap out of it, Josie, she told herself savagely, racing outside to her oldest boy. His face was a sickly eau-de-nil as he lay sobbing and shaken on the grass. Catch a grip! Look where
  daydreaming gets you!


  The unpredictability of the traffic, late-running meetings and post-work drinks all made the equation of Petes ETA home difficult to calculate on any given evening.
  Sometimes, very occasionally, hed be back in time to give the boys a bath after their tea, which meant an orgy of splashing, whooping and speedboat noises. Other times, also relatively
  occasionally, he wouldnt be in until they were asleep under their dinosaur quilts, an arm or leg flung over the side of the bunk bed, hair fluffed against the pillow. Most nights, they would
  hear his car pull up, the engine die and the clunk of the central locking outside as Josie was reading the boys their bedtime stories. It was pretty much Josies favourite time of
  the day. Her sons, in their pyjamas, smelling of soap, hair damp and sticking up, both leaning into her as she read them The Smallest Dragon or Pirate Teg-Leg, or whatever had
  been chosen. Gone was all the bravado of the daytime. As twilight fell, they seemed to regress to babyhood, clambering on to her knee, sucking their thumbs, wanting cuddles.


  On this night, she had just opened her mouth to read the first line of Wheres That Monster? when there was the usual clunk from outside the window. Both boys whipped
  their heads around immediately, monsters forgotten.


  Dad! cheered Toby, leaping off her knee.


  Daddy! echoed Sam a second later, racing after his brother.


  The front door opened and Josie leaned back against the sofa, listening to them contentedly. Her three boys. Team Winter all present and correct!


  Dad, I fell off the climbing frame! Toby was boasting. Right from the top, like a dive-bomber. Can you see my plaster? Look! There was loads of blood. Loads!


  Dad, I can hop on my own  look! Sams voice was next, with accompanying thumps. See, Dad? Can you see Im hopping? Toby cant do it yet, just me. He
  still has to hold on to the wall. Look, Dad. See that?


  Excellent, excellent. Pete sounded distracted. It often took him longer than the commute home to leave the office behind. Josie felt an anxious ache inside at the thought of
  Sams proud, hopeful face, and crossed her fingers that it hadnt melted to disappointment, mouth turned down, triumph unheeded.


  Good day? Josie asked, getting up as he came into the living room. He looked tired, she noticed  grey-faced, eyes slightly pouched  but just as handsome as hed
  been when shed met him eight years ago.


  Not bad, he said, pulling his tie off and tossing it on to the sofa.


  He still hadnt looked her in the eye. Still hadnt pulled her in for a kiss. Somethings wrong, she thought uneasily.


  Everything all right, Pete? she asked. Shall I get you a drink?


  The boys were swarming all over him and at first she thought he hadnt heard her. It was only when hed swung Toby up around one shoulder and was dangling Sam upside-down that he
  glanced across to where she was hovering. Love one, he said. Glass of red would hit the spot.


  OK, she said, walking into the kitchen. This was all about her going away tomorrow, she thought, with a flash of annoyance. A pre-emptive sulk to make her feel bad about leaving
  him with the boys for one single night, even though hed disappeared on business trips for days on end, and had stayed in London loads of times when his meetings had run over unexpectedly.
  Nell and Lisa? hed echoed when shed announced her intentions. But . . . Well . . . You should have asked me first. I might have been busy that weekend!


  Well, youre not, shed replied. I checked on the calendar. Oh, go on, Pete, its only for one night . . .


  Hed huffed and puffed a bit, tried to joke about Nell and Lisa being a bad influence on her (as if!), but for once Josie had dug her heels in. She really, really wanted this weekend. And
  the more he went on at her, the more determined she was to have it. It wasnt too much to ask, was it, that he looked after the kids on his own for once?


  She gritted her teeth as she took down a glass for him, then, as an afterthought, one for herself too. Theyd been over this already. They both knew she was going. He didnt have to
  make such a fuss about it all over again now, did he?


  And heres me, trotting into the kitchen like an obedient little wifey to pour him a drink! Josie thought, yanking out a wine bottle from the rack. Well, as from tomorrow morning, Josie
  Winter, obedient wifey, is temporarily history. And Josie Bell, party animal, can bloody well make a comeback  and about time too!


