

Chapter 1

You know the phrase, I don’t give a fuck? When you’re well and truly at the end of your tether and have nothing left to give? Well, I’m there with bells on.

Listen, I don’t swear much, usually. I am not – as my mother calls it – a potty mouth. Or at least, I never used to be. The odd ‘bloody’ and ‘shit’ and a ‘wanker’ or two. But in the past year or so, as my health has declined, my rage has inclined. That’s to say, I feel like a bloody volcano about to erupt. I heard my daughter say to her boyfriend the other day, ‘I really don’t give a fuck.’ And I thought, yes, that’s me. I have no fucks to give. My fucks are deceased. The supply of fucks I once owned are no more. My fuck bucket had a hole in it and it’s totally depleted of fucks. If Mother Teresa came begging at my door for all the fucks I have to give, I’d have to send her away empty-handed. I’d say, zero fucks are available at Heidi’s house. I’m Heidi Hobbes. And I’m fresh out of fucks.

My usage of the word ‘fuck’ has gone from about 5 per cent to 75 per cent, in my head anyway. I rant inside my head all the time, yet rarely does it reach my mouth. If someone as much as looks at me funny in Tesco car park, a diatribe of epic proportions detonates in my mind and buries them with an avalanche of invective designed to kill. But on the outside, mild-mannered Heidi simply gives an awkward smile. Inside, they’re dead meat. But I’m not sure how much longer I can keep it all in. I’ve never known such rage. Where’s it all coming from? Maybe I should take up kickboxing. Or axe-throwing. I need some way to channel this anger, because otherwise, I’m going to rival Old Faithful, the explosive geyser in Yellowstone National Park. That lucky bastard gets to shoot forth boiling water hundreds of feet into the air twenty times a day. I never used to feel like this. I never used to have this anger. I feel like I’m devolving into some kind of cavewoman. I’m not even sure who I am anymore. Who the hell is this Heidi Hobbes?

Well, the facts are that I’m aged fifty-two, a mother of two daughters, divorced and single, I work as an administrative manager at a college and I’m devoted to my home city of Oxford. When I’m dead, my life’s ambition is that they’ll write about me ‘late of this parish’ in the Oxford Times. Sometimes I feel that day will come sooner rather than later, because recently my health has fallen off a cliff. I feel crap most of the time and it’s getting worse. I’m wondering if it might be the menopause, only because I keep getting spells where I feel really hot. They call them hot flushes, don’t they? Or hot flashes? One of those. Maybe I am menopausal … I’ve got a Mirena coil in so I don’t have periods anyway, so I wouldn’t know the menopause if it came up and bit me. I’m woefully ignorant about it. But anyway, whatever the hell is happening with my health these days, life goes on, and the kids still need dealing with; and my job still needs feeding like a ravenous beast; and the flat needs cleaning and tidying; the washing and ironing won’t do themselves; dinners won’t spontaneously combust and fly over to the kitchen table, like a scene from Sword in the Stone (and hasn’t every mother who’s watched that movie with their kids wished they had a magic wand that could do the dishes and pack up their whole house into a carpet bag?). Stuff needs doing. Life is bloody long and hard and will take every iota of strength and enthusiasm you have to keep going, to push through, to give a fuck. And I used to give a fuck about that. But today, the morning of Easter Sunday – when family and close friends are coming to my house to eat roasted lamb shoulder plus varied accoutrements – I have officially run out of fucks.

I’m in my kitchen and I’m surrounded by ingredients. Somehow I have to garner enough skill and gusto to transform them into a meal for eight people. Yes, eight. Now, normally, that would be the kind of challenge that would get my juices flowing. I love to cook. I really do. I’m not jaded from years of making tea for my family. It’s actually one of my favourite parts of the day. Plus, usually, I’m a master of multitasking and can handle a meal for any number of folk any day of the week. But today, I’m feeling bamboozled. I switch on the dishwasher to clean all of yesterday’s stuff I forgot to wash last night and then I turn to look at my kitchen island. I’m gazing at the cornucopia of foodstuffs on there and usually my mind arranges them in a logical sequence of jobs required to provide the feast. But today I’m looking at this white lumpy vegetable sat in the middle of the counter and I can’t remember its name. Brain, my mind says. It looks like a brain. It does look like a brain. How ironic, since my own brain is on holiday right now. Or in a bloody coma. What the hell is this vegetable called? Do I really have to google what a BLANK is? How would I google it? 

White lumpy vegetable that looks like a brain. 

I type that into my phone. What comes up? Celery root. I look at it. No, it’s not a celery root. What the hell is a celery root? Ah, there’s a picture of the same thing. It’s so familiar, I’ve cooked it a million times with a cheese sauce, I’ve roasted it with barbecue spices and served it with tahini dressing. It’s delicious, it’s a … I click on the picture. CAULIFLOWER. Oh, the relief! It’s a cauliflower! The more I look at this word on the screen, the less it means. 

Then I realise I’ve not had time to put on any make-up yet or brush my hair properly, so I turn on my phone camera and tap front-facing and my God, that was a dreadful idea. My face looms wrinkled and pale, the bags under my eyes are big enough for a fortnight in the Algarve. My usually neat shoulder-length brown hair now looks like I’ve been pulled through a hedge backwards. And I’m sweaty. Bloody hell, my face is shiny and not in a good way. 

‘You look like the wreck of the Hesperus,’ I say aloud to myself. 

