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PROLOGUE


A copy of Bambino magazine lies on our kitchen table. I pick it up, idly flicking through, about to fling it bin-wards. ‘Britain’s weekly parenting bible,’ reads the line beneath the shimmering pink logo, as if no parent could possibly consider raising a child without it.


The magazine falls open at the problem page. ‘When Daddy Strays,’ reads the headline above one of the problems. I glance through the open door of our basement kitchen. My husband, Martin, is in the garden, talking urgently on his mobile. He has taken the day off work with life-threatening man-flu, but must be in constant contact with his office, naturellement. Our son Travis is enjoying the June sunshine and trying to catch butterflies to stuff into his toy ambulance.


My skin prickles as I glance back at the magazine. The agony aunt is called Harriet Pike. She is wearing an expensive-looking white shirt – the kind magazines always refer to as ‘crisp’ – and a terse smile that veers towards a sneer. In fact, she bears an uncanny resemblance to the woman who pulled a disgusted face when a nugget of dung tumbled out of Travis’s dungaree leg in the fruit shop. Cat’s-arse face. You become immune to people like that.


‘Sassy, smart – she shoots from the hip,’ reads the text along the top of Harriet’s page. I start reading the ‘Daddy Strays’ bit. Not that I expect this Pike woman to say anything useful. I’m just curious, that’s all. My friend Millie edits this magazine and is forever sending me copies, which I bin, virtually unread, although I never tell her that. Millie means well, and sends the magazines in the hope that they’ll bring some sparkle to my life, ha ha.


What Pike has done is break down the fall-out from Daddy’s affair into several steps – as if the unravelling of an entire life is as simple as baking a cake. ‘Step one’, I read, ‘is grief.’


You’re grieving for the good times, the life you had together. Yet, however much you’re hurting, bear in mind that infidelity is rarely one person’s fault. Examine your own role, the part you had to play in all of this. Perhaps he felt dreadfully neglected. Second fiddle to your new baby.


What planet is this woman on? He shagged someone else, end of story! ‘Hopefully,’ Pike witters on, ‘you might find it in your heart to forgive.’ With a snort, I drop the magazine on to the table.


A cool breeze sneaks through the open back door. Finishing his call, Martin wanders into the kitchen. I look up and he’s gawping at Bambino, which still lies open at the problem page. Our eyes meet. And I see it – guilt and utter terror – smeared across his face.


Shit. Something’s wrong. My heart judders, and everything around me turns vague and fuzzy as if it’s dissolving. So I haven’t been imagining it. I’m not a paranoid idiot. I’ve suspected for ages that something’s been going on – something that Martin couldn’t possibly share with me, because I am only his wife of twelve years and the mother of our three children. I’d even wondered if he’d been made redundant and couldn’t bring himself to tell me. My head had filled with images of him sitting in parks sipping coffee, trying to fill up the days.


Now, I hope it’s something like that. It really wouldn’t be too bad. I could work full-time, find an office job, and we’d manage OK. I’d even forgive all the lies.


Clutching his ambulance, Travis scampers in behind Martin and dances around him. He glances up at Daddy, whose face has turned an alarming purply-red. I grip the back of the chair, terrified of what might happen if I let go.


‘Caitlin, I’m so sorry.’


I watch Martin’s mouth. He never calls me Caitlin. From the start, I have always been Cait to him.


So I know it’s something very bad.


‘What … what’s going on?’ It comes out as a whisper.


Martin’s face has turned pale now, as if his internal temperature control has gone haywire. He slumps on to a chair at the table.


‘Brrrmmm,’ hums Travis, making his ambulance perform a jaunty three-point turn on the floor.


‘We can’t talk about this now,’ Martin murmurs, firing Travis a pleading look.


‘Nee-naw!’ cries our son. ‘Want butterflies. C’mon, Daddy, let’s play!’


I can’t speak. My head is filled with a dull thumping noise.


‘Daddy funny,’ Travis announces. ‘Daddy cry.’


He’s right, although Martin’s tears aren’t falling properly. They’re kind of blotting and making shiny patches around his eyes.


‘Please go upstairs, Travis,’ I murmur. ‘Go up to Lola’s room. She’s got all her vet things out.’ She, like her father, is off sick today. The house feels stale and germy.


‘No,’ Travis retorts, excavating a nostril with his finger.


‘Please. Up you go. You love playing vets. You could be chief vet! Go on, darling, I’ll come up in a minute.’ If I had it, I would stuff a million pounds into his dungaree pockets if he’d go up to Lola’s room.


‘No like Lola. No like vets.’ Travis studies his father in awe. Watching Martin crying is proving to be far more entertaining than a Junior Vet surgery with light-up X-ray machine and plastic kittens that wee in their litter tray. I pray for him to tire of this startling display and leave the room.


All these years together and I’ve never seen Martin cry. Sometimes I’ve wondered if he actually possesses tear ducts, or if they were switched off at some point during late childhood. Everything feels heightened. My heart is pounding frantically.


‘Wee-wee,’ Travis announces.


‘Whatever it is,’ I say calmly, ‘you can tell me.’


‘Cait,’ Martin mumbles, ‘there’s someone else. I’m leaving you.’


I turn away from him and stare down at Travis, whose navy corduroy dungarees are slowly darkening around the groin, indicating the steady progression of wee.


‘Mummy crying!’ he says, grinning, as if my next party trick might prove even more of a hoot. Who needs a Junior Vet surgery with all of this going on? It’s fantastic fun in our house.


I swipe my arm across my face, march towards Travis and plop him on my hip. Then I carry him out of the room, yearning to shrink myself down, squeeze into his ambulance and be taken to a warm, safe place where this kind of thing never happens.


Later, with our children safely decanted into their beds, I learn that her name is Daisy. Daisy, a pretty, delicate flower, had waltzed into Bink and Smithson, the architects’ practice in Holborn where Martin works, to offer after-sales service. ‘What sort of after-sales service?’ I bark at him.


