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Prologue

Chapter One


      
      
      For David and Sandy Noble, my mum and dad.

      

      
      
      
      PENGUIN BOOKS

      
      
      The Reading Group

      
      Praise for Elizabeth Noble:

      
      ‘I defy you not to cry at least once’ Sun

      
      ‘This powerful tale packs an emotional punch’ Closer

      
      ‘An emotional rollercoaster’ Now

      
      ‘A journey through emotionallly charged mother-daughter territory… it may kick-start the practice of letter-writing again’
         Good Housekeeping

      
      ‘Her stories strike a genuine chord… an irresistible comfort read’ Glamour

      
      ‘Enchantingly clever. I cried, I laughed, I couldn’t put it down and I altogether loved (every moment of) it’ Penny Vincenzi

      
      ‘A compelling read, with characters you’ll really take to your heart’ Heat

      
      ‘Witty, affectionate and unashamedly tear-jerking look at female bonding’ Red

      
      ‘I adored it and want my daughters to read it’ Eve

      
      ‘So fluid, the pages turn themselves’ Daily Mirror

      
      ‘Perfect stuff to chew on over a long night in’ Daily Mail

      
      ‘A witty, heart-warming read’ Good Book Guide

      

      
      
      
      

      
      
      The real, hidden subject of a book group discussion is the book group members themselves.

      
      MARGARET ATWOOD

      

      
      
      
       

      
      
      7.15 P.M.


      
      Clare watched as the young woman passed her in the corridor. First-timer, definitely: excitement and panic were etched on
         her pale face as she made her way slowly down the hall, dragging the IV on its wheels beside her, legs bent and shoulders
         hunched, shuffling in girlish slippers bought for this special day. Her glance at Clare said, ‘Help me. When will this be
         finished? When will he be here?’ Probably came in half a centimetre dilated – when she’d fiddled with her TENS machine at
         home for a while, then called her mother and repacked the holdall with all the impossibly small, impossibly white sleep suits,
         scratch mittens and hats like egg-cosies.


      
      The double doors behind the woman swung open and a big, dark man went to her, put one hand in hers, the other round her shoulder.
         He handled her gingerly. He was paler than she was. A Type X, Clare thought. They were copers, the strong ones. Type Ys barely
         made it through the epi durals without crying. They were a few decades too late – would have been happier pacing the corridor
         with a cigar behind each ear. Clare liked the Type Ys better.


      
      Elliot was probably an X. Or maybe the hybrid: Y masquerading as X. They were okay unless things got scary. Who was she kidding?
         She had no idea which type he’d be. Not that it mattered. Not any more.


      
      The girl moaned, leant forward. Clare answered his imploring look. She never felt detached. Still, each story that played out, each life that started within these walls pulled
         her in. Still.


      
      ‘Okay, hold on, let’s give you a hand. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Lynne.’

      
      ‘Okay, Lynne. We’ll get you back to your room. You probably need a bit of a rest. Who’s looking after you?’

      
      A colleague appeared from behind the same double doors. ‘Sorry, Clare. Hang on, Lynne. We’ve got you. Got it from here, Clare.
         You’re off, aren’t you?’


      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Have a good night, then.’

      
      ‘Cheers.’

      
      Tonight, thank God, she had a reason not to be at home, not to see Elliot. She’d probably be out again before he got back
         from college, and he’d be asleep by the time she made herself climb into bed beside him.


      
      And that girl, Lynne, would be holding her baby in her arms.

      
      7.20 P.M.


      
      As usual Harriet climbed the stairs with a teetering pile of single socks, discarded sweaters, stray toys – the flotsam and
         jetsam of the day. Down was usually a mug or two, plastic cups found under beds, read newspapers and sticky plastic medicine
         spoons. Up, the aforementioned. Still, she supposed, with a fairly twisted smile, variety was the spice of life. Ha, ha. Domestic
         bliss reminded her of that silly film she’d seen once, Groundhog Day, where this guy was compelled to repeat the same day over and over again, never quite getting the girl because he couldn’t
         change what happened. And slightly higher up the cultural scale, wasn’t there that guy in mythology – Sissy something… Sisyphus,
         was it? – sentenced by the gods for some transgression to spend eternity pushing a boulder up a big hill only to watch it
         fall straight down again, and on, and on. At least pushing a big boulder up a hill would soon sort out these bat-wings she
         was developing beneath her upper arms, Harriet thought. Sweeping the flipping kitchen floor four times, loading and unloading
         the washing-machine three times, and answering forty-two questions about why there aren’t any more dinosaurs, and if there
         were, how big their poos would be, wasn’t doing much for hers.


      
      Upstairs, all was quiet for the first time since six a.m. Harriet followed the sound of Tim’s voice to their bedroom. He was
         sitting on the sofa under the window, having been allowed by his kidnappers to remove his shoes and jacket, and loosen his
         tie. The children, damp and clean from their bath, were huddled, one under each arm, listening to their story. Tim was reading
         slowly, ascribing to each character their own voice, occasionally making animated gestures. Harriet felt a twinge of habitual
         guilt. She usually chose the shortest story and speed-read it: her children might be forgiven for thinking that every character
         in literature had been raised in the middle-class south, for all the effort she made with her inflection. Still, it was easier,
         wasn’t it? Coming in at the end of the day, when the snot and the pasta sauce and the tears had been wiped away, and the fight
         over the tooth-brushing, and the frantic shoving of toys into too-small cupboards had all been done. Easy to reward the exuberant greeting with warmth and affection and a story-reading fit for Radio 4. The kids had spent their energy through
         the long day, and Harriet had absorbed it. Now the fight had gone out of them: they were passive, gentle. And she was catatonic.


      
      Harriet hovered at the doorway, not wanting to go in and disturb the perfect tableau, the circle of love. Somehow, she didn’t
         fit in to these moments. Instead, she deposited her bundle on the guest bed and went into the bathroom. Studiously ignoring
         the bubble scum around the bath, the toothpaste squeezed carelessly across the wash-basin tap, she poked ineffectually at
         her mad hair in the mirror and flicked some powder across her nose and chin. She hastily drew a line of lipstick on her upper
         lip, then rolled her lips together in concentration. (Not for her the liner-brush-blot prescribed by glossies she only saw
         every three months in the hairdresser’s.)


      
      Tim appeared in the doorway, carrying a slumped sleepy Chloe. ‘Say, “Night-night, Mummy.”’ Thumb firmly plugged in, Chloe
         waved her plastic beaker of warm milk vaguely in Harriet’s direction.


      
      ‘Night-night, sleep tight, darling.’ Harriet smiled.

      
      Behind Tim, Josh asked, ‘Are you going out, Mummy?’

      
      ‘Yes, I am, sweetheart. Daddy’s going to look after you. I’ll be home again later, though.’

      
      ‘Come and tuck me in when you get back? Even if it’s really late? D’you promise you will?’

      
      ‘Course I do, poppet. Give us a kiss before I go, though.’

      
      Harriet walked with her son down the landing and watched him climb into his low bunk.

      
      ‘Daddy’s coming back, Mum. Don’t switch that light off. He promised he’d read me another chapter of Harry Potter when Chloe was in bed.’


      
      ‘Did he now? Two stories, indeed. Is Daddy trying to make me look bad?’

      
      Her tone was light.

      
      Suddenly Tim was behind her. ‘Couldn’t if I tried.’ He kissed her cheek as he passed her in the doorway. ‘Now, remind me where
         we got to, Josh.’


      
      And they were quickly lost again in their reading. Tim looked up from the pages as he heard her turn, and winked goodnight
         at her.


      
      Harriet’s tread on the stairs was heavy. It’s all so bloody perfect, she thought. Except that I really don’t think I love
         him any more. If I ever did.


      
      7.25 P.M.


      
      The mass of feeling sat just beneath Nicole’s ribcage, as if her lungs had been folded into thirds at the base of her throat.
         It was a potent and complex emotional cocktail, part rage, part hurt, part frustration, part humiliation, and, still, part
         suffocating love. Over the years the quantities of each had changed, but the result was the same. Almost overwhelming, drunken
         feeling.


      
      She’d gone through the whole day in the closed-off state she had perfected. She had put it into the room in her mind with
         the padlock on it and not gone near it: to open it, and luxuriate in the feelings, would make functioning impossible. In that
         closed-off state, she was a dervish of control and efficiency. Dry-cleaning and shoe repairs got dropped off; casseroles with
         interesting herbs were put in the Aga’s slow oven; constructive play happened with the children; concise instructions were given to Cecile, the au pair.


      
      And she looked great. Hair, makeup, figure, clothes: all as good as they always had been. Other women might tear out their
         hair at moments of crisis, but Nicole blow-dried hers into perfect waves. Only her heartbeat gave her away: like in that Edgar
         Allan Poe story, she was sure everyone she met, smiling benignly, must hear it, louder and louder, trying to get out.


      
      She put the platter of crostini on the hall table and looked into the mirror. Downstairs it was quiet. One floor up Will,
         George and Martha were sound asleep, exhausted by swimming and soft-play. From the top floor, where Cecile slept, Nicole could
         hear the soft beat of garage music being played behind a closed door, punctuated by excited French conversation. She must
         be on the phone (you don’t say) to another member of the au-pair Mafia, squealing about last night’s adventures or plotting
         tomorrow’s. These days, au pairs stayed in and babysat, then went out after you came home – ‘Oh, no, Mrs Thomas, it no start,
         you know, really, until midnight.’ They could stay out until four, smoke forty cigarettes, sleep for two hours and still make
         animal shapes with Cheerios to persuade reluctant breakfasters to eat, smiling, at seven a.m. It sometimes made Nicole feel
         105 years old. Nicole liked Cecile, though. She was easy to have around, didn’t need everything explained. And Nicole was
         pretty sure she was knowingly impervious to Gavin’s manifest charms, which, just now, suited her perfectly.


      
      She stiffened as she heard his car outside, waited for the key in the lock. What to say? She had rehearsed all the different angles in the shower earlier, played out the fantasy of reacting as other women would. Although she knew that, when
         she saw him, she would be as she always was. How odd that this was a habit now, that this was a part of their life together.
         She had never thought it would be like this. That she would be like this.


      
      God, he was beautiful. Those enormous, shining eyes: how could they not give away the secrets?

      
      He smiled, then registered the tray of food, and that Nicole was in her coat and scarf. ‘Hello, darling. Sorry to be a bit
         late. It’s been a bitch of a day. What’s this, then? Where are you off to?’ He leant in to kiss her.


      
      Nicole swerved, left him pursing at air. ‘I’ll be at Susan’s, darling.’ She spat the last word, sarcasm heavy in the air.
         And that was the very best she could do. That, and a defiant slam of the door. Quickly. She didn’t want him to see the food
         shaking on the plate in time with her arms.


      
      7.30 P.M.


      
      The ring was pretty well perfect. Big enough, but not flashy – some you saw were so obvious that the wearer might as well
         have taped a facsimile of her fiancé’s black AmEx card across her left hand. A modern setting, but not so trendy it would
         be the avocado bathroom suite of jewellery in ten years’ time (presuming, against all the odds, that you were still wearing
         it). It was even the right stone for her – a ruby – and just about what she would have chosen for herself, if she’d been asked.
         Which would have been something of a shock, since the proposal had come more or less out of the blue. And pretty embarrassing,
         Polly figured, to peer into windows falling in love with the five-thousand-pound ring, wondering if he was looking at the five-hundred-pound one.


      
      But, did the choice of the right ring make its giver the right man? Was it a sign? Or just down to good observation – even
         basic good taste? Could he have asked someone? Cressida? Suze? She thought it unlikely. That wasn’t Jack’s style. She bloody
         well hoped they would have warned her if they’d known it was coming. Although probably not. That wasn’t really on. It looked
         pretty on her finger. She flexed her hand once more, moving the gem in and out of the light, then sniggered at her reflection
         in the dressing-table mirror and slipped it off. She pushed it between the folds of velvet, snapped the box shut and slid
         it back into her knicker drawer, hidden between party-pants and period-pants.


      
      She opened her wardrobe, vaguely looking for a sloppy sweater she thought she might have shoved in there. Ah, my schizophrenic
         wardrobe: right side neat and tidy – ‘paralegal chic’, she called it – with knee-length sombre suits and court shoes, just
         as the partners of Smith, March and May liked them; the left was a Tracey Emin installation.


      
      What kind of bride might she make? She’d always fancied red and plunging. Then again, you could wear that to any old Christmas
         party, while the white lace and butter-wouldn’t-melt look wasn’t one you could get away with very often. If they did it when
         it was cold, how about white lace underneath, and one of those fabulous velvet capes – in red, or maybe a deep forest green?
         Ooh, and beaded shoes.


      
      Oh, for God’s sake, Polly – Pollyanna, more like – aren’t you a bit bloody old for this daydreaming? And shouldn’t you be just a bit bloody wiser by now? One ring and one proposal,
         and you’re sixteen again.


      
      ‘Mum?’

      
      Polly grabbed the moth-eaten jumper and pulled it over her head as she went out on to the landing.

      
      ‘Mum? Is this for me?’ It was Daniel, fresh from football practice, five foot ten of sweaty, spotty, starving fifteen-year-old,
         now foraging.


      
      ‘Yes, love, microwave it – two minutes on high. And there’s Christmas cake and mince-pies for after.’

      
      Polly put her head round the door of the sitting room. Her daughter Cressida, arms hugging her knees, head against a cushion,
         was apparently transfixed by EastEnders.


      
      ‘Cress, love, I’m at Susan’s – do you remember? Shouldn’t be late, though.’

      
      ‘Okay.’

      
      Charming, Polly thought. That girl is getting surly. What the hell am I doing, playing Brides upstairs with these two lumps
         down here to remind me who I am, where I’ve been, and what I’m bad at?


      
      What to say? What to answer? Yes? No? Would he settle for a ‘Maybe’?

      
      7.35 P.M.


      
      Five minutes later Cressida sat in the bathroom with her eyes screwed tight shut and made bargains with God. She didn’t believe
         in God, but what the hell? She would, if only He would make it be negative.


      
      How in hell had she got herself into this bloody mess?

      
      If there was one thing Cressida hated it was stereotyping and clichés. And here she was – twenty years old, loving her course, and sure to get her pick of places to do her degree, which would open all kinds of doors, to a career she would
         love, people who would be fascinating, and freedom – about to become the most tired cliché in the book, like some effing Catherine
         Cookson heroine, caught and covered in shame. This couldn’t happen. It just couldn’t.


      
      Ninety-nine per cent accurate in one minute. She reread the instructions. The marketing-speak was so carefully worded, aimed
         at both extremes of people taking the test: some wanted to see that blue line more than anything in the world; others would
         give their kidney for an empty window. She tried to imagine wanting a positive result, but it was too hard. Everything, and
         she meant everything, would have to be completely different. She would have to be different: a much, much older Cressida, with her two-foot-long hair cut into a sensible bob, her fashionable
         jeans swapped for grown-up clothes, the cigarettes and vodka a distant memory, with a CV that didn’t stop after A levels.
         And there had to be a husband. On that point, at least, Cressida was weirdly old-fashioned. Now, none of the above was anywhere
         near happening. Particularly the cigarettes and vodka, she thought, remembering New Year’s Day, when she had awoken unsure
         whether it was the pain in her head or the one in her throat that was going to kill her, but hoping that whichever it was
         would do it quickly. If there was a baby it was bound to have two heads or something. Christ.


