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January


Sunday January 1st


New Year’s Day began with the sound of a ranting Irishman. Actually, this is how most of my days have begun recently.


‘Phoebe, did you purposefully buy the ugliest potatoes you could find or were these all the shop had yesterday?’


I heard the blinds being sharply pulled open as I drowsily checked the clock radio on my bedside table.


09.17 – Jesus, even the winter sun has only just surfaced. Why did I have to?


‘Potatoes?’ I enquired, watching little specks of dust caught in the daylight float past the clock display. ‘Oliver, what are you talking about?’ I rubbed my right eye which refused to open fully and tried to sit up, but he was waving a huge bag of spuds in front of me, unintentionally blocking my attempt.


‘These, Phoebe!’ he said, holding them aloft. ‘Po-ta-toes. I specifically said I wanted baby potatoes for the meal today. These are clearly fucking elderly.’


‘It was all they had!’ I exclaimed. ‘It was five minutes before closing on New Year’s Eve, Oliver. It was them, a box of Smash or frozen chips. I’m pretty sure your family won’t give a shit what form their potatoes take. Because they’re potatoes.’


Tutting, he examined the bag again, before sitting on the edge of the bed, defeated. I’ve had many, many absurd conversations with Oliver but this was just silly. I started to giggle.


‘What’s so funny?! Just because I—’


‘Oliver, you’re Irish and you’re ranting about potatoes! Come on! Even you must—’


‘Forget it.’


‘What, you’re in a huff now? Really?’


He stood up and stomped towards the bedroom door, leaving me half laughing, half wondering what the hell just happened. As he pulled open the door, grumbling about having to make ‘bastard mash’, a second voice bellowed from the direction of the bathroom.


‘I NEED TOILET ROLL!’


Oliver carried on walking towards the kitchen. ‘Ask your mum, Molly. I’m carrying really heavy, really ugly potatoes.’


I rolled my eyes. ‘If you say potatoes one more time I’m—’


‘MUM . . . MUUUMMMMMMMYY!’


I threw back the covers and grabbed for my dressing gown. Gone were the days when New Year’s morning was spent nursing a gruesome hangover in a hotel room with my best mates Lucy and Hazel before traveling home to lie in bed for the rest of the day, hoping for some hangover sex when the nausea subsided. It appeared that this particular New Year’s morning would be spent arguing about potatoes, pacifying my noticeably stressed boyfriend and assisting my pooing daughter.


Wearing the green, fluffy M&S dressing gown I got for Christmas, I grabbed a toilet roll from the hall cupboard and threw it to Molly who caught it triumphantly from her porcelain throne.


‘Is Auntie Megan coming today?’ she asked, placing the new roll on top of the holder. ‘What about Granny and Grandpa?’


Louise and Brendan (Oliver’s quiet, moderately religious parents), moved to Glasgow in 1993 for Brendan’s job but returned to Ireland in 2006 to retire. And they retired hard. Pottering around the house soon turned into never leaving the house, separate beds and an in-depth knowledge of every person seen coming and going from their neighbours’ houses. They had flown into Glasgow yesterday and it was only the second time they’ve stepped back on Scottish soil since Molly was born. We’ve always had to go to Dublin. Oliver calls them the recluses and although he’s not particularly close to them, I can tell that their unwillingness to make more of an effort with Molly, or anyone else, troubles him. On the other hand, Megan, his older sister, is besotted with Molly – perhaps partly because she’s Oliver’s double, down to the curly brown hair and wrinkled-brow scowl. ‘She has a much better nature, though. Oliver was a little smart arse. He still is to be fair.’ Megan shares the curly hair gene and looks like she was made in the same factory as The Corrs. I’m very fond of her and her stupid beautiful face.


‘Yes, Granny and Grandpa are coming; they’ll all be here at two,’ I replied, admiring her cute pyjamas. ‘You should wear the puppy t-shirt Auntie Megan bought you! She’ll be thrilled to see you in it.’


She frowned. ‘I hate puppies.’


‘Just for today, Cruella,’ I responded, laughing. Molly hates a different thing each week. Last week she announced her loathing of books, yet she appeared to have two on her lap at that very moment. ‘Um, are you finished? Do you need any help?’


‘No. I’m almost five, Mum. I’m not a baby.’


‘You’re not five until July . . . and you’re my baby.’


‘Ugh, you always say that.’


‘Sure do,’ I replied. ‘And please swap over the old toilet roll because it will drive me mad otherwise.’ Closing the bathroom door, I stopped for a moment and listened as she fiddled with the toilet roll holder, muttering ‘kittens are much better’ under her breath. Even on the toilet she’s the sweetest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.