I am torturing him, dragging out every sordid detail. It should feel satisfying, but it doesn’t. We sit facing each other across the cluttered kitchen table.


‘She … she works for the water-cooler company. They’d installed some coolers, and—’


‘Get to the point!’


‘She … well, she came back, just to make sure the water had reached the right temperature … asked if there’d been any problems at bottle-changeover time …’


Right. And lingered at Martin’s desk, laughing at his jokes, complimenting his choice of shirt and tie, making him feel so good and young again, and finally lunging at him – taking the defenceless kitten by such surprise that he found one hand plunging into her lacy 34C bra, and the other into her matching knickers.


‘And she, um … we um … It just happened,’ is how he puts it.


Naturally, his colleagues had gone home by this point. And I made that bit up, about her underwear matching. Water-Cooler Slapper doesn’t strike me as someone who’d permit her peachy arse to come into contact with tragic saggy pants.


So Martin’s hands had fallen into these places, in the way that Travis’s foot fell against Eddie Templeton’s butt during a row over a ripped painting at nursery. I hadn’t realised that crucial parts of Martin’s anatomy – hand, penis – are capable of behaving completely independently of his brain. Perhaps he needs to see a doctor about his nerve connections.


‘When did this happen?’ I ask dully.


‘Um, three months ago. About three months.’


‘So you’ve lied and lied.’


Martin nods slowly.


‘And when’s the first time you actually …’ My voice fractures and I grip the table edge.


His Adam’s apple bobs. ‘That day. In the, er, at the office … the after-sales day.’


‘What?’ I yell. ‘You mean you did it in your office? Jesus, Martin—’


‘No, no … it wasn’t … It was, Um …’ He tails off. ‘In the loo.’


I open my mouth and shut it again. Oh, that’s all right then. They only did it in the office loo. Not on his desk or anything. Let’s crack open the fucking champagne. A horrible gulping noise comes from my gut.


Martin stares at me. His lips are pale and shrunken. ‘I can’t tell you how much I wish this hadn’t happened.’


‘Do you … d’you love her?’ I hate myself for asking that, but I can’t help it.


His mouth tightens, and he shakes his head. ‘It’s not … I don’t know, Cait. All I know is, I can’t be here any more, with you.’


‘Then do it,’ I snarl. ‘Just get out.’


It’s as if he’s secretly yearned to do this for months and has finally been given permission.


The tension around him disperses. He gets up, walks out of the kitchen and heads upstairs to the hall. I hear him stepping outside, closing the front door behind him and unlocking his car. The engine starts. The sound of him driving away merges with all the other East London noises.


He’s gone. I rest my head in my hands and shut my eyes tightly, kidding myself that when I reopen them, everything will be normal again. Martin will be his usual distant self, but at least he’ll be here, still mine.


Nothing’s changed when I open my eyes. ‘It’s natural to feel angry!’ chirps that blasted woman in Bambino magazine. My family, my life, destroyed for a quickie in an office loo.


In terms of after-sales service, surely this is taking things a tad too far.




PART ONE


Forget computers, gadgets and all the trappings of our modern age. The greatest gift you can give a child is the warmth and stability of a loving family.


Harriet Pike, Bambino problem page, 18 February


Smug fuck.


Caitlin Brown, newly single mother of three





1


Did you know that the tongue is more responsible for bad breath than the gums or teeth? That it forms the perfect breeding ground for odorous bacteria in the form of an invisible layer of soft plaque? Sweep it away instantly with our new Antibacterial Tongue-Scraper, a snip at—


‘Mum!’


I type, ‘£4.99 (special introductory price).’


‘MUM! Where are you?’ Lola’s voice ricochets around the stairwell as she thunders down to the kitchen.


‘I’m working,’ I call back. ‘Watch your DVD, colour your picture. I’ll be finished in a minute.’


We’ve struck a bargain, Lola and me. She will allow me to bash out my sparkling copy for vitalworld.com, a website that seems to thrive on customers’ paranoia about emitting bad smells. In the meantime – and we’re talking one measly hour – she can watch her Simpsons DVD or colour in her zebra poster. I know that mothers are supposed to drip with guilt if they so much as try to nudge a toe back into the world of paid employment. However, since Martin’s departure over eight months ago, I don’t have a choice. And Lola’s playdate with Bart Simpson is, I feel, hardly tantamount to infant neglect.


It’s Friday, and we’re just home from school. We live on a quiet terraced road a short walk from Bethnal Green tube station. The area was pretty cheap when Martin and I moved here, soon after getting married, but it’s been gentrified and is now awash with young families. There are numerous all-terrain buggies and pleasing, wholesome activities for kids. Jake, my ten-year-old, is at football practice in the new sports hall, which for some reason he doggedly keeps attending, even though the coach commented that he spends most of the session examining his fingernails. Travis, who’s three, is at his psychopathic mate Rory’s birthday party. Good mothers accompany their offspring to parties and stay for the duration. However, Travis didn’t want me to stay. ‘Bye-bye, Mummy!’ he yelled, waving gleefully. My third-born seems to regard being away from me as a fantastic treat.


I continue: ‘It takes mere seconds to scrape the layer of mushroom-like spores from the tongue’s surface.’


Bloody genius! The Booker Prize beckons. I picture myself striding on to a stage in some glittering ballroom to receive my award. I have swathes of rich chestnut hair (rather than nondescript light brown) and the perky breasts of a nineteen-year-old. I am no longer a dumped thirty-five-year-old mother in ratty jeans and an ancient Gap sweater that’s felted in the wash.


‘Mummy! I’ve been shouting and shouting and shouting.’ Lola stalks into the kitchen and plonks herself on my lap, causing my swivel chair to wobble dangerously.


‘Yes, hon. I heard you. This’ll only take me a minute.’


‘You always say that. It’s never a minute. It’s hours and hours and hours.’


She sighs dramatically. At just turned seven, she has mastered the art of cranking up my guilt to the max.