  



  Chapter Two


  Bye then, boys. Be good, she said. It was Saturday morning and Josie was crouched in the hall, holding her sons tightly as if she were trying to imprint their
  shapes on to her body.


  Are you going to bring us back a present? Toby wanted to know.


  Josie laughed and kissed his freckled nose. Maybe. If youre really really good for Dad . . .


  Yeah! he cheered, confident already. Thanks, Mum! Come on, Sam, lets get the pirate stuff out.


  Toby ran out of the room, but Sam stayed close to Josie as she hugged Pete goodbye. Have fun, she said. Ill ring you later, OK?


  OK, he replied. And have fun yourself.


  Im going to, dont worry, she said. Then she picked up her bag. I hope Ive got everything, she muttered, fighting the urge to undo it and
  check.


  Pete rolled his eyes. What are you like? You just need PMT  pants, money, toothbrush. Thats all anyone ever needs.


  Josie hoisted her bag up on to her shoulder and stuck her tongue out at him. For starters, no self-respecting woman calls them pants  and for seconds
  She smiled, feeling light-headed all of a sudden. Tor seconds, Im going to be late. Bye, Pete. Love you. And dont forget  tomorrows you-know-what day.


  He frowned. What?


  Josie flushed. He had forgotten. Well, she wasnt about to remind him right now, what with the boys ears being so finely tuned to anything remotely personal.
  Nothing. Ill see you tomorrow. God, that sounds weird, doesnt it? I cant remember when I last said that! I


  Josie  train, Pete reminded her. He opened the front door for her. Go get.


  OK, Im going, Im going.


  Bye, Mum! Sam shouted, leaning against the doorframe.


  Bye, love, she said, a lump rising in her throat at the sight of his pale little face. Come on, she told herself, walking down the drive. Its not like youre
  leaving them. Its not like youre never coming back. This is one night away  one well-earned night away  and youll be home tomorrow. And then before you
  know it youll be sucked back into real life, and this will just be a single blip of excitement that once happened. End of.


  Josie felt her stride picking up as she went down the road. There she was, clip-clopping along in her high-heeled brown boots and nicest pink coat, looking for all the world as if she was quite
  unattached. Quite free.


  A grin slid over her face. Free. It wasnt a word shed used to describe herself for a long time. But today she was free from the kitchen sink, and the washing machine, and
  the


  Oh, bollocks. She knew there was something shed forgotten. She fished in her pocket for her mobile and dialled home.


  Pete answered on the sixth ring, breathlessly beating the answerphone. Were all right! Were surviving! he told her before shed even said hello.
  Nobodys injured or crying yet!


  Josie laughed. Sorry, she said, its just I remembered I left my coat in the washing machine, and I put it on the synthetics programme, so when it stops, you need to
  take out the coat and give the rest a spin. Oh, and


  Hang on, let me write this down, Pete said. Synthetics, coat, spin . . . OK, got it.


  And dont let the boys play with the furry collar from it, will you? Josie added. They pretend its a fur snake and . . . Well, anyway, I took it off before I
  washed it  its a detachable one, it just buttons on and off  and Ive put it on one of the shelves on the dresser. So . . .


  OK, got it, Pete repeated. It was hard to tell whether he was bemused or on the verge of irritated. Anything else?


  Josie licked her lips, then whipped her tongue back in her mouth before she removed all her new lippy. Um . . . No. Sorry. Thats it, she said.


  A shout went up from Petes end of the phone, and Josie strained her ears to tell whose voice it had been. Sam or Toby? Was one of them hurt?


  Better go, Pete said. Bye, Jose.


  Wait  whos? Josie started, but the line went dead. She held the phone to her ear for a moment, half wondering if she should call again in a minute to find out
  if either of the boys was injured, and if she needed to rush back home to wait for the ambulance, and . . .


  No. Dont, she told herself, stuffing the phone back in her pocket. She strode forward assertively. The boys shouted all day long. In fact, the more she thought about it, the shout
  shed heard just then had sounded like a fighting-pirate kind of shout, rather than a broken-bone kind of shout. She hoped.


  OK.


  Back to the weekend. Yes!


  London, here she came!