Smiling to myself, I strolled into the kitchen to put the kettle on, only to discover that Oliver had obviously been up and at ’em for quite a while.


‘Oliver, it’s a family lunch, not a state dinner for two hundred people!’ I exclaimed, gazing at the flour-covered worktops almost completely hidden by umpteen bowls and kitchen utensils. I moved a bag of carrots to get access to the kettle and he gave a little yelp.


‘Don’t touch anything! I have a system going here.’


‘A system? But I need coffee . . . what the hell . . . is that a power drill?!’


He placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me 180 degrees, pushing me back towards the hall. ‘I’ll bring you a coffee, go and shower or something. I’m busy. I’m creating.’


‘Damn, you’re bossy today,’ I replied, promptly turning myself back around. He looked flustered. He looked fucking sexy; his dark curly hair dishevelled, his t-shirt clinging to his chest and stomach. Even after all these years, he still does it for me. Big time. ‘Are you stressed? I mean, I could help with that . . .’


I opened my dressing gown and pushed my body against his, slowly moving a hand down towards his crotch. A hand that Oliver quickly stopped in its tracks. He shook his head. ‘I don’t have time, Phoebe. We don’t have time. Please just get dressed. Anyway, Molly will be through in a minute.’


‘Fuckssake Oliver, I wasn’t going to wank you off in the kitchen, I was just being affectionate.’


I took myself off to the bedroom before he could say anything else, but there was no response anyway. He continued chopping and peeling vegetables while I made our bed. Christ, I know we’re not love’s young dream anymore but I thought I might at least get felt up.


By half past twelve the kitchen was in better shape and lunch was cooking, filling the house with steak pie aroma. Molly had helped set the table, before announcing how boring it was and leaving us to get on with it. I was still peeved with Oliver but I understood his anxiety. When my parents came over from Canada in August, I took them out for dinner every night so they wouldn’t question why none of our cutlery or plates matched. However parents might claim not to judge us, they absolutely do. Luckily, my best mate Lucy had bought us new cutlery for Christmas, albeit reluctantly (‘Boo, you fucking bores. Take it quickly before I dismember you with it’) so at least that’s been rectified.


‘I need to go and pick everyone up from the hotel soon!’ Oliver called from the kitchen. ‘Can you keep an eye on the veg? It’ll only need another ten minutes.’


‘Yup,’ I replied, sticking my head around the kitchen door. I watched Oliver dry his hands on a tea towel.


‘Cheers,’ he replied, grabbing his car keys off the hook. ‘You look pretty, by the way.’


‘Pretty enough to ravage me later?’


‘God, what’s gotten into you?’


‘Well not you, for, oh, four weeks now! Maybe longer . . .’


He frowned. ‘It hasn’t been that long. Has it?’


I nodded while he racked his brains, trying to remember the last time we’d had sex before snapping himself out of it. ‘Look, we’ll talk later, I need to get going. Tell Molly not to demolish the chocolates on the coffee table before I get back.’ And with that he was off, leaving me wondering how we went from shagging ourselves senseless to only vaguely remembering what the other looks like naked. I think he might have gone off me.


Monday January 2nd


Yesterday’s lunch went well, I think, given that no one ended up in tears or being punched repeatedly in the face, which is the benchmark by which I measure most things.


I had just drained the carrots when Oliver arrived back with his family in tow. Megan was brushing down her backside, having just slipped and fallen on the ice.


‘Phoebe!’ she cried, stomping her boots on the doormat, ‘Happy New Year! I’ve just done myself an injury. Where is my beautiful niece then?’ She followed the sound of Molly’s voice into the living room while Louise and Brendan made their way up the stairs and into the flat.


‘I thought you’d have moved into a proper house by now,’ I heard Louise mumble to Oliver. ‘That wee girl should have a garden.’ Brendan silently followed behind like an undertaker.


Oliver sighed. ‘We live close to a huge park, Mam. It’s Glasgow, not the Sahara. She’s not grass-deprived.’


I smiled to myself, feeling somewhat vindicated. I had wanted to buy somewhere new with a garden when Molly was born, but Oliver convinced me that it’d be easier and cheaper if we all just lived in his flat. Although spacious, it still doesn’t exactly feel like a family home and having to ask his landlord for permission every time we want to paint a room is getting on my nerves.


I kissed Oliver’s parents hello, taking their jackets and inviting them to go on through to the living room. Throwing me a ‘Here we go’ look, Oliver shuffled behind them, like a seven-year-old who’d been bribed to attend his own party.