Urgh, I can’t bear to look. And I’m still wearing the hoodie with Debbie Harry on it that I threw on this morning, which I drag off over my head, messing my hair up even more. How did it suddenly get so bloody hot in here? I must go to the bathroom and have a cool shower and tidy myself up. I put my phone down and the cauliflower catches my eye again. How could I have forgotten something so familiar as a cauliflower? I go round all the other ingredients on the table and name them in my head, just to check I’ve not descended into complete dementia. I shudder. Dementia … the buttock-clenching fear of that word. My parents live all the way over in Norfolk and luckily both of them are still fully compos mentis. But dementia is the thing I fear the most for myself, because lately I can’t remember a damn thing and it’s terrifying. So I test myself on the vegetables:


	Aubergine

	King Edward potatoes

	Butternut squash

	Chantenay carrots

	Vine tomatoes

	Purple sprouting broccoli 

	Petit pois



There! I can remember them all! Not so shabby. These are all the side dishes. But where is the main course? The meat. The centrepiece of any Easter Sunday meal. Where is the shoulder of lamb?

‘What the hell are you doing, Mum?’

There’s my nine-year-old, Ada, standing in the kitchen doorway staring at me with those long-lashed brown eyes, just like mine. Neither of us will ever need fake lashes, though I suspect Ada would rather die than wear anything so conformist. She’s a rebel. In the eighties, she’d have worn an A for Alternative badge, like me and my mate Siouxsie did (obviously a pseudonym, real name Sharon). Ada has cropped hair at the sides and a big combed-over quiff on top and she wants to dye it blue, though school won’t allow it. She’s so cool. She’s little, like me (but without the middle-aged spread). Small but mighty. 

‘I said, what – the – hell – are – you – doing?’ she intones, as if I’m a hundred years old, in need of an ear trumpet.

‘I’m cooking for eight people, that’s what,’ I snap, then regret it. Why am I so snappy these days?

‘No, you’re not. You’ve been staring at the food for ages, just staring at it like you’ve forgotten what a vegetable is. Are you losing it or what?’

She’s not really asking me a question, just laughing at me. Mum being weird, as is the norm recently. She goes to the fridge to grab a couple of Cheestrings. 

‘We’re eating soon,’ I say automatically, as most mothers do when their kids come in for crappy snacks while they’re toiling over a lovingly prepared, nutritious dinner.

‘No, we’re not,’ she corrects me, correctly, and leaves the kitchen. She knows me so well, it’s frightening. And she’s uncannily almost always right about everything. She was named for Ada Lovelace, the mathematician who invented computers, or at least had a hand in it, so I was told by my ex-husband, a computer whizz. Somewhat ironic, since Ada is dreadful at anything vaguely techy. She’s more of the intuitive type. Arty-farty, as my mum says and not meant kindly (though to be fair, she started calling me that when I became convinced in my teens that I was going to be a hairdresser on a cruise liner, while playing violin gigs in my spare time). But she still calls me arty-farty, always in disparaging terms, and it’s definitely meant as an insult. Which, come to think of it, is very unfair, since most of my job involves reams of data and highly technical stuff, which takes a lot of non-artsy braining to get right. So, yah boo sucks to you, Mum. I’m so glad she and Dad aren’t here right now, which sounds mean, but honestly, they do my head in. 

‘Get a grip!’ I tell myself. 

I pick up a potato, grab a peeler and get to work. Today’s side dishes are going to be: 


	Potatoes Dauphinoise

	Pea and mint puree

	Roasted carrots and squash

	Steamed broccoli

	Tunisian aubergine salad 

	An acre of roast potatoes to satisfy the kids. 



I’m peeling and chopping and boiling and steaming and tossing and whizzing up and I’m in my happy place. I’m in the groove now. My brain has recovered from its previous inadequacy and I’m motoring. 

People are starting to arrive. I can hear my ex in the hallway, bantering with our daughters. My other daughter Carly comes into the kitchen. I named her. She’s twenty-two and obviously misnamed for my favourite singer-songwriter Carly Simon, as she’s tone deaf and instead loves computers like her dad. She qualified last year to be an IT teacher, also like her dad. She works in a sixth-form college (which she chose instead of schools, because a) little kids annoy her b) she says summer terms at college finish earlier and she can go on holiday in school term-time. Smart girl). She’s of small stature like me too, but she looks like him, the big, kind green eyes. She’s almost all him, really. And like him, she’s not musical in the slightest. Ada, however, streams music from every pore. She doesn’t actually play an instrument, strangely; since she turned four years old, I’ve tried to encourage her to be a musician like me – or at least how I used to be, when I was a free-wheeling folk fiddle player once upon a time. I started Ada on a long line of lessons in piano, guitar, percussion, clarinet, trumpet: all the major food groups of the musical kingdom – but she hated them. She kept telling me that she loves to hear it but doesn’t care about producing it. I finally listened to her and gave up. She exists with at least one AirPod in 24/7 and knows everything there is to know about pop music from 1900 to the present day. Carly, however, barely even listens to music. Instead, she’s always plugged in to some podcast on science or economics or politics, again, just like her dad.

‘Mum, are you okay?’ says Carly, biting her lip. She’s staring at me like Ada did, but she has a different demeanour: she looks worried. Her long, blonde-highlighted, dead-straight hair is pulled up in a chignon today, neat and precise. She comes over and puts her hand on my arm.