      
      They’d always been dead careful – not that preventing pregnancy had been top of her list of priorities. She had been born
         in the eighties, after all – the Aids decade. He was even the first – how tragic was that? A virgin at twenty.


      
      Truthfully, though, her virginity hadn’t weighed heavily on her, like it seemed to do on her mates. Several had apparently
         viewed their birthdays as deadlines: sixteen, do your GCSEs; seventeen, get a provisional driving licence; eighteen, vote;
         any of the above, commence sex life with nearest non-repulsive male. Not that Cressida was one of those Jesus freaks, taking
         the pledge until marriage. She sometimes thought she just hadn’t fancied anyone enough. Or maybe she hadn’t felt secure enough
         with any of the boys she’d gone out with. Doubtless a counsellor would blame Dad: her trust in men had taken a battering when
         he had left Mum. Which was clearly bollocks, since they had pretty much left each other. Cressida didn’t have a lot of patience
         with bleeding-heart divorce kids. She loved both her parents a lot – and a lot more apart. Dad was happy with Tina. Mum was
         happy on her own, maybe about to be a whole lot happier with Jack. ‘Worse things happen at sea,’ as Gran would say. Cressida
         didn’t have any fears about the damage life had done to her heart. Look how it had soared when she met him! And she had been
         really glad that she hadn’t been so close to anyone before – it had felt like a gift she had had for him, and she had been
         so thrilled, that first time, lying beside him afterwards, that it had been him, that nothing could ever change how it was.
         Which wasn’t to say it had been perfect, just that she was glad. Until now. Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no. It was a yes.


      
      7.45 P.M.


      
      Susan leant against the doorframe in satisfaction and exhaustion. Order had been restored in the living room – again. My God,
         Christmas makes a mess, she thought. You go completely crazy for the six weeks beforehand, shopping like a woman possessed and writing endless indecipherable lists. You treat the final trip to Sainsbury’s like a military operation,
         complete with life-or-death missions – to get to the last fresh cranberries before the enemy in the twinset, to pile one more
         box of luxury crackers into the heaving trolley. You clean every surface in the house as though heart-bypass surgery was about
         to be performed on it, then fill them with sacred homemade angels and candlesticks. You religiously follow Good Housekeeping’s ‘Tips for the Most Relaxed Christmas EVER!’, which actually almost kills you, but at least means that at 10.30 p.m. on Christmas Eve you can sit down with a glass
         of (homemade, what else) eggnog and be the queen of all you survey. Three days later it’s all over, leaving you with leftover
         turkey, untouched Christmas cake and so much mess you feel as if you’ve been occupied by a hostile army. But, oh, those three
         days: they were the best in Susan’s year. Roger and she, Alex and Ed, and her mum, Alice. Just the five of them.


      
      That was how Susan liked her house best. Her beautiful, good boys asleep in their familiar rooms, Airfix models and school
         sports trophies unchanged. Young, fun girlfriends, who made them happy, asleep next door. Alice tucked beneath her own crochet
         blankets in the old nursery beside Susan’s room. And Roger beside her – snoring gently, these days. Why did some women complain
         that snoring drove them insane? She liked the rhythmic purr, marking time through the night.


      
      Susan put away the Dyson in the hall cupboard and took the last box of Christmas decorations to the upstairs landing – she
         would get Roger to do a loft trip after evening surgery.


      
      Alice appeared at the top of the stairs. She had seemed tired this year, Susan had noticed. Bit off her food, too, although
         her pleasure at being with her gorgeous grandsons had seemed undiminished. Still, she was glad she’d persuaded her mother
         to stay on for a couple of weeks into the New Year. ‘Let me wait on you,’ Susan had joked. Alice was in her seventies now
         and it was nice to have her there.


      
      ‘All right, Mum?’

      
      ‘Fine, love. I didn’t sleep, just listened to a play on the radio and rested my eyes a while.’

      
      Susan smiled. Ah, yes, the eye-resting of the elderly. Just like children, they could never admit to being tired.

      
      She glanced at the carriage clock on the sitting-room mantelshelf. They’d all be here in twenty minutes or so. She’d meant
         to get to some of those invoices in her office but they would have to wait. The run-up to Christmas was always busy in the
         workshop – people desperately wanted their curtains and soft furnishings finished in time for Christmas and Susan, with her
         own passion for the festivities, bent over backwards to make everyone else’s domestic dreams come true. Consequently, January
         was quiet, all billing and banking, no fun.


      
      In the kitchen, she had laid places for Roger and Alice. Their supper was already made and covered neatly with cling film.
         It sat beside the oven, with a yellow Post-it note detailing the oven temperature and cooking time. She was looking forward
         to the reading group tonight. It would make a nice change. Her most recent experiments in organised social activities had
         proved unsuccessful: keep fit, with the ridiculously taut Teresa at the leisure centre, had done little for her ample figure, still less for her bad back; French for Beginners at the local college had sent her to Paris
         on her wedding anniversary with unwarranted confidence and false bravado, but any self-belief had been despatched by the snotty
         sales assistants and waiters.


      
      Yes, it would be a good night, and she deserved a bit of something for herself.

      
      7.50 P.M.


      
      The silence in the house was stifling. Elliot dropped his keys noisily on the kitchen table and flicked absentmindedly through
         the day’s post. Flyers, mostly, a gas bill… ‘Clare? Hello? I’m back…’ He knew his wife was at home – her shift at the hospital
         had ended an hour before and her Metro was parked outside.


      
      No answer. So, clearly today had been a bad day. Sad friendliness was a good day, indifference marked an average one. But
         when she ignored him, then became hostile, she’d had a bad one. Elliot scanned the room for evidence of today’s trigger –
         there always was one. He looked back at the post: a card from neighbours on holiday at a family resort… No – of course. An
         invoice from Mr Thompson, Harley Street. The end of the latest quest. Another dead end.


      
      He climbed the stairs with a heavy tread, steeling himself to see his wife.

      
      ‘Hi.’ As she heard him walk up the stairs she pushed the bathroom door closed against him – he caught a glimpse of her bare
         shoulder before he was barred. She had become like this gradually. Of course, she had been shy when they were first together,
         but they had been only fourteen, and even had there been the opportunity to see each other naked (which there certainly hadn’t) it had all been so new, so timid.
         He always thought they’d been dead lucky. Together since the fourth year, all through O levels, A levels, her nursing degree,
         his teacher training. All their mates had played the field and suffered the heartbreak, humiliation and high drama of adolescence,
         but it had been different for Clare and Elliot. They had been at the core of a gang of lively teenagers, the fixed point on
         the compass.


      
      It wasn’t supposed to have turned into this, a sterile, empty, childless marriage. For five years they had been trying. It
         had been fun to start with, extra sexy to be making love with a baby in mind; he had felt fantastic lying there afterwards,
         with his hand across Clare’s belly, wondering if they had started something – someone. He’d had her all to himself for years
         and he was ready to share her; they were both excited. It hadn’t taken long for her to fall pregnant the first time. And then,
         a few weeks further along, there had been the messy, miserable miscarriage. But that was okay, everyone said. ‘Of course you’re
         sad, but it happens to so many people – really, you’ll be fine next time.’ They were young; they cried together for the baby
         that would have been born in time for Christmas, and they moved on. Miles and miles on, until the couple they had been then
         was unrecognisable to both of them. Sixty months, five miscarriages (maybe more), dozens of tests, a seemingly endless procession
         of doctors, obstetricians, specialists. A calendar full of dates that celebrated nothing except what neither of them could
         forget.


      
      Sometimes Elliot thought that Clare hated him nearly as much as she hated herself. And maybe more than she had ever loved him.

      
      Clare came out of the bathroom, tightly wrapped in her terry dressing-gown although it was only seven o’clock. She smiled
         weakly at Elliot and he reached for her. A touch that he had learnt to make non-sexual, unthreatening. How he hated that:
         if his fingers brushed her breast or rested on the curve of her buttocks, she shrugged them off as if they were red hot, as
         if he were a rapist. Now she let him touch her, but there was no response.


      
      They hadn’t kissed since before Christmas – not a proper kiss. Christmas was always the worst time: the unbirthday of the
         first unbaby. It was a time for family. This year Clare hadn’t even wrapped the impersonal shirt and tie she had bought him;
         she had cooked salmon for Christmas lunch. Elliot’s prettily wrapped and beribboned jewellery box had sat by the fire like
         a reproach. When she’d opened it, he hadn’t been convinced she’d even seen the bracelet. She hadn’t worn it.


      
      But still he tried. ‘Hard day, love?’

      
      ‘It wasn’t too bad, actually. Four women delivered, only one had to go up for a Caesar. Three girls, one boy. Hannah, Victoria,
         Liam and an undecided. One bloody annoying girl who had hers on Monday ringing every five minutes for someone to pick up the
         baby. And that supercilious resident’s on holiday.’


      
      These details were delivered in a deadpan voice, with no eye contact. As if I give a damn about all that, Elliot thought.
         She’s hiding in the details of the day. God forbid we should talk about anything real. Aloud he said, ‘Speaking of holidays,
         Midge and Paul’s postcard makes me wonder if we should think about it. It’s a while since the Dordogne.’ That had been the holiday from hell – he’d booked it as a surprise, got the dates wrong: one of the black days
         had fallen right in the middle of the first week. Mind you, it was getting pretty hard to find a fortnight that didn’t have
         a black day in it somewhere.


      
      Clare turned to him and he saw, for the first time, that her eyes were red. ‘Maybe.’

      
      ‘We might be able to get a deal over Easter at a ski resort – Austria, maybe. We’ve been talking about doing that for years.’

      
      They had never skied. In the first years they hadn’t had the money, more recently Clare had been worried about a fall, pregnant,
         unpregnant… she had climbed into her own invisible Petri dish.


      
      ‘Oh, that’s right,’ she snapped. ‘We can’t have a baby so let’s hit the slopes instead. Next best thing, really, a great holiday.’
         She didn’t look at him as she furiously removed clothes from her drawers. She put on her knickers with her back to him, her
         dressing-gown on so he couldn’t see her. Punishment.


      
      ‘Well, perhaps I’ll pick up a brochure or two in town. Check that Internet site with the last-minute deals.’ Elliot’s new
         tactic. To pretend that her responses were civil, interested. As though by carrying on regardless he could get her to give
         up this vendetta against him. And because Clare didn’t have the energy to rail against him, today, at least, she was letting
         him carry on. In both their heads a tiny part of their brains insisted on imagining a holiday like the ones they used to have.
         They’d always been cheap packages to grottyish Mediterranean resorts, but they had been filled with laughter and love. Elliot
         and Clare, nut brown from afternoons under the sun, tired from making love all morning – always in the morning, when the brightness made
         the intimacy all the greater, when sex was open-eyed, as they gauged each other’s responses and desires. Clare and Elliot,
         giggling from remembrances of tipsy evenings in the town, watching people not so lucky, not so in love, not so happy as they
         were. The memories played like 8mm film, then spun off, back to reality. They hadn’t had a holiday like that for four years.
         They never would again.


      
      ‘I’m out tonight – it’s on the calendar. There’s pasta in the cupboard, and some leftover Bolognese from the weekend in the
         freezer. Just defrost it in the microwave,’ she said.


      
      ‘Oh, yeah – it’s that reading-group thing, isn’t it? Did you read the book?’

      
      ‘Of course. There wouldn’t be much point in going if I hadn’t, would there?’

      
      ‘Is it any good?’

      
      Clare looked up, considering both the question and Elliot’s interest. The book had been good, brilliant, and she had read
         it in three nights, absorbed by the made-up lives of the pretend people. But Elliot’s face, the handsome face that she had
         looked at for more than half of her life, gazed at her with only partial interest. He was so earnestly, so desperately trying
         to share with her, to keep the peace, to say the right thing. And she felt guilty, and irritated, and so, so hopeless.


      
      It was like there were huge piles of rubble lying in the no man’s land between them, the wreckage of previous battles, and
         she didn’t have the energy to climb over them and wave her white flag. She was waving it, same as he was, but from the floor of a trench where he couldn’t see it.


      
      ‘It was okay,’ she said finally, ‘but I probably didn’t understand it properly. I don’t even know why I’m going. The others
         probably all went to university, probably all took notes. I bet I feel stupid. Probably won’t go again.’


      
      ‘You’re not stupid, Clare. You’ll be fine. Who else’ll be there?’

      
      ‘You don’t know them. It’s at this woman Harriet’s house – Mum made her curtains – up on the hill. Friend of hers, Nicole,
         will be there, Susan, few others maybe.’


      
      ‘Ah, go on, it’ll be fun. A bunch of women and a couple of bottles of wine – I bet you don’t even talk about the book. Good
         old gossip, more like.’


      
      It’d been Clare’s mum, Mary, who had asked Susan to include Clare. She’d thought it might help – about as much as a plaster
         would heal a gaping wound, Elliot thought, but he had given up offering opinions. For years, Mary and he had met for coffee
         once a week or so, first because they were worried about Clare, looking for ways to help, but now, Elliot knew, Mary was frightened
         for them both, Clare and himself. It had been Mary, articulating her fears for their marriage, who had made him think that
         maybe they couldn’t survive this. These days, Elliot was sure that Mary met him as much as anything to make sure he was still
         there – as if over a skinny latte and an English breakfast tea her will and strength could keep them together, make Elliot
         stay for just six more days, a week at a time. So that, slowly, Mary herself had become part of the disease and not a part
         of the cure. She was helping to suffocate him.


      
      Elliot pulled himself up off the bed. Wherever Clare was going, the relief of her absence would hit when the door closed behind her. He would put on the stereo, something loud and
         mindless, pour a big drink. And phone someone who made him feel good about himself.


      
      ‘Whatever. Have a good time, Clare.’
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         ‘The pie I threw at Mark made a terrific mess, but a blueberry pie would have been even better, since it would have permanently
            ruined his new blazer, the one he bought with Thelma.’


         Rachel Samstat is smart, successful, married to a high-flying Washington journalist… and devastated. She has dis covered that
            her husband is having an affair with the lanky Thelma.


         A delectable novel, fizzing with wisecracks and recipes, this is a roller-coaster of love, loss and – most satisfyingly –
            revenge.




       

      ‘So, did you choose this because it was a nice, skinny hundred and seventy-eight pages, or ’cos you’d seen the film?’

      
      ‘It’s a film?’

      
      ‘Yes, a gorgeous film. Jack Nicholson and Meryl Streep. Really sad.’

      
      ‘It’s one of my all-time favourites. A desert-island movie.’

