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To the Book Club Queens:


 


Assia, Brigitta, Claire, Emma, Emily, Jenny, Justine, Kate, Phoebe, Pippa, Yasmin and elusive Charlotte!


 


I love you. Life would be so very dull without you all.






September 9th


6.30am: There’s nothing wrong with an Indian summer, but you just don’t need one quite so early in the morning when you’re nursing a hangover and hovering over a toilet trying to pee on a stick. In fact, the sun is shining so brightly I’m wearing shades.


Squatting here, wearing sunglasses, I’m trying very hard to see an upside to this situation. I’m either pregnant at the age of forty-six. Or I’ve slid silently and unwittingly down the hormonal drainpipe and into menopause. It could be either. With my luck it’ll be both. A menopausal pregnancy? Is that actually possible? Isn’t that what happened to Cherie Blair, I wonder, staring at the Clearblue Pregnancy stick I found at the bottom of one of my many drawers full of tights I don’t wear, scarves I’ve forgotten I had, knickers that no longer fit and bikinis that lie there, ever hopeful that, one day, they’ll see the light of day.


I sit and wait and cross my fingers. Although quite what I’m crossing them for I’ve no idea. Either outcome is pretty appalling. I’ve got two children already. I couldn’t possibly cope with a third. A third? I retch slightly. Two is definitely enough.


So fingers crossed for the menopause then.


6.31am: One minute’s gone. I take off my Ray-Bans and look at the stick. Nothing. It says on the packet to wait for three minutes. Three whole minutes? I thought we were in an Instant World. Instant messaging, instant cameras, instant payday loans, instant coffee, instant death. Insta-bloody-gram. I wouldn’t wait three minutes for a Mocha Latte in Starbucks – why do I have to wait three minutes to see which particular bit of shit Fate’s chucked at me this week? It’s one of these new-fangled digital predictor things – one that simply proclaims “Pregnant” or “Not Pregnant” on a small grey screen. I shake it to hurry it up. Back in the day when I spent many a tense Saturday morning in various girlfriends’ flats watching the thin blue line spreading down a porous bit of cotton pad, we could see the score. We could watch our fates and futures seep out in pee and turquoise in front of our eyes. But now I’m staring at a blank screen. A bit like a calculator. It’s doing my hormonal maths.


6.32am: Two minutes and counting. This is fun. Barren? Or up the duff? I shake the thing again. I drank quite a lot of wine last night. Maybe there aren’t enough hormones in my five hundred per cent proof urine for it to register? Maybe I am pregnant but the Pinot/pee ratio is just too toxic?


6.33am: NOTHING is happening. Nothing. No announcement. Zip. I look a little more closely. Could I have possibly used this stick before and put it away? Could I? Really? Was the cellophane perforated, I can’t remember? Was I/am I really the sort of person to piss on a stick, then pop the lid on and leave it in a drawer? I sit back on the loo seat and frown. A little too deeply for my liking. I must sort that out. I definitely need Botox. Frowning, as everyone keeps saying, is very overrated.


Finally, after ten minutes of sitting there, listening to my husband snoring away like a trucker with an adenoid problem, I pick up the box. Use by March 2010. Shit! This stick, much like my ovaries, is seriously out of date.


“Damn it!” I shout, throwing the thing into the bin with a loud clatter of plastic on plastic.


“What?” barks my startled husband from the bedroom.


“Nothing, dear, go back to sleep.”


Forty-six today! Happy Birthday to me!


* * *


The early-morning bed invasion starts at about 6.45am. The first to wake is Pig. (Not his real name, he’s actually called Sam, but no one bothers with that. What is the use of a name like Sam when he answers, happily, to Fat Pig or just Pig). So Pig, aged nine, is the first to wake. The noise he used to make while waking was so loud and distressed (like a stuck Pig, even) that it sounded like he was being tortured by a playground of peers. The heart-lurching scream was followed by the endless wailing of “Mu-u-u-mmy,” which used to end in vomiting if not immediately attended to. Now he simply slopes into the room, stretches, yawns and demands I cough up another twenty quid for an extra skin on Fortnite. Somehow I am nostalgic for vomit.


“Not now.”


“Why?” He folds his arms, practically cross-eyed with fury. “That’s so unfair. You’re so unfair. I hate you. You’re the worst mother ever!”


“Because it’s not even 7am and you’re already asking for stuff.”


“I only need your face,” he says, like it’s a totally reasonable request at 6.55am. “Up against the screen.”


“I know, but it’s my birthday and I don’t want to . . . and . . . ”


“What’s your birthday got to do with anything?” he shrugs. He has a point. “And who cares about your birthday, you’ve had one hundred and fifty of them already. You don’t need anything when you’re nearly dead.”


“I’ve got presents!” declares my husband, standing in the doorway naked but for a pair of very large, white, slightly see-through baggy pants, waving a depressingly small carrier bag. Sam looks at the bag and then at me. “When you’re dead, I’m cutting off your face and keeping it in a jar and then I can buy whatever I like.” He marches out of the room. I’m definitely nostalgic for the puke. Maybe I am pregnant?