‘Haven’t you grown!’ I heard Brendan say to Molly, while Oliver proudly boasted that she was only four years old and already four feet five inches tall, ‘well above the national average’, like he had personally been cultivating her in his greenhouse. I returned to the kitchen and pretended to be busy, staring through the oven door at Oliver’s steak pie. Our shitty oven is capable of burning food that’s not even inside it and if the pie went wrong I feared Oliver would never recover. He appeared moments later with the same concerns.


‘Did the timer go off yet?’ he asked, bending down beside me.


I nodded. ‘Yeah, it went off ages ago. I’m just interested to see how long it’ll take to catch fire and kill us all.’


He scowled. ‘I hope you go up in flames first. Go and visit with my family. It’s my turn to hide.’


Brendan and Louise sat side by side on the couch, while Megan played with Molly on the living room floor, already surrounded by chocolate wrappers. ‘Lunch won’t be long, everyone,’ I announced cheerily. ‘Molly, can you stop eating junk for five minutes?’


‘Sorry,’ Megan said, laughing. ‘That was me. I skipped the hotel breakfast. I don’t trust buffets – some fecker could have sneezed all over it. Or worse . . .’


‘Megan!’ Louise exclaimed. ‘Watch what you say in front of the child.’


Megan rolled her eyes and carried on playing with Molly, who was now asking, ‘What’s worse than sneezing on food?’ It’s amazing to watch how Oliver and his sister, both grown-ass, greying adults, still get treated like kids by their parents and don’t call them out on it. Family dynamics are so weird.


*


Two hours and three wrong-potato-themed comments from Louise later, lunch was over. Oliver and his throbbing forehead vein were stacking the dishwasher while I sat chatting with everyone else in the living room.


‘Two food shopping deliveries a week!’ Louise exclaimed, almost spilling her cup of tea. ‘She lives alone with her dog! I said to Brendan, how on earth can one tiny woman eat so much? She’d be better spending off her money on fixing up her front garden. What a pigsty it is.’


‘Mam, you really need to get a hobby or something.’ Megan sighed. ‘I’m sure Mrs Finnegan can do without you spying on her.’


‘Nonsense,’ Louise replied indignantly, fluffing up her short grey hair. ‘Since her husband died, she needs someone to look out for her. I’m doing her a kindness.’


Brendan sat quietly, neither confirming nor denying that his wife was a nosy bastard, while Molly scribbled away in the new farmyard colouring book Megan had picked up for her at the airport.


‘Are you back to work next week, Phoebe?’ Megan asked, changing the subject. ‘I’ve taken the first two weeks off to move house. I can’t be coping with work and all that shi— nonsense at the same time.’


‘I am,’ I replied. ‘Molly will be back at nursery too. What’s the new place like?’


Megan took a sip from her tea. ‘It’s deadly. Not too far from where I am now. Bigger flat though. Older. I’m sick of all the new builds with their low ceilings and open plan bathrooms. And it’s closer to work. I can run there and back every day. Suits me better.’


She runs to work. There’s nothing remotely average about this woman.


While I gaped at her in awe, Oliver appeared, drying his hands on a kitchen towel. ‘Anybody need anything? I think we have some leftover Christmas cake.’


‘It’s leftover because it’s vile,’ I said. ‘Don’t we have any cheese and crackers?’


Brendan made a noise that sounded like a disapproving horse, stating that he couldn’t manage another bite. ‘Sit down, Oliver,’ he insisted. ‘Take a load off. We’re all grand here.’


‘I will,’ Oliver replied. ‘But first I just need to borrow you for two minutes, Phoebe, so you can show me where you’ve hidden the lemon and ginger tea bags.’


‘They’re where they always are. Beside the regular ones.’


‘If they were, I wouldn’t be asking,’ he responded. ‘Just come and help, will you?’


I tutted quietly and unfolded myself from my comfortable post-lunch position, then marched through to the kitchen with Oliver following behind, closing the kitchen door behind him.


‘They’re right here—’ I began, opening the pantry door, but before I got the chance to wave some teabags in his face, he had pushed me into the pantry, pressed himself against my arse and slid his hand inside my bra.


‘Sorry about earlier,’ he whispered in my ear, ‘I was distracted.’


‘And now?’ I enquired, my hand reaching around behind me.


He breathed heavily. ‘Now it’s all I can think about.’


I could feel him getting harder by the second. ‘Once Molly is in bed,’ he continued, ‘we are going to shag until one of us passes out. Just thought you should know.’


‘Oh, you fucker,’ I murmured, almost giddy at the thought. I could feel his breath on my neck as he squeezed my breasts. If it wasn’t for his parents, sister and our daughter fifteen feet away in the other room, my knickers would have been round my ankles. He really picks his moments. Nothing for weeks and now he was two seconds away from fingering me next to some out-of-date stock cubes. Classy.


