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Prologue


Five Years Ago


‘Girl, I am gagging over your look tonight. That headscarf – I die! Vintage Pucci?’


‘Oxfam discount bin,’ I grin, striking a pose. When a drag queen compliments your accessories, you can be pretty sure you’re doing something right.


‘Well, that was 20p fabulously spent, Miss Barb. Pussy is on fire!’


She bends down to give me a theatrical air-kiss on both cheeks: in wig and heels, self-styled ‘door bitch’ Madame Kiki Beaverhousen must be pushing seven foot. She lifts the rope and I slip under, sensing the mass scowl from the line of people waiting round the block who’ve just watched me shamelessly queue-jump.


‘See you inside,’ I say, waving to Madame Kiki, and disappear into the darkness beyond the doorway. All the signs are there: tonight is going to be fun.


As I make my way down the velvet-lined corridor, my step unconsciously falling in time with the music, excitement bubbles up inside me. I pass a large gilt mirror and pause to check my reflection. It took me two hours to get ready, which I guess is pretty standard for a Thursday night – after all, Thursday is the new Sunday, which was once the new Saturday, which used to be the new Friday . . . or something like that.


As well as the headscarf, I’m wearing a full-length pink kaftan with a jewelled neckline, armfuls of bangles and a pair of gold platform sandals (it’s quite a casual club night, you understand, so I didn’t want to overdo it), plus my signature make-up look: winged eyeliner, strong brows and pale, matte lips. Okay, I suppose it’s not my signature make-up look – I stole it from Barbra, the divine Ms Streisand: my style icon, role model and all-year-round girl crush. My wardrobe of vintage and charity shop finds is entirely inspired by her own from the Sixties and Seventies. The woman is a goddess.


My Streisand obsession started over ten years ago when I was in my early teens. I have been blessed with a magnificent megalith of a nose, an impressive slab of nasal architecture that I’m now rightly proud of – although try telling a self-conscious fourteen-year-old who just wants to look like Britney Spears that big noses can be beautiful. I’d come home from school in tears one day, after yet another nose-based bullying, when my wonderful father sat me down and put on the film The Way We Were. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. There, on the screen, was MY nose, slap-bang in the middle of the face of the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. My nose was getting to kiss Robert Redford! My nose was wearing the most fabulous pale-pink halter-neck jumpsuit! My nose was a star!


It was a life-changing moment, and it was then I decided that when I grew up I was going to be Barbra Streisand. And while I might not have her life – I’m yet to achieve the superstardom or multiple zeroes on my bank balance – I most certainly have her look, which in turn has led to me borrowing her name, too. To my work friends at least, I’m universally known as ‘Barb’.


The corridor opens out into the bar and I spot a group of people I know. This club is currently a favourite with the fashion crowd: even if I turn up on my own, I know there’ll be plenty of familiar faces here. I start working my way through the throng towards them.


‘Barb! How are you, gorgeous?’


Tomo, a male model I’ve known for a few years – you probably know him, too, from countless ad campaigns – looms out of the crowd and wraps me in a bear hug.


‘I’m just going to say hi to Riva, Delphine and the others,’ I say, gesturing to the group by the bar when he pulls away.


‘Okay, but first I’ve got a little proposition for you.’ He reaches for my hand. ‘Come with me . . .’


Models, male and female, tend to fall into two camps: they are either fetishised for their weirdness (these are the ones who look more alien than human – fashion simply adores a freak) or worshipped for their flawless beauty. With his achingly handsome face and gym-honed body, Tomo sits firmly in the latter category. He’d be an absolute nightmare to have as a boyfriend because he gets hit on constantly (by both men and women), but he’s a great mate, plus we often end up in bed together anyway – and tonight, as he steers me towards a quiet corner of the bar, I’m guessing he has mischief on his mind.


‘So I was thinking,’ he says, snaking his arm around my waist, ‘how about my favourite photographic assistant and I give this place a miss, and head straight back to mine?’


I look at him, eyebrows raised; I guess when you’re this good-looking you can afford to be brazen. ‘But I haven’t even had a drink yet,’ I reply, a coy smile playing on my lips.


‘Well, I’ve got vodka in the freezer and champagne in the fridge, and if madame would like anything else, I will call my PA and get her to courier it over to the flat.’ He pulls me closer and drops his voice to a husky murmur. ‘How about it? I promise I’ll make it worth your while . . .’


I chew my lip, thinking over this undeniably tempting offer. ‘I really shouldn’t, T, I’ve got an early start in the morning – Jay’s shooting Nadia for Harper’s. Besides,’ I add, my armfuls of bracelets clanking in corroboration, ‘I think I’m a bit overdressed for a private party at your place.’


Tomo leans towards me, until his perfectly symmetrical face is so close to mine I can feel the warmth of his breath, and whispers: ‘But that’s exactly what I was thinking . . .’


Looking into Tomo’s dark eyes, and at his full-lipped mouth that I know from experience is highly proficient at kissing (and other oral pursuits), I’m this close to giving in – but it’s already gone midnight, and I’ve got to be in the studio tomorrow for an eight o’clock start.


‘Next time,’ I manage with an apologetic smile.


Tomo fixes me with his trademark sex-look for a second longer, then shrugs. ‘You’re no fun anymore, Barb,’ he says, but there’s a grin in his voice and as we weave our way back towards the bar he loops his arm through mine. ‘So how’s work?’


‘Oh, you know, brilliant and shit in equal measure.’