      
      ‘Neither, cheeky! Actually it was the recipes that got me hooked. The way they’re all through the story – the woman, Rachel,
         she cooks these amazing-sounding things while her marriage is crumbling around her ears. Actually I made one, last week, the
         Key Lime Pie. It was delicious. But I think there’s something really symbolic about the cooking. It’s like even though she’s
         this successful career woman in her own right, the cooking, the nurturing, that funda mental female thing is how she stays
         in control.’


      
      ‘Yes, she’s into control, isn’t she? There’s that bit about making jokes of everything, and writing it down into a story that
         she can control. I suppose she means control what she shows of her pain.’


      
      ‘And she makes that epiphany, the pie scene, an exercise in the most public control.’

      
      ‘Yeah, but fundamentally she still isn’t, is she? He’s had the affair, he’s still having the affair. She can’t control that.’

      
      ‘Actually, I think she’s a wimp. All those witticisms and clever put-downs don’t change the fact that she stays with him, and keeps staying with him. Even when she leaves – running
         off to her father, incidentally, make of that what you will – she lets him come and get her, like a lamb. And the alarm bells
         don’t even start ringing, you know, at that bit when he doesn’t pay for her ticket on the shuttle. He’s a shit.’


      
      ‘She’s pregnant and in the kitchen most of the way through, that’s true. Oh, isn’t the bit where she has the baby sad?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes, when she says, “Tell me about when the first one, (what’s his name?) was born.” And then, when Nathaniel arrives
         and he’s early, she says she can’t blame him.’


      
      ‘Oh, yes, she says, “Something was dying inside me, and he had to get out.”’

      
      ‘I cried.’

      
      ‘But she loves him. Can’t change that.’

      
      ‘Of course you can. You can remove yourself. Open the channels for healing. Shouldn’t you always love yourself more?’

      
      ‘She loves her children more. Maybe that’s why she stays.’

      
      ‘No, I don’t buy that. It’s the States, for God’s sake, in the seventies. Loads of people were divorced. It wasn’t a stigma
         for kids any more.’


      
      ‘Not a stigma, maybe, but certainly still a trauma.’

      
      ‘I don’t think she stays for the kids. I think she wants it to work.’

      
      ‘There’s a strange paradox, don’t you think? She really wants him to love her, but she manages not to try to change to make him love her.’


      
      ‘It’s not until the pie scene, though, that she realises nothing she could change would make him love her.’

      
      ‘I don’t agree with that thing it says on the cover, though. It isn’t about revenge. She isn’t looking for it, and she certainly
         doesn’t get it. Isn’t the pie-throwing scene more about drawing a line under it all? Like bursting her own bubble of naïvety?
         It’s an act. It’s action. That’s the point – she is finally being proactive and not passive. There’s the control. Not revenge.’


      
      ‘Didn’t she write Sleepless in Seattle, too?’


      
      ‘I’m amazed she still believed in love enough to write something so mushy and uncomplicated.’

      
      ‘But didn’t you think that was Rachel’s strength – that she carried on believing in love?’

      
      ‘I think that Rachel’s real strength was knowing Mark didn’t love her, and being able to move on, even though she still loved
         him.’


      
      ‘Yeah, she leaves with this real optimism, doesn’t she? She is really sad, and humiliated, and stuff, but she believes in a future. She does. Here, where she says, “And then the dream breaks
         into a million tiny pieces. The dream dies. Which leaves you with a choice: you can settle for reality, or you can go off,
         like a fool, and dream another dream.”’


      
      
      
      Nicole

      
      
      The bouquet was so big Nicole couldn’t see who was deliver ing it. The card had just the one word written on it – so big she
         could read it from the doorstep – ‘Sorry’. It nestled harmlessly among the American Beauty roses.


      
      She took the flowers roughly from the unsuspecting youth who proffered them, and shut the door behind her with a brief, tight, ‘Thanks’.

      
      The boy shuffled around momentarily on the step. He was new and unaccustomed to such a reception. Didn’t all women want flowers?
         He shook his head, whistled, and left.


      
      Inside Nicole leant against the door, and a tiny, exhausted sob rose within her. For just a moment she let her head rest against
         the wood, closed her eyes and smelt the roses in her arms. Allowed herself to imagine that they weren’t ‘sorry’ roses. But
         only for a moment.


      
      In her bright, TV-advert-spotless kitchen she busied herself, expertly trimming the stems, blanching them in boiling water,
         adding bleach to the water in the three vases she needed to contain the roses. She did this well, as she did most things:
         rose clippings despatched to a discreet bin, and glass mats produced from a drawer to protect highly polished wood surfaces
         from ring marks. One vase on the circular table in the galleried hall, another on the dining table, the last in the sitting
         room, next to the silver frames that documented their lives in photographs. Her parents in black and white, the twins in sunhats
         with ice-cream beards, Martha as a newborn lying across the boys’ podgy toddler legs, her mouth open in protest. And her and
         Gavin, on their wedding day. She placed the vase right next to that one. The bastard.


      
      1992. May. Appropriately picturesque village church in the background, the door swathed in flowers. The bride, delicious and
         delirious in Amanda Wakely; the groom, tall and proud in morning dress. Oh, and the look she’s giving him: blindingly bright,
         stupidly in love. Princess Diana cow eyes. A smile that you knew had made her face ache.


      
      The photograph stopped Nicole dead. Like a cheap special effect the smart familiarity of the room spun and receded, and the
         memory of that day, those feelings, was sharp and real – she could almost smell them, sun-warmed, nervous and perfumed in
         that doorway. She had loved him so much, that day. On the way to the church, she had sat beside her father in the Daimler.
         He had taken her hand, saying solemnly, ‘I just want you to know, darling, if you’re not completely sure, if you’re having
         any doubts…’ And she had turned to him, half laughing, half crying, uncomprehending. There could be no life without Gavin.
         To be his wife, to marry him was the only thing she wanted in all the world, the only thing she could do.


      
      He had been the first guy to get to her. Adolescence had been the start of a fairly charmed life for Nicole. She was not the
         most gorgeous girl around, certainly: she had the good skin, even features, striking colouring and wavy hair of a naturally
         pretty girl who looked as good at breakfast as she had at dinner, and a flirtatious, easy, sparkly manner – the ingredient
         X that made her a much sought-after prize at university. A boyfriend a year through the BA for which she didn’t work very
         hard, plus the odd fill-in guy during vacations, and one or two impetuous one-night stands. Most of them had been more into
         her than she was into them. While never intentionally cruel, Nicole had had the laissez-faire air of the desirable – a girl who never worried about next Friday night.


      
      She had arrived in London armed with an adequate degree, a sharp brain, a big debt and a newly formed determination to do
         well. It was pretty easy to make a splash in the lower ranks of the publishing-house among the clichéd Alice-band Surrey set, who were biding their time and waiting for husbands (the pretty ones) or juicy editorial projects (the
         plainer ones). Within four or five years she was a marketing manager with a salary that kept her in a nice flat in Battersea,
         with a couple of mates, in high-street suits (even the odd designer one in the sales), in a much beloved lavender 2CV her
         parents had helped her to buy, and in her element. Work got her going in a way academia never had, and she was good at it.
         Fast-tracked by the company, who recognised the mix of ability, ambition and charm that earmarked the wunderkind, she took on new responsibilities with relish. In the early morning, when she caught sight of herself in the reflective escalator
         panels of the Northern Line, she liked the woman who stared back at her.


      
      And then, on one of those mornings, she walked into Gavin Thomas.

      
      She was undoubtedly ready – untouched by thunderbolts at twenty-six – to fall hard and fast, which was exactly what happened.
         In the boardroom Gavin was sitting between two colleagues when Nicole had backed in one Wednesday, shunting the door open
         with her bottom, her arms full of files. His advertising agency was pitching for the campaign for a high-sales, high-maintenance
         sex-and-shopping novelist; the most important publication in Nicole’s year. And the room became as empty as her head except
         for him the moment she saw him.


      
      She’d had dishier men, that was undeniable. At the time she was dallying, ill-advisedly, with a tanned young travel writer
         her flatmates had swooned over. There’s never much point in analysing the magic: yes, he was handsome, and beautifully dressed,
         with huge, clean hands; his hair curled the right way across his forehead. Maybe it was the positively lascivious twinkle in his eye. Who knows? Whatever, it worked
         on her in a way nothing and no one ever had before.


      
      Nicole couldn’t remember what had transpired in the meeting, although the account had been Gavin’s from the first moment.
         She couldn’t even remember how, later that evening, they had ended up on one of the worn velvet sofas upstairs in Darcy’s,
         getting drunk on red wine poured into fishbowl glasses, talking, talking, talking, leaning in to each other. At some point
         she went, slightly wobbly, to the loo and the woman in the mirror looked different.


      
      She remembered every second of taking him back to her office, the two of them giggling conspiratorially as she punched in
         the security number of the back door, suddenly serious as he kissed her, crushingly, against the wall, then swept the Rolodex
         and her in-tray aside on her desk (all the while feeling very 9½ Weeks), struggled with her tights. Him inside her. Later, he had put her into a taxi, given the driver a ten-pound note and kissed
         her nose. The gesture had seemed to her unbelievably tender and romantic. And life, as Nicole Ellis knew it, had changed for
         ever.


      
      Upstairs in her bedroom, Nicole took a dress, a beautifully simple shift, from where it had hung overnight on her wardrobe
         door, and returned it to the garment bag, then hung it in the wardrobe next to the others that contained her corporate-wife
         clothes. The high-street suits were long gone and, these days, designer was for every day. The closet was full of the right
         names, the perfect accessories, gorgeous shoes, right up to the minute, all in a perfect size ten (achieved with effort, every
         day). All clean, slightly fragranced with her signature scent, and set off with the immaculate modern face, Mayfair highlights and fashionable French
         manicure she was religious in maintaining. Every woman’s dream. She remembered an old black-and-white film she’d seen, where
         a heartbroken girl cried with her maid as she flung fur coat after fur coat across a silk sofa. ‘I’m counting my blessings,
         Mammy, I’m counting my blessings.’


      
      The phone call brought her back into the present. She could tell from the digital set that it was Harriet so she would answer
         it. Otherwise she would have let it ring: her best friend was the only person in the world she could talk to when she was
         in this mood.


      
      ‘Hiya.’

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ Harriet had radar, Nicole was sure of it. One word – or, rather, the tone in which it was spoken – was enough
         to alert her that something had happened. Or maybe, she thought ruefully, it was just that usually something was wrong.


      
      ‘Was the opera that bad?’ Harriet joked.


      
      The day before yesterday Gavin had called mid-morning, ‘reminding her’ – in fact, telling her for the first time – that she
         was due, shimmering and engaging, in the company’s box at Covent Garden by seven that evening for a performance of something
         ghastly and Wagnerian with some terminally dull lawyers. Cue some frantic scrambling for a babysitter, it being the night
         of Cecile’s English class – Harriet – and a mad dash against the rush-hour traffic. They would both pretend that this was
         what had earned her the ‘sorry’ roses. How she wished it was so: an administratively hopeless husband rewarding an ever-capable
         wife for her patience. They both knew, of course, that the flowers were for something else.


      
      ‘The opera was every bit as awful as I knew it would be – even the set was dull, all grey and chalky. I wanted to lie down
         at the back of the box and die.’


      
      They both laughed. Their idea of what constituted having a good time was different in every way, but commiserating on corporate
         duties was one of their common grounds.


      
      ‘Come on, though, Nic, I’m guessing Wagner isn’t the only bloke who wrecked your evening. What was the problem? Nails the
         wrong colour?’


      
      No one else could get away with being as rude about Gavin as Harriet was. She and Nicole had known each other only a year
         before the gloves had come off and Harriet had confessed, drunk on baby-induced sleeplessness and Bacardi Breezers, that she
         couldn’t stand Nicole’s tall, handsome husband. Even as she had exhaled loudly and looked at her friend Nicole wasn’t outraged
         or pulling up her drawbridge: that was Harriet, and it was such a relief to know her.


      
      ‘I met the someone else. The latest someone else.’

      
      ‘There? Who is she?’

      
      ‘Charlotte Charles. One of last year’s graduate intake. I saw her at the Christmas do. Gavin’s standard issue – tall, legs
         up to there, hair made for tossing, tits, teeth and talk.’


      
      Nicole had walked into the box – just on time, deep breath at the door, big smile – straight into Gavin, who was standing
         leaning against the wall and over Charlotte Charles. Who, for her part, smiled impertinently up at him, breasts heaving ever
         so slightly, lips parted and wet. A pose that probably said to most, ‘Good colleagues, friendly, sharing a joke’. To Nicole it had said, without doubt, ‘Gavin’s latest
         screw.’ They were all much the same: fresh, somehow, reeking of eau d’ambition, success and savvy, which got him every time. Same as she’d had.


      
      ‘Bastard. Are you sure?’

      
      ‘Yup. Never knowingly overestimated, my husband. I can tell from the first moment. And then I just think back and, yes, the
         late evenings, the overnighters. If there was any doubt, there’s the vast number of roses I’m staring at right now.’


      
      ‘Wanna leave? Spare room’s made up.’ It was a joke between them, made often over the last two or three years. They both knew
         the answer: she didn’t want to leave. She wanted it to be different. Damn it all, she still loved him so much. Harriet had
         almost given up preaching; settled for listening, loving, and biting back as much as she could swallow.


      
      ‘No, but I’ll settle for a bottle of wine and girlie gossip. Let the fucker cook his own dinner and sort out the kids, shall
         I? That’s a penance in itself.’


      
      ‘Too right! See you at eight? I’ll send Tim to the pub or the driving range, or something.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      ‘Nic? I love ya.’

      
      Then the tears. Kindness did that. She tried to sound angry – tried even harder to feel it – because she was so fed up with
         hearing herself sound like such a pathetic doormat. But alone, in the quiet before the au pair brought the children home,
         she wasn’t angry.


      
      
      
      
      Harriet

      
      
      Harriet put down the phone. She had been standing in her own front hall, gazing at one of the photo-montage boards she had
         hung up the stairs (‘All the better to play happy families with, my dear.’) It featured their two families – hers and Nicole’s
         – on holiday the summer after their first babies had been born: Josh and the twins, William and George. They’d gone to Cornwall,
         rented a big, whitewashed cottage near the sea, been incredibly lucky with the weather (it had been a lovely summer, perfect
         for nursing newborns, six a.m. feeds with the windows open, bare arms and legs in the carrycot). They all looked sleepily
         happy and proud, surrounded by the endless paraphernalia of affluent first-time parents.


      
      It had been a great week, full of red wine, communally cooked pasta and catnaps. And we thought we all knew each other so
         well, thought Harriet. She remembered looking around at Tim, Nicole and Gavin one evening and thinking that they would be
         doing this, in different places, with more children – hopefully – but the four of them good friends, for years and years to
         come.


      
      Theirs had been an instant, close friendship – of the kind made only in wartime and late pregnancy, Tim had joked. From the
         instant Nicole had flopped down gratefully beside her that winter on the enormous beanbag at the first antenatal class, smiling
         ruefully, Harriet had liked her. They were a motley crew, mostly with only their due dates in common, who had turned up to
         hear dubious words of wisdom that the dippy-hippie teacher Erica had to offer. She had sat in the lotus position (‘Just because she’s the only woman in the room who can,’ Nicole whispered) and pontificated
         about the virtues of dried fruit and isotonic drinks as aids to labour (‘Gin ’n’ tonic, please,’ Harriet whispered) before
         telling them, with just an undertone of smug cow, that she had delivered all five of her children underwater at home, with
         the first four in attendance to help with the fifth. At that Harriet and Nicole had been united in eye-rolling horror.