Sadly, our kitchen rendezvous was cut short by the appearance of Molly at the door asking for milk, while Oliver scrambled to pull his hand out of my large bra. My boobs never really disappeared after breastfeeding. Now it just looks like they have gigantism.


I grabbed the lemon and ginger teabags with one hand and straightened my top with the other, knowing that Oliver would have to give himself a moment to adjust before getting some milk for Molly. I was excited, his words until one of us passes out swirling around in my head for the rest of the afternoon.


At half past eight, Oliver drove the Webb clan back to their hotel as their flight was early the next morning. They seemed merry enough; Megan making us promise to visit soon and Louise telling Oliver to get his hair cut for the seventeenth time as she climbed into the front seat of the car. As soon as they drove off, I sprang into action. I allowed Molly to skip her evening bath and gave her a quick wash, brushed her teeth and put her promptly into her jammies. I let her read in bed while I quickly ran an electric razor over my legs and armpits, choosing to ignore the fact that my knicker whiskers were running fucking riot. If Oliver calls my bush Phil Spector again, I’m going to batter him. Throwing on a random, mismatched black underwear set, I covered myself up in my dressing gown, just in time to hear him return.


By 9.45 p.m. one of us had indeed passed out . . . it was Oliver, while reading Molly a story in her bed. I SHAVED FOR NOTHING.


Today he hasn’t even mentioned it, busying himself with a work project while Molly and I had a Despicable Me movie marathon. I just don’t get it. I remember the days when his penis made 99% of his decisions, including waking him up specifically to bang me. I miss those days. Maybe my New Year’s resolution should be to go back in time. I’m as likely to fulfil that as I am to lose weight.


Tuesday January 3rd


God, today was boring. The weather was still cold and miserable so we all sat inside and annoyed each other to the point of murder. However, as we’re all back to normality next week (thank God), I suggested we get out of the house and go for a family dinner somewhere. To be honest, I just wanted a cocktail. A big one. I’m not proud. After telling Molly seventeen thousand times that McDonald’s wasn’t an option, we finally decided on TGI Fridays in the shopping mall where she could get a burger, Oliver could get a parking space and I could get something made with Jack Daniels. It didn’t have to be solid food.


The restaurant was full of weary-looking families who had had just about enough of the holidays. We had to wait a few minutes for a table, so we sat at the bar, giving me a chance to responsibly choose something from the cocktail menu and not just grab the barman by the lapels and yell ‘JUST. NUMB. ME’ into his face. We sat near the back of the restaurant, Molly beside her Dad and me beside the Lynchburg Lemonade I’d ordered.


‘Mum, how come we had to come here and not McDonalds?’ Molly asked, her swinging legs thumping the table as she opened her kid’s activity pack.


‘Because McDonalds doesn’t sell this kind of lemonade,’ Oliver replied on my behalf. He lifted my glass and took a swig. ‘Damn, that’s nice. I wish you’d driven now.’


I smirked. ‘The burgers are bigger here anyway, honey. And we can share those chicken strips you like?’


‘OK.’ She shrugged and began colouring, just as another little girl three tables away started to lose her shit over ice cream. I took another gulp of my drink, feeling grateful that we’ve managed to raise such an easy-going child. No, not grateful . . .smug.


We got home around nine and Oliver put Molly to bed, while I opened a bottle of wine for us to share. It’s not often we do this. Usually one of us will stay completely sober in case we need to drive in a ‘Molly emergency’. My good friend Hazel says this kind of responsible behaviour is apparently very common for your first kid but after you’ve popped out a few more, you’re both drunk by 8 p.m., thinking Fuck it. We’ll call a taxi.


‘She went out like a light,’ Oliver remarked as he came into the living room. ‘I think she had fun.’


‘Come sit with me, handsome face,’ I said, already halfway through my glass of wine. ‘You know, this wine isn’t as vile as the cheap price-tag suggests.’


He slumped down beside me, putting his feet up on the coffee table. ‘I’ve eaten too much. I can’t move.’


‘Same. I’m down to one bar of health. You could rob me right now, I’d be unable to defend myself.’


‘I’m unlikely to rob someone who had to borrow twenty quid off me last week.’


‘Fair point.’


He laughed and gently nudged me. ‘You know, you could totally take advantage of me, right now. I’d be powerless.’ He started to run his finger over my thigh and towards my stomach. ‘I might even let you off with that twenty quid.’


‘You know that person you adore so much?’ I replied, gesturing towards Molly’s bedroom. ‘I pushed her out of my vagina. You should be throwing money at me on a daily basis. You should be makin’ it rain!’


He smirked at my attempt to palm imaginary money into the air. ‘It’s true. You did birth our lovely child. But to be fair, she was a lot smaller then . . .’