‘Yes, I’m fine,’ I snap. I really need to stop with the snapping.

‘Can I help with anything?’

‘Just deal with your father.’

‘He doesn’t need dealing with,’ she says, softly. ‘He could help, if you’ll let him.’ And she’s right. Geoff is a good bloke, a truly good man. We were together from the same age Carly is now: twenty-two. We had a few years of freedom, wherein we worked but also travelled whenever we could (Prague and Salzburg city breaks, that kind of thing); bought a little flat, did it up; got married, then moved here. We had Carly when I’d just turned thirty. Then, after I forgot to take the pill a couple of days one month, I fell pregnant with Ada, aged forty-three. A mistake, which seemed awful at the time. I felt too old, too tired to do it all again. And I knew by then I was definitely not in love with Geoff anymore. In fact, I’d thought about us splitting up often, until I weed on that stick and it came up positive. But then this little miracle came out, who never stopped laughing, whose eyes lit up whenever I played her Fleetwood Mac or Joni Mitchell or Blur or The White Stripes or Vivaldi or anything really. She was such a joy, she still is. I can’t regret her. But fifty-two seems too old to have a nine-year-old. When I was pregnant, the doctor called me a ‘geriatric mother’. And I bloody well felt like it too. I feel too old for everything these days. Especially today. 

‘I’m all right, just let me concentrate,’ I tell Carly. There’s sweat running from my scalp down my neck onto my T-shirt. How the hell did I get so hot? I open the kitchen window. It’s unseasonably cold out there, with frost on the ground. The icy air blasts me, incredibly refreshing. I just want to rip my clothes off and jump out of the window and roll around on the frosty grass verge in my underwear. This heat feels like it’s burning from my chest into my brain and my head’s going to explode. Reminds me of that terrifying 1980s movie Scanners with Michael Ironside. Oh, the fears we had back then about spontaneous human combustion! Why were we so obsessed with it? And quicksand. And rabies. And the Bermuda Triangle. None of them turned out to be half as much of a problem in adult life as we imagined as kids. If only my biggest concern right now was a rabid dog. Now that I could handle.

‘Mum, I’m worried about you,’ says Carly. Is she still here? Blimey, I was away with the fairies.

The doorbell ding-dongs and I tell her to answer it. I can hear the good-natured gruff voice of Toby from the basement flat, joking with Geoff, and the bell-like laugh of Toby’s husband Danyal, who always brightens up a room. They met at work, five years ago, at the John Radcliffe Hospital. Toby is a nurse manager in his early forties with a tall grey quiff not unlike Ada’s and Danyal is a paramedic in his late twenties with cornrows atop a buzz cut. They’re absolutely gorgeous together, the Randall-Smiths. They got married last year and it was a blast. They want to adopt some kids, but no luck yet. They’ll keep trying though. They’re determined and have shedloads of love to give.

‘You brought Pushkin!’ I hear Ada yell from the hallway. Pushkin is their little ginger cat, who takes advantage of their crazy schedule of shift work to come up to our flat at all hours of the day and night and yowl incessantly outside our door. Ada is obsessed with Pushkin and the feeling’s mutual. She wears him round her shoulders like a shawl and walks around the house like that, him looking princely and smug on his human throne, and her flinching from his periodical claw-digging to keep in place. Perhaps that’s the basis of most relationships, flinching now and then from stabs of small pain to keep the equilibrium. That’s definitely what marriage became for me, when it got to the point where every damn word Geoff said and every damn little thing he did irritated me to point of incandescent fury. And yet, that used to be all the stuff I loved about him once, many moons ago. Sad how a marriage can fade from a cheery photo to become the negative of itself, like a reverse Polaroid. I was so relieved when he moved out, I nearly cheered, except Carly was upset, of course, but she got over it. Ada was too young to remember it. We’ve all got on so much better since then, since we’re not under each other’s feet anymore. He’s a good egg, is our Geoff. 

Speaking of which, Geoff sticks his head in the kitchen and calls out to me. 

‘All right, Mrs?’ He always calls me Mrs, even though we’re divorced now. (Someone once sent me a letter addressed to Mrs Geoff Green, in that weird, prehistoric way they used to label women by removing their entire name and rendering them invisible.) He’s smiling at me, in a hopeful manner – I know that look. He’s checking that I’m not losing it. He does that a lot lately. His haircut is brutal; he’s recently started shaving his head to avoid drawing attention to the balding centre bit and it actually really suits him, mostly because he has such a nice face. I’ve always liked his face, but was never stirred by it, or his body, really. We were more like friends or siblings than a couple. We mistook friendship for marriage, we realised, years later. After we separated six years ago and I reverted to my maiden name, Geoff moved into the basement flat next door, something we agreed upon as Ada was only three and his proximity made co-parenting that much easier. The girls and I inhabit a three-bedroomed flat at 30 Walton Crescent, North Oxford, just along from leafy Woodstock Road and trendy Little Clarendon Street. We live in a large house that has been split into flats, comprising numbers 28 and 30 Walton Crescent. We live on the ground and first floor, with Carly’s bedroom in the attic (though she’s saving up with her boyfriend Matt for a deposit on their own flat). Toby and Danyal live in the basement flat below us. Then Geoff is in the corresponding basement of number 28. Above him, live our final guests of today, Alia and Rich Watson, who are coming sans children, thankfully. I know for a fact I could not cope with eleven rowdy people in my flat today. Luckily, they’ll be dropping off their three kids at their Nanoo’s house, before they come here for lunch and a well-earned break. 