‘I don’t know how you hack working for Jay. I heard he was doing a shoot for Vogue the other day and he had a fit about the model being too fat. She was, like, sixteen or something, and he was screaming at the editor while this kid was sitting right in front of him!’


‘Yep, I know, I was there.’ I shake my head, despairing over my charmless boss. ‘And people let him get away with it because he’s an “artist”! He’s just brought in this new rule that his female assistants have to wear nail varnish, because someone told him that’s what Mario Testino does. I’m having to paint my nails every night because as soon as I start lugging the camera equipment and lighting around, they get chipped.’


‘Well, look at it this way: once you’ve worked with Jay Patterson, your photography career will be sorted for life. That’s got to be worth a daily manicure, right?’


Later that night I’m standing at the bar waiting to order a round of drinks. It’s been a brilliant night – my face aches from laughing – but I can’t be late for work; this job is far too important to me. I’ve told myself that I’m allowed one more vodka, a quick dance with Tomo (possibly also a kiss if I promise to behave) and then I really do have to go home. I’ve lost track of time and pull out my phone to check how late it is. When I look at the screen my hand flies to my mouth in shock.


Oh my God.


It’s nearly 3 a.m., which means I need to be up again in four hours – but the really disturbing thing is the seventeen missed calls from my sister Tabitha. When I left our flat earlier this evening she was already on her way to bed. What the hell has happened?


‘Another vodka tonic, Barb sweetheart?’ asks the barman.


But I’m already turning away, fighting through the crowd so I can get outside to phone her back, panic flooding through me as I elbow my way towards the door. I try to think of a reason my little sister might need to get hold of me so urgently, but none of the possibilities I can come up with are reassuring.


After the heat of the club, the chill November air slams into me like a physical force. Gathering my kaftan tighter around me, I dial Tabitha’s number and she answers immediately.


‘Annie! Oh, thank God.’


Her voice is squeaky and breathless, as if she’s on the edge of hysteria.


‘Tabby? What’s wrong? Where are you?’


‘I’m at home. Annie, the . . . the police are here. I . . .’


She breaks off, collapsing into tears, sobbing uncontrollably.


‘Tabitha, talk to me! Please! Tabby?’


But there’s no reply, just the heartbreaking sound of her crying, and after a few moments an unfamiliar male voice comes on the line.


‘Is this Ann Taylor?’


This use of my real name while I’m in full Barbra mode would usually grate, but right now I’m too panicked to care. ‘Who is this?’ I ask, voice trembling. My heart is racing, and I reach for the wall to keep myself upright. ‘What’s happened to my sister, is she hurt? Please, what’s going on?’


‘This is Sergeant Clive Ellis, Miss Taylor.’ His tone is grave. ‘And I’m afraid I’m going to need you to come home right away . . .’
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Present Day


I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve forgotten something. It’s been bugging me since I got on this bus, an unsettling niggle that I’ve left something important at home, and at each stop I’ve had to fight the urge to sprint back and check. To be honest it’s taking the shine off this journey through the glorious sights of rainy south London – and the Stockwell one-way system is so lovely at this time of year.


Of course, the reason I’m feeling like this is because I know that I have left something important behind: my daughter Dorothea, aka Dot. She of the tiny shell-pink fists and bewitching smell. This is the first time I’ve been out of our flat without her since she was born, which was only twelve weeks ago, but time creeps by at three-toed sloth speed when you’re measuring your days in naps and breastfeeds. When I left her in the capable arms of my best mate Fiona a little while ago, closed the front door and took my first steps along our street unencumbered by buggy or changing bag, I kept checking behind me, furtive and twitchy, like I’d just been shoplifting in Boots. I managed to make it to the bus stop, but then the guilt kicked in. Oh good God, the guilt. From the outside I might have looked like your average badly-dressed shoplifter, but inside my head the lunatics were taking over the asylum.


How can I have abandoned my baby? She’s probably lying in her cot right now screaming for me while I swan off to go shopping – and not even shopping for her, shopping for myself! I am a bad mother. Bad and selfish. I’m going to scar her for life. She’ll grow into an emotionally-stunted psychopath who won’t be able to form healthy relationships or hold down a job and most likely will end up in prison, and it’ll all be my fault because of that one time I went shopping and left her at home.


I’m seriously regretting reading that book on attachment parenting.


Anyway, I felt so wretched about all this that I nearly turned around and went home, but then the bus drew up and I forced myself to get on board, mainly because I knew full well that Fiona, who is a tiny yet fearsome Northern Irish woman, would be ‘ragin’’ if I ‘wimped out’.


There were no free seats so I resigned myself to standing, but then I realised that I could actually sit upstairs – no buggy! – and with more of a thrill than you’d think possible in the circumstances, I found myself a seat on the top deck. As the bus pulled away I turned my attention to the world outside, and as I gazed out of the window, my head propped against the smeary glass, it suddenly struck me how familiar the world looked: apart from some tired-looking Christmas decorations still looped around the streetlights, nothing much had changed since I last took this journey into town. I suppose there wasn’t any reason why it should have changed – it had only been a few months, after all – but it’s a shock to discover that while you’ve spent the past three months transforming beyond all recognition, the rest of the world has just been . . . business as usual.


I found this strangely reassuring. Dot’s birth catapulted me into the strange and scary universe of motherhood, a place where there were few certainties and even less sleep – and not even Alexa could provide the answers. But now here I was going shopping, sitting on the top deck of the 137, doing all those things I used to do before my world suddenly went mum-shaped. Annie Taylor is still here, folks! She’s alive!