      
      The husbands, Tim and Gavin among them, had been sent to another room to discuss their own fears about the imminent arrivals.
         There, Tim had been asked to articulate Gavin’s greatest fear, and vice versa. Tim’s was ‘swapping my Z3 for a Volvo estate’
         and Gavin’s ‘Disneyland’, which anointed them both with the mark of Cain, as far as Erica was concerned, but formed the beginning
         of a beautiful friendship between the pair.


      
      The antenatal class had become the pub, become dinner, become daily phone calls between Nicole and Harriet, and long winter
         afternoons drinking hot chocolate (Harriet) and ginger tea (Nicole).


      
      ‘I just don’t think we have a future if you’re going to sit there drinking that stuff and ignoring those double chocolate-chip
         muffins. This baby is two-thirds walnut layer cake already, and I’ve still got a month to go.’


      
      ‘Well, tough. I’m determined not to put on another pound, even for you. These twins can jolly well live off my hips for the
         last few weeks. I sat in the bath last night and just cried – it’s never going to go back.’ The ‘it’ in question was Nicole’s
         stomach, which had grown vast, alarmingly protuberant, and taut. From the back, though, you couldn’t even tell she was pregnant, and she looked beautiful in those fabulous French maternity clothes, which were actually designed
         to emphasise the bump. Harriet, on the other hand, might have been gestating in several parts of her body, and was truly fat
         from earlobes to ankles. Since the first trimester she had been reliant on M&S jumpers in size twenty-two, sobbing melodramatically
         and eating Toblerone whenever she read one of those helpful articles that suggested she ‘borrow shirts from your husband’s
         wardrobe – he won’t mind – and accessorise them with a colourful scarf’. She’d outgrown Tim’s stuff almost before she’d proudly
         shown him the blue line in the square window. Not that Tim had minded: he had been a sit-com husband, insisting from the first
         moment that she carry nothing heavier than a cup of tea and tackle no domestic task more taxing than flicking through catalogues
         of exquisite, outrageously expensive baby clothes. The fatter she got, the sweeter he was, the prouder, the more excited.


      
      As much as Harriet envied Nicole her glamorous pregnancy shape, she didn’t envy her Gavin, who was less indulgent. Although
         he, too, could hardly disguise his excitement, especially once they had established that the twins were boys, he was appreciably
         less entranced than Tim by his wife’s changing shape. He was slightly impatient, even, about the process and its effect on
         Nicole. He snapped at her, once, in a restaurant, the third time she had to nip to the loo. Harriet and Tim had exchanged
         a marital eyebrow, and she had been reminded, yet again, of how lucky she was.


      
      Harriet and Nicole’s areas of common ground were bigger than the babies they were about to have. They had grown up as only daughters of middle-class, conventional families, where the parents stayed married and celebrated silver
         wedding anniversaries with cruises in the Med. Both had been to university and had careers they loved – Harriet in advertising
         and Nicole in book-publishing – which they were to put on hold to have the children, a decision that both excited and terrified
         them. And they saw in each other the friend they had hoped to find for the busy first years at home with the babies.


      
      It was Harriet whom Nicole telephoned when her waters broke late in the evening six weeks before her due date: Gavin was away
         overnight, and although he took the first flight home that he could get the following morning, he missed it all. At the hospital
         the doctor had lost one twin’s heartbeat and performed an emergency Caesarean. Gavin’s loss was their friendship’s gain. Nicole
         had been terrified; but the panic had been brief. One minute the two women had been sitting, bump to bump, in the ward, waiting
         for the consultant to pronounce, joking about Lucozade. At the next quiet but fast activity had kicked in. Harriet had found
         herself sitting beside an empty bed with Nicole’s engagement ring in one hand and her contact lenses in the other. She stared
         hard into the diamond, blinking back tears of fear, for Nicole and herself, until a nurse had stuck her head round the curtain
         and pronounced that the boys had been born, mother and babies doing well. So Harriet had got to practise on William and George.


      
      Six weeks later, Nicole was one of baby Joshua’s first visitors, arriving in Harriet’s bedroom with a twin under each arm,
         a bottle of champagne in one hand. They had laid the three tiny boys side by side on the big bed, Josh in the middle, and become sentimental and squiffy on one glass each: pronouncing that in seventy-five years’ time, when they
         were all little old men, they really would be able to say that they had known each other all of their lives.


      
      God. Gavin was such a shit.


      
      Harriet still remembered the shock of her first unpleasant discovery about Gavin. Joshua had been a few months old before
         she had finally lost enough weight to accept a lunch invitation to one of her old haunts – from a friend at the agency where
         she had worked. Lisa Clements was an incorrigible gossip, but nice with it, and Harriet had figured that of all the people
         she might have seen, Lisa would be the most efficient: she always knew everything that had happened to everyone – mostly before
         they did, since her best friend was PA to the human-resources director. Happily unmarried and drowning out her biological
         clock’s ticking with the sound of her own laughter, it had been a Caesar salad and glass of Chenin Blanc before Lisa asked
         Harriet about ‘that lovely husband of yours and that perfect little baby – how old is he now, anyway?’ The ‘he’ was a brave
         guess; clearly the names of said husband and son were too much of a struggle. Afraid of appearing hopelessly pedestrian and
         suburban, Harriet had told her a couple of brief and, hopefully, amusing stories she had worked on during the train ride up
         to town, making mention of her good friends Nicole and Gavin. She was delighted to be able to slip in, ‘You might know Gavin,
         actually, Lisa. He’s a creative director at Clarke, Thomas and Keeble.’


      
      ‘Oh, my God. Know him? An awful lot of us “know” him, if you catch my meaning.’

      
      Harriet, out of the loop for a few months, made a face that indicated she hadn’t caught a thing.

      
      ‘Serial shagger, darling! Sleeps with anything that stands still long enough. Famous for it. You know Anna Johnson, used to
         be with them, blonde hair, never wears a bra… they had a thing. My friend Pam, at the media-buying agency… a gazillion graduate
         trainees, so they say. Oh, nameless, faceless many. I’ve always felt rather insulted that he hasn’t made a move on me…’


      
      Lisa had evidently been set to continue until she glanced at Harriet’s face, became horribly frightened that there were going
         to be hormonal tears, and went quiet. ‘Sorry, sweetie. Look, maybe he’s changed. Fatherhood, and all that, does things to
         a bloke, don’t they say?’


      
      They skipped coffee. Lisa seemed pathetically keen to get back to some budget presentation, and Harriet’s mouth was far too
         dry to talk.


      
      Of course, after that everything had been different. She had gone home, unable to ring Nicole for what would have been their
         customary debrief, told Tim, then lain awake in bed, wide-eyed and furious.


      
      Tim had been less shocked. ‘What a prick! I’ve never liked the way he eyes women up when we’re out, gets chatting at the bar,
         but I didn’t think he’d be stupid enough to do anything about it.’ He squeezed her shoulder, then reached round to stroke
         the top of Joshua’s head as his son lay cradled in Harriet’s arms. ‘Who would risk all this?’ And then, ‘Do you think Nic
         knows? Are you going to tell her?’


      
      On this Harriet was clear: ‘Absolutely not. If she does know, and I don’t think she can, what with the twins and things, but if she does and she hasn’t told me, it’s because she doesn’t want to talk about it. And if she doesn’t know, I
         can’t be the one to tell her. If and when she needs us, we’ll be here for her.’ She leant her head against his chest. ‘Won’t
         we?’


      
      ‘Always.’

      
      Always. Us. We. When was that? Just six years ago. Or six long years ago. She wasn’t sure. She squeezed her eyes shut and
         imagined him as he had been then. Tall, strong, handsome, calm, kind. With a ready laugh that started in his eyes. An optimist,
         a gentleman, a thinker, but not a worrier. The perfect husband. An unbelievable father, who did night feeds as soon as Joshua,
         then Chloe had been weaned, winding them patiently as he swayed to Van Morrison downstairs in the sitting room. Who dropped
         to his knees, still in his suit, as soon as the front door closed behind him each evening to scoop both children into his
         arms and listened patiently to every tale of woe and triumph. Who brought her freesias every year on the anniversary of their
         first supper together. And most nights still held her face in his hands while he told her he couldn’t believe his luck, that
         he loved her dearly.


      
      And what kind of husband was he now? Exactly the same, given the chance. Which he hadn’t been lately. I’m the bolter, Harriet
         thought. I’m the one who’s changed. I don’t love him any more. I made a mistake. I’m the bitch. But a bitch with a heap of
         housework to do. Harriet’s inner Mrs Mop sat down hard on her inner demons, and got out the bleach. Something of a familiar
         pattern, three days: don’t think about it, it might go away. Or maybe, she thought, I’ll get an ulcer or spontaneously combust.
         But not this afternoon.


      
      Surveying the chaos, she had to acknowledge that firing Tracey-the-cleaning-lady-from-hell had probably been a bit rash. Tracey
         might have had a penchant for This Morning and pushing dust under heavy pieces of furniture, but she had been better than nothing. The contents of the playroom had,
         as usual, flowed, like lava, throughout the house, and the naked Barbie dolls, stray pieces of jigsaw and forbidden balls
         of brown Play-Doh were an assault course on every carpet. Unfinished homework (Josh’s) and rejected clothing (Chloe’s) lay
         on the stairs. Bits of stray tinsel left over from the week before gave everything else a party atmosphere, including the
         cat, who had clearly been rolling in it. Harriet picked up her almost cold coffee and dropped into the nearest armchair, neatly
         removing a piece of Lego as she did so. She started with the most appealing job: sorting the morning’s post. She wasn’t interested
         in the bills, but there might be the odd catalogue among them.


      
      At first she assumed that the white envelope with un familiar handwriting was a stray Christmas card from obscure relatives.
         When she felt the unmistakable thick card of an invitation she still wasn’t excited: interesting people didn’t have parties
         in January – they were either in Barbados, hibernation or rehab. It would be some terminally dull do organised by one of Tim’s
         clients – not worth paying a sitter five pounds an hour. Suddenly Joshua was there, a freckly hurricane, followed swiftly
         by Chloe, two years his junior but intellectually his superior. At this stage in their childhood, when they were almost perpetually
         locked in a half-nelson, that didn’t shine through.


      
      ‘Mum!’ It was dragged out to last ten seconds. ‘Mum!’ Repeated in case she tried to deny the charge. ‘I’m trying to watch Bug’s Life and Chloe keeps turning it off.’


      
      ‘He’s hidden the Fat Controller, Mum, and I wanna watch Sleeping Beauty.’


      
      ‘But that’s soooo drippy. And you’ve seen it about a million times.’ Then Joshua began, in an alarming falsetto, ‘I know you, I danced with you once upon
         a dream,’ pirouetting around the chair with Chloe’s pigtail held high in his hand.


      
      ‘Aaagh.’ Chloe screamed.


      
      ‘You two,’ Harriet began, in her best menacing-Mummy voice, then looked down at the invitation in her hand. Quietly. ‘Joshua,
         please put Sleeping Beauty on in the playroom for your sister. Then you may watch Bug’s Life in Mummy and Daddy’s bed as long as you take your shoes off. I’ll bring you some juice and sweeties in just a minute. Off
         you go, sweethearts.’ Which, of course, they did, somewhat flummoxed at their good fortune.


      
      Very grand, thick cream card, luxuriously copperplate printing in which a couple she was sure she’d never heard of formally
         requested the pleasure of her and Tim’s company


      
      
         At the marriage of their daughter

         Imogen Amelia

         to

         Mr Charles Andrew Roebuck

         at 4 p.m.

         on Saturday 8 March 2002

         at St Mary’s Parish Church, Dinton, Salisbury, Wiltshire,

         and afterwards at Chatterton House, Teffont Evias



      
      And would they please RSVP to said strangers, in Debrett’s approved etiquette fashion, purchase a practical yet stylish gift from the happy couple’s list at the Conran Shop, lose
         that last stone they were still blaming on their four-year-old child, buy an expensive new outfit with matching hat and bag,
         follow the neat little map enclosed, arrive on time, sing hymns in tune or very quietly, not get drunk on the Laurent Perrier,
         and smile benevolently at the person they still thought of as the great love of their life as he promised to love another
         for ever.


      
      Would she hell! Harriet’s heart had fallen on to the rug in front of her. He couldn’t be in love with someone else. He didn’t
         really love this Imogen Amelia (what an absurd name) and he sure as fuck couldn’t be marrying her. Yes, all right, Harriet
         had moved on, she’d found someone else, she was married. But didn’t Charles know that was a mistake? He wasn’t supposed to go and do it too.


      
      She hadn’t seen Charles since she was pregnant with Chloe. That lunch had been a mistake. She had gone for a look that said
         ‘glowing with health, earth-mother, look what you’re missing, boy’. But she had caught sight of herself in a shop window as
         she made her way to the restaurant and realised that the look she had achieved was more ‘auditioning for Moby Dick; shoe-in
         for the part’. He’d just met Imogen, but that hadn’t worried Harriet much – there’d been a few girls since her, but none had
         lasted long. Charles claimed he was enjoying his freedom (after so many years with her) but Harriet had understood that this
         was code for ‘no one compares to you’. She’d heard from a mutual friend that Imogen was bossing him into moving away from
         his old friends, but she knew Charles wouldn’t stand for that – self-determination was everything to a man like him: you couldn’t pin him down. If he’d been going to settle down with
         anyone it would have been her. This Imogen creature didn’t stand a chance. Then she’d lost touch with the mutual friend and
         been left to speculate, but mostly to comfort herself with the thought that Charles would always regret her, like Willoughby
         in Sense and Sensibility. This was not right. Not right at all.


      
      She ran upstairs to her en suite bathroom, kicked off her shoes, pulled her sweater over her head and jumped on to the scales. Shit. Right. Eight weeks. Two
         pounds a week. (Four pounds if she made that cabbage stuff Nicole sometimes ate for a few days.) Should shift a stone easily.
         In time to shop. For something with a lot of cleavage – in red. With extremely high heels. Harriet tucked the invitation under
         the pile of tummy-gripping knickers in her top drawer, fingers still shaking, and went downstairs to make herself a cup of
         the ginger tea she kept in stock for Nicole.


      
      
      
      
      Polly

      
      
      Polly had come straight from work to collect Susan. It was one of their regular nights at Caffè Uno – just the two of them.
         Four glasses of house red, two bowls of carbonara, a salad to share, and the world to set to rights.