Then, as if my thoughts have summoned their presence, the doorbell rings and before I have a chance to let Geoff know if I’m all right – which I’m getting the distinct feeling I’m not – he retreats to open the door. I grab a damp dishcloth and wipe my face with it, mopping up sweat. I can hear him welcoming the Watsons. Rich and Geoff immediately start telling filthy jokes and guffawing, which I’d love to join in with, but something is niggling at me, something is not where it should be, something hasn’t been done … But for the life of me, I’ve not got a clue what it is. Work, brain, work, for God’s sake! 

In comes Alia, her hands full with a huge clingfilm-topped glass bowl full of something green and fabulous, and a large foil-wrapped package. The scents of her glorious South Asian cuisine fill the kitchen and I’m so grateful to have another great cook to help me, as I’m honestly starting to think I’m losing my mind.

‘All right, my darling?’ she shouts in her glorious Essex accent (from where she moved to Oxford aged nineteen running away from her family, but that’s a whole other – quite incredible – story for another day). Her black hair with cinnamon highlights and a curtain fringe tumbles over her shoulders and her eyeliner is absolutely on point. She’s forty-three but looks at least ten years younger. ‘I come bearing naan breads – homemade, of course, darling. None of that shop-bought crap I’ve seen in your freezer. Oh yeah, I know you get a Tesco Finest peshwari naan from time to time, you traitor, when I can cook you up a naan any day of the week. Now, since you’re doing lamb, I’ve also whipped up my special salad, with red onion, cucumber, tomatoes, coriander, lime, salt and sweet chilli. Plus I’ve nestled a little pot of my green chilli and coriander chutney in there too.’

Alia puts the stuff down on the counter, then comes over to me, arms outstretched, ready to haul me in for a much-needed hug. And for a split second, I think I’ll start sobbing when her arms go round me. Why do I want to cry?! This is one of my favourite days of the year. I love celebrations, or any excuse to cook for other people and socialise in my kitchen – and my family and good neighbours are all here and I should be on top form. I won’t cry, I’m determined.

‘Don’t hug me, I’m too sweaty,’ I say. ‘Thanks for the wonderful food.’

But Alia knows me too well. We’ve lived beside each other since our kids were tiny. 

‘What’s up, my love?’ she says, scrutinising me. 

‘I don’t know … There’s … something … not quite …’ I trail off.

‘You can tell me, darling,’ says Alia. 

I suddenly get a rush of memory and look round at the big oven, terrified it’s not on, because I really need it to have warmed up by now. But it is on, it’s okay. Then, it comes to me.

‘I haven’t got the lamb out of the fridge. Damn!’

‘I’ll get it!’ she says brightly and goes over there. Why on earth haven’t I got the meat out yet? I should’ve done that before I started messing about with the side dishes. 

‘Where is it, love?’ she says.

Where is it?! In the bloody fridge, I want to snap! Right in front of you! It’s usually kids who ask such dumb questions and you realise you’d have saved everybody precious time by doing the damn thing yourself in the first place. I stomp over to the fridge and look in, ready to grab the huge hunk of meat I need to get in that oven sharpish, as it’s 11am already and we’ll all be eating at midnight at this rate.

But … it’s not there. 

‘Where is it?’ I mutter.

‘That’s what I said!’ jokes Alia and laughs, but stops when she can see I’m not laughing, I’m not even vaguely amused at all. Where the hell is my lamb?!

‘You must’ve got it out earlier, darling. Let’s see.’ Alia starts looking round the kitchen, as if it’s playing hide and seek and might leap out at any second. But it’s nowhere to be seen. I picked it up from Tesco yesterday, plus all the veg. I put it in the fridge. But all the veg are out. So where is the meat? 

‘Geoff?’ I call, out of habit more than anything. After six years apart, his is still the first name that pops into my head when I need help.

He appears at the door. 

‘We can’t find the lamb, Geoffrey,’ Alia says and I glance up and see him raise his eyebrows, like he’s dealing with an elderly relative who’s lost her marbles.

‘Hey!’ I snap at him. ‘What was that look for?’

‘Where’s this lamb then?’ says Geoff, cheerily, side-stepping the issue, lifting up a cloth and opening a cupboard and looking behind the kettle. 

‘Don’t be so stupid!’ I shout at him. ‘It’s a huge lump of meat. It’s not going to be hiding under a cereal bowl on the draining board.’

At that moment, both of my daughters come in. They’ve heard the tenor of my voice and have appeared to see what’s up. Behind them, Toby, Danyal and Rich are gathering, looking over the tops of my short children’s heads and peering into the kitchen, Danyal grinning, while Rich looks curious and Toby looks like he can smell trouble. 

‘Can we help?’ calls Danyal.

‘She’s lost the lamb,’ says Geoff and that’s it. That’s the final straw.

‘I HAVE NOT LOST THE LAMB!’ I yell at him. ‘How can a person lose a shoulder of lamb? It’s ridiculous!’

‘Let’s look for the lamb then, Mum,’ says Carly, looking really worried now.

‘We’re going on a lamb hunt!’ shouts Ada, sing-song, oblivious and enjoying this immensely. 