And now, as we trundle over Battersea Bridge towards the bright lights of Zone 1, my guilt over Dot is fading just a little, and I’m beginning to feel excited about the prospect of going shopping. For the first time in three months I am out in the big wide world on my own. Yup, it’s just me and my long-neglected Visa card, hitting up the John Lewis ladies’ wear department for some sexy lingerie.


Yes, I do know that John Lewis might not be the best place to look for sexy lingerie. My mate Jessica (who is in a dating frenzy post-divorce, so is an expert on such matters) insisted I go to Agent Provocateur, but apparently the assistants come into the changing room with you to fit the bras, and I’m really not up for that level of attention. There’s a strong danger that if they get too ‘hands-on’, my boobs will go off like sprinklers, spraying milk over the racks of pom-pom mules and nipple clamps. Not to mention, I’m not supposed to be wearing underwired bras due to the breastfeeding, and even the thongs are underwired in that place. All in all, John Lewis feels like a far safer bet.


It’s been a while since I thought about my body as anything other than a twenty-four-hour milk vending machine, but the reason I need something racier than my beige maternity bra is because this Saturday Luke and I are having our first post-baby date night. We’re going for dinner at our favourite local restaurant, and then it will be full-speed ahead on the seduction highway, destination: Shag Town.


I can’t say that sex is the first thing I want to do right now – sleep is actually at the top, middle and bottom of my list, dominating my every waking thought and even some of the sleeping ones too (I actually dreamt I was having a lie-in last week; it was wonderful – then Dot started crying and I woke up and discovered it was 2 a.m.). Also, I’m a bit worried about the intercourse part of proceedings, primarily because I’m not that confident about the state of things down there.


How can I put this tastefully . . . ?


Imagine, if you will, a pretty cul-de-sac. It’s a nice place to live; a ‘desirable neighbourhood’, in estate-agent speak. The accommodation is cosy and the front hedges neatly trimmed. But then one day an enormous wrecking ball smashes through it – KABOOOOOOM – transforming it into a hellish dual carriageway, big enough for those ‘caution: wide load’ lorries, flanked by a shamefully overgrown soft verge.


That’s how I’m imagining my vagina, post-partum.


And if that wasn’t enough of a passion-killer, my once-passable body now looks like a balloon that’s been blown up and deflated multiple times until it’s all sad and saggy. On the plus side, though, I am currently rocking quite the rack. I have boobs like the Titanic: gigantic, but leaky.


Is it terrible to admit that the idea of sex feels like a chore? It’s not like Luke’s been pressuring me (he’s actually been really sweet about it, telling me to take my time and wait until I’m ready) but all of my multiple baby books agree on the fact that I should be ‘intimate’ with my partner by now. I’m also starting to worry that Dot is taking up so much of my attention Luke might be feeling neglected. I really don’t want to become one of those couples who get so lost in parenthood that they start addressing each other as ‘Mummy’ and ‘Daddy’ and don’t have anything to talk about apart from how many times their baby pooed that week. Luke would hate that.


The bus is now ploughing through the traffic around Hyde Park Corner, which isn’t a million miles from Luke’s office, and at the thought of being just a couple of streets away from him my face relaxes into a smile. Luke. I’m so lucky to have him. Handsome, successful, charming – at times I wonder if I’m punching above my weight. I knew he wouldn’t be much of a nappy-changer, and he works such long hours I wouldn’t expect him to be, but when I see him with Dot, cuddling her to sleep or tickling her until she dissolves into giggles, my heart melts with happiness. I glance out of the window again: I’m so close to his office, perhaps I should message him to see if he can pop out to meet me? It would be lovely to grab a few minutes together, just the two of us. I pull out my phone and write: ‘Surprise! I’m near your office, can I buy my baby-daddy a coffee?’ My finger hovers over ‘send’, but after a moment’s consideration I hit the lock button instead. Wednesday is Luke’s busy day at work, I probably shouldn’t bother him.


The bus stops again, and moments later a twenty-something girl with enviable eyebrows and enormous headphones emerges onto the top deck. She takes a seat a couple of rows in front of me, the tinny bass still audible above the rumble of the bus. I feel a twitch of irritation: possibly because of the too-loud music, but more likely because she reminds me of Barb, that distant version of myself who’d also had time to get her brows in shape and didn’t give a shit what people thought of her. I miss that girl. Against my better judgement, I let my mind slide back to that horrible time five years ago when fun, fearless Barb suddenly vanished and was replaced by sensible, anxious Annie. If only I’d handled things better, and hadn’t lost myself quite so dramatically, perhaps my life might have turned out differently? But then I wouldn’t have met Luke, and we wouldn’t have had Dot – and how could I ever regret that?


A little while later we grind to a halt at the traffic lights outside Selfridges. The January sales are in full swing and shoppers buttressed with Primark bags plough down the crowded pavements. There’s a crowd gathered around the entrance to Bond Street station, and as I watch them milling around like goldfish, my eyes are drawn to a man waiting at the top of the steps leading down to the tube. Although I can only see him from the back, I would know those shoulders and that navy coat anywhere. It’s Luke! I let out a little ‘oh’ of surprise. What on earth’s he doing round here? Perhaps we can meet for that coffee after all!