Next to arrive is Ella who, even at the age of fifteen, looks like she’s spent the night out on Martinis and Rothmans followed by a cosy lie-down in a skip, which she could easily have done as I went to bed before her last night, as I do most nights. There are only so many reruns of Dance Moms I can sit through, the days of me and Husband drinking wine and watching a box set are long gone. It’s now back-to-back Real Housewives of Beverly Hills or some weird US Goth drama where girls with suspiciously thick lips look meaningful, with a perfect blow-dry, and discuss why all their friends want to commit suicide. Slopping into the room with attitude and bed-hair, Ella says neither “hello” nor “good morning” but immediately launches into the same conversation she was having last night without even missing a beat.


“Why haven’t I got Buffalos?”


“Hi.”


“Why am I the only one in my class not to have Buffalo trainers?” The stare is intense, the lip is curled, the braces glint in the sun.


“Morning.”


“I need Buffalos.”


“Need?”


“Yeah, need.”


“You don’t need need Buffalos, you want them.”


“No! . . . Need . . .”


And so this goes on until, finally, the apotheosis of the argument is reached and she finishes in more or less the same way as Pig. “You are the worst mother in the world EVAH! I H-A-T-E you!” She then marches back out of my bedroom again, slamming the door so hard that a drizzle of dust covers the carpet.


To which I yell, “I hate you SO much more . . . Now do you want porridge? Or a fried egg?”


Breakfast is normally something of a poorly run restaurant where everyone, I repeat, everyone, will have something different. Ella will only eat eggs, Pig will only eat something covered thigh-deep in chocolate, and Husband absolutely has to eat in accordance with whatever diet he is attempting at the time.


The current favourite is The Wild which consists of food only hunted, gathered or gleaned on the savannah which is considerably hard to do on Ocado. So he’s tweaked a vegan diet and called it The Wild and now takes a bowl of wallpaper paste in the morning (fat-free almond milk and oat bran) followed by endless plates of vegetables throughout the day and nothing much else. He usually manages to stick to his veg-only regime until about 9.30pm when his resolve, weakened by three glasses of wine, will suddenly snap and he’ll demolish one bag of Haribo, five Werther’s Originals, a packet of Oreos, plus a bar of cooking chocolate sourced from the back of the fridge. He’ll then groan, yawn, fart and go to bed, only to wake up the next morning, weigh himself and loudly pronounce, “This diet is SHIT!”


So he sits at one end of the table eating paste and catching up on important overnight emails, fascinating repartee on Twitter, and which C-List Sleb has managed to ‘debut their bump/curves/cankles/side boob/under boob/double boob’ on dailymail.com. Meanwhile, Pig is dragged moaning and yawning into the car for the school run and Ella is pushed out of the front door.


However, as today is my birthday (oh, hip, hip, hooray!) it is slightly different. I am to be treated, in the words of Ella, “like a celebrity” (the apparent height of luxury) so I get given my cup of coffee in bed. I am not quite sure how it’s been made but it arrives tepid and the consistency of a Covent Garden chunky soup. Undeterred, I gamely sip away only to hear my kidneys cry out in pain moments before my eyeballs flip back in my head. Whatever she’s done to it, I’m not sleeping for the rest of this decade. Next, I’m handed two slices of toast and Marmite, as thick as a bonkbuster which someone, I think Pig, has forgotten to butter.


“Delicious!”


“Can I open all your presents?” asks Pig, elbowing his way into the middle of the bed.


Before I can reply, he’s tearing at the brown paper with “Happy Birthday” written all over it in jolly neon writing. It’s from WHSmith, it’s £3.99 a roll. I know, because I was the one who bought it.


“Oh,” he says, rejecting the first present. “A cookery book.”


“It’s that baking one, with the pretty girl on the front,” chips in Husband. “She used to be a model, you know.”


“She clearly doesn’t eat her own food.”


Husband laughs in hearty agreement. “No . . .” I watch as he slowly strokes the photograph on the front.


Pig attacks present number two. “Oh – a whizzing thing!” He holds it up to the light, gives it a whizz and then dumps it on top of present number one.


“A blender,” corrects Husband. “We need one of those and it was on offer at Lidl.”


“How could you refuse?”


“I know.” He clears his throat, gets off the bed and walks across to the bathroom, looking pleased with himself.


“What’s that?” asks Ella, feigning interest from the corner of the bed.


“Dust,” dismisses Pig, tearing the paper off the last present. “Little boxes of dust.” He curls up his top lip and throws the boxes across the bed. “Boring,” he adds for good measure.


“Herbs,” yawns Husband from the bathroom.


“Sumac,” I read the label.


“You see . . . everything! Happy Birthday, darling.”


Now, when you’ve had as many birthdays as I have (forty-six), you cease to suffuse them with any sort of joy or expectation. But I have to say even I’d been hoping for a little more than a book, a whizzer and some dust. It’s the age-old adage of hope over experience and I fall for it every time. It’s not that I’d like a brass band with bunting and a town crier following me around all day, proclaiming the joyous day of my birth to everyone. But some sexy knickers? Some heels? Or a handbag would be nice.