Then everyone’s in the kitchen, three women, four men and a feral child invading my space and looking in stupid places, like the broom closet and the shoe rack. Geoff has found the lamb’s plastic wrap in the bin, so we know at least that it was in the house at some point, indeed, it was in this kitchen. Then, Alia says, ‘I bet it’s in the freezer, darling!’ and goes over there and my memory kicks in again and I remember pulling open a big door and putting it in, but it wasn’t the freezer. It was … somewhere else. A cold sweat comes over me and I turn and look.

The dishwasher is churning away and I grab the door and pull it down and steam billows into the room and there’s that little splash you get when you interrupt its programme and it spits at you in retaliation. And there, nestled amidst the shining crockery and cutlery, is a perfectly washed and gloriously soapy shoulder of lamb, half cooked and half raw, the cleanest shoulder of any creature that has ever been. And it is utterly ruined. 

Ada sees it first and points and laughs like a drain. 

‘HAHAHAHAHAHAAAAAAAA!’ 

Oh, that laugh I love so much grates at that moment, as harsh as a banshee. And Danyal is laughing too – they get on like a house on fire, those two – but Rich just looks horribly uncomfortable and Toby tries to be helpful, saying, ‘You know, Heston Blumenthal cooked something in a dishwasher once apparently.’ 

My wrath is bubbling up in me now.

‘Thank you, Toby,’ I spit out, ‘but it’s a bit fucking late for that, considering the lamb has already been washed with detergent and is cleaner than a duck fart but totally and utterly inedible and I’ve got eight hungry people in my kitchen like chicks in a nest with gaping open mouths screaming FEED ME FEED ME.’

I can hear myself and I don’t even know who this person is. Neither does anyone else, by the shocked, embarrassed looks on their faces.

Alia and Carly simultaneously come towards me, saying, ‘It doesn’t matter, darling’ and ‘We’ve got loads of food, Mum’ and other reassuring things, then Geoff hands me a glass of grape juice as consolation – it’s my favourite since I had to give up wine – but none of it helps and I’m boiling up like Old Faithful and then I explode.

‘EVERYBODY OUT!’ I scream. ‘GET OUT! GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY KITCHEN!’

And I hurl the glass of grape juice on the kitchen floor and it smashes spectacularly, the dark liquid splattering the kitchen units like watery blood. 

Happy fucking Easter, everyone!




Chapter 2

I work at a college in Oxford. You might be imagining the dreaming spires, Inspector Morse and all that. But no, I don’t work for the world-famous University of Oxford. Instead, I work at the Miriam Margolyes University of Further & Higher Education, abbreviated to MMUFHE and known locally as MUFFY. And yes, the college swimming club is called Muff Divers. You might not know that Miriam Margolyes grew up in Oxford, hence the dubious honour of having this place named after her. I’m inspired by Miriam Margolyes often as I love her honesty and integrity and regularly ask myself, What would Miriam do? The organisation that owns the college runs a bunch of other colleges across the country and is called the enigmatically generic title of Metropolitan New Group Education, abbreviated to MNGE, otherwise known as MINGE. You couldn’t make this shit up. Remember City University of Newcastle upon Tyne, that had its proposed name changed at the last minute because of its initials …?! That really happened. So yeah, I work for MUFFY as part of MINGE. Sometimes I feel like my whole life is a cosmic joke. 

I won’t bore you with the finer details of my job as resource and planning manager, but year round, I’m involved in helping the place run smoothly, ensuring the college delivers the right courses, that we’re spending taxpayers’ money correctly. I’m dealing with defensive pissed-off managers below and impatient, exacting directors above, while multitasking the administration of the current year’s intake of students with next year’s. There is no time of year when it calms down, there is no summer holiday, there is no let up. It. Never. Ends.

I’m talking about it to my work besties – Brenda and Kim – one lunchtime in the shiny refectory at work.

‘I’m good at my job and I do like it. I like most of the people I work with. But … it was never my dream career, you know? I didn’t sit at my window when I was seven and wish on a shooting star to be a resource and planning manager for MUFFY as part of MINGE. No, I did not.’

‘Is anyone really happy in their jobs?’ says Brenda.

‘People who make those cakes that look like hamburgers and shoes and real things,’ says Kim. ‘I bet they love it. And florists. Everyone’s always chuffed to see you if you give them flowers.’

‘Except at funerals,’ adds Brenda.

Kim continues, ‘Well, yes. You couldn’t turn up there with lilies grinning like an idiot.’

I’m so glad I have these two to keep me smiling. Brenda Bennett. She’s the exams officer and she’s always got my back. She’s twelve years younger than me, just turned forty, but gets me like we’re sisters. With only one brother (one I never really got on with) and no sisters, my female friends are like gold-dust to me and Brenda is one of my key supports. She lives with her girlfriend Kim Huynh, also in her early forties, who’s a curriculum manager. Brenda, Kim and I tend to hang around together at work events and support each other during the day, but we don’t see each other that much outside of work (mostly because we’re always bloody working).

‘Thing is,’ I carry on, ‘I’ve always been good at my job, even when I don’t like it. But lately, I’m losing it. My brain used to be able to maintain this high level of technical accuracy for twelve-hour stretches from 7am to 7pm. But now, my brain stops braining around 2pm. I’ve no idea why. I could set a clock by it. I had Mick Pickley – mansplainer extraordinaire – turn up at my door last week, saying, We’re all waiting for you upstairs. Then I was supposed to be handing out a bunch of materials and I not only forgot to bring them, I had no memory of producing them or where I might have put them if I had. I bullshitted my way out of it, but I could feel my face go bright red, like a bloody apprentice.’