I bang on the window, trying to get his attention, but he’s so far away with so many people between us that I doubt he’d hear me even if I was standing on the street yelling his name. As I stare at him, trying to mentally will him to turn in my direction, a crowd of tourists ambles past, blocking him from view; now that he’s out of sight, doubts start to edge in. Was that Luke? Perhaps I was mistaken: that navy coat isn’t exactly unusual, and as far as I know he doesn’t own a red beanie. He’s not a red beanie kind of guy; he works in the legal department at a German investment bank. And why would Luke be loitering on Oxford Street on a Wednesday morning? He’s usually stuck in some high-powered meeting around now. I must have been mistaken . . .


The bus inches forward and I fumble in my bag for my phone to call him, but then we creep to a standstill again and I get another glimpse of Luke – or his doppelgänger. Frustratingly I still can’t see his face, or very much else of him. The little I can see, though, feels familiar. We’ve been together for three years; you should know, shouldn’t you? My gut instinct is telling me I’m right. This man is about the same height as Luke and has a similar build and cool, slouchy way of standing. I’m sure it’s him. Well, ninety-nine per cent sure. Eighty-five at the very least.


The bus starts to move and I realise I’m going to lose sight of him, so I make my way to the empty seats at the back in the hope of one last look, but the rain has just started again and with it umbrellas have begun mushrooming up around him. And then – hooray! – the crowds part, giving me a clear line of sight, and I feel sure that I’ll be able to get a look at his face from this angle; except, as it turns out, I can’t, because right where his face should be there’s now another person – a woman – who is wrapping her arms around him, and his hands are hungrily pulling her towards him, and even from this far away I can see, without any room for doubt, that they are kissing.
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There’s a strangulated sort of choking noise, which I think must have come from me, and a rushing in my ears. Even though I’m sitting down I reach for the back of the seat in front to steady myself. Jesus. A surge of adrenaline pushes me to my feet and I lunge for the stop button, pounding at it frantically, and then race to the stairs and take them two at a time, stumbling on the last step and dropping my bag, the contents scattering as widely as if it had been detonated. The bus is packed and people tut and and huff as I scramble at their feet, muttering my apologies, trying to retrieve my phone, wallet and the surprising quantity of tampons that must have been lurking in the depths. A young man hands back my tube of nipple cream with a kind smile; in normal circumstances I’d be dying of embarrassment, but right now my brain is preoccupied trying to process what the fuck has just happened.


I shout to the driver to ask if he’ll open the doors – we’re stuck in traffic mere metres from the next bus stop – but when his eyes meet mine in the rear-view mirror he shakes his head.


‘It’s an emergency!’ I shriek.


People look round, clearly thinking ‘nutter’.


The driver glances at me again. ‘I’m only permitted to stop at designated alighting points.’


An old woman sitting nearby asks: ‘Are you ill?’


‘No, I’m . . . I . . . just really need to get off.’


‘Well, you’ll have to wait like the rest of us,’ she says, mouth puckered in disapproval.


I shoot one last beseeching look at the driver, but he is determinedly avoiding further eye contact so I hover by the doors, twitchy with impatience, my head exploding with visions of my boyfriend snogging another woman. I press my fists into my eyes, trying to block it all out. Come on, Annie, don’t go assuming the worst. Luke wouldn’t do that – we’ve just had a baby together, for Christ’s sake! It must be a simple case of mistaken identity. I cling to this thought with the desperation of the drowning. There’s absolutely no way that was Luke. I’m being ridiculous, and when he asks me to marry him over dinner this weekend – which actually isn’t as far-fetched as it sounds, as he did ask me a question about ring sizes the other day – I’m going to think back to this moment and have a good laugh at how stupid I’ve been.


Unless . . . what if it was Luke? I’m hit by another wave of nausea. Is this because I haven’t had sex with him since the baby? I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror over the doors and am far from reassured by what I see: the stringy, mouse-blonde hair with two inches of dark roots already escaping from its lopsided ponytail, a make-up-free face dominated by that wretched conk of a nose and the maternity clothes that I’m still wearing because I can’t fit in my pre-pregnancy jeans. I certainly wouldn’t want to have sex with this version of myself. Christ, have I driven Luke to have an affair by letting myself go? Is this all my fault?


After what feels like hours the doors finally open and I burst onto Oxford Street and race back towards Bond Street tube station. Moments later I’m standing on the spot where I saw him, frantically scanning the crowd for a flash of red hat, but he’s nowhere to be seen. He’s not in the station either, and there’s no point me getting on a tube because if he has come this way, who knows in which direction he was headed. Dashing back up to street level, my heart hammering frantically in my chest, I pull out my phone and dial his number. Come on, Luke, please be at your desk, let this all be a misunderstanding . . . It goes straight to voicemail. Perhaps he’s in a meeting? Or maybe he’s on the tube with her, heading to a hotel to have wild, adulterous sex. I bet she wears fucking Agent Provocateur underwear. Who the hell is she? All I saw was a camel-coloured coat and a light-coloured ponytail – or was it a hat? Annie, focus . . . But the harder I try to visualise the scene, the quicker it slips away from me, until I’m left doubting that it even happened. Did I just imagine the whole thing? Is hallucinating something that can happen when you’ve recently given birth, along with the piles and stress incontinence? Does a weak pelvic floor lead to a weak mind? Am I going mad?


I try Luke’s mobile again but it goes straight back to voicemail, as does his work number – so instead I call Fiona.


She answers the phone with a sigh. ‘Dot is asleep and you’re meant to be pretending you don’t have a child for a few hours. Everything is grand. Now piss off.’


‘No, please, Fi, don’t go! I think I might have just seen Luke kissing another woman.’