      
      They were school-gate friends, she and Susan. They’d met fifteen years ago on the day when Cressida and Ed had started primary
         school. Susan was an old hand: Alex was in the year above. She’d been a lot slimmer then, but otherwise she was much the same.
         She’d been born thirty-five – that was what she said. She was one of those women who was attractive not because of what she wore or how groomed she was but because
         she gave off a kind of healthy happiness. Her wet-sand-coloured hair – worn in a bob, despite Polly’s best efforts – was thick
         and glossy, her cheeks always pink, and her eyes sparkling. She looked happy because she was, apart from the normal worries
         and pressures of a working mum with two sons that occasionally assailed her. She never got stressed, she was organised to
         a fault, and she was absurdly happy with her husband.


      
      She had told Polly, once, that she hadn’t found herself until she’d found him, which might have sounded a bit pathetic if
         it hadn’t been Susan saying it. They’d met at some tennis house party or something, when Susan was ridiculously young. She’d
         known, she said, that he was ‘the one’ – that mythical creature about whom the happily married go on ad nauseam if you let
         them – from the second round, after tea. Susan would never say, ‘from the moment I laid eyes on him’ – far too dramatic! No,
         Roger had had to go through the first round and the strawberries-and-cream test before he passed muster. He’d taken her round
         the corner, behind the beech hedge, and kissed her ‘properly’ while someone else called, ‘Game, set and match’, on the other
         side. And so it was for them. They’d been together ever since.


      
      Polly, who’d been more into kissing improperly, but who had nevertheless also married young (and, predictably, less successfully),
         was never entirely sure why they were friends or why Susan had approached her in the first place. Polly had been a mess back
         then. She’d let her wildly curly hair grow straight out from her head (à la Crystal Tips and Alistair) and worn those Katharine Hamnett slogan T-shirts. She’d have been a Greenham Common woman if she hadn’t felt so
         passionately about Cressida. Susan probably thought Greenham Common was a garden centre. But friends they had become, bonded
         by first-day nerves shared over a quick cup of tea that had lasted until lunchtime pick-up, and friends they had stayed, all
         these years, although the kids had gone to different schools at eleven. The bond was strong enough by then, forged by fish
         fingers, discos, Casualty dashes, homework traumas, and all the good stuff you could squeeze in between if you talked fast
         enough. When Dan left Susan had been brilliant: she’d taken Cressida and Daniel home night after night, given them their tea
         with her boys, while Polly and Dan had sorted things out. That first summer after he had gone she and Roger had invited her
         and the children to join them on their gîte holiday in the Dordogne. It was golden, the whole fortnight. The kids went caramel in the sun, building dens, swimming in
         the pool, and recoiling in horror from the unpasteurised, cow-warm milk the farm delivered each morning. She had read and
         swum, cooked in the big cool kitchen, and had begun to heal there. Roger and Susan were still so in love, but it didn’t make
         her jealous: it made her believe. They would go off for walks, the two of them, leaving her to supervise the chaos, and come
         back hours later, sunburnt and smiling conspiratorially. Once, while she and Susan were preparing dinner, Susan raised her
         arms to reach something and grass fell out of her top. She had blushed. ‘Been kissing “properly”, have we?’ Polly had teased
         her.


      
      She loved her. And she knew that Susan loved her back. Soulmates, perhaps not. Touchstones, definitely. Best friends.

      
      For the offices of Smith, March and May Polly’s appearance was smart and together, but her ancient Fiesta was the real her:
         newspapers, work documents, sweet-wrappers, half-eaten bits of fruit, with the perfect ironic touch – a tiny aromatic fake
         fir tree on the rear-view mirror, which was at least four years old and smelt faintly of cigarette smoke.


      
      Now Susan cleared a space gingerly in the footwell with her shoe, swept the crumbs from the passenger seat on to the floor
         and sat down.


      
      On the other side Polly jumped in, pulled on her seatbelt, started the car and turned off Radio 4. ‘Guess what Santa brought
         me this year?’


      
      ‘Diamonds, pearls – a dishwasher?’

      
      ‘Close. Jack asked me to marry him. And it’s a ruby, actually. We were washing up after Christmas lunch so I was wearing a
         pink cracker hat, proving, at least, that love is blind.’


      
      ‘My God! Congratulations! I do mean congratulations, do I? You said yes?’

      
      ‘I haven’t said anything yet. When Dan asked me I said yes so fast he’d barely got the question out. Once bitten, and all
         that.’


      
      ‘But you’re going to say yes? Eventually?’

      
      ‘I don’t know Suze.’ Polly looked at her friend. ‘I love Jack. He’s kind and funny, great with the kids, and he can cook and
         all that – perfect husband on paper – but he’s also a slob, and indecisive, and too laid-back for his own damn good. And I’ve
         been on my own for a long time now. I’m not sure I want someone around all the time.’


      
      ‘You need a Woody and Mia arrangement – Jack should get a house across the road and visit on alternate nights.’

      
      Polly roared. ‘That’d be great until he ran off with Cress! No – but seriously, why wreck things? I’m not some ditzy twenty-year-old
         desperate for a husband.’


      
      ‘No,’ Susan said, slowly. ‘That’s what you were when you said yes to Dan. This is different, surely.’

      
      ‘In some ways, yes. But marriage hasn’t changed, has it? Right now I’ve got my independence, my own money, my own overdraft.
         I can drink Cointreau from a mug and watch Cary Grant movies all night in bed if I want to.’


      
      ‘Well, just so long as you’ve got good reasons for turning him down.’

      
      They had got out of the car now, just outside the restaurant, and Polly laughed as she pulled open the door, felt the basil-fragrant
         warm air hit her face. ‘You know what I mean.’


      
      ‘I think you’re just frightened. Scared of changing the status quo. You’ve become a control freak, that’s all, after all that
         time being in charge. What do Cress and Daniel think about it?’


      
      ‘I haven’t told them. I think Daniel would like having him around. Not so sure about Cressida, though. To be honest, she hasn’t
         been around much since she started this foundation course, which, by the way, she’s loving. It’s great to see her with so
         much enthusiasm. I think she’s really found her thing, you know?’


      
      ‘That’s great. Sounds like Alex. I think Roger’s unbelievably thrilled that he’s so into medicine. But we’re doing it again
         – talking about them and not about you. Cardinal sin of parenting.’


      
      ‘Oh, but they’re so much more interesting than we are… they’ve got it all to do.’

      
      ‘Says Miss I’ve-just-had-a-proposal-and-wouldn’t-I-make-a-lovely-spring-bride. How’s that as a cure for empty-nest syndrome?
         And here’s me, stuck in a rut with Roger after all these years.’


      
      ‘Humph.’

      
      They both laughed. Polly knew that Roger and Susan had a rock-solid marriage of the kind she envied, not because it had lasted
         so long – plenty of couples stayed together out of fear, habit, need – and celebrated their milestone anniversaries with pinched
         smiles and hollow speeches but because Roger and Susan it was this huge sense that they were always working together for the
         same things. Which wasn’t dull, or staid, as she might once have thought: it was good, and real, and rare. And about as far
         removed from her first experience of marriage as it was possible to go.


      
      She had married Dan on impulse: he had been drop-dead gorgeous in that totally arrogant way some young men have. Like Billy Bigelow
         in Carousel. A puffed-up peacock, her mother had called him. He was always broke, but Polly had been too drunk on the charm, the Babycham
         and the fantastic sex to notice that she was buying all the drinks. They had met at college in the late seventies, done the
         three Ds together: demos, drugs and disco, had a fabulous time. Polly was away from her rather buttoned-up parents and their
         safe village, in London, the first in the family to get to university, and Dan had encapsulated everything she’d thought she
         wanted to be. He was lovely then, still was, as long as you didn’t want too much from him – too much time, too much money,
         too much commitment. In 1982 when they got married she’d been pregnant with Cressida. ‘Stupid girl,’ her mother had said. ‘You’re going to miss it all now.’ At the time, of course, she’d thought her mother was
         the stupid one. What would she miss that mattered? Ha, ha. In an embarrassingly short time, she had found herself with two
         children, no husband, and a great new perspective on what she had missed. Dan was still around. After their divorce in 1986,
         he had married again, a drippy girl, Polly thought. Tina still hung on his every word, between keeping two jobs going to pay
         their mortgage. Thankfully there had been no more children.


      
      Although Polly thought Dan was a lovely dad. It had driven her crazy in the early years – when she was slaving to keep them
         – that Dan would show up on Saturdays to do the fun bit: he’d take them to the pictures or for burgers or to fool around on
         Brighton pier, then bring them home knackered and sick from candyfloss to boring old Mum. But she had come to see that it
         was her, not him, who reaped the rewards of all that effort, and although they loved their dad – while respectfully having
         no time for Tina – it was to her that they came with their triumphs and problems, their dilemmas and funny ways. They were
         her kids, and she was fierce about them. Dan had had to take second place and, to his credit, he accepted that role gracefully.


      
      So, marriage was on the cards again after nearly fifteen years on her own – which was three times as long as she’d been married
         in the first place. Not that Jack was Dan, although they had some of the same characteristics: Polly had learnt to recognise
         her weaknesses, even if she still gave in to them.


      
      Susan smiled at her benevolently – as if I were her daughter, Polly thought. She’s enjoying this: she thinks I’m going to say yes because she’s an eternal optimist. She believes
         in love and marriage and happy-ever-after and all of those things I know don’t really exist. Christ, she’s the matrimonial
         equivalent of an evangelical friend gone mad. Any minute now she’s going to say how happy I’d be if I opened my heart and
         let Jack in.


      
      ‘Okay, okay, so it’s a definite maybe. Can we leave it at that? Right now the only question that I’m giving an “I will” to
         is “Do you want wine?”.’


      
      ‘This is a good thing, honey. Honestly it is.’

      
      Polly made a sick noise, pulled a face, and Susan admitted defeat (for the time being). ‘Yes, yes, of course. Wine.’

      
      A glass and a salad later, they were talking about the reading group.

      
      ‘It was a bit weird at first, sure, but I really enjoyed myself.’

      
      ‘I can’t remember the last time I was in a room where I didn’t know everyone inside out. Well, that’s not true, of course.
         There’s work stuff and things I go to with Jack and for the kids. But then you don’t really talk to people, do you? It’s usually all hairdresser-level chat, small-talk. It isn’t terribly British to start talking about
         serious stuff.’


      
      ‘Didn’t feel too touchy-feely, though, did it, because it was all about the book, sort of? Like that makes it safe to talk
         about bigger things, puts it in a comfortable context.’


      
      ‘Maybe. I did worry, though, about whether we weren’t being clever enough. A girl at work goes to one that sounds terribly
         intellectual. All plot and themes and irony and device, she goes on about. Sounded a bit over my head.’


      
      ‘I reckon we might get more ambitious as we go along. We’re bound to be sussing each other out to start with.’

      
      ‘I suppose. Anyway, the real meat is more interesting. Do you really think someone like… oh, I don’t know, D. H. Lawrence
         sat down with a list of his themes and his “devices” or d’you think he sat down and wrote a bloody good story straight from
         the heart? Although, I’d have thought Lady Chatterley’s Lover came straight from somewhere a bit further south.’


      
      ‘If that’s the level of insightful comment we can expect from you, Polly Bradford, I don’t think this thing will ever get
         off the ground.’


      
      ‘I liked the women, though. Interesting bunch. What do you know about Clare? She was pretty quiet, I thought.’

      
      ‘Her mum, Mary, works with me. You’ve met her at ours, I’m sure. It was Mary’s idea – I asked her if she’d like to come, but
         it’s not her kind of thing. She thought Clare would enjoy it, though. She’s worried about her. Really worried.’


      
      ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Can’t have a baby, apparently. They’ve been trying for years. It seems that getting pregnant isn’t the problem, more staying
         pregnant. Almost like her body is allergic to being that way. Or to her husband.’


      
      ‘God, how awful. I can’t imagine that. Got pregnant with my two practically as soon as I lay down.’

      
      ‘I know. She had that kind of sad look about her, don’t you think? I’ve never met her husband – I think he works at the college,
         something in administration. Mary says he’s really nice. They’re starting to feel the cracks, though, apparently.’


      
      ‘No wonder. Christ, didn’t Clare say she was a midwife? Having to work with pregnant women and new mothers every day – it’s
         like a sick joke. I’m surprised she sticks it. Can’t they do anything?’


      
      Susan’s phone rang. She’d only started using a mobile in the last year or so – it was useful for work. Normally she didn’t
         keep it on in the evening, but today she’d forgotten to switch it off. Mouthing ‘sorry’ to Polly, she answered: ‘Hello, darling?
         Everything okay?’


      
      ‘Fine, love, or at least I hope so. Is your mother with you?’

      
      ‘No. I left her at Mabel’s this afternoon and told her you’d pick her up after early-evening surgery. I thought you’d both
         have been back by now. I was sure I reminded you this morning.’


      
      ‘You did, and that’s exactly what I thought, but when I got to Mabel’s she said Alice had left – she was going to walk over
         to the surgery, wanted some fresh air or something. I thought maybe you’d had a change of heart and taken her along with you.’


      
      ‘No. Where are you now?’ Something like panic rose in Susan’s stomach.

      
      ‘Well, I came home to see if somehow Mabel had got the wrong end of the stick and Alice had caught the bus back here or something,
         but she’s not here.’


      
      ‘Oh, God. What should we do?’ Susan’s mind was racing now. She knew Alice had had her thick herringbone coat with her, but
         what about her gloves, her hat, her scarf? She couldn’t remember checking when they had left. She’d probably thought they
         were unnecessary – Alice was only going to Mabel’s and from there straight into Roger’s warm car, then home. What if she’d fallen and was lying somewhere on the cold, hard ground?


      
      At the other end of the line Roger read her mind: ‘I’ve been back and traced the route from Mabel’s to the surgery – it’s
         only about five hundred yards – and there’s no sign of her. Can you think of anyone she might have bumped into who would have
         taken her back to their place?’


      
      ‘Not really – not after dark. Oh, Roger, I don’t know what to do.’

      
      ‘I think I’d better call the police. Do you think you – oh, hang on, that’s the doorbell. It’ll be her, love. Hold on a minute.’

      
      For a few long seconds Susan listened to Roger’s muffled voice, straining to hear Alice’s higher tones. Then he was back.

      
      ‘Suze? It’s a policeman. Don’t worry – they’ve got her. She was lost or something. Look, why don’t you stay with Polly? I’ll
         get to the bottom of it and tuck her up on the sofa. You can talk to her yourself when you get back. You won’t be late, will
         you?’


      
      ‘Oh, I’m coming now. That’s scared the life out of me. I won’t be able to relax until I’ve seen her.’ She pulled a face at
         Polly, who smiled back, and raised her hand to attract the waiter.


      
      After Susan had gone, Polly took her Switch card out of her wallet to pay, then fiddled with her naked ring finger. She let
         her mind meander back to Christmas morning. Jack had stayed over, for the first time, on Christmas Eve. They’d slept all night
         together before – he had taken her on a weekend trip to Edinburgh – but never in her house, not with the kids there. Cressida had suggested it. ‘Go on, Mum. What’s the big deal? Me and Daniel both know what’s going on.’
         Then, in a mockingly stern parody of Polly, ‘“We’d rather you were sleeping together somewhere safe than up to God knows what
         God knows where. At least this way we’ll know where you are.” ’ Daniel sniggered. ‘And we like Jack, don’t we, Danny? He’s
         a good bloke. What’s the point of sending him home sober at midnight so he can get up and come back in the morning?’