What I don’t admit is that all this forgetfulness is quickly getting worse and it frightens the shit out of me. Work was always the place where I was in control. Home and parenthood are crazy, but work I could always handle. But not anymore. What the hell is happening to me? 

We’re surrounded by students and staff chowing down on jacket potatoes, superfood salads and loaded fries. All that food makes me feel sick to my stomach. I’m picking at a plain chicken sandwich, while Brenda eats a burrito, tucking her blonde bob behind her ears to keep it out of the way. Kim has long shiny black hair I’m very envious of, tied back in a loose ponytail today. She’s eating a roast dinner, served in a polystyrene tray. If I had a full roast at lunch, I’d be asleep by one-thirty, then probably on the loo by two. My bowels are my enemy these days.

‘It’s perimenopause, I bet you anything,’ says Brenda. ‘My older sis is going through it. She left her car keys in the fridge the other day. Then she cried for a half-hour because she dropped an apple on the floor.’

‘I don’t even know what perimenopause is,’ I say. 

‘Neither do I really, but I’ve heard it’s the bit before menopause, before your periods actually stop. I think that’s what it is, anyway?’ says Brenda, looking at Kim for confirmation, who hunches her shoulders and says, ‘I haven’t got a clue. I’m trying to pretend it’ll never happen. I’ve got enough shit to deal with.’

‘Why is it I’m so ignorant about this?’ I say, my annoyance rising, not at Brenda and Kim, but at the state of women’s education about their own bodies. ‘All of us are pretty clueless about it, by the sounds of it. We all get the period talk, but none of the menopause talk.’

Kim says, ‘By rights, there should be a menopause nurse at every GP surgery. But then, that would cost money.’ And she shrugs her shoulders again and carves up another roast potato. I can’t manage this chicken sandwich and I just want to hide in the toilet. A wave of nausea engulfs me. Maybe I should eat. Maybe I’m just hungry. I used to love eating, and cooking, and eating. And eating. And never really struggled with my weight. Now I’m gaining weight but at the same time, I’m sick of food. My body feels like a battleground and I’m losing.

‘See your doctor,’ says Brenda. ‘Get a test, a blood test for your hormone levels. That’s what my sister had. It’ll tell you what’s going on, I bet.’

I promise Brenda I will. But, you know, life is busy, isn’t it? Who’s got time to be sitting on the phone at 8.30am trying to get a same-day appointment, because my GP surgery doesn’t let you make appointments in advance anymore? I keep putting it off, as you do. It’s a couple of weeks after the disastrous Easter Sunday debacle, and I’ve made up with my friends and family, who all forgave me instantly, bless them. But they’re worried, of course they are. Geoff keeps telling me to see a doctor. Carly keeps telling me to see a doctor. Ada keeps telling me that there are too many ostriches being born in the zoo she built in her favourite computer game of Rollercoaster Tycoon. And that’s good – not the ostrich birthrate boom, but the fact that my kid should be asking me about things like that, and not worrying about my health. That’s my job, not theirs. And I say as much to Carly.

‘Mum,’ she says, one evening in the kitchen after tea, while we’re clearing up. ‘Please will you make this appointment with the GP?’

‘Yes, yes. I’ve told you I will.’

‘I know you’ve told us. But you’ve said that several times now and still not done it.’

‘Carly,’ I say and put down the pressure cooker lid from my Ninja, eyeing the filthy element that’s covered in cooking grease. I still haven’t cleaned it properly since I bought it a few weeks ago. I told myself I’d clean the Ninja after every single time I used it. But have I? Have I bollocks. ‘I have a Ninja to clean … at some point. And a gazillion things to do for work. And the flat to clean. And you guys to take care of.’

‘I know how busy you are. But I don’t need looking after. I’m a grown woman. And I help with Ada and the flat. And I can do more, whatever you need. Just tell me what else needs doing and I’ll do it.’

Carly comes over and tries to put her arms around me, but I just feel stiff and awkward. I let her hug me and I do appreciate it. I just feel so unlovable these days. 

‘That’s great, love. And thank you. I mean that. But honestly, nobody ever does stuff around the house the way I like it, so it’s just easier to do it myself. It’ll take just as long to explain the best way to clean this or iron that or fold the other, so I may as well do it myself.’

‘That’s because you’re a control freak.’

‘I am not! I resent that! It’s just that … my way is the best way. The only way.’

‘So you’re a fascist.’

‘Nice. That’s really nice from my first-born.’

Carly throws down the tea towel she’s been holding and I know she means business now. Look, it might seem like I’m being mean to my daughter when she’s just trying to help. I know that, believe me, I do. But I can’t help the way I feel. It’s irrational, I’m aware of that. But I very rarely talk to either of my kids about my problems. I’m hardline about it i.e. it’s not their problem and a parent shouldn’t load their stuff onto their kids. It’s how I’ve always been with my kids and even to a certain extent with my ex and my friends. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because I felt I could never share my problems with my parents, so I became insanely self-sufficient. Whatever the reason, I always feel intensely uncomfortable about going on about my problems with most people, especially my kids. But anyway, Carly has thrown down the towel, or thrown in the towel? I’m not sure which yet.

‘Just call the bloody doctor. Do it on a Friday when you don’t have as many meetings. That’s what you always tell me. Things get done on Fridays because they’re quieter. Do it then. And if you don’t, I will ring your GP surgery one Friday and do it for you.’