As my friend Sally always says, “If he gives you anything with a plug on it you’re fucked.” But then Sally is very opinionated about presents. Actually, she has lots of opinions on anything and everything, but particularly presents. “The day he gets you anything with an elasticated waist is the day you shoot yourself,” she often shares with her lips clamped around a fag. “And if he buys you diamonds you have to ask who he’s been screwing, because diamonds have guilt written on every fucking facet.”


Along with opining, Sally also likes to swear. A lot. Then again, she has three boys under the age of six so she has plenty to swear about. I check the whizzer. It doesn’t have a plug. It is a handheld one with a wheel and small wooden handle. No wonder it was on offer at Lidl; it went out with the washboard and the mangle. But still, there is no actual plug point. So my marriage might just about be OK. Ish.


Birthday celebrations over, I embark on the breakfast and the moaning and the shouting, bag-losing school run, which we manage to do without slipping in dog shit. Something both Pig and I achieve on at least a twice-weekly basis.


Children finally deposited, I head off to the chemist to try and ascertain if I am going to have any more of them, or if I’m going to spend the next five years complaining how hot it is.


Buying a pregnancy test at my age is almost as embarrassing as purchasing Anusol. How anyone ever decided to call a cream something that resembles the garbled mumblings of “arsehole” is quite beyond me. But it appears to be regularly stocked in all fine stores. Although, personally, I’d rather suffer from haemorrhoids than have to ask for “arsehole” over the counter, but each to their own. Anyway, in order to minimise any collateral damage regarding the pregnancy test purchase, I decide to choose a nice out-of-the-way chemist where the man in the white coat has no chance of knowing my name, or ever seeing me again. Mumbling like a teenager buying contraceptives, I direct the well-nourished woman behind the counter towards the Clearblue section and fork out £14 on a test. £14! Christ, they’ve gone up.


Fleeced, I turn and bump slap bang into Sally, who has a blond child in each hand and one strapped to her front like a starfish. She’d look like something straight out of Shameless where it not for the vastly expensive papoose she’d been regifted by her patronisingly rich younger sister, who managed to bag a banker back in the day when people pretended to tolerate them.


“Hi!” I smile. “What are you doing here?”


“Lice,” she replies with a quick itch of her crotch. “What the actual fuck?” she suddenly shouts extremely loudly. The whole chemist grinds to a halt. The large bingo-winged lady at the till lets her jaw slowly hang open. Sally stares at my bag and the pregnancy testing kit poking out of the top. “Has Ella been having sex?”


God, I need a fag.






September 11th


“Is it wrong to wish for a mild concussion?” asks Sally two days later at my delayed birthday lunch.


“Concussion?”


“I’m just desperate for a lie-down. I’m so goddamn tired I’m longing for a really good illness to put me out of action for a while.”


“What? Like flu?” asks Kate, looking up from her phone.


“Something so much better than flu,” replies Sally. “You can battle through flu. You can bravely keep on fucking going with flu. People expect it. And I have zero interest in being brave, or fucking battling on anywhere. I need a lie-down. A proper lie-down. I’d like something that involves a non-fatal hospitalisation and some really good drugs.”


“Who wants drugs?” asks Claire, as she scurries in with wet hair and what appears to be her life in a couple of Sainsbury’s bags.


Claire likes a drug. Anything that can be rolled or smoked and stuck in a Rizla is right up her street. She used to do plenty of Class A, back in the day, when she’d dance on a podium all night, wearing nothing but a push-up bra and red dungarees. Now she won’t go near anything she can’t grow herself, or forage on a summer’s eve in the Forest of Dean. “Ofph,” she exhales dramatically as she sits down, dumping what still looks like her life at her feet.


We are in one of those irritating, high-concept restaurants that combine popularity with a no-booking policy. The end result being you have to queue up to spend your own money. An idea which I find a little rude, to say the least. But Kate was insistent. Kate’s choice. And indeed Kate’s shout (thankfully). Kate chalks up restaurants like other single girls do one-night stands. She’s an early adopter, a tastemaker, an influencer in her own lunchtime. Anything new on the scene has to be sampled immediately, given a test ride, analysed, photographed, posted and then ticked off the list. She is a glamorous, single girl-about-town so if she didn’t want to queue up for a cramped corner table and an overpriced sweetcorn fritter, how else would half of these destination restaurants ever stay afloat?


“Who wants drugs?” asks Claire again, looking puzzled.


“I was just saying,” explains Sally, “that I am so shagged I’d happily be knocked unconscious, run over at the bus stop and put out of my misery.”


“But you never take the bus,” says Kate.


“Only because I never fucking go anywhere. Have you tried to get three children on a bus?”


“Do you exercise?” suggests Claire.


“Exercise!” Sally inhales with indignation. “Exercise! When the fuck do I find the time to exercise? How long have you known me, Claire? Ten years? OK, in those ten years have I ever once exercised?”


“You did pregnancy yoga?” tries Claire.