‘I’m sorry, hon. The sooner you let me get on, the sooner I’ll be finished, and then we can do something nice.’


‘It’s not fair,’ she growls.


I peer over her shoulder at the screen. What else can I dredge up about this wretched scraper thingy? Ross, who commissions my copy, expects lashings of descriptive detail, and once ticked me off for not making some wart-freezing gizmo sound ‘tempting’ enough. My instinct was to behave in an extremely grown-up manner and tell him to fuck off, but when you’re reliant on one client for 90 per cent of your income, you tend to button your lip. ‘You need to lure visitors,’ Ross urged me. ‘Have them believing that our products are –’ he snorted into the phone ‘– Truly life-changing.’


What the hell can I say? ‘Never scrape if you have a new boyfriend staying over as he might assume you have some obsessive tongue-cleaning disorder. Small children, too, might find the process alarming.’


Apparently, you’re meant to pay special attention to the furry region at the back of the tongue, a factlet that’s causing my mid-afternoon sandwich to shift uneasily in my stomach. I’d always assumed that tongues self-cleaned, requiring no interference from their owners. It’s a small step from colonic irrigation. Maybe that particular delight is yet to come: the Acme High-Pressure Rectal Hose. ‘With the flick of a switch, sluice out those hard-to-reach areas.’ I could dispatch one to Daisy to try out on my beloved ex. That’d liven up their Friday night.


‘What’s that?’ Lola leans towards the screen.


‘What’s what, sweetheart?’ Please go. Please let me finish.


‘A tongoo-scrappa.’


‘Tongue-scraper,’ I snigger, winding my arms round her middle. ‘You scrape your tongue with it if you’ve got smelly breath.’


‘Ugh. My breath’s not smelly.’


‘No, darling. It’s quite orangey, in fact.’


‘Let me read more,’ she demands.


‘Lols, you wouldn’t be interested. It’s just boring stuff about the things that can go wrong with grown-ups’ bodies.’


‘Please. Just a teeny bit. I want to be here, with you.’


With a sigh, I scroll down so she can learn about high-absorbency deodorising insoles for those whose feet literally gush sweat, flooding their shoes, although not so far down as to expose her to discreet pads for mild bladder weakness.


‘I need to get on now, OK? Watch another episode if you like, or do some colouring.’


‘I can’t,’ she mutters into her T-shirt.


‘Why not?’


‘It, Um … broke.’


‘You’ve got plenty more felt pens. There’s that pack of two hundred that Dad gave you.’ My gaze is still fixed on the monitor.


‘It’s not pens. It’s the telly.’


I spin her round on my lap so I can scrutinise her face. ‘What about the telly?’


‘My drink went in it.’


‘In it? What part did it go in?’


I lean over her to press ‘save’, not wishing to lose one word of my literary masterpiece, and lift her off my knee. Lola scuttles behind me as I stomp from our basement kitchen up to the living room.


I loom over the TV and try to peer into the slits at the back. It’s awfully dark in there and smells faintly of synthetic orange.


‘What happened?’ I demand, running a hand along the slits and detecting stickiness.


‘It just went in,’ she murmurs.


‘What d’you mean, it just went in? This is a new TV! TVs cost money – they cost hundreds of pounds. Don’t you understand that, Lola? Doesn’t money mean anything to you?’


She lowers her gaze. Her eyelashes are so dark and luscious they look permanently wet.


‘It didn’t cost money. Millie was gonna throw it away, but you made her give it to us.’


I sigh. Her lush, wavy hair – reddish-brown, like the outside of almonds – falls around her lightly freckled face. Her lips, which curve beautifully – like her father’s, although it pains me to admit it – are pursed, as if ready to whistle. And she’s right. Millie had donated her unwanted TV to us. Martin took ours when he moved out – can you believe it? It had sentimental value, apparently, and was definitely ‘his’. (It had been presented to him by the senior partners at work when they’d scooped a major award.) I was surprised he hadn’t taken the fucking fridge while he was at it.


‘So,’ I say, ‘your drink went in, and then what happened? Was there a bang or a fizzing noise or what?’


I am trying to remain calm. Since Martin walked out, my formerly extrovert daughter has clung, limpet-like, to me, and I’m loath to upset her. Learning that Daddy wasn’t merely living with Slapper – or Daisy – but also Poppy, her four-year-old daughter, seemed to tear out her insides.


‘It just went off,’ Lola says meekly. She regards me with interest while I switch it on and off several times and bang its top with my fist.


‘The thing is,’ I rant, ‘getting liquid inside electrical things is really dangerous. You could get a shock and die. That’s why you’re not allowed appliances in the bathroom.’


‘What’s an appliance?’ she enquires.


‘Like a fan heater or a microwave. An electrical thing.’


‘We don’t have a fan-eater.’


‘Yes, and now we don’t have a—’ The phone starts ringing.


‘Is the phone an appliance?’ Lola asks as I snatch it.


‘Hello, Cait.’


It’s Martin, aka Wandering Dick, or Shagpants, as Millie is fond of calling him. I hold the receiver away from my ear, as if his voice might infect it.


‘Hi,’ I say curtly.


‘I rang twice yesterday, left a message with Jake. Didn’t he tell you?’


‘Um, I think he mentioned it,’ I say vaguely.


‘He said you were in the bath.’


‘That’s right. Is that OK with you? Or would you prefer me to be filthy and haggard and stop washing my hair?’


‘Is a hairdryer an appliance?’ Lola chirps.


Martin snorts. It sounds like someone trying to clear a nasal blockage, and causes bile to rise in my throat.


‘It was about this weekend,’ he says. ‘It’s quite important.’


‘It is this weekend,’ I point out. ‘It’s Friday. TGI Friday. The weekend starts here.’


‘For God’s sake, Cait! Can’t we have a normal adult conversation? Why do you insist on acting like a child?’