‘Don’t you dare! I’m not elderly and infirm! Not yet.’

‘I will. And there’s nothing you can do to stop me.’

She gives me a smug smile and closes up the dishwasher. So, she means business. Carly has spoken. I’ll be damned if I let my kid tell me what to do. I stomp off to my room in a huff, all the time knowing she’s absolutely right, that I’m being an idiot and that I’m lucky to have such a thoughtful daughter. Just before I’m about to slam my bedroom door ridiculously in protest, I call out to the kitchen, ‘Carly?’

‘Yes?’ she replies, with a world-weary tone I bet she usually reserves for the more trying kids in her classroom.

‘Thanks, love,’ I call out sheepishly, if one can shout in a sheepish manner. 

‘You’re welcome,’ she says in the same tired tone. I’m a great mum, I know that, but I am also a pain in the arse. Fiercely independent to a fascist degree (apparently).

So, not long after Carly’s intervention, one Friday morning, I ring the doctor. I’m number seventeen in the queue and they are currently receiving a large number of calls and my call is in a queue and will be answered as soon as possible. You know the spiel. And I’m on the phone for twenty-five minutes, trying to type emails at the same time as listening to phone muzak, but I persevere and get my appointment for that morning at eleven. I cancel a meeting I was supposed to have with a manager and apologise profusely, then I rush down there and see a GP I’ve never met before, one of the many locums who frequent my surgery. I tell him my symptoms and he peers at me, does my blood pressure, temperature, then shakes his head. 

‘Probably is perimenopause,’ he says gruffly. ‘Make an appointment with the nurse for a blood test,’ and hands me a form. I have been dismissed. I see the woman at reception and the soonest appointment to see a nurse for a blood test is three weeks away. So I wait. Meantime, my symptoms have progressed. Along with the forgetfulness and hot flushes and nausea, I’ve also developed a constant acidy heartburn, which has me swigging Gaviscon like I used to neck White Lightning in the 1990s. And, mortifyingly, I have wind. Not just the odd little fart to hold in. But full-on bloating, and a queue of massive cheek flappers clamouring behind my sphincter, eager for freedom. The other day, I was late to another meeting and rushed in, dropped my phone on the floor, bent down to pick it up and let out a thunderclap. I instantly coughed like mad, trying to cover up the sound, as if nobody had noticed, but everyone had; they were sitting there wide-eyed, with my line manager Mick Pickley barely suppressing his laughter and the principal looking like she was going to vomit. I told Brenda and Kim about it after, my eyes filling with tears, and although they did their best to comfort me, they couldn’t help but piss themselves laughing. I mean, if it’s happening to someone else, it is funny! Farts are funny! But they soon realised I didn’t find it amusing in the slightest. Brenda gave me a hug and Kim held my hand as I sobbed about it. I know they meant well. But I felt like a freak. It’s just not ladylike, is it? Farting in public. It’s daft when you think about it, the way we’re so disgusted by natural bodily processes, especially women’s bodies. It shouldn’t be that way. But my God, it felt like the worst moment of my life.

Something has got to change. So, finally, I have the blood test and then I’m waiting for the results. Checking the NHS app every day and still nothing. I’m sitting in the car after work on a rainy Monday in May and I ring the surgery and ask the receptionist for the results and she finds them, at last. She says the blood test confirms I’m in perimenopause. So, it’s happening, I think. The beginning of the end. And the receptionist adds that there’s NO FURTHER ACTION. No further action? Surely, this milestone in a woman’s life demands some action, some kind of recognition. Do I get a sash? Should I get a bottle of champagne? Urgh, I remember I’m off alcohol, not by choice, I hasten to add. The damn stuff gives me intense diarrhoea, as does coffee. Another symptom. I have developed a sensitivity to two of my favourite things in life. Thank heavens I can still eat chocolate and cake, or I’d hurl myself into the Oxford Canal. Canals make me think of Norfolk narrow boats and … oh, shit. I suddenly remember I’ve got the monthly video call with my parents and kids tonight. I’m sure we all hate it equally, but we force ourselves through it, God knows why. I drive home, thinking about the test results. So, I’m in perimenopause. Since hearing that word from Brenda, I’d done a little bit of googling and found out it is indeed the bit before the menopause official. It says it can last for seven to ten years. A decade of all this crap? Kill me now. I also read that the strict definition of menopause is a year without periods, apparently. Though other sources say that can last seven to ten years as well, so I’m more confused than ever. Again I wonder, why the hell is this stuff not taught to us? Why are we having to rely on Dr Google to educate ourselves about something that will happen to the vast majority of women i.e. just under half of the world’s population?! 

I’m back home, dinner is done, the kitchen is done, it’s approaching 8.30pm and it’s time for the monthly parental video call, known colloquially in our house as The Curse (i.e. about as welcome as your period). My mum and dad moved from Oxford to Norfolk ten years ago when they retired, thus their recent idea to keep in touch via Zoom. I hate using Zoom at the best of times but to do it with The Olds is torture. Look, they’re nice enough people in comparison to some, I mean, they haven’t murdered anyone’s hamster lately. But they are hard work, and it’s not just me who feels that way. Carly and Ada find it trying too, but Ada is young enough to make the effort and Carly is old enough to understand it needs doing, though she and I always eye roll when the first Monday of the month comes around. Why it has to be a Monday is another bugbear of mine, but my parents say they’re too busy every other damn night of the week with their clubs and the parish council meetings and other aspects of their post-work-life activities. I’m not being a bitch about all that; I’m honestly glad for them they have such busy lives. But I tell you what, the way my life is now, when I retire I am doing fuck all. Binge-watching Netflix until I finish it. That’s it. 