‘Yeah, so was my vagina . . .’


He snorted and took a swig of his wine. ‘Well, if we’re not going to ruin each other, I might put a film on?’


I nodded for him to go ahead but his words made my heart sink a little. When did we stop wanting to ruin each other? Why didn’t he defend my vagina? When did we let overeating interfere with sex? I’ve been overeating my entire life and it’s never stopped me shagging.


Thursday January 5th


Mum and Dad called from Canada this afternoon, placing me on speakerphone from what sounded like the middle of a dog shelter. Which, as it turns out, is EXACTLY where they were calling from.


‘Why are you getting a dog?’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re always pissing off on holiday!’


‘Oh relax, we’re not getting a dog. We’re just visiting them. I thought Molly might like to say hello.’


Jesus Christ. Everything I said about Oliver’s parents – I take it back. Compared to mine, they are normal and reasonable. Louise and Brendan didn’t sell everything they owned and emigrate to Canada, giving their only child two weeks’ notice. They don’t go skinny-dipping in their sixties or attend rock concerts or call their granddaughter to speak to random dogs. They didn’t bring me a set of Kegel balls for Christmas. Still, they do come over every year for ten days and spoil the shit out of Molly. I think they’re pleased to see me too. I hope so, anyway.


I called for Molly to come to the phone and watched her say hello to some dogs three thousand miles away. I could picture my mum: her blonde hair tied up in a bun, jacket hood up, holding the phone towards the cages, while my dad, head to toe in winter gear, would be telling her to hurry up so he could go home and knit a flaxseed cake or something. I was grateful that Molly was in her ‘I hate dogs’ phase. If she’d been listening to cats, she’d have been begging for one the minute she hung up.


After a minute or two Molly said bye, handed me the phone and went back to the living room while I had a quick chat with my parents. They think I’m daft. Not once have they ever just casually popped by a shelter to visit stray dogs. They’re totally adopting one.


Monday January 9th


After Molly was born, I fully intended to go back to work full-time, even though the thought of going back to The Post for any length of time filled me with utter dread. However, after looking into the horrendous cost of private nursery, we decided that I’d go back part-time and look after her on my days off. Oliver did offer to go part-time instead of me but he earns more than I do and actually enjoys his job. So now I work Monday, Tuesday and Thursday while Molly splits her time between the council-run nursery and childminder extraordinaire Maggie Wilcox.


Despite having a new position as Entertainments sales rep at The Post and cutting my hours down to three days a week, I still hate selling advertising space and I’m still angry at myself for being here. Actually, I’m more angry at myself for being thirty-nine this year and still not feeling satisfied with my work life. How do these smug ‘I love my job’ fuckers do it?


Lucy has the right idea. She’s completely nonchalant about her job. She found the least taxing, best paid job she could find and doesn’t give it another thought when the clock strikes 5.30 p.m. We’ve worked together in the same office for seven years but she views it with amusement rather than the contempt I feel. She can afford to be indifferent though – her outgoings are minimal given that she’s child free and rent free (she owns her granny’s old house outright). All my granny left me was a purple cloth bag which contained some dress jewellery and what looked like an adult human tooth wrapped in a hanky.


I waved over to her as I entered the office, throwing my bag under my desk with a soft thud. I hadn’t spoken to her since New Year’s Eve, when she called me from Loch Fyne, so pissed I could smell tequila fumes down the other end of the phone.


‘I think I found Nessie!’ she yelled over what sounded like a mariachi band. ‘Fucking Nessie! I mean, it’s dark outside but there’s something going on in that . . . underwater . . .’


‘That’s nice,’ I replied, feeling a little jealous that I wasn’t there in person to tell her that Nessie lives in Loch Ness and also that she’s a maniac. ‘Where’s Kyle?’


‘Who?’


‘Your boyfriend.’ I laughed. ‘Remember him? Tree surgeon. Dark hair. Does occasional weird poetry. Pretty sure he drove you up there.’


‘Oh yeah, him. He’s lovely, right? Oh. Wait . . . here, fishy fishy . . .’


‘Lucy, where are you? Have you wandered off?’ I asked, feeling anxious that she was about to Jacques Cousteau herself into the loch, towards whatever the hell she thought she was seeing under the water. ‘Go and find Kyle, please,’ I insisted.


‘He’s here, Mum,’ she snickered. ‘Stop panicking. I can see him walking. He might be drunk. He has new glasses, you know – black rimmed. Like Huddy Bolly.’


The rest of the sentence was just a drunken slur but I heard Kyle’s voice so was able to hang up knowing that she wasn’t on her own. Unless he was equally pissed . . . and they both end up in the loch . . . ugh, I am such a mum. When did I become the intoxication police? Ten years ago I’d have been police-cautioned before the bells chimed midnight. Oh dear God, please don’t let Molly grow up to be anything like me.