There’s a pause. ‘You’re joking.’


‘Nope, deadly serious. I didn’t get a proper look because I was on the bus, but I’m almost certain it was him.’ Now the adrenalin is wearing off I can feel the tears coming. ‘Please tell me I’m going mad and imagined the whole thing. Please.’ I choke out the last word in a sob.


‘Oh, I’m sure you have, love. I mean, Luke has his faults . . .’ She lets that hang in the air and I feel a rush of irrational protectiveness towards my boyfriend.


‘I hardly think forgetting our anniversary means he’ll cheat on me,’ I mutter.


‘And your birthday . . .’


‘That happened once! And he was really manic at work that month, I barely saw him.’


‘Hmmm.’ Fi clearly still hasn’t forgiven him for that, but then as a friend she is staunchly loyal. ‘Anyway, what I was going to say was that yer man may have his faults, but I don’t think he’d be cheating on the mother of his child weeks after she gave birth. That would be a totally shitty thing to do. Luke’s only a wee bit shitty.’


An idea suddenly hits me. ‘Do you think I should go to his office, check if he’s there?’


There’s a pause as Fi thinks this over. ‘You said you’re almost certain it was Luke, but how good a look at him did you get?’


‘Not brilliant. Just his back view really, and he was quite a long way off. And there were a lot of people in the way. And he was wearing a red hat that I’ve never seen before.’


‘Okaaay . . .’


‘But it felt like him, honestly.’ I feel a lump rising in my throat again. If Luke left me, how would I care for Dot? I don’t have a job, Luke and I aren’t married and he owns our flat. Best-case scenario, I’d be a homeless, unemployed single mum. As my future hurtles wildly out of control, with tragedy piling upon disaster on top of calamity, I ask, my voice quavering: ‘Fi, what shall I do?’


‘Darl, remember this is a crazy time for you right now,’ she says gently. ‘You’re looking after Dot 24/7, you’re short of sleep, your hormones are all over the place: your judgement is bound to be . . . impaired. Perhaps this was just a totally understandable mix-up, like when you put your iPhone in the microwave last week.’ (She’s got a point – it’s a miracle it still works after twenty seconds on defrost.) ‘What I’m saying is, chances are you were mistaken and it wasn’t Luke, so I think the best thing to do is just forget about this for now, enjoy your child-free time and then talk to him about it tonight.’


‘You think I should just ask him outright?’


‘Feck no, are you insane! Just get him chatting about what he got up to today and look out for signs of guilt, like avoidance of eye contact, defensiveness and stiff body movements.’ (Fi once did work experience at Cosmopolitan, so she knows about this sort of thing.) ‘Let me know what happens and we’ll take it from there, but honestly, gorge, I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. Luke loves you and Dot and he wouldn’t do anything to screw that up, I’m sure of it.’


She’s absolutely right, of course. I’m hardly the most reliable of witnesses at the moment, and besides, Luke has never done anything to make me doubt his fidelity. He barely leaves the office: when would he have time for an affair?


‘Thank you, love,’ I say, feeling a glimmer of brightness. ‘I’ll see you in a few hours then. Um, before I go, though, how’s Dottie? Has she done a poo yet?’


She sighs. ‘Annie Amelia Taylor, you are not a mother today, you are a hot babe shopping for fuck-me knickers, remember?’ But then, after a moment, she adds quietly: ‘But if you did have a child, then she would be grand and very happy with her Auntie Fi. And I’m ignoring the poo question because really.’


I smile into the phone. ‘I love you, Fi.’


‘You too. Now get on with you and shop yourself stupid.’


And so that’s exactly what I do. I squash my worries deep inside me, shove a lid on them and march straight to Agent Provocateur, where I buy a black lace bra and ribbon-tie knickers that cost nearly as much as Dot’s pushchair. Then I go to Topshop and get a pair of spike-heeled ankle boots, a beaded clutch bag and two red lipsticks. I shop like a woman possessed, gorging on pretty things to distract me from the fears that are threatening to break free. It’s only on the journey home that I realise I seem to have been shopping for the woman I glimpsed from the bus rather than for myself.
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At just after 8 p.m., I hear Luke’s key turning in our front door, his feet stamping on the mat (one, two, three – the same as every night) and then he appears at the kitchen door, his six-foot-two figure filling the frame, a smile crinkling the corners of his dark-lashed eyes. And despite the emotions that are churning up my insides like socks in a spin cycle, I feel, as usual, a thrill of excitement that he’s home – and that he’s mine.


His navy coat is buttoned up over his suit and his hair is slick with drizzle; he looks every inch the dashing, Esquire-reading, half-Italian lawyer that he is. I try to visualise him wearing a red woolly beanie, but it’s impossible; the very idea of it is ridiculous.


It wasn’t him, I tell myself, relief soothing my fears. I’ve got it all wrong.


‘You look nice,’ he says, dropping a kiss on my forehead, and I’m pleased he’s noticed the make-up I hurriedly slapped on after putting Dot to bed; it’s the first time I’ve worn lip gloss in months. ‘Here, I got you a little something,’ he adds, disappearing back into the hallway.


He returns holding out a bouquet classily wrapped in brown paper and raffia; these are no cut-price forecourt chrysanths, clearly. A thought immediately pops into my head – cheaters buy flowers – and I firmly shove it away.


‘Your favourites,’ Luke smiles. ‘Peonies aren’t easy to find in January, I can tell you.’


‘Thank you, they’re gorgeous. Um, what are they for?’