  Josie could hardly sit still as the train approached Kings Cross. It was all so familiar and yet so strange. Shed actually lived near Kings Cross for a
  while (although, of course, shed told everyone it was Islington) and had loved being in the thick of everything. Yeah, sure, there were smackheads and prostitutes on every corner, there were
  burger wrappers blowing in the wind, plastering themselves around your ankles anywhere you walked, and there were the hustlers too, always on the look-out for dumb tourists with cameras hanging off
  them and pinchable wallets in pockets. That came with the territory. But there were some good pubs, too; it was close to everything, she could walk to work, and it had made her blood leap with
  happiness to feel part of the city bustle and pace.


  Now, obviously, she couldnt imagine anything worse than having to live here. Too dangerous, too hectic, too scary. Which was why she and Pete had upped and left for the suburbs as soon
  after the boys had been born as they could manage it.


  The burbs. She had a lovehate relationship with where she lived, the bland Toytown streets and houses with their neat Identikit gardens and people-carriers on the drives. Their
  house was only ten years old, and Pete had jumped at it during one of their house-hunting missions, especially as his new job was just a few miles away. In hindsight, Josie hadnt been in a
  fit state to pass judgement, having only recently given birth. At that point shed been sucked in by the big, clean kitchen, the stretch of lawn, the safe, secure feel of the place.
  Shed been too tired to traipse around any more houses with the babes mewling in the double buggy. OK, shed said, without any real conviction. Lets buy
  it.


  Sometimes she wondered if it had been the right choice. However hard she and Pete had tried to imprint their own style on the house, with their soft furnishings and painted walls, it still
  looked like a box to her, with its square rooms and boring brick frontage. She wouldnt choose it if they were house-hunting now. No way.


  But hey. It was only brick walls and a roof. It didnt matter that much, at the end of the day. And Pete still loved living there, so . . .


  The train wheezed into the station, and she felt her heart step up a beat. She was really here, in London, on her own. Her phone bleeped and she grabbed it quickly. A text from Nell.


  
    
      Cant w8 2 c u babe. Am here, Ks X. Where r u?

    

  


  Josie grinned. No time to reply. She was here too, and Nell could see that for herself in a few minutes. She stood up as the train rattled to a stop and waited impatiently for the automatic
  doors to hiss open. Come on, come on!


  Ssssssssssssssssss!


  She was released from the smelly carriage, and jumped down on to the platform. Hello, she said to the city under her breath. Im back.


  Theyd arranged to meet outside WH Smith in the station, where half the population of London seemed to be hanging out too. A wild-haired woman with a tatty blue sleeping
  bag around her shoulders was asking for money, one hand outstretched. A gaggle of Japanese girls were poring over an AZ, all talking at once. A manic-eyed lad leaned against a
  pillar staring at his own hands as if they were newly sprouted from his wrists.


  Josie scanned the crowd for Nells blond curls. And then . . .


  Hey! Over here! Josie!


  She spun around at the sound of her name and there was Nell hurrying towards her, Nell with the same wide grin and sparkly blue eyes, her hair in a new jagged urchin crop, but still as slim as
  ever  God, she looked fit!  in a dark denim skirt and biker boots, assorted beads slung around her neck and fuchsia feather earrings. She also had on a pink coat. A much nicer one
  than Josies  shorter and brighter and louder. Josies coat looked the pale insipid relative next to it.


  All these thoughts whirled around Josies head as she rushed into her friends arms. Nell might not feel the same to hug  no bobbing curls going ticklingly up the nose any
  more  but she still wore the same perfume, and Josie breathed it in as if she were hungry. It was a smell of friendship and good times.


  Then they were standing apart and looking at each other, grinning like fools. God, you look great, Josie blurted out, trying to keep the envy from her voice. I love your
  hair  its so funky! I almost didnt recognize you!


  Cheers  it was a bit of an impulse chop, Nell replied. I dont recognize myself any more either. She grabbed Josies hands and squeezed them.
  Oh Josie, I am so excited about this weekend, she cried. I cant believe were back together in Kings Cross like this. Youre a star to have sorted
  everything out. Weve left it too long, havent we?