“We all did pregnancy fucking yoga! We all mooned around in that frigging cold church hall in Willesden with that skinny cow teacher because we all thought it would make a difference. Little did we know, no matter how many downward dogs you did, you’d still end up with a fifteen-foot episiotomy and low-level incontinence. And don’t ask me if I’m hydrated either. You tell someone you’re tired, they immediately ask you if you’re hydrated. It’s going to take more than a fucking glass of water to make me feel better. A pint of wine, maybe. But a glass of water . . .” She sighs. “All I want is a couple of days in hospital. Is that too much too ask? Gallstones? Kidney stones? A urinary tract infection? I could read a whole book from cover to actual cover, imagine that? Or frankly stare at the wall with my mouth hanging slightly open. That would make me happy.”


“I think Michael Jackson had the right idea,” I say. “Propofol sounds brilliant. One night’s sleep is never enough. He’d be out for a couple of days at a time.”


“Except it did kill him,” says Kate.


“There is that,” I concede.


“Although it’s a risk I’d happily take,” says Sally, snapping off a breadstick and rapidly munching it like a carb-starved chipmunk. “I don’t think I’ve slept through one night in five years.”


“We all know sleep is for the weak,” says Kate.


“If you’re going to tell me how Margaret bloody Thatcher only needed five hours’ sleep a night, I am going to yawn in your face,” replies Sally, offering her the bread basket. Kate looks horrified.


“Bread?” A shiver of revulsion shoots right through her. “I’m gluten intolerant.”


“You’re just intolerant,” I reply.


“Gluten is the Devil’s work,” she continues. “Everyone knows that.”


“They don’t seem to have a problem with it in France. No one is lactose or gluten intolerant over there,” says Sally. “They seem to be perfectly capable of finishing off a baguette and a whole fucking wheel of Brie without anyone being violently ill or blowing up like some giant flatulent helium balloon.”


“And they’re thin.” I stand up from the table.


“Where are you going?” asks Claire.


“To have a cigarette.”


“Smoking?” says Claire.


“But I thought you were pregnant?” proclaims Sally as loudly as she can.


Everyone in the surrounding section puts down their devices. This is clearly much better than Twitter and photographing their starters. Lips pursed, they all stare. Half of them, I can tell, are thinking, who’d sleep with her? And the other half are looking slightly stunned that I still might be ovulating at all.


“A. I’m not pregnant,” I say, nodding towards Sally. “And B. I’m a big girl. I’m forty-six. It’s all going tits up. So I may as well smoke while the ship is slowly sinking.”


“Brilliant idea,” agrees Kate, getting up from her seat. “I’m going to join you.”


Outside, the pair of us light up like a couple of car thieves out on bail. The wind has an autumnal chill but fortunately it is not raining. The last time I properly lit up you could still smoke at the back of a plane and restaurants competed for the most nickable ashtrays, so this whole cowering on the street thing is new to me. It certainly makes you bolt your fag quickly and chug down another chaser, just in case.


“Ooh, I’m feeling a little rough today,” admits Kate, touching her marble-smooth forehead.


Kate works in advertising, so hardcore drinking is part of the job description. Tall, slim and working jeans, a leather jacket and her favourite knee boots, her short, choppy, textured haircut is being blown flat by the wind and she’s clearly slept in her eyeliner. I have to say I’ve seen her looking better.


“Work?”


“No, pleasure, well, not really pleasure. Old mates from school.”


“Christ. When did you last see them?”


“Years. But it’s one of those invitations you can’t say no to. Particularly if you’re single as, you know, they might have a brother, or an ex-husband, or a father I can grab as he comes out of the divorce courts.” She takes a long drag, her right eye half closed in the smoke. “It’s either that, or a bottle of wine and Succession.”


“I dream of that.”


“Quite odd,” she muses. “There were a couple of single City girls. Plenty of cash and no one to spend it on. Apparently, it’s all still about handbags.”


“The ones with girls’ names?”


“Yup,” she flicks her ash. “Handbags, shoes and cocaine. What they don’t put up their noses, they put on their feet . . .  It’s very sad, really.” She nods reflectively, staring into the window of Zadig and Voltaire.


“Mmm . . . really very sad . . .” I nod. We both look at each other. “Although . . .”


“Well, obviously . . . I’ve never seen so many Louboutins in my life . . . But are they happy?” Kate expertly flicks her fag end halfaway across the road, narrowly avoiding a slim yummy mummy trotting behind a pushchair. Fortunately, she’s too busy barking into her mobile to notice.


“Probably a fuck of a lot happier than both of us,” I sigh. “Shall we go in?”


Back inside, the bread basket has gone and there are two types of water to choose from. It makes me long for the days of a three-bottle Sauvignon lunch. Sally and Claire are still staring at the menu trying to work out what to order, when Katie and I sit back down, accompanied by a waft of fag smoke.


“How does this work?” asks Sally.


“You basically order a salad or something and add the bits you want to it,” explains Kate.


“Really?” Sally looks exhausted by this idea. “You mean, I actually have to put together the ingredients of what I’m eating? Isn’t that the chef’s job?” She lets the menu gently fall from her hands and sighs massively.