I yearn to remind him that his own behaviour has hardly been impeccable of late, but manage to keep a grip on myself for Lola’s sake. ‘Is there a problem,’ I say lightly, ‘about this weekend?’


‘Yes. Look, I’m sorry, and I know it’s my turn for the kids, but—’


‘Don’t tell me,’ I snap. ‘Something’s come up.’


‘Don’t say it like that.’ Martin emits another priggish snort. I picture his nostrils quivering damply, and wonder what had ever possessed me to have sex with the man, to fall crazily in love with him, to have to stop myself from squealing with joy when we met up at Batters Corner, which is where people around here met in those days. Seeing him standing there, waiting for me, would make me feel that it wasn’t only the night, but my entire life that was just beginning.


‘Martin,’ I say coldly, ‘I’m not saying it like anything. This is my normal voice.’


He exhales. ‘It’s Poppy’s fifth birthday on Sunday. I’m sorry – I’d completely forgotten …’


‘And?’


‘Dad’s electric toothbrush is an appliance!’ Lola announces. ‘Why can’t I have one? They clean your teeth better so you don’t need that scraper thing.’


‘Well, Um,’ Martin mutters, ‘let’s not make this difficult …’


‘You said you’d take the kids to Thorpe Park on Sunday, remember?’


‘Yay!’ Lola beams excitedly. ‘Are you coming, Mummy?’


I shake my head fervently. Martin favours showy days out: to zoos, theme parks and chocolate factories, thus proving to our children that although he now lives with Daisy and Poppy, in Stoke Newington, he is still Father Superior and cares about his children. He’s the hunky, baby-cradling Athena-poster daddy. He’s so good with our three that strangers’ children flock around him, and grown women weep. No wonder their knickers fly off when he strolls by. He’s the Pied fucking Piper of Stoke Newington. Unfortunately, he is less keen to involve himself in the foraging for nits, or the application of verruca lotion.


Martin clears his throat. ‘Any other time, it’d be fine, but on a birthday … Poppy wants, you know … one-to-one.’


‘Can’t she have one-to-one with her mother?’ I enquire.


‘Yes, of course …’


‘But you feel you should be there too. On Poppy’s special day. Just the three of you. I know maths isn’t my strong point, Martin, but I’d make that two-to-one.’ My voice has turned into a croak, which I don’t like at all.


‘Cait,’ Martin says gently, ‘it’s not the right time for a huge get-together.’


So that’s how you think of your kids, I seethe: as an unruly rabble, crowding precious Poppy’s day. What’s she getting for her birthday? I wonder. A pony? Fifteen antelopes? A life-sized gingerbread house with a conservatory fashioned from melted-down clear lollies? That wretched child has everything. First time they’d met her, the kids took great delight in relaying a full inventory of her every plaything.


‘So,’ I growl, ‘where are you taking her?’


‘Um, Thorpe Park.’


‘Jesus.’ So many bad words swirl around in my head I fear they’ll burst out of my ears.


‘That’s what she wants,’ he adds. ‘She’s been looking forward to it for ages.’


‘So have ours,’ I hiss.


‘I’ll take them another time. We’ll sort—’


‘I know!’ I blurt wildly. ‘Take ours on Saturday, when it’s not Poppy’s birthday, and take Poppy on Sunday, when it is her—’


‘I can’t go to Thorpe Park twice in one weekend!’ Martin blusters.


Lola sucks a tendril of hair fretfully.


‘Why not?’ I ask.


‘Bloody hell, Cait. I hate those places. They’re full of screaming, hyperactive kids dosed up on cheap sweets. They do my head in.’


‘Do they? I thought you enjoyed your jolly days out with our children.’


A pause. ‘You have to twist everything, don’t you?’


I picture Martin’s neck, with the tufts of fluffy hair growing down the back – greying a little now, I’d been pleased to note – and how I’d like to give that a damn good twist. Right round, until his eyes bulged and his veins stuck out. That would make a pleasant change from being so bloody mature and let’s-be-reasonable-for-the-kids. I’m so controlled at kiddie-handover time that sometimes I fear that my heart will judder to a halt from the effort. That would show him.


‘Or,’ I continue, skirting round his remark, ‘you could take all of them together and split up – so Daisy takes Poppy to one part, and you take ours to another, and the two families go around separately …’ I tail off, overcome by the awful realisation that Martin doesn’t view himself as belonging to a separate family from Daisy and Poppy. Of course he doesn’t.


‘Space issues’ – his term – mean that he is unable to accommodate his own offspring more frequently than every other weekend. Daisy and Poppy are with him virtually all the time. He’ll have read billions of bedtime stories, the way he used to with ours. They are Martin’s family now. A woman with a glossy black bob, pert young-person’s breasts and a precocious daughter who won’t let Lola lay a finger on My Little Pony’s mane brush. Over eight months on, when I’m supposed to have recovered from the break-up and be moving on, making a new life for myself – all the overly positive crap that fills magazines like Bambino – and I still yearn to stab him between the eyes. We’re not even going through a divorce. I haven’t set anything in motion, for the pathetic reason that being no longer married to me might make life easier for him. Martin hasn’t dared to suggest it.


I finish the call, mentally totting up our scores: Martin, 1; Cait, O.


Lola gazes up at me, her dark eyes gleaming like Christmas-tree baubles. ‘Why won’t Daddy take us to Thorpe Park?’ she asks.


‘He says he’ll still take you,’ I babble, ‘and he’s really looking forward to it, but he can’t do it this weekend because something else is happening.’


‘Oh. What’s happening?’


She knows, of course she does. She just wants me to say it. I scrabble for the least hurtful answer, my tongue flapping dryly in my mouth. ‘He didn’t say,’ is all I can dredge up.


‘He’s taking Poppy instead, isn’t he?’ A tear wobbles dangerously, and I bend down to pull her close.


‘It’s her birthday,’ I say softly. ‘She just wants a special time.’


She fixes me with a stoic look, her brave face. ‘So do I,’ she mutters.