‘Do I need a reason to buy you flowers?’


‘No, of course not, but . . .’


He pulls me close and I rest my face on his chest, taking deep breaths of comfortingly familiar Luke smell.


‘Well, for starters, they’re because you’re a fantastic mum. Because you have to get up and feed our daughter several times a night, and you never complain about it. Because you’re beautiful, and I don’t tell you that enough. Because I love you. I could go on . . .’ He pulls away to look at my face. ‘Okay?’


‘Okay,’ I say, returning his smile as he leans down to kiss me again, this time on the lips. His breath smells minty, as if he’s recently brushed his teeth, perhaps to disguise the fact he’s been kissing someone else . . .


Annie, stop it.


It is taking every milligram of my self-control not to blurt out: ‘Were you snogging a strange woman on Oxford Street this morning and if so, then WHAT THE FUCK WERE YOU DOING, YOU TOTAL FUCKING BASTARD?’ But that would be a dreadful idea. For starters, if it was Luke I saw today then he’ll deny it, obviously. I need to take a subtler approach and then monitor him for signs of deceit as Fi suggested. More importantly, however, now that I’m here, snuggled up against him, I’m becoming increasingly unsure that Luke would ever cheat on me. Over the years we’ve been together, he’s never given me any reason to doubt him – and surely if he was having an affair there would be some warning signs, such as a change in his mood, or unexplained nights out? But quite honestly, apart from the totally understandable post-baby nookie drought, our relationship feels stronger than ever. He actually said to me the other day, ‘You and Dot have made my life complete.’ Those aren’t the words of a cheating scumbag, are they?


Luke always likes to hear about what Dot and I have got up to while he’s been at work, so as I finish preparing dinner I tell him about our day, deliberately leaving out any mention of my morning’s outing while I decide whether or not I should just forget the whole thing. Luckily, I have big news: Dot rolled over for the first time this afternoon, which according to all my baby books makes her something of a rolling prodigy.


‘Well, she’s obviously going to be sporty,’ says Luke, his eyes lighting up with pride. ‘I should get a football for her, get started on ball skills early . . . And how about we take her skiing next year? I could look into it now, I bet we could get a really good deal if we book early . . . What do you think, Annie?’


I burst out laughing – not because the idea itself is laughable (although it actually is, because Dot won’t even be two by then so may not even be walking, let alone skiing) – but because I’m overjoyed to hear Luke making plans for us as a family. I very much doubt a man who was thinking about running off with another woman would be so eager to fix up a holiday with his current girlfriend, especially this far in advance.


Yet for all the evidence suggesting that it wasn’t Luke I saw this morning, the vision of the man in the red hat is seared into my mind. While Luke is upstairs changing out of his suit, I reluctantly come to the conclusion that I am going to have to ask him about it. Otherwise I’ll forever have doubts, which will at some point in the future – no doubt in the middle of an argument about something totally unrelated – suddenly explode messily out of me.


By the time he comes back downstairs I have plated up the shepherd’s pie, poured the wine and am sitting at the table waiting for him. I was pretty shambolic in the kitchen before Luke and I got together, but I’ve now got a solid repertoire of crowd-pleasing dishes under my belt. This is partly thanks to my friend Claris, who has her own catering company and has taught me her best easy-yet-impressive recipes, and partly because now I don’t have a career I have no excuse not to be able to cook. Nowadays I even own an apron – and I wear it.


Luke slides into the seat opposite me. ‘This looks delicious, patatina, thank you.’ (Patatina is Luke’s nickname for me. It means ‘little potato’ in Italian. It’s endearing, apparently.)


‘Great!’ I say, a little too brightly. ‘Buon appetito!’


As Luke tucks in, I take a large gulp of wine for courage. It’s now or never . . .


‘So,’ I ask, my voice deliberately light, ‘what did you get up to today?’


Luke shrugs, eyes on his plate. Avoiding eye contact. ‘Not much, really. The usual crap.’


I try again. ‘Did you get out of the office at all?’


‘I nipped out at lunchtime to get some sushi, but that was it. You know what it’s like on Wednesdays.’ He waves his fork at his plate. ‘This shepherd’s pie is delicious, Annie.’


‘I’m glad you like it,’ I say, smiling through the jitters. ‘So . . . you just had meetings all morning then?’


‘Pretty much,’ says Luke, still focused on his food. ‘What have you done differently with this, Annie? Have you put lentils in it?’


Oh Christ, this is torture. Why doesn’t he give me a straight answer? I’ve never really had a reason to analyse what he’s saying quite so closely; perhaps Luke’s always this vague, and I just haven’t noticed? Clearly, I need to take a more direct approach.


I take a deep breath and just come out with it. ‘Luke, do you have a red woolly hat? Like a beanie?’


Ah, now I’ve got his attention: he looks up and his eyes lock onto mine. I feel a stab of fear – what if he says yes? What am I going to do then? – but although his expression is quizzical, he doesn’t look remotely guilty, and after a moment he shakes his head.


‘Come on, I’m a Chelsea fan – remember? Wouldn’t be seen dead in red. Why d’you ask?’


‘Oh, there was one in the hallway this morning. I wondered if you’d dropped it.’


‘It probably belongs to Damian,’ shrugs Luke casually, mentioning our neighbour. ‘He’s a Gooner, poor bloke.’


And with that he returns to his food. Surely if it was him I saw today, my question would have indicated that he’d been caught red-handed – or rather, red-hatted – and there would be at least a flash of concern, or some inkling of guilt. I can’t believe Luke is that good a liar.