  Too, too long, Josie agreed, unable to stop smiling. And here we are, in our pink coats  yours is much nicer, of course  and


  Dont be daft, Nell said affectionately, giving her a nudge. Its not a competition. Yours looks much posher than mine. I bet yours didnt come from the
  Oxfam shop either. Now  wheres that Lisa-Lou? Eyes peeled for the old city slicker . . .


  Josie laughed. Suddenly the coat didnt matter. So what? Actually, it gave her a feeling of solidarity. Sisters, comrades, put on your pink coats and they shall know us . . . She and Nell
  had always swapped clothes, back in the flat-sharing days. Although tonight . . . Josie sneaked another quick glance at her friends slender limbs. No. There was absolutely no way on earth
  shed be able to fit into anything of Nells any more. Not unless Lisa had a liposuction machine at her place that Josie could borrow, anyway.


  There she is! Nell said just then, and Josie stared into the distance, following her friends pointing finger. God, look at her! The glamour-puss!


  Josies eyes widened in surprise as she clocked the confident, sassy woman who was approaching them, waving and smiling. Lisas long dark hair now had gorgeous plum-coloured
  highlights blended in, and fell in shining waves around her shoulders. Her skin looked sun-kissed, with just a hint of eye make-up and dark lipstick. And she was the picture of classy chic in her
  camel-coloured suede jacket, fitted at the waist, her plain white T-shirt, dark jeans and wedge-heeled sandals.


  Bloody hell, Josie said, trying not to gawp. Lisa looked sensational. There was no other way to describe it. She seemed so groomed and polished, Josie half expected to see an army
  of personal stylists slinking back to their headquarters behind her, high-fiving each other and saying, Good job! at their work.


  Hiya, Lisa said, her mouth breaking into a grin. Nell  your hair! Wheres it gone?


  Nell laughed and hugged her. The same place as your arse, by the look of things, she replied.


  Lisa grinned and gave a little wiggle. And long may it stay there, she said, before turning to Josie. She seemed to hesitate for a split second, then pulled Josie in for a hug.
  Hi, darlin, she said. Long time no see.


  Josies mouth was suddenly full of Lisas musky perfume and her thick, soft hair  had she had extensions put in? There was so much of it!  and she was momentarily lost
  for words. It was a long time no see, way too long. Theyd bumped into each other a year or so ago at a friends wedding, but despite Josies best attempts, shed
  barely had five minutes alone with Lisa, who seemed to be working the room like a woman on a mission. And before that . . . Josie couldnt think straight. Lisa had certainly come to see her
  when the boys had been born, but Josie couldnt remember her visiting since then.


  List  you look amazing, she said bluntly, once she was able to speak. Youve lost so much weight! You just look . . . incredible!


  Thanks, Lisa said. Two stone gone, can you believe? And I still want to lose a bit more. She patted her flat, verging on concave, stomach. Must get rid of this
  pot belly.


  What pot belly? Theres nothing there! Nell scoffed. God, you cow. You look far too gorgeous for me to hang out with you. Cant you put a bag over your head
  while were together or something?


  Lisa laughed again. The only bags Im planning to see today are shopping bags, filled with mucho purchases, she said. Shall we get out of here?


  Definitely, Josie said. She followed Lisas confident stride across the station, slightly stunned. Talk about a transformation. Shed never seen Lisa so sparkly and
  self-possessed before, never. People were staring at her, and you could tell they were half wondering if she was a celebrity, with that head-high, I-know-Im-fabulous march. Back when
  theyd been living in each others pockets, Lisa had never been the one to lead the way, had never strode ahead like that. Now look at her!


  It was disconcerting, Josie thought, heaving her bag higher on her shoulder as she trotted after her friends. The dynamic had shifted. Once upon a time it might have been her, Josie, strutting
  ahead, taking control. But she didnt feel like that Josie any more. Shed morphed into a follower, just as Lisa seemed to have morphed into the leader.


  For a second, Josie had the urge to dodge into WH Smith and hide behind the newspaper stand. Had this been such a good idea? Did she really have anything in common with Nell and Lisa any
  more?


  Nell looked over her shoulder and saw her hovering. Come on, Jose, she said, waiting for her to catch up. Its not like you to hang about when theres shopping
  to do.


  Josie smiled and nodded. These were her friends, after all. These were pretty much her oldest and closest friends, whod seen her pluck her own nostril hair, heard her snore and held her
  hair back for her when shed vomited up ten strawberry daiquiris over that minging Kilburn toilet. Dont worry, she said. Im coming. And even if she
  was taken aback by Lisas transformation, they were all grown women, right? So shed leave all that shes-prettier-than-me stuff back in the school playground where it
  belonged, wouldnt she? Right.


  The plan for the day had already been discussed. Forget the West End or Oxford Street for grown-up shopping. If they were going to have a proper reunion, they needed a Saturday
  afternoon at Camden Market. Back in the old days, the three of them had made regular weekend pilgrimages there for cut-price clubby outfits, bargain boots and all sorts of tat to adorn the grotty
  flats. It had also been a favourite place for a mid-afternoon pint, which had often stretched well into a drunken evening.


  Where else could they possibly head this afternoon than Camden Town? It would be an essential nostalgia trip, an excellent starting point for the weekend. And if we get there and realize
  that everything in the market is hippy crap that we wouldnt be seen dead in these days, we can always go somewhere else, Lisa said as they left the station and headed around the
  corner towards a bus stop.


  Nell grinned. Theres nothing wrong with a bit of hippy crap, she said. Dont knock it, Lise. Hippy crap has served me well through the years.


  Josie definitely fancied Camden over any grown-up shops Lisa might have been thinking of too. Shed had enough of swanky boutiques for skinny people yesterday, thank you very much.
  Anyway, we can always go for a . . . drink, if we have to, she said. Shed been on the verge of saying a cup of tea, but had bitten back the words just in time.
  Although she never usually touched the booze until the boys were in bed (not unless it was a really, really trying tea-time, anyway), she was quite sure Nell and Lisa had no such
  rules.


  Well, I suppose so, if were forced to go to the pub, at gunpoint or something . . . Lisa said.


  Or if someone threatens to poke us in the eye with joss sticks, Nell giggled.


  Here, Lisa said, pulling up by a bus stop. This is our one.


  So, Nell said conversationally as they waited with a couple of acne-scarred Goths and a smooching couple, how did you do it, Lise? How did you lose all that
  weight?


  Well, believe it or not, it wasnt through the sleep diet or the puke diet, Lisa replied, her eyes crinkling at the edges as she grinned.


  Oh God! The puke diet! Id forgotten that, Josie laughed. Eat whatever you feel like, knowing youll get so lashed later youll puke it all up
  anyway. She winced at the memory. We were so gross, werent we?


  The sleep diet was a good one, though, Nell reminded her. Stay in bed all day so that you dont consume any calories . . .


  Even if does mean you lose your job, remember, Nell? Lisa pointed out, raising a perfectly shaped eyebrow.


  Oh yeah, Nell nodded. I knew there was a downside. No calorific gain, but lots of financial pain. She shrugged. Still, it was a crap job anyway, so . .
  .


  But forget our tragic diets, Josie interrupted, turning to Lisa. How did you do it? I feel blobby just looking at you.


  Spinning, Lisa replied, pulling a face. And stress. Too much work. Lots of shagging. Being too lazy to buy food . . .


  Whats spinning? Josie asked.


  Shagging who? Nell chimed in.


  Spinning is basically torture in Lycra, Lisa replied with a grim expression on her face. Spinning is like gym hell.


  God, Josie replied, none the wiser. She couldnt help eyeing up Lisas slim flanks as she leaned forward to flag down the bus. Well, whatever kind of torture it
  is, it works. In fact, Im going to book myself in for some as soon as I get back home. I need to be tortured at once!


  And the shagging? Nell prompted. And please dont reply, Heaven in Lycra or Ill have to push you into the traffic.


  Lisa grinned and whipped out her travelcard. I think thats a conversation for the pub, dont you? she replied.


  



  Chapter Three


  The smell of Camden hit Josie as soon as they got off the bus on the High Street. Incense, kebabs, patchouli oil . . . It was all exactly the same. The pounding bass-y reggae;
  the shops full of buckled biker boots and outrageous platform heels; the clusters of skanky teenagers smoking roll-ups, clad in their uniform of ripped black bullet belts and piercings; the
  cannabis flags fluttering like bunting from shop windows . . .