‘Listen, we’ll do something special too. I’ve just got to finish my work, OK? Then we’ll pop out and pick up the boys and come back for tea. We’ll have pancakes for afters, all right?’


‘With lemon and sugar?’


‘We’ll buy a lemon on the way home. You can make the batter all by yourself.’


Lola musters a weak smile and plonks herself on the rug. I don’t have it in me to go on about the buggered TV, not after her disappointment over Thorpe Park. Summoning every ounce of concentration, she draws a perfect crown on the biggest zebra’s head. No matter what Martin does, or how often he lets her down, he’s still King Daddy as far as his daughter’s concerned. Which strikes me as more than a little unfair.


Down in the bowels of the house – our shadowy basement kitchen – I try to switch back into work mode, but it’s useless. I can’t face the tongue thing again, let alone corn creams and blackhead exterminators. Martin’s calls often have that effect. It’s as if he’s hatching a plot to make me lose my Vitalworld job on top of everything else.


It’s not that I want us to get back together. The thought of Martin touching me – or, indeed, inhabiting the same page of the A–Z – makes me want to vomit. No, what concerns me these days is his effect on the kids. It churns my insides to see Lola struggling to be brave and good. Jake has taken to cleaning his bedroom with alarming vigour. The first time I caught him lugging the Hoover upstairs, I assumed he needed it for a game.


‘I want my room to be nice,’ he’d muttered.


‘But I make it nice!’ I’d protested.


‘It’s not nice. It’s horrible and dirty.’


Shortly afterwards, he’d bought a can of Mr Sheen (Spring Fresh fragrance) with his own pocket money. Whenever he uses it, its smell seems to permeate the entire house. Sometimes I can even taste it.


And Travis? He’s too young to grasp the ins and outs, but is patently aware that Daddy no longer lives with us, and that another adult female plus offspring now feature in his life.


He knows that Dad used to put out his breakfast cereal and pour the milk from a great height, making sploshy white waterfalls. And now he doesn’t.


I check my inbox. There’s an email from Ross at Vitalworld.


Hi, Cait,


Hope all’s good with you and the brood.


He always says ‘brood’; it makes me feel like a plump hen.


Sorry to be a pain, but could you try a slight change of tone with your new batch of copy and make it bouncier? I’ve had feedback from the big cheeses and they’d like it more upbeat, hard sell – you know the kind of thing. I’m sure you won’t find it a problem. Hope you haven’t done too much work on it already.


Cheers, Cait, and have a great weekend,


Ross


I glare down at my product list:


• Gloss ’n’ Gleam Anti-Dandruff Conditioning Masque


I start to write, ‘Is anything worse than spotting a snowstorm on your shoulders?’ and think, Yes! Lots of things are far worse than that. Like your husband announcing that he and his girlfriend are moving to a fancy new flat in Canary Wharf, as they want somewhere that feels like ‘theirs’ instead of just ‘hers’. (Despite the fact that his extortionate maintenance payments – which, being Athena Daddy, he is quite happy to make – have rendered them bankrupt. Allegedly.) A flat with not one but two – count’em! – roof terraces.


• pile ointment


• Fresh Zone halitosis pills with extract of liquorice and clove


• Blackhead-Removal System


• Redeem Hair-Recovery Programme for Men


• Corn Care with natural beeswax. Also effective for heels, elbows and other scaly areas.


Who the hell buys this stuff? Lizards?


• Wind-Away tablets, to ease the discomfort of flatulence and trapped wind.


God, the human body can be terribly embarrassing sometimes. Having lost momentum with the tongue thing, I move on to the fart pills, trying to muster every upbeat cell in my body.


Maybe it’s time I found myself a proper job.


This is all Martin’s fault. I’d have nearly finished by now if he hadn’t cancelled and thrown me off track. All it would need is a little ‘bouncing up’.


Thorpe Park. It’s opening weekend, to coincide with February half-term. For all I care, he can spend the entire weekend with Daisy and Poppy on the spinny rides he so hates. The kids and I will have a fantastic time doing, er … I’m sure I’ll conjure up something.


As for Martin choosing birthday girl over his own flesh and blood, I won’t utter one more word about it. Let them have their damn one-to-one. I’ll rise above them like a dignified cloud.
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Thorpe Park is as gaudy as the contents of an upended toy box.


‘Come on!’ Travis yelps, tugging his mittened hand free and tearing away.


I grab him by his dungaree strap. ‘We’ll have to stick together or we’ll lose you. Look how busy it is here.’


‘Wanna go on that!’ he rages, indicating a terrifying roller coaster looping the loop.


‘That’s for bigger children, Travis. There are lots of other things you can go on.’


‘Don’t want baby things. Want big-boy things.’ He juts out his bottom lip like a ramp.


Sam catches my eye and grins. I am part of a ‘we’ again – albeit temporarily – as, to my surprise and delight, my single-dad friend offered to come with us. Sam’s ex-wife, mother to their ten-year-old son, Harvey, apparently swished off some years ago to ‘find herself’ in Cornwall with an old flame. Like me, Sam has been dumped on with ten tons of horse shit. Unlike me, he doesn’t – as far as I’m aware – harbour resentment and hatred. Things seem to be terribly grown-up and respectful between Sam and Amelia. I once spotted a hand-drawn birthday card on his mantelpiece, in which she’d written, ‘Happy birthday, babe. Love, Melly xxx,’ which hardly hinted at mutual hatred.


‘Aren’t you worried we’ll bump into them?’ he asks, as our group straggles through the throng.


My plan had been to do precisely that, as a kind of up-yours gesture. I know – neither big nor clever. And now I’m not so sure I want to be here at all.


‘I don’t think it’s likely,’ I tell him, ‘but if we do, I can handle it.’ I’ve got you, I want to add.


He drapes a reassuring arm round my shoulders. Sweet, kind Sam. He’d be immensely fanciable – dark, dark eyes, lithe, slender body – to any woman whose libido hadn’t been utterly quashed, as mine has.


‘I just don’t want you getting upset,’ he says.


‘Sam –’ I turn to face him ‘– I really don’t give a stuff about them. Come on, let’s find the water-ride thing.’


My spirits have risen – probably due to Jake looking happy for once, instead of wearing his usual droopy ‘yeah, yeah’ face. We spend the morning milling from ride to ride, braving the Rumba Rapids and the tamest of the roller coasters, where two women in the car in front steal lusty glances at Sam when they think I’m not watching. I first met him a year ago, but we’ve been hanging out with the kids for six months or so, since Sam and Harvey moved into the next street and our sons became firm friends at school. Sam has hauled me out of a pit of depression, stopping me from feeling like a crushed eggshell at the bottom of the pedal bin of life. I am now a baked-bean can, roughly halfway up. Naturally, Bev and Marcia and the rest of the PTA mob assume that we’re enjoying a rampant affair, based on the evidence that we hang out together and our sons are friends – plus, single mothers are gagging to shag the pants off anyone, of course. I ran into Marcia in the supermarket last week. She gave the contents of my trolley a quick once-over, as if expecting to glimpse ready-meals and gallons of gin.


After our café lunch, Sam whisks Travis to the toddler rides, while I jam myself on to the big wheel with the others. Big wheels I can handle. And it’s from there, at its highest point, that I spot him. Martin, wearing a yolk-coloured T-shirt, with a child perched on his shoulders.


My stomach tightens and I grip Lola’s hand. I shouldn’t have brought them here, at least not today. Now there’s no escape. My kids are about to be faced with their father and Poppy on her special day, and it’s all my stupid, blundering fault. I gawp at Poppy. All I know about Daisy’s little darling has been gleaned from the kids following Daddy Weekends. Poppy has a ‘special’ chair at the table on which no one else is allowed to sit. She shuns any foods that are deemed ‘soft’. She has a dolly’s cot, high chair, buggy and camper van – and probably a timeshare in dolly’s holiday villa in Mauritius. Because Martin ferries our children to and from his new pad, I have yet to have the pleasure of meeting her. Lola has told me that she refuses to wear anything non-pink, hence my private nickname for her, Pink Princess.


Martin looks utterly at ease with her. Poppy keeps twisting round excitedly, her legs dangling against his chest. He is gripping her ankles, keeping her steady and safe. Anyone would think he was her dad. On top of the dolly’s high chair and timeshare, this child now has our children’s father – albeit in a sick-making yellow T-shirt. Is he trying to look like a children’s TV presenter, or a tub of margarine? The T-shirt is a precise match for those butter-substitute tubs: Utterly Butterly, I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter – of course it’s not butter, you thick twit.


Frantically, I plot our escape route to avoid confronting the charming birthday tableau. What was I thinking, hauling the kids here today? I’d wanted to make a point. (He might feel fine about disappointing our children. I most certainly do not.) I’d wanted to scream out the message: ‘You might think you’re the only one who’s allowed here on Poppy’s birthday … but here we are! We’ve paid our entrance fee and we’re going to damn well enjoy ourselves!’ And I hadn’t considered how wretched they’d feel, seeing Martin with his shiny new family. I am despicable. Imagine using your own children to make a point. They should be removed from my care.


If only we could escape without being spotted. I know – once we get off the ride, I’ll tell Sam we have to leave immediately. I’ll feign illness, a fainting fit – even death. Anything to get the hell out of this damn place. Fuck, the margarine blob is edging closer. As our big-wheel chair descends, I can see the back of Poppy’s head, her ash-blonde curls clumped up with numerous hairclips and ribbons – a fine example of accessory overload.


‘Mummy,’ Lola protests, ‘you’re hurting my hand.’


‘Sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t realise.’ I let go and wipe sweat from my palms on to my jeans. I am sweating all over, even though it’s chilly enough for our breath to form pale clouds. Mercifully, there’s no sign of Slapper. I have met her only once, a couple of months ago, when I ran into her and Martin Christmas shopping in Covent Garden. They’d been clutching each other’s hands and had sprung apart as soon as they saw me. At least she had the decency to look horrified. My teeth were so tightly gritted I’d feared that they’d crumble to dust. I’d been so shattered by the effort of being reasonable and mature that I’d dived into a pub and ordered a glass of white wine, which I’d downed virtually in one. If I wound up in the Priory, I would be forwarding the bill to Martin.


‘That was brilliant!’ Harvey enthuses. ‘Can we go on again?’


‘Maybe later,’ I say quickly. ‘We’re meeting your dad by the teacup ride so we’ll have to get off really fast, OK, and hurry round that way.’ I jab a hand in the opposite direction to the margarine blob.


‘Why are we in a hurry?’ Jake narrows his eyes suspiciously.


‘Because … we want to go on as many rides as we can, don’t we? There’s so much to see, isn’t there? Isn’t this fantastic?’ I realise I am hyperventilating and try to steady my breath.


Jake tosses his growing-out fringe from his eyes. I do my damnedest to blot out Martin from my line of sight, but the T-shirt shines gaudily, like a buttercup floating in a river. The wheel judders to a halt and we all clamber out.


‘Mum, look!’ Jake yelps. ‘There’s Dad!’ He charges towards him, with Lola tearing after, hair flying behind her.


I watch them, with Harvey lurking at my side, as they grind to a standstill before their father and stare up at Poppy.


‘Hello, Daddy,’ Lola says, less gleeful now.


The grin spreads unsteadily over Martin’s face. ‘Hi, you guys!’ He flings me a stern look as I approach.


Harvey, suddenly awkward and shy, has thrust his hands into his pockets and is staring at the ground.


Lola glares up at the small blonde appendage perched upon her dad’s shoulders. Poppy crunches a sweet. Her unwavering gaze has a touch of smugness about it. She has pale porcelain skin, widely set pale-blue eyes like a doll’s and is done up to the neck in a quilted pink jacket, its hood thickly edged with silver fur.