So, Mum and Dad on Zoom. There they are, Dad with a full head of thick white hair, of which he’s very proud, and he has the large brown eyes that Ada and I inherited. Mum has cheekbones to die for, with a severely short grey cut, a touch of Jamie Lee Curtis about her. Everything about them seems smooth and efficient, unlike the chaos of my life. We hear about their many hobbies and gossip about their friends and the girls tell them about school (same for both, one as pupil, one as teacher). Then the kids retire gracefully (or basically trot gleefully from the room) while I’m left with the parents to do the bit where they rip my life to shreds. I usually try to get out of that part, but one or the other always does this thing where they tell the girls to go because they ‘want a word with Mummy’. Often, I’ll say I have a pile of work to do, or an online meeting, or whatever, but tonight they insist.

‘I rang Geoff the other day,’ says Mum, ‘and we’re all worried about you. What’s happening with your health?’

‘Why are you ringing Geoff?’ I say, annoyed. ‘He is my ex, you know. If you want to know anything, talk to me.’

‘We would, but you never tell us anything!’ says Mum. 

‘We do a video call every month!’ I say, already exasperated. What else do they want? Daily minutes?

‘Geoff’s a good man,’ says Dad with a nostalgic air, randomly swerving off the subject, as is their wont.

‘Such a good man,’ says Mum. ‘You know what we think about that.’

‘Yes, I don’t need to hear it again, thank you,’ I say, trying to stay polite for as long as I can. They regularly tell me that splitting with Geoff was the worst mistake I ever made. They want us to get back together. They think I’m a fool for letting him go. I think they’re interfering busybodies.

‘And what about Ada’s hair?’ says Mum, suddenly. See what I mean about the subject-changing madness?

‘What about it?’

‘It’s weird,’ says Dad. ‘Not like Carly’s. Hers is lovely. She always looks so professional.’

My parents have often said that Ada and I are weird and – that epithet again – arty-farty. Dad in particular thinks Carly and Geoff are the bee’s knees and only really wants to hear about them – he’s an ex-civil engineer and approves of their scientific bent, even if it’s ‘only computers’. Neither of them seem to appreciate Ada’s sense of joy and enquiry into the wide world. They only recognise that she’s unconventional and they don’t like it. 

Mum adds, ‘I suppose Ada being rebellious is just one of her odd phases.’ 

‘I hope not,’ I say. ‘I hope she stays that way forever.’ 

‘God forbid!’ says Dad. ‘None of your brother’s children look that way. His little girls dress and act like little girls. None of this arty-farty stuff with the hair … Your brother is doing so well, have you spoken to him lately? He’s in India just now, in charge of a stadium build out there. Just marvellous! And Larissa is doing a brilliant job with the children, all five of them.’ 

Oh God, here we go. The golden child, my younger brother, Lance. He’s a civil engineer, just like Dad. He married Larissa – a yummy mummy who worships Mrs Hinch and runs her own business selling shampoo bars – in their twenties and subsequently had five perfect children. I never hear the end of Lance and Larissa’s stellar accomplishments.

Mum says, ‘Little Oscar has just started at my old place St Matthew’s, did you know? He looks so adorable in the uniform, that beautiful little straw boater, really takes me back. Just marvellous. I could’ve been his headmistress now, if they hadn’t dumped me.’

Mum was the headteacher of a private prep school just outside Oxford for decades and never wanted to retire. She claims she was forced out like Thatcher and described in great detail how she cried in the car like the PM did, on the way home from her leaving party. 

‘I could be doing that job still,’ adds Mum, misty-eyed. ‘If it wasn’t for my gout.’ 

This is new. I ask, ‘Oh, you have gout? That’s rotten. How is it?’ 

Mum carries on, ‘But they have a man running it these days, some upstart in his forties, from Romford, of all places, and used to be a PE teacher, for heaven’s sake. Not an academic subject like mine. Not like geography. Oh, how I wish one of my children had become a geography teacher. I mean, Lance was always going to be a gifted engineer. He always took after your father. But if only you’d followed in my






































AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book is a work of fiction. As such, it should not be used as any kind of source of information on menopause, a complex subject into which research continues to evolve. Readers looking for information and advice into treatments for menopause symptoms should approach qualified medical practitioners and seek out appropriate non-fiction sources of information.




FOOTNOTES




Chapter 4

fn1. All those applying for the desktop fan must bring both a medical certificate from their GP or private gynaecologist and hormone replacement therapy prescription as evidence of perimenopause or menopause, presented to HR before order of desktop fan is actioned, as orders will not be merely rubber-stamped via oral testimony. Orders will be rejected without both items of written evidence.

Back to text

fn2. Plugs into USB port plus solar-panelled, thus meeting our green energy pathway commitments laid down in this year’s Action Plan, Section 73, Subsection 4g.

Back to text

fn3. 75% of the cost of each desktop fan must be met by individual members of staff and payment will be taken from monthly wages in one lump sum and instalments will not be considered or approved as viable. No other fans are available or should be used by staff, due to health and safety regulations. (Cost of each fan is £399.99 RRP.)

Back to text
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