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      One

      
      I wake up with a jolt. The day I’ve been anxiously anticipating for the last month has finally arrived. Yes, it’s Friday,
         25 May, 7.33 a.m., and in just over five hours I will be sitting down to my first lunch as a corporate wife. I will meet Tom’s
         new colleagues and their spouses, the gorgeous Anderson & Co wives, for the first time. I will be expected to say the right
         thing at the right moment, smile brightly, not spill wine down my dress, or, God forbid, drink so much that I forget not to
         be myself. This is Tom’s break after all, a big job, the reason we moved back from Canada. He gets a pulse in his temple when
         he talks about it. And things have been so bad between us recently – he says I don’t support him properly, I say he’s a workaholic
         – that this meet-the-spouse lunch needs to go well for other reasons too. It really does. I’m not going to screw up.
      

      
      To pre-empt my natural leaning towards chaos and lateness I’ve organised ahead. I even chose my dress yesterday afternoon
         to avoid the usual nothing-to-wear last-minute frantic wardrobe rifling. The dress is hanging on the back of the door, a blue floral print tea dress, fitted,
         not too booby a neckline, small fabric-covered buttons. I sit up on the pillows and stare at it, not entirely convinced. Could
         it be a bit Mary Archer? Too fragrant wife? A bit religious cult prairie dress even? The longer I stare the more certain I
         am that its prudishness demands the agony of the silver strappy sandals that I bought for my cousin’s wedding last summer.
         (I managed the church service then went barefoot.) Yes, with the heels the outfit may be just about me enough, whatever me
         is these days, while still looking appropriately wifely. One thing’s for sure, I’ll have damn good hair. I’ve booked a blow-dry,
         confirmed the appointment three times. Whenever I attempt a blow-dry myself I end up resembling a member of a Christian rock
         group, or someone with access to a hairdryer without one of those funnel attachments. I’m not good with whirring bits of domestic
         kit, especially things with attachments. Hoovers, hairdryers, food blenders, they just weren’t designed for the likes of me;
         someone, my husband says, ‘about as practical as a daffodil’. That’s him being nice by the way. He’s said far, far worse things.
      

      
      I swing my legs over the side of the bed on to the warm, bare floorboards, and run through my tight but foolproof drill: drop
         Danny off at nursery; bomb to client’s house; back home to shower and change into Mary Archer dress and killing killer heels;
         blow-dry and chance to read deliciously rubbish magazines; wow husband’s colleagues with beauty and wit at The Ivy. Simple. I check my
         reflection in the dressing-room mirror and yawn. A thirty-four-year-old hedge-haired brunette with her mother’s teal-blue
         eyes yawns back at me. She is not unattractive, especially if she stops yawning and lifts her chin to add a bit of jaw definition.
         But she has both crow’s feet and a light scattering of T-zone acne, the two least attractive symptoms of youth and middle-age
         closing in a cruel pincer movement. Still. She doesn’t look hung over, which is a miracle. Yes, I almost blew my carefully
         laid plans last night. Tom was working late and my old mate Chloe popped over and . . .
      

      
      Well, it wasn’t grown up and it wasn’t dignified. But it was fun. The most fun I’ve had in ages. A bit of background. Chloe and I go way back, all the way back to sharing clothes and
         boyfriends in our early twenties – in both cases I usually got the hand-me-downs – and a colourful six-month interval sharing
         a tiny cockroachy studio apartment and pull-down bed in Chelsea when we were both horribly skint and trying to establish ourselves
         as a make-up artist (her) and florist (me). We used to joke that we were like a married couple then. That was before either
         of us knew what real married couples were like, of course. Anyhow, forward wind many years – two husbands, one divorce (Chloe’s),
         a few wrinkles, and some extra poundage around the old hips (mine) – and we’re the same but different. I’ve recently returned from a two-year stint in Toronto, and a particularly bad annus crapus. Chloe has been in London, finding herself again after her divorce from a photographer whom she married in Las Vegas two
         years ago. (The wedding was sweetly ironic. The divorce wasn’t.) We’re still catching up.
      

      
      By 9 p.m. we were high as kites, Chloe trying to wax my armpit, telling me how much better it was than shaving and that all
         the make-up artists did it. Me with my arm in the air, shaking with laughter – the first time I’d properly laughed in months,
         the laughter coming out in gulps like bubbles under water. The air was thick with the smoke of Chloe’s psychotropic weed –
         how can anyone smoke that stuff and remain sane? – and the fumes of red wine. Chloe wielded her wax strips and drunkenly squealed,
         ‘I’m going to get you.’ I shouted, ‘Shush! Danny’s sleeping! Ow! You enjoy my pain, sicko!’ and flicked at her with a manky
         tea towel crusted with dried scrambled egg. Then, of course, Tom walked in, all stern and husband-like, in a suit, after a
         long day at work. Chloe tried to swallow her giggles, which was worse because she started gagging, went puce and her cheeks
         puffed up like whoopee cushions. I started to giggle too. But Tom didn’t. His sense of humour totally malfunctioned when he
         discovered that we’d consumed two of his most coveted, expensive bottles of wine and that there was nothing in the house to
         eat apart from fish fingers and out of date Petits Filous. I kissed him and said jokingly, ‘Darling, you know, I’m not a natural!
         I know how to look after hyacinths, not husbands!’ He didn’t laugh then either. His last words to me before he rolled over
         and went to sleep were ‘Don’t be late tomorrow’. I kissed him on the lips. ‘Stop fussing. I won’t.’ Said with tipsy confidence.
         ‘Trust me.’
      

      
      I empty the basket of laundry on to our bed, releasing a baffling tsunami of clothes. Tom’s odd socks. Danny’s odd socks.
         My jeans. