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​Chapter 1: Sally
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‘I’m sure it’s a coincidence but my wife went on Valium when I retired.’

Henry.

––––––––
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‘I’m on tranquillisers because my husband is driving me crazy.’

Sally.

––––––––
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Fifteen minutes ago, Henry left the house for the first time in days and I did a little jig when the front door closed. But he’d forgotten his wallet and returned thirty seconds later and said, ‘Why are you dancing?’

‘Need the loo,’ I improvised. 

He tutted. ‘It’s silly to strain your bladder like that. And don’t forget to wash your hands.’

A cauldron of rage bubbled inside me. ‘Don’t forget to wash my hands? How old do you think I am? It’s insulting.’

‘Now, now,’ he said, hands up as if surrendering to the enemy, ‘I’m only trying to help. And use the bar soap, not the liquid, it costs less per wash.’

Help!

I noticed his bone-handled umbrella in the stand and it took saintly restraint not to bludgeon him over the head with it, but he sensed my anger and made a swift exit. And I no longer felt like dancing, more like slitting my throat.

Since my husband Henry retired early from his head accountant job at Nut Jobs Engineering he constantly gives me free advice.

‘It would be more efficient if you wrapped those potatoes in foil before baking them.’

‘Don’t start the washing machine now - wait until there are more clothes.’

‘Do you need that second chocolate digestive? You’ll get diabetes.’

‘Don’t drink so much coffee - you’re already on your third cup.’

I was tempted to throw the coffee over him, but that would have wasted good beans. 

Henry shouldn’t be under my feet as we live in a spacious four-bedroom house, but he has this uncanny ability to spring up when least wanted, like Zebedee from The Magic Roundabout announcing bedtime.

Last month, he advised me on how to open a can of peaches. ‘Hold the can over a Pyrex bowl so you don’t waste any juice, and wear a pinafore lest it spurt out and stain your blouse.’ 

My mouth twisted to not laugh at ‘spurt’, lest Henry called me juvenile and got stroppy.

Then he berated me for not having any fresh peaches available. ‘It’s not rocket science, Sally, to keep a well-stocked kitchen. Now that I'm retired, I should take over the shopping.’

I said, ‘Fine,’ after counting to ten for the tenth time that morning. Ten days later, I reluctantly threw away an enormous pile of mouldy fruit and veg, making sure it was in Henry’s presence.

‘Why are you throwing food away?’ he said, horrified, as though I’d killed a puppy.

That’s another thing - he doesn’t want a dog - ‘Lest they put muddy paw prints on the beige carpets’. And guess who insisted upon beige - even though the beautiful red with gold flecks was reduced by forty per cent? Not me. For Henry to resist such a good deal shows how much he likes neutral shades.

‘Did you hear me?’ said Henry.

Ah, yes, he moaned about me throwing food away. ‘Erm, because you bought too much, you haven’t even eaten one of your precious peaches, never mind the apples, plums, blueberries or bananas. And the twelve bags of mixed leaves turned to pulp days ago.’ I’d bravely attacked the mountain myself, but there is only so much fruit, veg and salad one woman can eat. 

If he’d bought too much chocolate, I’d have made more effort to deplete the pile.

Henry reddened. ‘Perhaps I misjudged the quantities, but you should have incorporated everything into meals.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘That would have necessitated inviting the entire boulevard for dinner several times over. And you nag me about waste.’

We live in a cul-de-sac comprising nine identical 1980s houses on the outskirts of Godalming, Surrey. It reminds me of Knots Landing’s Seaview Circle minus the hot tubs, trowelled-on makeup, swimming pools and Ewings.

Henry puffed up like an indignant peacock and said, ‘I do not nag - I advise. But I’ve discovered I’m too busy to do the food shopping. Perhaps you should take over again.’

‘Okay. And you’ll have time to improve your golf swing.’ Hint hint.

He brightened. ‘Yes, perhaps I’ll join the local club.’

Please, God, make him join Swingers. 

He only plays occasionally as the guest of a friend. With Henry’s birthday imminent, perhaps I’ll buy him a year’s membership - the art of wicked gift-giving. My business has flourished recently and I probably have adequate funds.

I run a second-hand online clothes store, Worn Again, from home and store the stock in our daughter’s old room as it’s the second largest and has wonderful light for photos. As she and her husband recently moved to a nearby massive mansion, she rarely stays over.

My job fulfils my shopping fetish - lots of browsing in charity shops for treasures - and even Henry approves of my profits. ‘You bought that cardigan from Save the Porpoises for two pounds, added new buttons and some trim and someone paid forty quid for it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well done.’ 

That’s the problem with Henry - he’s not all bad - if he were, I’d have headed for the airport long ago. He has a good heart but is obsessed with profit and efficiency and is almost devoid of passion - unless about cash flow and financial projections.

Sitting in our predominantly beige and brown living room with a cup of strong coffee, I consider divorce for the second time today. Should I phone a lawyer? Not sure. 

Instead, I call my daughter who answers after the third ring. ‘Hi, Mum. How’s it hanging?’

‘I’d like to hang your dad.’

‘Is he driving you mad?’

‘Do dogs lick their balls?’

‘Only the ones without manners,’ says Heather with a giggle. ‘Don’t let him get to you, Mum. I hardly ever do.’

True - my daughter is a more placid person than I and when Henry annoys her she usually says, ‘Good idea, Dad,’ then does her own thing.

Although I fear this approach makes him worse. In our last row about his endless habit of stating the obvious and dressing it up as advice, he said, ‘It’s only you who doesn’t appreciate my input, Sally.’ 

‘You don’t deal with Dad properly,’ continues Heather.

‘I need lessons from you. Are you still expecting me for lunch today?’

‘Of course, and I’m here alone.’ 

‘I thought Terry was working from home this week?’ Heather's husband owns an insurance company and can spot a potential new client (victim) at fifty paces. 

‘He’s gone to a vintage car show.’

You didn’t want to go?’

‘No, Mum. I’ve had it with cars - he’s obsessed with them whereas all I’m interested in is a car that gets me from A to B.’

My daughter's car is a top-of-the-range Range Rover, but I don’t make a smart comment.

My pretty daughter married an almost billionaire nearly three years ago. At first, I expected him to have a roving eye, but he seems to adore her.

​
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​Chapter 2: Sally
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When I first told my best friend about Heather’s new boyfriend’s big London house, bigger bank account and classic car collection, she said, ‘I suppose he’s old and ugly?’

‘Far from it,’ I answered truthfully. ‘He’s blond and cute with dimples. And they’re in Thailand on holiday.’

‘Have you met him?’

‘No - but Heather texted me a photo.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘George.’

But Heather soon discovered that most of the assets, including the house, belonged to George's dad who'd been sailing the Greek islands on his yacht.

The older man returned from his holiday earlier than announced and caught George and Heather in his bed. Luckily, they were asleep and not in the throes of passion. The dad, Terry, was about to eject them both from the house, but after one look at Heather's sleeping face, he fell in love, marched his naked son out of the bedroom and told him he intended to marry Heather.

The son initially protested, but Terry offered a large allowance if George left the country for a few years.

This conversation took place outside the lavish room where Heather lay in bed, wide awake. If George had refused the bribe, she’d have dashed into his arms. Instead, she stayed put until Terry appeared soon after and said, ‘Did you hear that conversation, sweetheart?’

She’d only heard parts of it - but enough. Propped up against duck-down pillows encased in million-thread-count Egyptian cotton, Heather said, ‘Yes.’

Terry sat on the edge of the eight-foot-wide bed, took her hand, and looked into her young amber eyes with his much older brown baggy ones. ‘Get dressed, then I’ll take you to The Ritz for lunch.’

Weeks after they met, he took Heather on a world tour, where they stayed at the best hotels and ate at the finest restaurants. In Vegas, when she was high on champagne, caviar and candlelight, he proposed, and they married the next day. My daughter was twenty-seven, Terry fifty-eight.

––––––––
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Henry and I were heartbroken they didn’t invite us and shocked that our daughter had sold her soul to the devil for money. She insists she’s happy but I reckon she wears a ‘painted smile’, like in the Isley Brothers song. During our last phone call, I sensed despair beneath the forced joviality as she seemed too ‘up’ as if acting. When Heather is genuinely happy, she exudes calm contentment.

I hope my daughter finally opens up to me when I pop over for lunch today.

Our middle-class home is a ten-minute walk away from Heather’s posh one. Until recently, she lived in London’s salubrious Eaton Square, but when she found nearby Grantley Manor for sale, she persuaded Terry to buy it.

But it worries me that a young married woman wishes to live so close to her mother. I like to maintain a good distance between Mum and me to avoid the ‘just popping in’ visits. I adore the eccentric old dear, but she lives over two hundred miles away in Liverpool and a bi-monthly visit is sufficient for us both. Although during my last visit, she seemed weirder than usual, and her normally pristine home was full of clutter. When I asked why, she said, ‘I’m storing stuff for a friend while he does renovations.’

‘What friend?’

‘Oh, just a man I met in the park.’

‘Why are you blushing?’

‘It’s a bit hot in here.’ She ostentatiously mopped her brow and sighed.

Anyway, back to Heather - I worry that the house is in Terry’s name. And she hasn’t confirmed or denied it, but I reckon a pretty harsh prenup is involved and he trapped my daughter like a beautiful bird in a cage. 

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 3: Sally
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Noticing the time, I quickly dress in a pair of black Capri pants, a favourite pink t-shirt and my beloved silver glitter Fitflops. I’m growing out my greying hair (mid-brown with Clairol’s help) and it’s almost shoulder length with a side part, tucked behind my ears. I add a touch of aubergine liner to enhance my green eyes, a smidge of coral blush, matching lipstick, a spray of Lush Karma and I’m ready. As a last-minute precaution, I grab a lightweight black blazer lest the sunny June day clouds over.

Heather’s eight-bedroom home is only a ten-minute walk away, but I spend it thinking about Henry, almost oblivious to the beautiful roses which adorn most of the gardens.

I’d like a change. Several changes, but where to start? Hmm, let’s start with a change of husband. Or perhaps I will live alone for a while in a cute country cottage and watch ‘silly movies’ and read ‘silly books’ without Henry mocking me. Everything he does is ‘important’ and most of my tasks and pleasures are ‘silly’.

Our life revolves around Henry’s needs.

Not sexual needs, as I don’t believe he’s had any since we conceived Heather. But he ‘does his duty’ and I don’t have the heart to tell him I’d rather he didn’t bother. And the foreplay, if you could call it that, is horrific. At about 11 pm every Saturday night, he rubs his hands together and says, ‘Go on upstairs, dear and wait for me, and I’ll come and do my duty.’

Exciting, or what?

He even dons his best blue and white striped pyjamas for the occasion, which remind me of prison garb, and only removes the bottoms. I wish I could say something, but the words stuck in my throat years ago, as does the Brut he splashes on all over prior to our weekly encounters.

If I complain about one thing, I won’t be able to stop. It’s not just his fault as I enable him, but we’re in a dreary play with no end date. A horrible merry-go-round - or misery-go-round. Like the ballerina in The Red Shoes 1948 movie who can’t stop dancing.

When friends tell me their dilemmas about jobs, spouses, relatives or kids, the answers seem so simple. 

But when you feel emotionally trapped, it's hard to see that the door between you and the light has no key. And you worry you’ll end something bad but not intolerable to step into something worse. That oft-touted phrase about the devil you know has a lot to answer for.

Yesterday, I forgot to buy Colman’s English mustard on my Waitrose trip. Henry stamped his foot and said, ‘I can’t eat steak without my Colman’s. Why are you spoiling things for me?’

‘There’s an opened jar of SuperSaver’s mustard in the fridge,’ I countered.

He pulled a horrified face as if I’d suggested he smear his steak in dog poop. Now, there’s a thought. 

My husband - five going on fifty-five - refused to eat his dinner until I nipped to the corner shop and bought his fave mustard, while I popped our dinners in a warm oven. When I returned with the little bottle of yellow stuff, he complained his ribeye was overcooked. 

‘Why couldn’t you focus on the posh steak I treated us to with one of my good sales, rather than the lack of the correct mustard?’ I complained.

Smugly, he said, ‘That’s my point. Why spoil superior steak with inferior mustard?’

Heather has left the ornamental gates open and as I begin the walk up her long, tree-lined gravel pathway, past the coy carp pond and up the fifteen marble steps to her massive mahogany front door flanked by Corinthian columns and two six-feet-tall stone lions, I can’t shake off my Henry annoyance.

It seems mad to put up with such nonsense, but he’s cast himself as ‘the reasonable and level-headed husband’ and me as the ‘awkward wife’. When I don’t respond to his desires or click my heels and spring into military action at one of his suggestions (orders), I’m ‘hormonal’ or ‘contrary’ and he tells me to ‘get a grip’.

I’d like to grip his throat and squeeze until...

Stop it, Sally, put on a happy face.

As I ring the doorbell, I hope the surly housekeeper, Mrs Pounceswell, who permanently looks like she’s swallowed a pint of vinegar doesn’t welcome me. Not that she knows the meaning of ‘welcome’. 

My prayers are answered when the door creaks open, Addams Family style, to reveal my pretty daughter who looks a little wan and far too thin, cradling Cherry the Chihuahua. She’s a cute dog but not my style as I’m a greyhound or whippet woman. If Henry and I ever divorce, I’ll adopt a dog. Or a cat - perhaps one of each. However, I’m sure Heather bought Cherry as a baby substitute, as she and Terry have been unlucky in the conception department. 

‘We do it loads, Mum, but nothing ever happens,’ she said recently, and an image of Terry, red faced, bug eyed and panting over my daughter popped into my mind, and I felt ill. Seriously, it was worse than schoolgirl me imagining my parents ‘at it’.

Moving swiftly on, my comments about Heather’s thinness aren't envy but pure worry. I swear the girl has lost five pounds since I saw her a week ago. 

‘Come on in, Mum. You look nice.’

‘So do you,’ I lie in despair at her awful outfit. Heather doesn’t belong in a suit suitable for Queen Elizabeth the Second in her final years. ‘Why the formal outfit? Is Royalty coming for lunch?’

‘Yes, Mum – you.’

‘Ha-ha. But seriously?’

She grimaces. ‘Terry said that now I’m thirty, I shouldn’t dress like a teenager. 

‘Nor should you dress like a dowager.’

‘Mum,’ says Heather warningly.

I swallow a smart comment about Terry’s tight jeans and shirts worn with trainers. Last I saw him he looked like he’d been pneumatically shot into his clothes and I feared he’d need to be cut out of them. I hinted as much to Heather and she said he couldn’t accept he’d gone up a size.

More like two, I thought.

‘Anyway,’ I say, ‘where are we having lunch today?’

‘Here in the house. Would you prefer to go out?’

‘No - I meant which room.’

‘Oh, Mrs Pouncewell has set a table in the conservatory. Shall we go through?’

‘Absolutely. Via the drinks cabinet preferably.’

‘No need - we have champagne on ice.’

‘Special occasion?’ I say.

Heather’s eyes widen. ‘Mum, it’s your birthday.’

‘I know - I’m only teasing.’

But I wasn’t. Not only have I forgotten - so has Henry unless he surprises me later, which I doubt. 

‘Didn’t you get any birthday cards?’ Heather persists.

‘Not yet. But the post has been late recently.’

Heather frowns then crosses the highly polished, beeswax-scented parquet floor towards the double glass doors leading to the beautiful Victorian conservatory, restored to its former glory and at great expense by my son-in-law. That latter term seems inappropriate for a man who’s five years older than my husband. I’m almost glad he and Heather haven’t conceived a baby - if it happened now (not literally now - yuck) he’d be in his eighties when the baby is twenty. In my heart, I want Heather to leave him and find a younger (and nicer) man. Although Terry appears amiable, I suspect it's only superficial.

Henry and I could barely keep our composure when Heather first introduced us. When he limped into our living room, I assumed his hips were crumbly from age, until we discovered he was injured when someone thwacked his thigh with a golf club by mistake. By the end of the evening, I wondered if it was deliberate.

‘Take a seat, Terry,’ I’d said, pointing to the sofa across from me.

‘Nice pattern,’ he replied, referring to the exciting brown and beige herringbone design.

‘Thanks, but it’s faded from age.’ I suppressed a giggle at my unintentional faux pas.

Henry later said, ‘I usually ask what their fathers do for a living. But it will be a miracle if Terry’s dad is still alive. What is Heather thinking?’

‘He’s rich - nearly a billionaire, apparently.’

Henry raised a cynical brow. ‘Is that how he describes himself?’

‘It’s how he described himself to Heather.’

‘Pathetic - nearly a billionaire is still a millionaire in my account book. And I bet the calculation includes optimistic stock and portfolio projections.’

Terry seemed uninteresting, not even remotely charming, and spent the entire evening talking about himself. My cars, my business, my holidays, my staff. And what really galled me - my girlfriend - alias Heather.

In the kitchen after pudding, she told me about the horrible incident while she was in bed with Terry’s son. ‘It was awful, Mum. I want to avoid being hurt or fooled by a charming young man again. So, Terry’s a safe bet and has promised to look after me.’

‘He’s older than your dad.’

‘So what?’

‘You can care for yourself,’ I retorted, disappointed by my daughter’s dependence on a man. Ashamed of how I kowtowed to Henry, I wanted better for Heather.

‘I love him, Mum.’

‘Him or his money?’

‘Mum, how can you say that?’ She averted her gaze and smoothed down her floral skirt. 

‘Because as your mother, I want you happy, not miserable. The wrong man, however rich, will never fulfil you in the long run.’

Heather’s eyes filled with tears. ‘It’s not just men, Mum - it’s work.’

‘You love your job.’ As I said it, I realised that’s what I wanted to believe. 

‘I hate it, would rather be a writer and Terry says he’ll support me until I’m successful.’

As far as I know, she’s never even written the first paragraph of her romantic comedy, as she’s been too busy dancing to Terry’s bossy tune. 

I know, I know, I can talk. But at least I love my job.

‘Mum, I need to fess up,’ my daughter says now.

‘What?’

A long pause before she says, ‘Terry repulses me, always has and there's more to it...’ 

Shocked, I spit out a mouthful of champagne, then take Heather’s hand across the wrought-iron table. ‘Tell me what’s wrong.’
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​Chapter 4: Heather
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From the age of ten, until recently, I’ve reminded Dad about Mum’s birthday and from when I was twelve, he gave me money and said, ‘Get something your mum would like, wrap it and tell me what it is. Oh, and also get a pretty card, and I’ll write it.’

Over the years, the amounts haven’t risen in sync with inflation, and since my first job, I’ve subsidised it. I even topped the amounts up with pocket money whilst still at school.

Last year, I bought a bottle of her fave perfume on Dad’s behalf and had to add half the price again. In short, he’s often stingy and doesn’t treat Mum well enough. And she doesn’t stand up for herself. Odd as her mum, my nan, was a battle-axe with Grandad. He loved it and often praised her when she scolded him. ‘Oh, you’re a wonderful woman and remind me of my old sergeant major. What!’

Grandad died ten years ago, but Nan is hale and hearty in her mid-seventies, totally bonkers and I love her to bits.

This year, I didn’t remind Dad about Mum’s birthday. My therapist said it’s not my responsibility and perhaps if I hadn’t smoothed things over so much, Mum might have stood up for herself more or realised how self-centred and unaware Dad can be.

On their first anniversary, he presented Mum with a beautiful bouquet of red roses. When she sniffed them, she smelled nothing.

‘They’re lovely, but have no fragrance,’ she said. 

Dad grinned knowingly. ‘The silk flowers were expensive. But long-term they’ll save a fortune.’

When Mum told me this, I said, ‘How would that save money?’

‘He planned to hide them a few days after each anniversary and present them afresh the following year.’

Unbelievable. At least Terry buys me proper flowers, although I keep telling him I’m not fond of lilies, but he never listens. ‘Don’t be silly, Heather. You must learn to like them.’

‘But they remind me of funerals.’

‘Nonsense.’

The list of things and activities Terry believes I should ‘learn to like’ is endless and includes duck shoots, vintage car shows, foie gras and golf, to name but a few.

I can’t even learn to like Terry.

––––––––
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But today is about Mum. Perhaps I should book a table for her birthday in that swish new restaurant on Godalming High Street as I’m worried Dad hasn’t organised anything. 

Last time the four of us went out for dinner, Terry took over and embarrassed me. First, he chose the wine and food without consulting anyone and when our waiter said they only had Badoit, not Perrier, Terry said, ‘There’s an all-night supermarket down the road. Send a member of staff to buy some.’
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