“What would you ladies like?” asks a waiter with five hoops in one ear and a couple of Celtic symbols on his forearms.


Everyone orders some variation on leaves and Sally, who appears to have lost the will to decide, asks for “whatever’s popular”. The tip of the waiter’s tongue escapes his mouth as he struggles to write it all down on his small pad of paper; he is clearly between modelling contracts.


“What’s the betting we don’t get what we ordered,” says Kate as she watches the waiter’s backside weave its way through the tables. “He doesn’t even look like he can send a text message.”


“Even Nathan can do that and he’s six,” says Sally. “So you’re not pregnant then?”


The table turns to look at me.


“No.”


“Did you want to be?” asks Claire. She has always been the most emotionally literate of us all, in touch with her inner and outer self, her chakras, her yin, her yang and her yoni, but then again, she was a trained counsellor, so you’d kind of hope that were the case.


“No.” I say that rather too firmly. I can see Claire’s thin eyebrows rise slightly. “No, really I don’t.”


“Anyway, doesn’t that require sex?” declares Kate.


“Someone was fucking listening in biology.” Sally grins. “You’re not the only one who’s getting it, you know. You, with your single life and your filthy weekends away and your sex toys and your butt plugs and your anal beads . . .”


“Anal beads?” Kate looks appalled.


Sally always takes things a little too far. “Us married old cows do occasionally get laid.”


“Very occasionally,” I add.


“Very, very, very, very, very occasionally,” agrees Sally, looking down and picking fluff off her jumper. We stare at her. She looks back up. “Birthdays, Christmas, that sort of thing . . . right?”


“And maybe a Friday?” suggests Claire, putting on a concerned face.


“No one does it on a Friday,” I say. “They’re far too tired.”


“Unless they are completely plastered,” Kate mutters, looking down at her phone.


“But you and Will do have sex?” asks Claire.


“Sometimes.” Sally is sounding shifty.


“It is important,” continues Claire. “Very important. I always used to give Rob a good milking, especially if he was about to go away on business. It gets it all out, you see, and then he’s much less likely to stray . . .”


“A milking!” shrieks Sally.


“A MILKING!” I agree, struggling not to vomit in my own mouth.


“You know what I mean,” Claire’s cheeks pink slightly. “Like a cow. Once or twice a week. It’s got to be done.”


“Milk him like a cow! Please,” says Kate, her eyes closed and her hands in the air like she’s about to be shot. “I am so fucking glad I’m not married.”


“Ladies!” grins the waiter, his forearms loaded with plates. “Who’s for lettuce?”


 


The salads arrive with a selection of avocado, crispy bacon and chicken side orders, only half of which we asked for. Not at all surprisingly, Sally’s ‘popular’ lunch appears to be the same as mine, so we tuck into our guilt-free food with all the gusto of a brace of rabbits.


“Rob and I are getting a divorce,” announces Claire, not looking up from her food.


“What!” I say.


“You?” adds Kate.


“What the fuck do you want to do that for?” Sally is so cross she half gets out of her chair in fury.


“So much for the milking,” mumbles Kate.






September 12th


It’s 11pm and I’m trying to discuss the break-up of my friend’s marriage but Husband can’t hear me. It is like I am speaking Whale, or perhaps a special high-pitched language that only dogs can understand. Growing up, my father was always selectively deaf; any mention of money, or bills, or needing new shoes, and he literally couldn’t hear a thing. Whisper the word “whisky”, however, and he was suddenly all ears. But with Husband, irrespective of subject, financial or alcoholic, he genuinely actually doesn’t hear me anymore at all. I’m white noise. Then again, I am trying to compete with that old slag.


You see, there are three of us in this marriage. Husband, Me and that slut iPad – I am definitely Diana, the wronged party – because the way he touches that screen, the way he drags his fingers across its surface, the way he tweaks the button. I swear that button has had a thousand times more action than mine in sixteen years of marriage. But it’s the swooshing noise I can’t bear. I’ll ask a simple question like, “Do you want more carrots for supper?” To which I’ll get no response. I then stand and wait, and wait, only to hear the little swooshing aircraft-taking-off noise as his email flies, very urgently, off into the ether.


“So Claire and Rob are getting divorced,” I try again, putting some toothpaste on my brush.


“Mmmm.” Swoosh.


“I never saw that coming.” I start to brush my teeth.


“Mmm.”


“Where are they going to live? Who’s going to have custody of Jade?”


“Mmm.” Swoosh. Swoosh.


“Are you listening to me?” I spit.


“Of course I am.” He puts the tart down and looks at me. “Rob and Claire are getting divorced. He told me last week.”


“He told you last week? And you didn’t tell me?” I drink some water from the tap and spit again.


“I didn’t think it was very important.”


“Not important!”


“Yeah, it’s not that big a deal.”


“Really? My best friend is getting divorced and you didn’t think it would be interesting to tell me?”


“You’ve got lots of friends.”


“But she is my best friend.”


“I thought Sally was your best friend?”


“I’ve got lots of best friends.”


“How is that possible?”


“She is getting divorced and you didn’t think I’d find that important?”