  It made her feel old. It made her feel like a middle-aged mother. Which, of course, she was. But she wished she didnt look quite so much like one.


  Right, Lisa said, looking around as if theyd just landed on a different planet. God, Camden High Street. So here we are again. I think I need a drink
  already.


  I think I need some food, Josie said, eyeing a bistro across the road.


  I think I need to hear who Lisas been shagging, Nell said, steering them to the pedestrian crossing. Twelve oclocks not too early for a drink and lunch,
  is it?


  Not in my belly it isnt, Josie replied. She suddenly felt anxious as she saw Lisa consult the watch on her slim, slim wrist. Oh no, Lisa wasnt going to sit there and
  just watch them eating while she picked at a single grain of rice or something, was she? Josie couldnt bear it when people did that. Talk about killing off everybody elses
  fun. Today she just wanted to enjoy herself, not be reminded about calories and spare handfuls of flesh.


  Looks like wine oclock to me, Lisa said, and Im absolutely ravenous. I forgot all about breakfast this morning, I was so excited about seeing you
  two.


  The crossing started bleeping for them to go, and Josie pressed her lips tight shut together. Shed been excited about the weekend too, but that hadnt stopped her wolfing down two
  rounds of toast and the boys leftover bacon. How did anyone forget to eat, anyway? Was it actually possible? She always suspected models and celebrities were lying when she read
  statements like that in magazines. Surely nobody was that forgetful? Ever since shed had the boys, Josies whole life had been charted by mealtimes. Mum, is it nearly
  lunchtime? Mum, whats for tea? Mum, Im starving! Im THIS hungry!


  They crossed the road and went into the cafe. It was vaguely familiar, and Josie struggled to think why. Im sure Ive been here before, she said, staring around. It
  was gloomy inside, but cosy-gloomy, with lamps on the wall, leather armchairs and an open fire in the front. Further back were scruffy, chipped tables and chairs. Ive got major
  dj vu. Ringing any bells for you two?


  No, Lisa said. Not even a tinkle. Hello? she called over to a waiter.


  Nell started to laugh and elbowed Josie. You have been in here  and so have I, she said. Dont you remember? We came in here for lunch  well,
  actually, it was probably a late breakfast for us in those days  and we met those awful blokes. Yours was a poet. Mine was an artist, I think. She shook her head. Must have
  been ten years ago or so. Jesus!


  Josie racked her brains. A vague shadowy memory flickered in her mind, of an earnest, brown-haired guy trying to sneak his arm around her back on a slippery leather sofa. I
  remember, she said. Didnt they keep trying to get us to look at their etchings?


  Something like that, Nell said. I think we just let them buy us drinks, then made a swift exit.


  Josie stared at the sofa in one corner, as if half expecting to see a ghostly image of herself still there, giggling and flirting with some poor sod. What mercenary bitches we
  were, she said, feeling guilty and amused at the same time.


  Nell grinned. Thank goodness were so mature and sensible these days! she said, wide-eyed.


  Table for three, please, Lisa said crisply to the waiter, as if she were in a grand hotel instead of a dive-y little cafe.


  Anywhere you like, he said, pressing a pile of greasy menus into her hand.


  Once they were settled with a beer each, Nell planted both elbows on the table and leaned forward. So, Miss Lisa, she started, back to your love life . . .


  Oh God, do we have to? Lisa moaned.


  You might as well tell us now, before you get too drunk and lose all your inhibitions, Nell pointed out. At least this way you can give us the edited highlights while
  youve still got your wits about you.


  Josie laughed. And well winkle the really juicy bits out of you later on, she said, tilting her bottle of Peroni and taking a long, cool gulp. Delicious. She raised an
  eyebrow. So, lets guess. Hes your personal trainer on some kind of two-for-one deal.


  Cheeky cow! Lisa said, spluttering on her beer. My personal trainer is as gay as fairy lights. No, its . . . Well, theres nothing serious. Im just
  dating, you know.


  Anyone particularly falling-in-lovable? Nell pressed.


  Lisa shook her head. There hasnt been for ages, she said, suddenly looking down at the table. Years. No, these are all just casual flings. A bit of fun, you know the
  score. Excellent sex, now bye, whos next?