I still feel the need to test him further though, to put my mind completely at rest.


‘So, I had an interesting morning,’ I say, after we eat in silence for a few moments.


‘Oh yeah, what did you get up to?’


‘Fi offered to babysit, so I went shopping.’ And now for the killer blow: ‘On Oxford Street.’


The moment I utter the words I hold my breath, on tenterhooks for his reaction: I’ve as good as told him that I caught him cheating – if, indeed, the mystery cheater was him. But without even the slightest of pauses, Luke looks up and beams, his face radiating pleasure.


‘That’s fantastic! You were seriously overdue a bit of me-time. So how did it feel, being out in the real world again? Did you manage not to phone Fiona every five minutes to check on Dottie?’


He looks so happy for me that I’m engulfed by a wave of shame. I’ve got this totally wrong, haven’t I? I’ve thrown everything I had at Luke, but he gave me absolutely no cause to doubt him: there was no weird body language, no stiffness, no awkward silences. All I had to go on is a distant half-glimpse of someone who looks a bit like him (from the back) out of a grubby bus window – and this from a woman who recently microwaved her phone. If this was a court of law, the verdict would be unanimous: ‘Not guilty, m’lud’.


I feel the tension drain from my body, and I realise just how much I’ve worked myself up over this non-event. Well, that was a waste of a day’s brainpower on needless worrying.


After dinner we snuggle up on the sofa together and watch a film. Thanks to Luke’s doting Italian mama Lucia, who regards feminism as the devil’s work and raised her only son amongst four daughters as a prince, my boyfriend has some fairly old-fashioned views on gender roles (while he certainly wouldn’t go as far as insisting that a woman’s place is in the home, I know he’s perfectly happy that he’s the breadwinner and I’m in charge of the house and Dot). But tonight he is noticeably caring and attentive, fetching me a cup of tea and offering me a foot rub. He’s certainly not acting like a man who’s about to run off with another woman. If anything – and I don’t think this is too much of a leap, in light of the ring-size query – he seems more like a man with marriage on his mind. I’ve never been that fussed about getting hitched, but since having Dot I’m definitely warming to the idea. It might be nice to have a party to make our little family official, and Dot would look seriously cute tottering down the aisle in a tutu and sparkly trainers. Perhaps Luke’s feeling the same way too?


It’s nearly 10 p.m. and I’m thinking about getting ready for bed when Luke’s mobile starts to ring. I watch out of the corner of my eye as he picks it up, checks the caller ID, puts it back on the sofa without answering (screen down) and returns his attention to the TV. I feel an unpleasant stirring of something that I hope is indigestion.


‘Aren’t you going to get that?’


‘Nope.’


‘Anyone you know?’


Luke shrugs. ‘Just work stuff. Whatever it is can certainly wait until morning.’


The ringing stops, and I have to firmly remind myself that it’s far from unusual for Luke to get work calls this late, and that I should be glad he’s not interrupting our time together to deal with it.


I sit up and stretch. ‘Well, I’m going to give Dot her dream feed and then call it a night.’


‘Okay, patatina,’ says Luke, leaning over for a kiss. ‘I’ll be up shortly.’


I’m halfway up the stairs when he calls to me. ‘Oh, Annie, I nearly forgot; I’m afraid I’m going to have to work late on Friday.’


I stop in my tracks. Friday is the one day of the week he always comes home early so that he’s here for Dot’s bath and bedtime; I don’t think he’s ever missed it.


‘Oh, that’s a shame,’ I say, trying to keep my voice level.


‘Yeah, sorry, there are these important clients coming over from the States. But I’ll make it up to you on Saturday night, I promise. Our big date, remember?’


Then he waggles his eyebrows suggestively, and despite myself I return his grin; he looks so excited. Plus am I really going to mistrust him forever just because I imagined seeing him cheat on me?


‘Can’t wait,’ I say, blowing him a kiss.


Dot doesn’t stir when I open her door and creep over to her cot. She is lying on her back and in the light from the hallway I can just make out her ridiculously long eyelashes, her tiny nose – Luke’s, not mine, thank God – and that perfect pink rosebud mouth. I lean down until I’m close enough to hear her breathing and smell that gorgeous baby-scent and stay like that for a few moments in the warm darkness, just watching her sleep.


At times like this I’m almost frightened by the strength of my love for my daughter; in fact, I don’t think the word ‘love’ really cuts it in this situation: this overwhelming, all-consuming, 24/7 obsession is something else entirely. Shortly after Dot was born, I remember watching a David Attenborough documentary in which a baby wildebeest wandered away from its herd while a hyena was circling, hungrily, and I was hit by such a fierce, desperate surge of protectiveness that it left me breathless. I realised then just how vulnerable I am now; I knew without a doubt that if anything bad ever happened to my child, it would destroy me.


Dot doesn’t even open her eyes when I lift her from the cot and carry her over to the rocking chair in the corner where we have our late-night feeding sessions. She latches on instantly, her little mouth working away rhythmically; the breastfeeding comes so easily now I’ve almost forgotten the struggle we initially had to get the hang of it. While Dot’s guzzling I pull out my phone to play Candy Crush (she can often be on there for a good half hour) and I discover a text from Fi.