      
      A few weeks earlier Polly had broached the subject of Jack spending Christmas Day with them. Since Dan had left the three
         of them had always celebrated Christmas alone – Polly had figured that making Christmas happy for the children proved she
         was a success as a single parent. Both Cressida and Daniel had leapt at the chance – almost insultingly keen for company,
         Polly considered. ‘We’re not kids any more, you know.’ My God, didn’t she know it?


      
      So her children had persuaded her to ask Jack to stay over, and they had woken up together, in a chaste bed (‘Get off, you
         old devil, the kids might hear,’ Polly had giggled), faces close together on the pillows to whisper ‘Merry Christmas’ and
         smile conspiratorially at each other. They’d had a golden day. Jack had bought champagne, and they had drunk it round the
         tree, with smoked-salmon sandwiches, as Cressida and Daniel opened their presents, both suddenly childish again amidst piles
         of paper and discarded packaging, exclaiming at their booty. Later, liberated by Jack from the duty of mother-sitting, they
         went out before Christmas dinner: Cressida to the pub with her crowd and her boyfriend Joe, and Daniel, armed with his latest
         Play-Station game, to his friend Pete’s house, where Christmas Top of the Pops was not forbidden. Polly and Jack had gone to bed and made slow, gentle love.


      
      Much later, when the kids were flopped on the sofa in front of the obligatory Christmas blockbuster with a family box of Quality
         Street, Jack said, ‘Come on, woman, let’s get this washing-up done. I can’t stand weepies. Bring back The Morecambe and Wise Christmas Special, I say. Angela Rippon in fishnets – now that’s what Santa ordered!’


      
      Cressida threw a cushion at him. ‘Dirty old man!’

      
      In the kitchen he slid his arms round her waist as she stood over the sink, rinsing glasses. ‘I really love you, Polly Bradford.’
         He hadn’t said that before. The hairs on Polly’s neck stood up. ‘Marry me.’ It didn’t sound like a question. Her heart did
         double time and she was glad he couldn’t see her face. Was he serious?


      
      Jack must have felt her stiffen with shock, because he took away his arms and picked up a glass, which he dried slowly and
         carefully. Polly spun around and flicked him across the arm with a tea-towel. ‘Marry you? And you with an Angela Rippon fetish?
         You must be joking. You’d have me reading the headlines during sex.’ She looked at him, her smile tinged with a desperate
         plea. Don’t make me answer that. Not today.


      
      Jack took his cue. He grabbed her flicking arm, pulled her closer and began to tickle her armpit. ‘Go on, hurt me again! Be
         very, very strict with me, Miss Rippon. Please!’


      
      In bed that night, Polly was half asleep, with Jack’s whole length warming her back and his arm heavy across her, when he
         said again, ‘I mean it, Polly. Marry me. This is what I want. You and me. It’s good. I’m happy. And you are too.’


      
      ‘Oh, Jack, of course I am. It’s just—’

      
      Jack pressed his arm against her chest. ‘Ssh. I’m not asking for an answer tonight. Just think about it. Please.’

      
      She ran her hand down to his and held it, squeezed once. Within minutes his breathing had changed: he was asleep. It took
         Polly a lot longer.


      
      Eight mornings later, on 2 January, her car was covered in a thick layer of ice; Polly stomped inside to retrieve the de-icer
         spray from the hall cupboard. Beside it lay a small, royal blue leather box on top of a plain brown luggage label on which
         Jack had written, Alice in Wonderland-like, WEAR ME.


      
      When Polly got home Jack was asleep in an armchair. She leant over the back and kissed his nose. He started awake, and the
         newspaper he had been reading fell from his lap. His half-moon reading glasses had slid low down his nose. ‘Christ, Jack.
         You just need the Archers Omnibus on the radio, a pair of fingerless gloves and a box of snuff, and you’ll be everyone’s picture of the average OAP.’


      
      ‘Can’t a fellow fall asleep at his hearth after a hard day’s grind without being ridiculed?’

      
      ‘One, it’s my hearth. Two, you’re a solicitor, not a coal-miner. Three, you’re meant to be in charge of my kids. Where are they?’


      
      ‘No one’s actually been in charge of your kids since, oh, about 1993, my sweet. Cressida’s off with Joe, I think, said something
         about a new band playing at the union. And Daniel, riveted though he undoubtedly was by my company, went to bed about half
         an hour ago. Geography test tomorrow, you know.’


      
      ‘I do know – they may be latchkey kids, but they’re well-quizzed ones. He told me this morning. Did you make them some supper?’

      
      ‘Bought fish and chips. Did have a stinker of a day, as it goes. Some twisted individuals going ten rounds over the custody
         of their kids.’


      
      ‘Oh, darling, I’m sorry. That sounds a bit grim. Want to talk about it?’

      
      ‘Not really. I’d rather not let them into this house. Jinxes.’ He stood up and folded her into an embrace. ‘Besides, I’d much
         rather hear what you ladies got up to.’


      
      ‘It was me and Suze at the Caffè Uno, Jack, not an Ann Summers party.’

      
      ‘Never underestimate the fascination that girlie gossip holds for men, Pauline Bradford. I learnt everything I know about
         women from eavesdropping.’


      
      ‘Pity you didn’t do more, then, isn’t it?’ Polly laughed.

      
      ‘Oi!’ Jack pinched her bottom.

      
      ‘Actually, hold on, I just want to give Susie a ring. She had to go early. Something about Alice… won’t be a minute. Do you
         love me enough to make me a cup of tea?’


      
      ‘Susan? It’s Poll. I thought I’d check on Alice. Is everything okay?’

      
      ‘I wish I knew. It’s mum. She’s had a funny turn.’

      
      ‘Is she there? With you now?’

      
      ‘She’s on the sofa, with a hot toddy, wondering what all the fuss was about. She wandered off, you see, from Mabel’s. The
         police found her – our address was in her handbag so they brought her home.’


      
      ‘What was she doing?’

      
      ‘She told them she was going home. They asked her where to. She said sixty-eight Eaton Close. That’s what’s so weird. It was where she and Dad lived after the war. Where Margaret
         and me were born. She moved out years ago, after Dad died.’


      
      ‘God.’

      
      ‘She said the strangest thing when I was tucking her up on the sofa. She said Dad would be worrying about her.’

      
      ‘Oh, Susan. Oh dear. What does Roger say?’

      
      ‘He says we’ve got to get her checked out. Could be all sorts of things, something or nothing. He says she’s slowing down
         a bit. But Poll, she’s only seventy-one. That’s not old, these days.’


      
      Susan sounded tearful. Polly wanted to tell her that she was sure it was nothing, but she couldn’t. It didn’t sound like nothing.
         ‘Call me, will you, Susie, when you’ve taken her somewhere? Promise? And try not to worry.’


      
      ‘I’d better get back to her. I will call. Thanks for ringing.’

      
      She told Jack what Susan had said while he finished making her tea. She leant against the kitchen unit watching him squeeze
         the teabag, making it as strong as he knew she liked it, and stir in the milk.


      
      ‘Why don’t you pop over and see her tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘It doesn’t sound good, though, does it?’

      
      ‘No. Susan adores Alice. I’ve always been a bit jealous of what the two of them have – my mother was Watford’s answer to Joan
         Crawford. God knows what she’d do without her.’


      
      ‘It’s the cycle of life, isn’t it? Mother, daughter, mother. She’s got Roger and the boys. And you. I just hope if it is serious that it isn’t one of those long-drawn-out nightmares. So undignified, and so hideous for the family to have to watch. It’s weird, though, isn’t it, her going back to the sixties. It happened to my dad. He was alive and well, and living
         in North Africa with his fellow Desert Rats, but it was actually 1985, and he hadn’t been further than Brittany for forty
         years. One doctor told us that sometimes, when that happens, you go back to the time in your life when you were happiest.
         Great compliment to Alice’s husband, I’d say, for her to return to when they were together. Amazing thing, the brain.’ He
         put the milk back into the fridge. ‘So, Ms Bradford, which time would you go back to? Hm?’


      
      Polly smiled. She’d had a lot of good times. And some really cruddy ones. But she wasn’t chasing better ones any more, she
         realised. She was contented. That was a good feeling. Comfortable. That was pretty nice too. Safe. Who wouldn’t want to be?
         And, she thought, watching his long back busy at the sink, more than a little in love. ‘I reckon it would have to be 2002.
         That’s a bloody good year so far. Jack?’


      
      ‘Digestive biscuit?’

      
      ‘I will marry you. I will. Yes.’

      
      The expression on Jack’s face when he swung round made her feel fantastic. Imagine making someone so happy with just one word.
         He punched the air in a gesture of triumph. ‘Yeeesss!’

      
      
      
      
      Cressida

      
      
      ‘What’s wrong, Cress?’ Joe shouted, against the extraordinary noise of the band on stage behind them. She’d been in the loo
         for ages, and now she was back she looked really weird, like she’d been crying, or had had a bad fright. ‘Something happened?’


      
      Cressida shook her head furiously. Then, leaning right into him, she shouted in his ear, ‘Outta here,’ turned and pulled him
         towards the illuminated exit sign. It took a couple of minutes to get through the crowd, but she held tight to his hand all
         the while. Outside they leant against the wall, drawing in deep breaths of the fresh air, letting their ears become accustomed
         to the relative quiet.


      
      ‘You okay, Cress? You look a bit funny.’

      
      ‘I didn’t like the crowd much – or the band. That lead singer thinks he’s Kurt Cobain but he sounds more like Danny in the
         bath. Actually, Danny’s better than that. What an ego!’


      
      ‘Yeah, well, I’d had enough too. Let’s go and get a drink.’

      
      Cressida looked at him. ‘I don’t really fancy one.’

      
      ‘I know what I fancy.’ Joe leant in to her, kissed her earlobe. His hand went round her back, pulling her hips towards him.
         He moved his mouth to hers. Cressida stood back, and pulled her jacket tightly round her, hands retracted within the sleeves.
         She jumped softly from foot to foot. ‘Not here, Joe. It’s bloody cold, apart from anything else.’


      
      ‘We could go back to mine, then. Mum and Dad are out. Show you my etchings?’ He ran his hand over her bottom.

      
      ‘Oh, Joe, is that all you can think about?’ Her tone was harsh, exasperated.

      
      ‘Sorry! What’s wrong? You know that’s not true, Cress, but I’m going back to Warwick on Sunday, and I thought, you know… It’s
         just that we haven’t spent much time alone since I got back from uni. Is something up? What have I done?’


      
      Cressida gazed squarely at him. He looked hurt, and somehow younger. When she spoke again, her tone was softer. ‘Nothing,
         Joe. You’re right, I’m sorry. It’s me. What a cow. Time of the month, I expect. Look, I just want to go home, be where other
         people are not. Grab an early night. Okay?’


      
      Joe was off the hook. He smiled, linked arms with the girl he had loved since he was fourteen, and pulled her down the street.
         ‘Right you are. Home, James, and don’t spare the horses. And we don’t have to speak all the way, m’lady.’


      
      Later, as she fumbled to find the key in her jeans pocket, he pulled her round to look at him under the light by her front
         door. ‘Cress? Everything is okay, isn’t it?’


      
      ‘Oh, Joe, of course it is. Why all this heavy stuff now? This isn’t like you. Got a guilty conscience or something?’

      
      Joe rubbed his sweater angrily across his face. ‘Not me. What about you?’ It stood, the question that was really an accusation,
         in the cold air between them. It had been tough, that first term away from her. University was all new, terrifying but wonderful. They’d been a couple in the
         sixth form, gone through the exams together and stuff, pored over the UCAS form, laughed at each other’s personal statements,
         and daydreamed. Joe thought she was crazy when she decided to stay at home for her course – they’d had a big row, and he’d
         accused her of being a coward. They’d made up, of course, in the alcohol-hazed summer after A levels: Cressida had promised
         she’d come to Warwick – be the sad girlfriend from home cramping his style at the freshers’ disco. He’d said he’d be proud
         of her, that everyone would recognise her from the pictures on his noticeboard. Joe had imagined the two of them in his small room, in his narrow bed, what might happen with their parents far away. Maybe she would
         finally let him make love to her, and they could be as close as he wanted them to be. But she hadn’t come. All term she’d
         made plans and cancelled them – she wasn’t feeling well, she had this huge project to hand in by Tuesday that she hadn’t started,
         Mum wanted her to go somewhere. Joe’s mate on the same corridor had joked that Joe had an imaginary girlfriend.


      
      That pretty girl, Issie, from his Wednesday tutorial, with whom he had coffee every week after class, had suggested gently
         that maybe separation had broken the spell for Cressida. Her sister, she said, had been engaged to her policeman boyfriend
         when she started her first year at college: she had dumped him after two weeks and an encounter with the captain of rugby.
         Cressida hadn’t dumped him. She always sounded so sorry, so gentle, when she broke the news that she wasn’t coming. She told
         him how much she was looking forward to seeing him at Christmas. How nice it would be to have the old gang back from the four
         corners of the country. That she still loved him. Or maybe she had let him tell her that he still loved her. He couldn’t remember
         now. But Joe was worried. Christmas had been and gone, New Year too, and he was off tomorrow, back for the spring term. A
         whole term gone, and now a whole holiday. They hadn’t made love. They hadn’t even spent a whole evening alone together. And
         now he had asked her if she had something to hide. And she wasn’t answering. She was looking at him, and her eyes were full
         of tears. And she wasn’t answering.


      
      Oh, Christ.

      
      ‘Christ, Cress, what? Just say it.’


      
      Cressida shook her head at him. ‘Not now, Joe. It’s nothing. Don’t be silly. You’re leaving tomorrow. Don’t do this now.’

      
      Joe felt a shaft of terror, then exhaustion. He knew what was coming. He even sort of knew why – he wasn’t an idiot, and he
         understood that a long-distance relationship was always an outside bet. He knew that he could make her tell him what was wrong,
         that it wasn’t the same any more, that it was over, best this way, and that they’d had a lovely time and been really good
         for each other… Perhaps he’d known that for weeks. They would go in, and make a hot drink, and talk for hours, and cry and
         hold each other, and mourn the inevitable passing of their young love. A tiny part of him, deep down, knew that he would be
         okay. He imagined himself recounting what had happened over coffee with Issie back in Warwick. But, right now, he didn’t have
         the energy for the death-dance with Cressida. More than anything else he wanted to be inside, alone, not looking at her face.
         With huge will, Joe kissed her cheek, one hand resting briefly in her curly hair. ‘Yep, you’re right. You take care. I’ll
         see you soon. ’Bye, Cress.’ And he was off.


      
      ‘’Bye, Joe.’ They’d made no arrangements to meet in the morning, and Cressida knew he wouldn’t call, that this was it. She
         wasn’t relieved at being let off the hook of explanation. She felt like a shit. But she had barely a thought in her head to
         spare for Joe.