Anyway, my boss Dorothy wasn’t back ’til Thursday which meant less pressure to sit at my desk and look like I gave a shit, so I started my day making coffee for everyone, except for office annoyance Kelly, who was already balls deep into her New Year detox.


‘Hot water with lemon – every morning.’ She sniffed loudly, holding up a flask. ‘If it’s not natural, I’m not interested.’


I could see Lucy biting her tongue as she listened to this streaky fake-tanned woman with drawn-on eyebrows and twenty menthols protruding from her handbag lecture the room on her new natural lifestyle. I knew that by lunchtime, there would be a sweepstake about how long it would last. (The pub downstairs are starting a ‘buy one get one free’ pizza on a Monday. I’m totally winning this.)


‘You brought your own hot water?’ Brian asked without looking up from his phone. ‘Is it special hot wa—’


‘Filtered . . . and smart.’ She looked at her flask like she expected it to take a bow.


Brian chuckled. ‘Your water is smart or it makes you smart? Will it make me smarter?’


‘It doesn’t fucking perform brain transplants,’ Lucy hollered from her desk.


Kelly smiled, grateful that Lucy stepped in. Lucy isn’t particularly a fan of Kelly but she dislikes Brian even more.


We’d been in the office for fifteen minutes and already these two were ready to battle. They’ve hated each other for years. Brian is still the cock he’s always been and Kelly is just, well, Kelly. Nothing ever changes around here. Actually, that’s a lie – handsome Stuart, the man I once let shag me up against a jaggy fence, left before Christmas to move to Finland with his new wife, leaving us wondering who the hell Dorothy would hire in his place. Fucking Finland! The lengths men will go to avoid me.


I sat at my desk and logged in, allowing emails to start trickling through. Of course the most recent was from Lucy.






From: Lucy Jacobs


To: Phoebe Henderson


Subject: New Year


So? How was New Year? How was the Irish invasion? I feel like I haven’t seen you in ages. Did Molly stay up for the bells or were you and Oliver snorting champagne and shagging in front of the telly?












From: Phoebe Henderson


To: Lucy Jacobs


Subject: Re: New Year


It went well, I think! I hope they had a nice time but his parents just give off a vibe of being uncomfortable everywhere except in their own home. It’s weird. Yes, Molly did stay up for the bells – we watched Jools Holland. She spilled Ribena on the floor. It was thrilling. Oliver woke me up in the morning to moan about potatoes. I know, I’m boring myself now. Let’s have lunch. You can tell me all about Nessie, you drunken arse.












From: Lucy Jacobs


To: Phoebe Henderson


Subject: New Year


No can do – I’m meeting Kyle. Tomorrow though! We’ll go to Max’s bar and get those hotdogs with all the weird shit on them.








I looked through my work diary to discover that I had a grand total of zero appointments booked for next week, not great when my boss also has access to it so I can’t bullshit her. Still, it’s New Year. People are on holiday. I can’t work miracles and even if I could, those miracles wouldn’t be wasted on this fucking job; I’d save them for gravity-defying tits, world peace and turning wine into more wine.


Tuesday January 10th


Oliver dropped Molly off at nursery so I got into work pretty early this morning, which gave me time to grab some breakfast before starting the morning ritual of calling people who didn’t want to speak to me.


Lunch at Max’s Bar was fun; massive hotdogs, fries and a catch up session in which Lucy recounted what she could remember about New Year, including the sex they’d had in a four poster bed. And in the car. And against the window with the curtains open. Beasts.


‘Ugh. Enough,’ I said, scraping some onions off my hotdog. ‘I’m beginning to hate you.’


She stared suspiciously at me. ‘What’s up?’


‘Let’s just say this hotdog is the only phallic-shaped thing that’s been near my face recently.’ I bit into it aggressively, continuing to speak with my mouth full. ‘I think Oliver is finally fed up shagging me.’


‘Nonsense,’ she replied, politely ignoring the fact that I’d just sprayed food on to the table. ‘Oliver is nuts about you.’


‘He was,’ I said, using a napkin to brush away the accidental food spray, ‘and I’m sure he still is. But we’re not the same. We haven’t had sex since November and it was a quick spoon. We discussed painting Molly’s room and didn’t even make eye contact. Even before then, it’s been really sporadic and not remotely noteworthy.’


Lucy shrugged, picking at my unwanted onions. ‘So you’re in a slump. You still fancy each other, right? No-one is shagging anyone else?’


I could feel the colour drain from my face. I hadn’t even considered this as a possibility. ‘NO! Wait . . . do you think he could be shagging someone else?!’