How did it go? Anything to report? Hope all good. Call if you need to chat. Fx





After a moment’s consideration, I start to type a very long text recounting the conversation I had with Luke this evening – his reaction, my conclusions, blah blah blah – but then, in the glow of the night light, my eyes fall on the silver-framed photo that hangs over Dot’s cot. It was taken minutes after I’d given birth: Dot is just a tiny pink scrap lying on my chest, nuzzled into my neck, while I smile down at her, looking pretty good considering what I’d just been through. Luke has his arms around both of us and is gazing into the camera with an expression that hovers somewhere between astonishment and ecstasy. I love that picture; it’s a perfect distillation of all the incredible emotions of that moment. And then I glance down at Dot, who is still chugging away at my boob, cheeks flushed, perfectly content with her little world. I drop a kiss on her head, then delete my original outpouring and write:




Thanks for checking up on me, Fi, but it was a false alarm. I’m going mad clearly! Nothing to worry about at all xxx
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I have this theory that your name plays a significant role in deciding your destiny. Think about it: would Madonna have become the world’s biggest star if she was named, say, Pam? Would Beyoncé be a bootylicious pop goddess if she’d been christened Janice? I don’t think so. Which goes to show why I’m a little less than satisfied with my name: Ann. Three letters, none of which are even remotely interesting. Not for me a Tantalising T or a Brilliant B – I’m stuck with one Average and two Normals. My parents didn’t even think to stick an Enigmatic at the end, which at least might have added a dash of French flair. So since I was a kid, I’ve tried to offset some of my name’s blah-ness by going by Annie.


It doesn’t help that my younger sister was given the far more dazzling name of Tabitha – and if Tabitha Taylor wasn’t alliteratively alluring enough, she recently married a man named Jonathan Tempest, so is now Tabitha Taylor-Tempest, which sounds like the best character in a Jilly Cooper novel. As if to prove my brilliant name theory, Tabitha’s life is like a character in a Jilly Cooper novel, too: she works in an art gallery, her husband’s family live in a Cotswolds manor house, she is kind and beautiful – with the cutest little button nose – and she makes jam in her spare time. I hope this doesn’t sound like I’m jealous, because I’m not – I adore her. Tabby’s three months pregnant and I can’t wait to be an auntie – not least because none of my other close friends have had babies yet, so I’ll finally have someone to talk to about blocked milk ducts and cradle cap.


Seeing as we’re all in our thirties now, I guess it’s quite surprising that I’m the only one of my group to have become a mum. Fiona is uber-broody, but wants to wait until she and her fella Finn are married before starting a family; Claris, who I’ve known since primary school, is in a committed relationship with her new catering business; and my newly-divorced friend Jessica has never wanted to be a mother, even when she was (briefly) married, because, and I quote, ‘Having a child is so fucking predictable.’ Also: ‘I don’t need the hassle.’ And: ‘A baby would get in the way of me having sex with lots of unsuitable men.’ In the circumstances, I think it best for all concerned if she keeps her coil in.


I’d hoped I might make some mum friends at NCT antenatal classes, but Luke didn’t want to go. His official excuse was that he was too busy at work, but I think it was more to do with the fact that he didn’t fancy discussing vaginal mucous plugs or role-playing the different stages of labour with a roomful of strangers; he’s just not that type of guy. Surprisingly, however, I did manage to get him to come to a hypnobirthing class – although that was only because it was on a Sunday when Chelsea weren’t playing, and I told him he might get a massage.


That one class was all it took for Luke to realise that he would really prefer to be outside the hospital delivery suite while I was giving birth. He was extremely apologetic, but it was actually a relief: he’s quite squeamish about bodily functions, and from what I understood there was a significant possibility of pooing during labour (me, not him) and I didn’t want to have to worry about repulsing Luke on top of everything else that would be going on. Besides, while hypnobirthing might have scared off one birth partner, it supplied me with another, far better one: the class teacher, Sigrid.


If you could create the ideal person to help you through a twenty-eight-hour labour, including some intense forceps action, then it would be Sigrid. The woman should have ‘human epidural’ printed on her business card. She looks like a Scandinavian hippy goddess – all blonde plaits, freckles and open chakras – and just the sound of her voice is enough to send you into a blissed-out trance. Luke jokes that she’s the living embodiment of joss sticks and mung beans, but then he’s deeply suspicious of anything remotely ‘alternative’.


As well as teaching hypnobirthing, Sigrid works as a doula, which is another word for someone you pay to allow you to scream at them during labour, and thank God she agreed to be mine for Dot’s birth. Understandably, going through something akin to trench warfare creates a bond, and we’ve since become good friends; in fact, she’s coming over to babysit Dot for our big date on Saturday night. Yet for all her earth motherliness, Sigrid doesn’t have any children of her own, which means that I still have a vacancy for someone to moan/drink wine with in the afternoons. As a result, I’ve just started taking Dot to a mother and baby music group in the hope that I’ll meet a like-minded soul who’s not averse to mixing breastfeeding with booze.


Raggy Rhyme Time takes place every Thursday morning in our local church hall and is run by a middle-aged woman dressed up as a rag doll, with painted-on red cheeks, a ginger wool wig and the dead eyes of a long-term hostage. ‘Raggy’ plays the guitar and sings ‘The Wheels on the Bus’ while the mums sit in a circle shaking tambourines and the babies chew the mini-maracas and cry. As far as I can work out, the children get absolutely nothing out of this – as most of them are too young to sing, play the panpipes or even support the weight of their own heads – but at least the mums can feel that they are assisting the development of their offspring’s cognitive and motor skills. Plus – more importantly – it provides an opportunity to complain about how little sleep you’ve had over custard creams at the end of the session.
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