      
      
      
      
      Nicole

      
      
      Two thirty a.m. The sheets on Gavin’s side of the bed were cold. Nicole rolled on to them for some relief. She had been lying, hot and bothered, on her side for hours. There’d been a message, left beside the phone in faltering English by Cecile.
         ‘Mr Thomas work late. Maybe not come home.’ An hour or so later Gavin had rung.


      
      ‘Darling! Did you get the flowers?’

      
      ‘Yes. They’re indescribably lovely. Thank you.’

      
      ‘Nic, don’t be like that.’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘All cold and frosty with me. I really am sorry, you know. About the opera.’

      
      ‘Yes. Where are you?’

      
      ‘I’m not going to make it back, babe, I’m afraid. The creatives have been having terrible trouble with a pitch they’re doing
         at the end of the week. They needed me. Had to roll up my sleeves and get the old juices going. Quite good fun, actually.’


      
      ‘I’m sure.’

      
      Gavin appeared to ignore the sarcasm in her voice. ‘We’re going to grab a bite now, give it one more good going-over, and
         then I’ll bed down at the club.’


      
      No wonder he was so bloody good at his job, Nicole thought bitterly. He spoke in double entendres even when he wasn’t trying to. She’d given up trying to second-guess him. He might even have been telling the truth. Then
         again, the flowing juices, bites, going-overs and bedding down might have nothing to do with winning some detergent account.
         She used to check up, phoning his club very early with some important question about the house or the kids, or try to catch
         him out with carefully orchestrated small-talk questions over supper. She used to make love to him the night after he had
         been away. Why? To see if he was still interested? If he had learnt any new tricks, had enough energy? Or was it to prove that she was better than anyone he might have been
         with? That she still knew better than any one-night stand or office fling where to touch him, exactly how hard and just how
         long? She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep trying.


      
      ‘Whatever you like.’

      
      ‘Thanks, sweets. You’re a brick. I’ll make it up to you at the weekend. Promise. Why don’t you book a sitter for Saturday?
         I’ll take you out for dinner. Your choice.’


      
      ‘Okay.’ Nicole hated herself for looking forward to it, but she knew she would. She’d see if Cressida was free to sit. Maybe
         get her hair and nails done on Friday afternoon. Choose somewhere candlelit, wear something beautiful, and let him talk his
         way back into her heart and her bed. Like she always did.


      
      ‘Goodnight, darling.’

      
      ‘Night.’

      
      A few nights later, Nicole was reapplying a deep red shade of lipstick to her mouth in the soft, flattering lights in the
         ladies’ at one of her favourite restaurants.


      
      By the time she got back to the table Gavin had refilled her glass with glorious Viognier – her favourite. It was the wine
         they had drunk at their wedding breakfast, no less. She had to hand it to him: he was pressing all the right buttons tonight.
         Trouble was, she only kept score as far as the starters. By the time the waitress put her main course in front of her she
         was once again a fully paid-up member of the Gavin fan club. A sliver of her own conscience stood next to her, taking in the
         low, silky dress, the cleavage dusted with shimmer, and shook its head. Encore une fois, it said. Been to this movie. But the lion’s share of her was loving being this way again.


      
      ‘Are you trying to get me drunk?’ she asked.

      
      ‘No, you’re no use to me drunk. I just want you relaxed enough to enjoy the rest of the evening.’ Gavin put his hand on her
         knee under the table, stroked a feather of sensation along her thigh. He hadn’t touched her like that for days. Hadn’t dared
         to. ‘All of it.’


      
      ‘What did you have in mind?’ She was flirting now, brazen. He laid his lips against her cheek. ‘Oh, just about anything you
         like, Nicole.’ He sat up suddenly. ‘But first, my darling, I have a plan to share with you. I’ve been busy figuring out how
         to make it up to you, all these late nights and weekends I’ve been doing lately.’


      
      Gavin shorthand again. Nicole stiffened as resentment threatened to flood back. But straight away he put his hand into his
         inside jacket pocket, pulled out British Airways tickets and dropped them beside her plate. Nicole picked them up eagerly,
         pulled open the top one. Venice. Venice. ‘It’s all arranged for next month. I’ve spoken to your mother, and she’ll have the
         kids for the weekend. I even braved Harriet, and she says no problem with the school-run and stuff.’ (What she had actually
         said to Gavin was, ‘I should think so too. Hope it’s the Danieli. And with a lengthy excursion to Gucci planned.’ And to Tim,
         ‘Talk about putting a Band-Aid on a gaping wound, the prick!’) The au pair’ll be there. I think. I’ve thought of everything.
         I want to spoil us, take us back to the Danieli. Not so bloody hot this time, I hope.’ Gavin had found Venice, their honeymoon
         destination, smelly, overrun with clicking Japanese tourists, and not a little dull. For Nicole it represented the Narnia days of her marriage. Hot, certainly, requiring regular
         pit stops for Bellini and Campari-soda on their voyage of discovery of that exquisite city. Steamy in their suite every afternoon.
         And cooler in the evenings, over those long, languid suppers and strolls and once, when she’d begged, a gondola ride – they’d
         lain back against red velvet heart-shaped cushions and kissed themselves dizzy.


      
      ‘Gavin! That’s brilliant! Perfect. Thank you!’

      
      He looked suddenly serious, sincere. ‘I do love you, you know that, don’t you, Nic?’

      
      She threw her arms round his neck, whispered into his ear: ‘I know. You’re forgiven. Let’s go home.’

      
      The next morning, after the school drop, she was still humming with pleasure when she met Harriet at Starbucks. At the front
         of the queue, listening to Harriet bleating about some parent-teacher meeting, she ordered their usual. ‘Tall skinny Americano
         with a poppyseed muffin, and a mocha latte with whipped cream and a chocolate muffin. Cheers.’


      
      ‘Uh-uh,’ Harriet interjected. ‘A tea for me, please, no milk. And forget the muffin.’

      
      Nicole looked at her in surprise. ‘Your body a temple today, then?’

      
      ‘Not just today, all frigging spring,’ Harriet spat, as they settled into the velvet sofa.

      
      ‘Tell me more.’

      
      ‘Not yet. I want to hear about you first. What gives with Gavin the Grot? Did he tell you about the major sucking-up trip
         he’s got planned for you?’


      
      ‘Oh, Harriet, you are bad. Suppose he hadn’t?’

      
      ‘Excuse me, lady, but since I knew he was taking you to Chez Gaston last night – ordering Viognier, I dare say – I figured
         he’d have the holiday as a dessert-chaser, just to clinch the deal.’


      
      ‘I’ve got to stop telling you things. You know altogether too much about me.’ Nicole laughed ruefully. ‘What deal?’

      
      ‘You know, the takeover of the marital bed, the merger with the other occupant, the reacquisition of the wife’s adoration.
         None of which will have been nearly hostile enough, if you ask me.’


      
      ‘Which I didn’t.’

      
      ‘Don’t get sulky with me, Nic. And don’t try to deny it. You’ve got that shagged-until-five-minutes-before-the-alarm-went-off
         look about you – and on a school night!’ Nicole looked at her sheepishly. ‘Look, this is no surprise – this is the pattern
         of your mania. I simply reserve the right, as your best friend and the smarter half of our partnership, to remind you of what
         a complete idiot you are.’


      
      ‘Listen, I’m not going to spout any of that it’s-different-this-time stuff—’

      
      ‘Good – you’ll sound like one of those desperate women on Trisha.’


      
      ‘It’s just… well, you know, really. He’s my Achilles heel. I love him.’ It was said in the tone of Nancy in Oliver.


      
      ‘Oh, don’t feel bad.’ Harriet squeezed Nicole’s arm. ‘You and a gazillion other women throughout history. I know you can’t
         help it. I may hate it, but I do get it. Honestly. So… Venice. He must be really sorry this time.’


      
      ‘I think so.’ Harriet threw her a sharp glance. ‘Okay, okay, well, I don’t care. We had an absolutely magical, orgasmically
         wonderful, gorgeously romantic time the last time we were there.’


      
      ‘Nic, everyone has an absolutely magical, orgasmically wonderful, gorgeously romantic time on honeymoon. Even Tim and I had
         our moments on St Lucia.’


      
      ‘Yeah, but have you ever been back? Re-created the recipe?’

      
      ‘You know we haven’t. Can’t see it happening, somehow. Right now I wouldn’t want to go on a day-trip to Brighton with Tim
         – he’s driving me mad.’


      
      ‘Well, I’m going to try. Get us – I’m married to Don Juan but holding on to girlish hope even though it flies in the face
         of all reason. You’re married to Mr bloody Darcy, and you’re not happy either. What’s the poor sod done now?’ Nicole loved
         Tim almost as much as Harriet despised Gavin.


      
      ‘Oh, he hasn’t done anything wrong. Of course not. How could he? It’s me, really. And this.’ She pulled the invitation out
         of her bag and watched as Nicole read it.


      
      The cancelled chocolate muffin immediately fell into place. ‘Oh, hon.’ They held hands, briefly, there on the sofa together.

      
      Nicole knew all about Charles, of course. On one of those long afternoons together in the park, years ago when the babies
         used to sleep for three hours after a feed, they had played the deepest-secrets-truest-loves game. They both had pretty short
         scorecards. Nicole was married to the love of her life, and Charles had been the love of Harriet’s. She loved Tim, Nicole
         knew she did. When they had first been friends, and Nicole had first understood about Charles and Tim, she had kept her fingers
         crossed that Harriet would fall in love with Tim. That the babies – how good he was with them, the family they were crafting – would
         tip the balance and turn love into being properly ‘in love’. But when she looked at herself, and the stupid, crazy, desperate
         way she felt about Gavin, she knew that Harriet wouldn’t find that next to an Aga or over her baby’s sweet-smelling head.
         Charles had been It, as Gavin was It. Although over the years Nicole had wished that Gavin had got away from her, or that
         she was married to her own Tim. A calmer, gentler love had its appeal, especially in the bad times.


      
      But this invitation, this declaration of Charles’s intentions, so stark in black embossed text, she knew how much it had to
         hurt.


      
      
      
      
      Clare

      
      
      Clare switched off the soap opera she hadn’t really been watching and put the sandwich she hadn’t really been eating into
         the fridge. Then she looked at the clock. If Elliot wasn’t back by now he was staying away on purpose until she had left for
         her night shift. Neither pleased at avoiding him nor angry because he was avoiding her, she collected her bag from the hall cupboard and left, switching off the last light behind her. Elliot would come back to
         a dark, empty house. Leaving the light on in the front window, as she would have done once, felt like too much of a welcome.


      
      It was as if the nurse inside her, the observer, had climbed out and sat beside her on the passenger seat of the car to watch
         her flick on the heating to defrost the windscreen and push in the cassette. She told her that nonchalance was the scariest thing, the last stop on the road to clinical depression,
         and willed her to feel. Driving along the flyover, Clare thought, at the bend where she always thought this, What if I didn’t
         turn the wheel, just let the car go straight? What if I did that? Straight over, into the road below?’


      
      But Clare didn’t want to die. She just wanted something to change. She wanted to feel. She’d be all right when she got to the labour ward, which was her favourite. When well-meaning people, with their relentless
         invasive questions, discovered that she couldn’t have a baby, they invariably said, ‘And you a midwife. How sad for you, all
         those babies.’ But it wasn’t often like that. Sometimes, when it was quiet at night on the postnatal ward, it was. The hospital
         maintained an old-fashioned night nursery, where mums who had had Caesareans, or second-time mums who wanted to grab a precious
         night’s uninterrupted sleep could park their plastic cribs with their precious cargo. Then, if there was time between new
         admissions and answering bells, Clare would sometimes take a newborn, bath her, really properly, sometimes cut her tiny sharp
         finger- or toenails, and dress her carefully in a white bodysuit, scratch mittens and a hand-knitted cardigan the mother had
         packed with such hope and excitement weeks earlier. Then she would hold her, swaddled, and rock in the chair in the corner
         of the night nursery, rock the rest of the room away. That made her ache, especially when the fiercely possessive new mother
         would come, anxious for her baby, breasts swollen and painful, muscles sore from delivery, smiling with gratitude as she staked
         her claim.


      
      The labour ward was different. There, women needed her, and she was good at caring for them. She knew how to do this.

      
      She had recognised Harriet at once the other night at the reading group. It happened to Clare all the time, walking around
         town – she had delivered a lot of babies. Harriet had joked that she probably didn’t recognise her with her knickers on, but
         Clare remembered everything: that it had been a longish but straightforward labour, that the baby had been a girl, called
         Chloe, weighing seven pounds or so and with long feet, born almost at sunrise. And Harriet had remembered her, too. That she’d
         been kind, encouraging and strong. That she herself had been beastly, noisy, rather wimpish, and particularly grateful to
         the little dark-haired girl who had stayed on after her shift to be with her at the end. There was a picture of Clare in their
         family album, all in white, holding a tiny, red-faced, newborn Chloe in a white blanket, competently on the upturned palm
         of one hand, leant in on her, and another at the head of the bed next to Harriet. ‘It’s a weird relationship,’ Harriet had
         said. ‘We were each other’s entire universe for about six hours and then we would never ordinarily meet again.’ Clare liked
         it that way. Mostly.


      
      Tonight a woman called Maria was delivering her first baby. Clare had met her a few times at the clinic, liked her, knew that
         she was terrified. Maria’s husband, Ian, was clutching a bag of boiled sweets he had taken from a large rucksack – clearly
         packed to NCT specifications: Clare could see a tape-recorder and a cassette, whose case carried handwritten notes – music
         they wanted to give birth to. No doubt there would be aromatherapy candles and a vial of arnica among the rest. One look at Maria’s face told Clare that labour had progressed to a stage where all that careful planning
         had been forgotten. The young woman grabbed her hand as she approached the bed. ‘I think I’m ready for an epidural now. Really.
         Please. I don’t want to do this any more. Please.’


      
      Clare heard the underlying hysteria and fear in her polite voice. ‘Hello, Maria. Now, we’d better just have a look at you,
         see if this baby’s planning on making an appearance tonight.’ She brought her face close to Maria’s, put a hand on her shoulder.
         ‘Don’t panic. I’m here, and I’ll stay with you, however long it takes. You’re going to have a beautiful, healthy baby safe
         in your arms just as soon as he’s ready. You can do this. I know I can – this will be my hundred-and-fiftieth baby. I’m good!’
         Maria smiled weakly. ‘Let’s have a look and then we can have a chat about what you want to do. Okay?’


      
      
      
      
      Elliot

      
      
      Elliot flicked the switch on his computer, pulled his jacket off the back of his chair, rubbed one eye and stretched both
         arms skyward. A long day of looking at the screen. Mostly Elliot’s days were fairly sociable – a steady stream of kids and
         mature students through the office with enquiries, bantering lunch with a colleague, meetings – but he was working on a data
         document that was due at the end of the week, and he’d been shut behind his partition door since 8.45 a.m. He had had only
         a tuna-mayonnaise sandwich and an argumentative phone call with the local garage about his car’s MOT to break the monotony. He hated days like this had been. He was only too aware that, lately, he had had most
         of his human contact from colleagues. Clare showed him so little kindness and warmth, and he couldn’t reach her. Friends were
         harder and harder to be with: the ones with kids were impossible; the ones without didn’t want to be with them anyway. Christ,
         he and Clare didn’t want to be with themselves.