She shook her head. ‘I doubt it. He has a kid now. When the fuck would he have the time? Then again, you’d make time to shag, wouldn’t you?’


My heart rate was increasing with every word that left her mouth. ‘Well, not with me obviously!’


‘I’m not helping, am I?’ she replied. ‘Is it both of you or just him?’


I thought for a moment. ‘We’re both a bit guilty. But it seems to be bothering me more than him. He’s barely mentioned it.’


Lucy gulped down some of her beer and shook her head. ‘What does Hazel think about it? She has a kid – maybe this is how it goes.’


Hazel is the adult of our group. Her life is in order, her shit is together and when I grow up, I hope to be just like her.


‘I haven’t spoken to her. She’s still at Disneyland Paris.’


Lucy smirked. ‘Then she won’t be shagging either.’


I giggled. It’s true. Hazel, Kevin and their seven-year-old daughter Grace will be sharing the same room; it’ll be out of the question. I shoved some fries into my mouth and sighed. ‘We’re just not synched. And then stuff gets in the way. And before you know it, you’re being felt up in a pantry.’


‘A what now?’


‘Never mind.’


As we headed back to the office, I vowed to speak to Oliver about this. Properly. We’re going to pull out of this rut before one of us foolishly considers looking elsewhere.


Wednesday January 11th


Day off today! Morning was spent tidying and sorting Molly’s old clothes into piles for the charity shop. Then off to nursery in the afternoon, where I bumped into Sarah Ward-Wilson by the gates, a woman who clearly cannot believe that despite her best efforts to marry well (and Botox poorly), she’s a mother of four, still living in Glasgow.


‘I cannot stand this weather, Phoebe. It doesn’t matter how expensive your car is, when it’s icy, these roads are a death trap to us all. Is that woman wearing a tracksuit? Oh dear Lord . . .’


I smirked, watching her pull her grey fur hat down over her ears, while simultaneously pushing her daughter Ruby towards the nursery entrance. Ruby is a sweetheart. A small ginger girl who looks exactly like her small ginger dad. If Molly wasn’t so fond of her, I’d have no reason to speak to this awful woman. She’s a mixture of aloof and sneaky, like a dastardly villain from a black and white movie. Most of the mums call her Lord Wilson because of her superiority complex. Including me.


Oliver arrived home late, moaning about his workload and annoyed that he’d missed saying goodnight to Molly. He came into the kitchen where I stood washing the dinner plates.


‘Did she have a good day?’ he asked, picking at the leftover chicken on the worktop. ‘I can’t believe she’ll be starting school this year. How the hell did that happen?’


‘I know,’ I replied, accidentally knocking a glass against the mixer taps. ‘It’s like she’s getting older but I haven’t aged at all. It doesn’t make sense.’


‘I’m bushed,’ he said, completely ignoring my joke. ‘I’m going to get my head down.’


‘It’s only half nine!’ I protested. I reached into the fridge to get the two custard doughnuts that I’d bought earlier. ‘Have some tea with me first! I bought those dough—’


But he was already halfway up the hall before I could finish my sentence. It was then that I decided things really had to change. And that I’d eat his fucking doughnut, too.


Thursday January 12th


Dropped Molly with Maggie at a quarter past eight, accompanied by my usual pang of guilt whenever I have to leave her to go to work. It’s fucking ridiculous. How long will this last? Until she’s a teenager? I mean, I’m not leaving her to waltz off and enjoy myself for the day, I’m doing it so we can eat, but fuck me, I still have that little voice saying ‘She’d rather be with you. She should be with you. Hideous parenting. 1/10. Should not breed again.’


Maggie pulled open the door and Molly shouted ‘Hi!’ as she ran towards the sounds of the other two kids that had been forced to come by their parents who probably feel as guilty as I do. Maybe not. I even feel guilty when I leave Molly at Hazel’s house, and she’s one of my closest mates. I think there’s just a part of me that’s scared that – even for a second – Molly won’t feel wanted.


‘Busy day ahead?’ Maggie asked, wiping her hands on her apron. She wore an apron. I looked at her in admiration. She was a proper house-person. She had a tidy blonde hairdo, her tops always matched her trousers, she bakes, and even with three kids to look after, her house is always more orderly than mine will ever be. Here is a woman who has her shit together; maybe I’m just scared that one day Molly will start to question why I don’t.


‘Oh, you know; same old!’ I politely replied. I waved bye to Molly but she didn’t notice. It looked like she was either cuddling a small boy or she had him in a headlock. ‘Her dad will collect her at four, if that’s OK?’