‘So,’ Martin smirks, ‘fancy meeting you here.’


‘The kids wanted to come,’ I murmur.


‘Yeah,’ Jake asserts. ‘Mum said you couldn’t bring us so she would. Why couldn’t we all have come together?’


‘I, er, it was tricky,’ Martin says with a tight laugh.


I feel myself shrinking and withering inside.


‘Well,’ Lola announces, ‘we’re all together now.’


Martin frowns and hisses, as if Harvey might be hearing-impaired, ‘Isn’t that Sam Blackwell’s boy?’


‘Yes, he is. His name’s Harvey. Sam’s taken Travis to the little ones’ rides, so we’d better go. We’re meeting them at—’


‘What I can’t understand,’ Martin snaps, ‘is why you had to come here today. To make a point, was it?’


Clearly, he’s forgetting that an impressionable young person sporting six billion hair clips is drinking in his every word.


‘Of course it wasn’t,’ I snap back.


‘You really know how to make things awkward, Cait.’


I start to protest, but he launches a second attack: ‘We could have talked, if it was that important. I never imagined you’d do this.’


‘Dad, we went on the big wheel,’ Jake mumbles.


‘That’s nice.’ Martin responds with a stretched smile.


‘Can we do that, Martin?’ Poppy whispers. ‘Can we go on the big wheel?’


‘Later, darling,’ he mumbles.


Darling now, is it?


‘Where’s Mummy?’ she asks.


‘She’s gone to get—’ He starts, glimpsing a face in the crowd and waving frantically. ‘Look – here’s Mummy now!’


Poppy swings round, grinning delightedly as Slapper approaches.


Daisy is smiling and clutching two hot drinks cups, but her smile wilts when she sees me. Oh, fuck, I can see in her eyes. Oh, bollocks. Her jaw has set rigid. She is wearing slim navy trousers, flat lilac pumps with bows at the front and a sheer sleeveless top patterned with tiny pink flowers. I am staring like a pervy old man.


She wobbles a little as a child buffets her, causing liquid to splosh through the holes in the lids.


‘Mummy!’ Poppy cries, but all Daisy can manage is a grimace.


I gawp at her top. It is wet and has turned virtually transparent. No jacket or sweater, in February! How very silly of her.


‘Hello, Caitlin,’ she says, handing a steaming cup to Martin. ‘Fancy seeing you here.’ A tremor appears beneath her left eye.


‘Yes, fancy,’ I say, unable to tear away my gaze from her magnificent breasts. These breasts, I notice with a plummeting heart, are unhampered by bra. They jut out like Barbie’s with no visible means of support. They are cartoon breasts, the pneumatic tits of a thirteen-year-old boy’s lurid sketch.


They do not look real.


‘Why are you wet, Daisy?’ Lola asks.


That’s my girl.


‘I know, stupid isn’t it?’ She laughs a little too loudly, swinging her hair, shampoo-ad-style. ‘We went on the Rumba Rapids and my coat got soaked. Thought I’d be better without it.’


‘But your top’s wet as well,’ Lola observes, ‘and it’s really cold today. Mummy made us wear gloves.’


Have a fiver, fabulous daughter of mine.


‘Funny, isn’t it?’ I cut in. ‘We went on the Rumba Rapids too and we’re all perfectly dry. Guess we were just lucky.’


‘I think it depends where you sit in the boat thing,’ she says coolly.


I realise that as well as the small blonde appendage on his shoulders, Martin also has a coat jammed under his arm. Must be Daisy’s. I can’t ever recall him carrying my coat.


Harvey is regarding Daisy with an open sneer. Jake twiddles his jacket zip distractedly. Firing me a look of defiance, Daisy takes Martin’s hand. She grips it so tightly her knuckles whiten.


‘Well,’ Martin blusters, ‘we’re heading off for lunch in the café. Enjoy the rest of your day. I’ll see you next weekend, OK, kids? We’ll have lots of fun then. Fancy seeing what’s on at the Science Museum?’


There’s half-hearted nodding. Jake crushes a Smarties tube with his foot.


‘We’ll do something really special,’ Martin concludes, and I glance down to check whether his insincerity is dripping all over the ground, forming puddles of lies.


Then I see Sam approaching with Travis, scanning the throng for us. He spots Martin and holds back. Our eyes meet and he frowns with concern.


‘I’m sure they’ll look forward to that,’ I say stiffly, shepherding the children away.


‘Bye!’ Poppy calls after us, her ‘I am five’ badge glinting in the wintry sun.


She’s only a kid. None of this is her fault. She didn’t choose her mother or insist that she seduced unsuspecting males in their offices. Poppy has nothing whatsoever to do with Slapper’s deluxe after-sales service. I try to smile at her, as any decent adult would, but it won’t come. She’s pointing at the highest roller coaster now, resting her chin on the top of Martin’s head.


Gripping Lola’s hand tightly, I will my eyes to behave as the birthday threesome disappears into the crowd.
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We’re home, and although it’s dark and bitterly cold outside, the kids insist on surging out to crack iced puddles in the back garden. They dive in and out of the kitchen, demanding further ice-breaking implements. I locate gnarled plastic spades, but draw the line at dishing out ladles and serrated bread knives.


‘Hope you’re not depressed about Miss Wet T-Shirt,’ Sam ventures when the kids are out of earshot.


I am loading fish fingers on to the grill. Daisy’s breasts still shimmer pertly in my brain.


‘Of course not,’ I insist. ‘You were right, though. It was a dumb idea to go today.’


‘I didn’t say that …’


‘No, but you thought it. You tried to warn me. I was trying to prove that I didn’t care and ended up making the kids feel awful.’ My voice trembles. ‘I shouldn’t have put them through that.’


‘Maybe it wasn’t your smartest move,’ Sam says gently, which is marginally better than, ‘I told you so.’


He smiles and it’s infectious, as if our mouth-raising mechanisms are somehow connected.