      
      Outside it was freezing cold, so Elliot turned up his collar and hunched his shoulders against the wind as he scanned the
         parking bays for his car. He should have gone home earlier. Clare would have been there.


      
      On the other side of the car park, a bunch of kids pulled open the double doors of the pub: warm golden light and the sounds
         of music, shouted conversations and clinking glasses spilt out into the dark evening. It was a great pub, pulling in a mixed
         crowd of students, workers from the nearby office blocks, and anachronistic regulars, who sat in jealously guarded seats at
         the bar and treated the youngsters like the cabaret, nursing pints in their own tankards, which were stored on hooks next
         to rows of alcopops. Staffed by rowdy Australians and Kiwis, it was noisy, smoky – and real.


      
      Elliot opened the car, threw his briefcase on to the back seat, locked up again, and set off, hands pushed deep into pockets.
         He’d take an hour of the comfort of strangers.


      
      Brightly coloured chalk on the board by the door announced that this was karaoke night, and Elliot almost turned away, but
         a burst of raucous applause and wolf-whistling was irresistible. Three girls had taken to the stage, and were listening, hands
         round their microphones, to the introduction of their song. And there she was, watching them. They must be friends of hers. As they massacred the first line,
         they warmed to their disco-diva task, and their performance became a magnet for the crowd. Elliot couldn’t take his eyes off
         her. She was so… beautiful. So free and young. Her hips swayed in low, wide corduroy trousers, and above them the gem in her
         navel sparkled under the lights. As her friends finished, bowing theatrically and hugging each other, she saw him at the edge
         of the stage, and her smile changed. It was just for him, that look. It gave her pleasure to see him.


      
      Not pain.

      
      She inclined her head towards the door and whispered to her friends.

      
      When she came out, wrapped in a huge woolly jumper, he was waiting down the alley at the side of the pub. ‘Hello, you,’ she
         said, and kissed him deeply, her arms round his neck, fingers in his hair.


      
      Elliot held on to her. ‘Hello, me.’

      
      
      
      
      Harriet

      
      
      Harriet couldn’t sleep. At three a.m. she gave up, tied her enormous white towelling robe round her and padded along the corridor
         to look at her children. Joshua was spreadeagled like a starfish, duvet pushed down to the last fifth of the bed, palms open,
         vulnerable in sleep as only a child can be. Harriet covered him lightly with the duvet, but he shrugged it off again. Chloe
         was face down, right on the edge of her bed, with one arm hanging almost to the floor. She smiled and curled one arm round her mummy’s neck in her sleep as Harriet moved her towards the wall. She plugged
         her thumb back in and nestled down. She smelt like an angel.


      
      Downstairs, Harriet flicked the switch on the kettle for a mug of tea and resisted the temptations of the biscuit barrel.
         She’d been on this bloody diet for a whole week now. This morning the scales had shown a gratifying three-pound drop, which
         had strengthened her resolve. Now, instead of chocolate biscuits, she would treat herself to a nostalgia fest. Harriet often
         sent herself back to the summer of 1988 – when she couldn’t sleep, when the kids were driving her barmy in traffic jams, when
         she was swimming. She’d been doing it more and more often lately.


      
      She had been nineteen, a perfect size ten, for the first and last time in her life, slimmed out of her puppy-fat by a year
         of self-catering in university halls. She was also very brown, and lying naked in the middle of a very white bed, with very
         white muslin curtains billowing at french windows. Beyond, the Mediterranean sky was an exquisite azure blue. Just recovering
         from the aftershocks of her first orgasm – which had been rather wonderful and totally surprising – and looking into the eyes
         of the man she knew without question was the great passion of her life. Charles Roebuck. History, third year. Very blond,
         incredibly sexy and heart-stoppingly beautiful.


      
      About ten of them had taken bucket-shop flights to Athens and a ten-hour ferry from Piraeus harbour, in the summer after her
         first year at Durham, for three weeks’ camping on a beach on Ios, that year’s designated party island. Charles had been a
         friend of a friend, admired only from afar, and occasionally followed to the college laundry, until after one tequila too many Harriet’s friend Amanda
         had suddenly been sharing a tent with his friend Rob. Charles and Harriet were left sitting shyly at the campsite’s all-night
         coffee bar, chatting over the noises emitting from under canvas all around them. By the eighth night a spirit of if-you-can’t-beat-’em
         had clearly come over Charles: he had led an awestruck Harriet into her tent and they had kissed until she thought she would
         liquefy and flow away down the beach. The next morning, when they were awoken by the heat, making them sweat in their nylon
         love nest, it being already close to thirty degrees outside, Charles had smiled down at her stubble-rashed face and said:
         ‘I think if we’re going to take this any further, we’d better book ourselves a room at that hotel down the end of the beach
         and do it properly, don’t you?’ Sir Galahad could not have had a bigger fan.


      
      He announced their decision to upgrade over breakfast and, among much whooping and phwoaring, they tripped off to the relative
         Nirvana of a hot shower, their own loo and room service. Oh, and that bed. Which was where Charles finally showed her what
         all the fuss was about. She’d had other lovers, of course. A couple in the sixth form, one ill-advised drunken liaison with
         the captain of cricket, and a drippy English undergraduate who had sent her a poem on Valentine’s Day. But Charles was the
         first man who had, in the nicest possible way, screwed her brains out. She’d thought she wouldn’t be able to walk afterwards,
         her legs felt so shaky.


      
      On an impulse she went to the dresser cupboard and pulled out one of her old college photograph albums. Most of the pages had been pillaged by the kids, and photos were missing or shoved back in the wrong order, so a handful fell out
         as she carried it to the kitchen table. On the top was one of her and Charles, sitting with a bottle of beer each, raised
         in a toast, his arm casually around her shoulders. There was another of them at the college summer ball the next year. That
         was the first time he’d told her he loved her, which sealed her fate. She’d been wearing his DJ – it was about three in the
         morning, and the college lawn was littered with party detritus and exhausted bodies, bedraggled now in prized gowns and rented
         suits. That night she had been emotional: he had finished his degree and was off to a lucrative management-consultancy job
         in London, and she was afraid. Afraid because she loved him so much that she thought her ribs might crack, and although they
         had had this brilliant, amazing year, of sex, parties, working side by side in the library and more sex, he had never told
         her he loved her, and so she figured he didn’t. But that night he had. He had told her he loved her. And that he wanted her
         to come down every weekend to his new flat, to stay in his life. That they could make a long-distance relationship work, easy.
         And that she was beautiful. Then they went back to his room, and lay down naked on his narrow single bed, with the noise of
         the ball shrieking and throbbing around them, and he told her again that he loved her. He said it once with each long, slow
         thrust inside her, and when he came his eyes were full of tears, and he said it one last time, his lips against hers, so that
         the breath of the words was hot inside her mouth. And she knew that, whatever happened afterwards, when she lay on her deathbed
         that was the moment she would remember at the last.


      
      Ha, ha. Harriet smiled at the memory of herself at twenty. Of course, that didn’t stay true – not when you’d held your own
         baby in your arms: they were everything. But just imagine the feeling if they’d been Charles’s babies, not Tim’s.


      
      Suddenly angry, with herself, with Tim, and most especially with Charles, Harriet slammed the album shut, shoved it back into
         the dresser, and went to do the ironing in the utility room. Better not waste that energy.


      
      She’d polished off most of the basket when Tim appeared. ‘Cup of tea?’

      
      His calmness irritated her anew. Why the hell isn’t he asking me why I’m doing the ironing at four o’clock in the morning?
         she thought. That’s just not normal. ‘Thanks. I’ll be in in a moment.’


      
      Tim flicked the switch on the kettle. He put teabags into mugs, and took milk from the fridge. He tried not to look at the
         invitation on the shelf. He’d seen it a few days ago, when he’d come in from work, and he’d felt the old fear seep back into
         him. He’d rushed home, and changed out of his ‘worky stuff’ as Chloe called it, in time for stories. There was a big deal
         brewing at the moment, and when it went to due diligence in a couple of months he would have to miss a few chapters. While
         he had to admit that the bonus, if he pulled it off, would be nice – take the heat off the school fees for a few years, certainly
         – he didn’t relish the idea of time away from the three of them. Chloe had insinuated herself under his arm. She didn’t really
         understand Harry Potter: she liked Milly-Molly-Mandy, but Mummy had read that to her earlier, she told him, while Joshua was on a submarine secret mission in the bath, and she
         was quite happy, snuggled into daddy, smelling his familiar smell, listening to the lilt of his voice, while Joshua listened from
         under the other arm. She felt safest with Daddy between them.


      
      It had been a strange afternoon, Chloe had confided. Mummy, who was normally terribly firm about that sort of thing, had allowed
         them to gorge themselves senseless on sweets, watch videos and have Nutella sandwiches for tea. And Joshua had had to remind her himself that he hadn’t done his reading homework. This
         he helpfully did fifteen minutes before bedtime, but even that didn’t earn him the telling-off he could normally have expected.
         Mummy was definitely in a funny mood, Chloe had said, with her lovely solemn face, to her daddy while he was changing.


      
      ‘Oh, darling girl, Mummy’s just busy – trying to find enough room on the sofa for our bottoms, after you two have been making
         a mess all day. Anyway, what videos did you watch? And what sweeties did you eat? Not the chocolate gingers Father Christmas
         brought me, I hope, ’cos then I’d have to tickle you.’ And he advanced towards her, mock-menacing, fingers wriggling. Chloe
         shrieked with delighted terror and shimmied under the duvet as her father fell on her, growling.


      
      But he had noticed it too: Mummy was in a funny mood. Was it the invitation? Or was it the conversation they had had over New Year? Or, rather, the conversation
         he had tried to have. He’d been a bit tipsy, a bit brave, he supposed. And she had looked so lovely. He never got tired of
         looking at her face – warm, soft and animated. And listening to her – he loved to listen when she was on form, as she had been that night – when she made other people laugh. He had felt proud and contented and, yes, a little bit
         tipsy, and, yes, more than a little bit randy. And he’d whispered to her that maybe this year was the year to have another
         baby, someone in the family should be born in the twenty-first century. Maybe even starting tonight. Harriet had looked at
         him blankly, then turned and walked away. Ended up on the other side of the room, with ten people between them, for ‘Auld
         Lang Syne’. Should old acquaintance be forgot?


      
      
      
      
      Susan

      
      
      Susan shivered in her car. She turned the key far enough in the ignition to switch on the heating, and sat, arms folded, staring
         at the house ahead, waiting for the warm air to come through. It was called The Cedars. She had the brochure on the passenger
         seat beside her. It was full of marketing-speak about trying to walk the thin line between comforting and patronising. And
         probably failing. The Cedars, it said, was ‘a dignified, caring environment, in which those elderly loved ones who can no
         longer care for themselves are nurtured, physically and emotionally, in an atmosphere both relaxing and stimulating, leaving
         their relatives free from worry’. Free from guilt, Susan thought. That was the point. A gardener makes the flowerbeds pretty,
         they stick a few prints on the wall, and let you bring your own portable television, so that your children can park you here
         and bugger off back to their own lives without feeling too bad about themselves.


      
      I can’t do it to her.

      
      Roger said it wasn’t going to get any better. TIAs, they were called, transient ischaemic attacks. Little strokes in Alice’s
         brainstem, each one killing off a part of what made her herself. Alice would hate that: she’d much rather have a big, dramatic one that ended it all in a minute. The first one had damaged her memory. Like
         watching episodes of a drama series in the wrong order, her life was rearranging itself in her brain. She was younger, she
         was married. So where was he, and who were these other people? She was starting to treat Roger as if he were her doctor, not
         her son-in-law of some quarter-century. She called him ‘dear’. She wandered around Susan’s living room looking blankly at
         photographs – Susan’s wedding day, the boys as babies, as gangly school sports stars, herself as an elderly woman. Susan was
         clinging to the fact that she still knew her, never missed a beat before calling her ‘Susie’.


      
      But Roger, pragmatic and loving, kept telling her that she had to accept it – that this, too, would change – and that Susan
         couldn’t expect to cope with it on her own for much longer. For the first time in her marriage, Susan was willing Alice to
         side with her against Roger. She knew he was right, but still she implored Alice, with her eyes, her voice, to prove him wrong,
         to come back to them, or at least not to get any worse.


      
      And now there had been this stupid milk incident. She was almost angry with her mother for failing. Alice had burnt herself
         on boiling milk: milk that she’d put on the stove, let boil, then poured, messily, across the back of her left hand, making
         an angry red patch across the liver spots and wrinkles. It wasn’t healing very well because she was old.


      
      Susan was angry with herself as well. I’m in my forties, she told herself. I have grown-up children of my own. I have Roger.
         My dad died long ago. I should be ready for this. This shouldn’t be the apocalyptic, terrifying thing it is. Maybe it was
         just the home. They hadn’t had to do this with Dad. He’d just died. Here one day, then dead. Susan remembered crying at the
         kitchen table in the early hours of one morning, then going back to bed and sleeping, long and sound. He had been her dad,
         a great dad, and she had loved him, and now he was dead. And somehow that hadn’t been too hard. There’d been Alice to care
         for, of course, and a funeral to arrange. (Which was amazingly like a wedding, when you were in charge of it. You had to choose
         the colour of the flowers and you have to have a view on the lining of the coffin, and whether it would be vol-au-vents or
         sandwiches afterwards. And, yes, you drank sherry, whisky and tea instead of champagne. And people at the wake were self-conscious
         when they laughed and expressed pleasure at seeing old friends. But, essentially, it was pretty much the same. Except that
         a life had ended instead of beginning.) But somehow, all that admin and all those good-innings, full-and-happy-life and bosom-of-his-family
         clichés she kept hearing made it kind of okay. Throughout, inside her own head, Dad had stayed the old man he had become.
         That was how she saw him: he was the boys’ grandad.


      
      With Alice, it was different in almost every way. There was no funeral to organise, for a start. Instead there was this coffin
         of a rest-home to consider. No clean break, rather a slow decline to anticipate. But the weirdest thing, which kept tears
         in Susan’s eyes, and a big stone on her chest, was that every time she closed her eyes and thought of Alice, she was young again. Alice was dark-haired, not grey;
         vital, not frail; laughing, not confused. Her eyes were bright and mischievous, not milky and vague. She was Susan’s mum.
         The mum who had been known to wake up on glorious June mornings, declare it was far too nice for school, and take Susan and
         Margaret to Brighton on the bus for a shimmering day on the beach. The woman whose worst threat was that she would show her
         knickers on the main road in front of their friends (she had done it once to prove she would), who was brilliant at making
         fancy-dress costumes for summer fêtes and school shows out of scarves, silver paper and papier-mâché. Who always said she’d
         leave Dad if Paul McCartney ever asked her, and read them Georgette Heyer novels at bedtime.


      
      That was the mum she didn’t want to say goodbye to. Not now, not yet, and definitely not here.
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