  Sounds good to me, Josie said, even though that was a complete lie. The thought of still having loveless shags with dates who didnt set her heart racing filled Josie with
  dread and pity  how could Lisa bear it, not having met the right man and settled down with a family by now? How could she stand sleeping alone all those nights, with nobody putting
  their arms around her? But she certainly wasnt going to say as much.


  Do you ever hear from  what was his name?  Guy? Nell asked.


  Lisa shook her head. Nope. Nada. She tipped her head back, avoiding Nells questioning gaze, and had a long slug of beer.


  Josie had a swig of hers too, wondering what was going on in Lisas head. She could tell there was no chance of getting any more answers about Guy or anyone else right now. Lisas
  private life had always stayed far more private than Josies and Nells, even during their most drunken confess-all girly nights in. Josie had known via Nell that Lisa had had her heart
  broken really badly a few years ago by this bloke Guy, but Josie had never even met him, and hadnt heard the full story. Besides, at the time it had happened she was still in the throes of
  early motherhood  the boys were probably no more than a year old, and her mind was full to its brim with their lives. Long heart-to-heart sessions about anything else had not been possible.
  Nell, too, had been away somewhere hot and Third Worldish, so hadnt been able to fulfil her best-friend comforting duties either. Josie felt bad that Lisa had had to go through her
  heartbreak without her two closest allies beside her.


  Anyway, what about you? Lisa asked, turning to Nell. Hows it all going with your boyo in the valleys? Any plans for sprogging or vows or anything serious
  yet?


  Nell shook her head, her mouth in a funny little twist. Nope, nada, she parroted. Its all over, me and Gareth. As of last week, I am an eligible bachelorette
  once again.


  Josie put down her beer harder than she meant to and it banged on the table, sending a surge of bubbles fizzing up its green neck. What happened? Why didnt you say something
  earlier? she asked.


  Nell shrugged, a cagey expression slipping over her face. Just because, she replied. I dont really feel like talking about it. So . . .


  OK, Lisa said, her dark eyes on Nell.


  Josie leaned over the table and squeezed Nells hand. Are you all right? she asked. Change the subject if you want, but . . .


  Nells mouth turned up in a smile shape but a light seemed to have gone out of her eyes. Im cool, she said. And dont even think about asking me if I want
  to do a Ten Reasons Why He Was a Wanker Anyway list, all right? She grabbed a menu and opened it up in front of her face. Right, lets choose some food.


  Josie and Lisa exchanged glances as they took menus themselves and flipped them open. OK, so Nells love life  or recently extinct one  was clearly out of bounds. And judging
  by the way Lisa had shut down so completely when quizzed about relationships, so was hers. So that just leaves me, thought Josie, rolling her eyes. And who wants to hear about my marriage? It would
  seem like boasting if she started talking about Pete now. Yes, were coming up to our seven-year anniversary  I know! I can hardly believe it either. Yes, were still madly
  in love. Well, you know  comfortable together, rather than tearing each others clothes off all the time, but thats what happens, I guess, when youre settled down. The
  honeymoon doesnt last for ever! Anyway, were trying for a little girl now, a sister for the boys. Oh, itll be lovely. Rose, were going to call her. Weve got it
  all worked out!


  Josie grimaced behind the safe shield of her menu. No. Definitely not the time to start reeling all that off. Not unless she wanted to be slapped around the head with a Peroni bottle,
  anyway.


  How about another beer while we decide? she suggested, to break the awkward silence. Somehow or other shed finished hers already.


  Definitely, Nell and Lisa chorused. Then they both smiled, a little self-consciously, and Josie felt relieved. So certain subjects had been flagged up as off-limits for now . . .
  but it was still early. Hopefully, by the end of the day, Nell and Lisa would have warmed up enough to ease back into best-mate-intimacy mode, and everything would be back to how it used to be.


  The waiter brought over three more bottles and set them on the table.


  Cheers, Josie said, lifting hers. To friendship.


  Nell clinked her bottle against Josies. To friendship.


  To friendship, Lisa chimed in, raising her own bottle. And food. What shall we eat?


  Josie stared into the rust-flecked mirror and groaned at the sight of her flushed cheeks and bloodshot eyes. Christ. She felt half-pissed already and it was still only
  one-thirty. It wouldnt have been so bad if either Nell or
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