‘Anyway,’ I add, ‘what did you think of Slapper?’


The kids are bickering in the garden. Too many children, too few frozen puddles to go round.


‘Um … hard,’ Sam murmurs.


‘It’s not that hard,’ I retort. ‘I mean, d’you think she’s attractive? I don’t mind. I mean, I know she is …’


‘No – hard-faced. One of those brittle faces that looks like it’d crack and fall off if she laughed … Can she laugh, out of interest?’


Sam cheers me up, despite everything. ‘I’m not sure. Actually, I meant her wet top and no bra and all that.’


He crinkles his brow. ‘They were, um, very …’


‘Pert?’


‘Wet. They were very wet. Something warmer, like a polo-neck jumper, would’ve been more suitable.’


I laugh and tip peas into a pan. It wouldn’t bother me, honestly, if Sam had been mesmerised by Slapper’s display. He’s a man, after all, yet he seems totally uninterested in meeting anyone. Maybe it’s the still-hankering-after-the-ex thing. Or perhaps, like me, he has no urge to do it with anybody. I haven’t slept with anyone – apart from Travis and Lola in the throes of a nightmare or chickenpox – since Martin left, and doubt if I ever will again. It’s been over eight months and the thought of any man pawing my body still makes me feel nauseous. I have tried to fancy Sam, if only to reassure myself that I’m still capable of having lewd thoughts. I have done my utmost to imagine him naked, the two of us kissing passionately and my hands roaming all over his perfectly roamable body, but nothing happens. Not a tingle – not one iota of smut in my head. I have repeated the process with every man I know between the ages of twenty and eighty-five (a pretty generous catchment area, I’d have thought). Still nothing. My libido has died, like a plant that no one has bothered to water.


Sam mooches out to check on the kids, letting in an icy gust. It feels so right, him hanging out here with us. From the moment we met, sheltering from driving rain beneath the slide in the park, our friendship seemed inevitable.


‘Hey,’ he says, jutting his face round the doorway, ‘you really are upset about today, aren’t you?’


I nod mutely. ‘I used the kids to get at Martin.’


‘Oh, Cait. They’re over it, and they had a great time. Just forget about Martin and Slapper.’


How can I? I think, as Sam comes over and hugs me.


‘Listen.’ Sam pulls away, fixing me with a stare. ‘You don’t want him back, do you?’


‘God, no.’ I turn away and yank out the grill pan.


‘So stop obsessing. She’s an idiot and they deserve each other. She’s probably caught pneumonia by now.’


‘Hope so.’ I hate myself for caring, for imagining Martin helping Daisy to peel off her wet things, running her a hot bath, bringing her a glass of wine and administering a post-soak massage …


More than any of that, I hate it that I’ve turned into a sexless android at the age of thirty-five.


Later, after reading Lola and Travis’s bedtime stories, I step into Jake’s room to say goodnight. He has taken the books off his shelf and is wiping it with a yellow duster.


‘Why are you doing that?’ I ask faintly.


‘’Cause I want to,’ he murmurs.


Inhaling deeply, I sit on the edge of his bed. Instantly, I’m shrouded in guilt. I should be helping, not sitting watching him; I should have cleaned the shelf, so he doesn’t have to. At ten years old, he shouldn’t fret about dust.


‘Jake,’ I venture, ‘I’m really pleased that you’re helping around the house, but you needn’t spend so much time, you know … polishing and stuff.’


‘’S’all right,’ he mumbles.


‘What was wrong with your bookshelf anyway? You keep your books so tidy these days. Sam couldn’t believe it last time he came into your room and—’


‘There was a spider,’ Jake snaps, gripping the duster. ‘It ran over the top of my books.’


A nervous laugh crackles out of me. ‘Not scared of spiders, are you, hon? You’re always collecting bugs in the garden …’


‘It means it’s dirty in here. There’s probably webs and stuff.’


I open my mouth to speak, but he turns away and gives the shelf another squoosh of Mr Sheen. I feel so empty, watching him rubbing vigorously with the duster. All I want is my old Jake back, who not so very long ago would clamber on to my lap and demand kisses. Jake whose room featured pyjamas strewn on the floor, faintly whiffing of pee, and ancient juice cups left festering on his windowsill.


Right now, I could kiss a festering juice cup.


‘Then he followed me to the bathroom,’ Millie enthuses next day over lunch, ‘and honestly, Cait, you wouldn’t believe it, the size of—’


‘Shhh!’ I indicate Travis, who is merrily rapping the table with a teaspoon.


We’re in Marco’s, a cramped and bustling Italian restaurant close to Millie’s office near Leicester Square.


‘What?’ She blinks at me. ‘He’s a baby. He doesn’t understand.’


‘Of course he does! He can hear, you know. And talk and repeat things …’


‘I’m not a baby,’ Travis retorts.


‘How old is he again?’ Millie asks, as if he is incapable of comprehension or speech.


‘Three.’


I manage not to add, ‘You’re his godmother, remember? The chosen one. Surely his birthday is indelibly printed on your brain?’


She frowns, knitting her immaculate brows, as if I have come up with some startling theory regarding infant development. Despite editing Bambino, Britain’s so-called ‘weekly parenting bible’, Millie seems to know stuff-all about children. She has none of her own – her relationships tend to fizzle out after a few heady weeks – and I suspect she resents the ones she’s forced to encounter, as if anyone under eleven years old should only be allowed to eat at McDonald’s. On spying a small child in a restaurant, she reels back, as if their nappy is likely to spontaneously combust in her face. In fact, none of Millie’s editorial staff are parents, ‘Although we all know people with children,’ she once told me, rather hotly.


She continues to rave breathlessly about her new man, who’s a motorcycle courier (at the moment) but really a sculptor who does amazing things with rusting window frames. ‘Incredible legs,’ she breathes. ‘You know that lovely muscle men have on the inside thigh, just below the crotch …’ She runs a finger down her inner thigh.
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