“I thought she would have told you.”


“Told me!”


“Seeing as you’re best friends . . .”


I turn back, spit one more time and look at myself in the mirror. My hair needs dyeing, my eyebrows need shaping and I should buy some more expensive face cream rather than the body butter I’m currently slathering on my face. I narrow my eyes. What are you supposed to do if your moustache is already blonde? Bleach it more? Shit! Are those smoker’s lines around my mouth? Already! God, that’s depressing! Six packets of fags and I’ve already got a mouth like a cat’s arsehole. And now my best friend is keeping secrets from me. Another thing to add to the shitlist.






September 15th


Guitar, tennis, drums, swimming, cricket, rugby, coding. Football, remedial maths, remedial English, remedial science, remedial French, parties, “gatherings”, “motives”: my children have more bloody appointments than the Foreign Secretary and I’m the chauffeur. I did have a life and career once, but now I simply drive up and down the Kilburn High Road, my shoulders rounded, my mouth ajar, listening to Magic or Tragic FM as my children call it. All I need is a nodding dog and a mustard-velvet-covered box of tissues on the back shelf of my car and I could start charging.


But it is not so much the driving, which I obviously hate, but it is the hanging around outside the class, lesson, boot camp, remedial centre that really pisses me off. What are you supposed to do for those forty-eight minutes of freedom? Send emails? Text people? Google famous people? Read a newspaper/book? Phone Radio 5 Live and join in the heated debate?


Or wander aimlessly around the shops, not spending any money because you no longer have any. I did, once, have some money. When I had a full-time job. I used to have a desk, as well. It had drawers and a telephone and computer where, as well as working, I could perve on frocks on Net-a-Porter. I sometimes long for that desk. But I’ve quit marketing, that’s my story at least. And since then I have taken up minicabbing, unfortunately I’m just not getting the fares.


“Can you believe she is bloody getting divorced?” says Sally for the fifth time in the last ten minutes. She is waiting for her son, Nathan, who is at the same street dance school as Ella, who I am only collecting to make sure she’s actually gone to sodding class in the first place. Poor six-year-old Nathan is being forced to dance now, in order that he might be more attractive to girls later in life. However, according to Ella, who has seen him once or twice, he appears to have no aptitude for the discipline and spends most of the class swinging on the door handle, waiting to go home. Not that Ella is, truth be told, much better. I am just hoping that some exercise after school will mean she’s got less time to vape. Although she swears blind that the Juul and the twenty-five vanilla-flavoured pods that I found in her bedroom the other day belonged to someone else. She was just “keeping them safe” apparently. And not smoking them on the way to school. At all.


“I mean, what’s she going to do? Where’s she going to live? They’ll have to sell the house.”


We are both walking around a small furniture shop where we occasionally pick up a photo frame and mumble something along the lines of “that’s nice” as it is a cheaper way to waste forty-eight minutes of our lives than sitting in a café, and just as warm.


“She could move up near you,” continued Sally. “It’s much cheaper where you are.”


Sally used to be a lawyer with clicky shoes, a twenty-five-inch waist and painted, clicky nails. Now the only thing that clicks are her hips, since baby number three, and she hasn’t taken on a case in over two years. She keeps promising she’ll return to the Bar but she’s delayed her maternity leave three times and now she’s not quite sure there is actually a job for her to go back to.


“Oh! You’ve got to get that!” she says suddenly. Sally likes shopping almost as much as she likes swearing.


“Yes,” I nod, pretending to be interested.


“No, seriously,” she says seriously. “They’re seriously good.” She also seems to have a bizarre encyclopedic knowledge of all products and their uses.


“What?”


“A thermo mug!” she grins, nodding away. “They’re perfect for the car on the school run. They keep your coffee warm for ages. You’ll save a fortune at Starbucks.”


“I don’t go to Starbucks. It costs a fortune.”


“You can’t be a school-run mum without a thermo mug,” she states.


“I don’t want to be a school-run mum.”


“BUY IT!”






September 20th


It’s 8.42am and against my better judgement I am using the mug. And I have to admit, Sally was right. It is quite useful. I can make a cup of coffee at home and it is still hot by the time I reach the school. (If there’s not seventy-five miles of traffic crossing the Harrow Road). I only wish everything else worked so well. As usual I’m late, and as usual I spend ten bloody minutes trying to find somewhere to park. Eventually I spot a space about large enough for a Smart Car but I am undeterred: I braille-park my clapped-out Golf, bouncing off the other bumpers, tapping my way in. Just as I am about to congratulate myself on a job well done, I see a flicky blonde approaching the school gate on a scooter, her slim leg peddling away, followed by a mini-me with equally blow-dried hair.


As I stare at her, I realise that nothing is wobbling. I know her because she had a child at nursery with me. And she has another two children at senior school and NOTHING is wobbling. The sun catches her silk shirt and shining right through, I can see her perfect silhouette. She is braless; her in-profile boob points north rather than south. Suddenly I hit the car behind, spill my thermo mug of coffee in the crotch of my trousers and leap out of the car screaming. Clever Sally, the coffee is certainly still hot.