Maggie’s eyes light up at the sheer mention of Oliver. It’s obvious she fancies him. It used to bother me slightly – not enough to make a fuss but enough to neurotically make me wonder if the feeling was mutual.


Work wasn’t horrendous. I manage to arrange a few appointments for next week, dealt with old emails and listened politely to my boss Dorothy’s holiday woes when the romantic all-inclusive couples break she’d booked for her and her boyfriend in Gran Canaria turned out to be the package holiday from hell.


‘They had bingo one night, Phoebe. BINGO. And several children pissed on the floor during the kid’s disco. Honestly, I didn’t sit on a plane for five hours to slip on piss in my Choos.’


Friday January 13th


Day #fuckknows in the Webb/Henderson household.


I tried to gauge whether Oliver might be feeling amorous this evening but as soon as I said, ‘Shall we have an early night?’ I felt like a 1950s housewife and cringed. His response was, ‘Nah, there’s a documentary on Netflix I’ve been meaning to watch’.


I used to be good at demanding sex but, bloody hell, I’m out of practice. Fuckssake, this man has been inside every one of my holes and yet I’m finding it difficult to talk to him about sex! Maybe I’m just scared there’s something else going on . . . what if he’s had enough of my holes?


Saturday January 14th


Hazel texted me this morning to let me know they were all back from their New Year trip to Disneyland Paris.






Finally home. Grace has a present for Molly. When are you free for coffee?








I arranged to take Molly over tomorrow to catch up. Hazel’s daughter is two years older than Molly but they get on like a house on fire, even calling each other ‘sister’ in a slightly creepy way. It’s handy though since Molly is happy to sleep over when Oliver and I have plans.


The rest of the day was spent doing bugger all. I had a nap while Oliver played Pie Face with Molly and I yelled at them both when whipped cream got on the rug. Fucking hell, I’m becoming a bore. If this continues, they’ll need to stage an arsehole intervention and force-feed joy into me intravenously.


Sunday January 15th


I took Molly over to Hazel’s house, where she was presented with a Disneyland mug and a tiny Jungle Book elephant plush toy. Delighted, she went off to play with Grace while Hazel pointed me in the direction of the kitchen, pushing the door closed behind her.


‘So how was—’ I began, but Hazel quickly interrupted me.


‘Never again,’ she blurted out, whacking the kettle switch on. ‘Overpriced, freezing and mobbed. Kevin wasn’t keen either. He said that Gaston “sighed” at him. Tea or coffee?’


‘Tea, thanks,’ I replied. ‘Gaston’s an arsehole. I bet Grace enjoyed it though.’


Hazel shrugged. ‘She announced on the second day that she was a bit old for Disney. We’re standing in the middle of the fucking Magic Kingdom, up to our arse in Disney and she’s all “whatever”. She enjoyed the New Year fireworks though.’


I started to laugh. ‘At least you got away for a few days. I’d kill for a holiday.’


She shook her head. ‘This wasn’t a holiday. This was an exercise in not losing your shit when you have to queue for an hour to sit on a twirling teacup in sub-zero temperatures.’


She filled up the teapot and placed it down on the table before rummaging around for biscuits, while I filled her in on my incredibly dull New Year, including my current predicament.


‘Am I being unreasonable?’ I asked, hoping not only that she’d have some wisdom to impart but also that she had something other than custard creams. The smell of them made me sick during my pregnancy and I’ve never fully recovered.


‘You know, Kevin and I went through something similar, when Grace was two,’ she began, retrieving some cleverly hidden, single-finger Twix from the back of a cupboard. ‘We actually went to counselling.’


‘WHAT?!’ I replied. ‘You never told me any of this!’


‘Yeah, Kevin made me promise not to discuss it . . . so you cannot say a word! But it helped us. We’d lost the passion. It happens.’


‘And now?’


She grinned. ‘Let’s just say we’re back on track and it’s easier for us to talk about it when we’re not. I’d give you the name of our therapist but he retired a year or so ago.’


‘That’s OK,’ I replied, pouring some tea. ‘I think I know someone who could help.’


Monday January 16th


I watched a couple of strangers flirt on the tube this morning. In fact, I think the whole carriage was aware of the spark between them. I don’t think anyone would have been surprised if they just mounted each other there and then. I won’t lie, it made me pine for something. For that feeling of lust that makes you repeatedly stare at someone until they stare back or have you arrested.


The snow has finally fucked off which made my walk to the office slightly less treacherous. It never fails to amaze me, the women I see in heels trying to negotiate ice and slush, like having sexy shoes makes you immune from sliding in public. Or from the effects of gravity.


Kelly was already in the office, eating something that definitely wasn’t made by nature. It looked like it was made by Greggs. Her face went into full panic mode when she saw me.
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