While I am standing, staring, distraught, down at my trousers, an Ab Dad walks past. He glances across at me. There is a semicircular stain seeping down between my legs. I have very definitely pissed myself.


“It’s coffee,” I say too quickly. “Coffee.” He looks sorry for me. “It is not my pelvic floor,” I insist, with a slightly manic laugh. “I can cough and do star jumps. In fact, I can cough, sneeze and do star jumps and shoot ping-pong balls . . .” He puts a protective arm around his whey-faced son and slowly moves away. “I promise you!” He gathers pace. “It is COFFEE!” I shout after him. “Very hot COFFEE!!” He’s disappeared around the square.


I turn back to see Pig still sitting in the car with his head in his hands.


“Mummyyyah.” I can always tell when he is pissed off as the “y”s go on forever – and then the word appears to end on an “ah”. Mummyyyah. Daddyyyah. Grannyyyah. But mostly Mummyyyyyah.


“What?”


He gets out of the car and slams the door. “You are such an embarrassment!”


“No, I’m not.” I know I am, but I’m not letting him know that I know that I am.


“I am walking to school without you.”


He starts to march off down the street, his huge square rucksack bouncing against the backs of his short legs. I trot along after him.


“I’m pretty sure you’re not allowed to do this.” He ignores me. “Technically, it is illegal for you to be walking along the street on your own . . .” And finally I yell. “Stop walking on your own!”


“I am not on my own.” He turns and puts his hands on his hips. “I’m walking to school. Which is, like basically, just around the corner.”


“Yes but, like basically, you need to be accompanied by an appropriate adult.”


“Except you’re not.”


“What?”


“Appropriate. You’re inappropriate.”


“No I am not!” He stares at my crotch. “Where did you learn that word, anyway? Have you been on the internet again?”


“Personal Skills Development Class – talking about paedos!” He marches off ahead of me, and I follow rather like his stalker. He stops and turns around. “Five steps behind me,” he says, looking at the pavement, waiting for me to obey. “Five!” I duly step back five steps. “I don’t want to be ‘associated’ with you.” I draw breath. “And before you ask,” he continues with an imperious wave of his hand, “For’nite.”


“Fortnite!” I shout after him. “It’s got a T in it! ForT niTe. OK, go and get murdered! See if I care!”


“Everything alright?”


I turn around to see Erica, PTA princess, looking all washed and sporty, encased in elastane and sporting a super-swingy ponytail.


“Fine. You?”


“I’m off to Pilates.” She smiles. It doesn’t reach her eyes. But I suspect those muscles have long since been paralysed.


“Oh, I should do that.”


“Yes,” she agrees, trying, and failing, not to glance down at my crotch.


“It’s coffee.”


“I know,” she nods sympathetically and gives my stiff shoulder a little pat. “We’re all ladies here. I have a very good doctor friend who specialises in tightening vaginas – I’ll email you.”


“There’s really no need.”


She starts to power-walk away, pumping her arms, her ponytail swinging, her trainers squeaking down the street.


“My vagina is fine!” I shout. “It’s absolutely fine!”


I turn back to see Ab Dad running back down the other side of the road. He looks across, pity written across his face.


“It’s coffee. And I don’t want to sleep with you anyway,” I say weakly, before getting back into the car.






September 21st


I have so much filler in my top lip, I can’t actually smoke. This is a little annoying as I had the filler to combat the signs of the smoking and can now, obviously, no longer continue with my new hobby. I clearly hadn’t thought this through. Vicky, who runs the local Botoxeria, was Sally’s recommendation. “She does fucking everyone,” apparently. So, I thought, in order to combat “cat’s arse mouth” I should collect all the change down the back of the sofa and my birthday money from my mum (I know, don’t ask) and get as much shit pumped into my lips as possible. The full Kim K. Or Liz H. Kylie M. At least, that’s what Sally booked me in for.


So, I sit in the white leather waiting room and flick through the magazines advertising fifteen-thousand-pound dresses worn by girls with urchin haircuts wearing wellington boots, and I wonder: “Why am I here? What am I doing? I’m not a fan of the sink plunger mouth, this is madness . . .” And as I break out in a sweat, Vicky appears. She’s slim, with brushed hair and glossy lips, dressed in a pair of white jeans and looks about twenty-five years old.


“I’m fifty,” she reveals as she indicates for me to lie down on the paper-covered bed. A tiny bit older than me and she has better skin than Ella. Actually Ella’s skin is appalling. But she, Vicky, has the skin of a vitamin-chugging, exfoliating fourteen-year-old who’s never stepped into the sun. A trained facial surgeon, Vicky’s a little bit more qualified than the usual Tango-tanned, needle-wielding beautician, but perhaps with a little less bedside manner.


“What facial expression do you want?” she asks, snapping on her rubber gloves.


“I’d like to be able to smile,” I suggest.


“Really?” She picks up her syringe and taps the plastic for bubbles with her white latex index finger.


Oh, maybe a smile’s too much? Maybe a smile’s a little last century? “Um, what do you think?”


Asking a slim, glamorous, fabulous woman in charge of a lot of injectables what’s wrong with your face is not, let me tell you, the road to happiness.


“Well,” she starts. “You have lines, here, here and here. Open pores here and here. Do you drink a lot of alcohol? You have the classic barcode across the top lip from smoking. You’re losing volume in your lips, particularly the bottom one, which is common in the over-forties, especially if you are a white Caucasian. You’ve got bunny lines either side of your nose from wrinkling up your face and, of course, you’ve got the tramline frown. As well as crow’s feet here and here. Some hound-dog drooping here and, oh dear, some more drooping there.”


“Can you fix it?”


“Yes, I can.”


Much like Bob the Builder, Vicky reaches into her toolbox and brings out the glue, the cement and the Polyfilla. It takes about twenty-five minutes of bleeding agony – literally agony with blood – before she finishes.


“There,” she says, handing me a mirror. I am Bob De Niro in Raging Bull, with smears of blood all over my face. “It’ll be fine once it’s calmed down a bit.”


“It looks amazing. Thank you so much,” I lie, handing over my credit card to feed the machine. “How long before it actually calms down?”


“Oh, by this evening it should all be fine.”


And she is/was right. By 7pm the blood washes off and the swelling has gone down and I am now channelling a Minogue forehead and Kim K lips (sadly/fortunately not the arse). None of which are moving. Well, the Botox-head has yet to kick in, but the lips won’t pucker up properly. No matter how many times I try to shove in a Marlboro Gold, I just can’t get purchase. I can’t feel it. It’s no wonder all these women are so thin, with their lollipop heads and their shiny, immobile features – they can’t actually eat, let alone drink. The irony is, of course, that when they dribble their lunch down their chin, they can’t even show surprise.






September 24th


Christ. My head feels thick and my eyelids are straining to stay open. Not only have I got one of those stinking, streaming, snotty eye-weeping colds, where you end up with red-rimmed mole eyes and nostrils as raw as Stevie Nicks’s roadie, but I also think I’ve got a bit of a Benylover – a Benylin-induced hangover.


It’s been a while since I’ve had one of those. Well over twenty-five years, I think. When I was a “schtudent” I developed a bit of a taste for the stuff. I remember, after a busy evening of smoking dope, listening to Blur’s Parklife while seeing how long my friend Cath (who’s since gone on to become a JP) and I could last, sitting (fully clothed) on a vibrator without laughing. Then I’d walk home, and I’d slip between the dank sheets in my bedsit (which had been condemned by Environmental Health for its staggering ability to grow an immense variety of mushrooms in the corner of the living room) and hack myself stupid until I drank enough Benylin to knock me out cold. It usually took about a third of a bottle, sometimes a half, but I’d wake up the next morning feeling completely awful. I’d have a dung mouth, dung breath and a vampiric fear of daylight. I’d shuffle to lectures still dressed in my pyjamas, clutching a cup of viscous coffee, dragging down a Rothmans Blue – which was probably the originator of said troublesome cough in the first place. And there I’d sit, half-eyed, staring at the whiteboard, straining to see/hear what the old bloke, stinking of tweed and naphthalene, was banging on about. No wonder I got a Third.


Anyway, so there I am, quietly nursing my Benylover, shuffling my way along in the queue to drop off Pig, when I am accosted by one of the power yanks who run the Parents’ Committee. It’s the scooter blonde with the pert north-facing boobs.


“Hey you!” She greets me like we’re both in the cast of Friends. I notice she has matching eye and teeth whites, and while she carries on talking at me, I find myself idly wondering if she’s done her a-hole the same colour. “So you will?” she finishes.


“Er, yes,” I sniff, feeling she’s after a positive response. I pause. “Will what?”


“Join the Parents’ Committee.”


She lobs the hand grenade at me, in conjunction with a killing-with-kindness smile, and steps up into her blacked-out four-by-four. I would retaliate, but I’m still semi-sedated and I can’t even express surprise due to my recently Botoxed forehead. So I simply stand and take it like a sweaty, overweight, lobotomised Barbie.


* * *


“Tell them to fuck off,” yells Sally, which is her de facto answer to everything. She’s driving and hasn’t got any of those hands-free devices so, in the name of health, safety and three points on her licence, she’s prone to popping her phone on her crotch and shouting at her own fanny while speeding through the traffic. “I mean, let’s be frank here: there are some women who want to do that shit. They get off on the bossing, the organising of others, and making pretty signs, and painting other kids’ nails; they series-link Bake Off and actually know the difference between bicarb and baking fucking powder. And you, my love, you are not one of them.”


“You’re right,” I nod, a little too vigorously and regret it immediately. “What is the difference?”


“What?”


“Between bicarb and baking powder?”


“I’ve no fucking idea. One is good for cutting coke and the other is not – how the fuck do I know? But you should step down, fall on your sword and let those who want to, do it.”


“D’you think?”


“I know. You’re actually doing them a favour by not getting involved. You’re freeing up the space for someone who truly wants it. And anyway, you’ll only disappoint. Trust me. I am not a doctor but I am on my way to one now.”
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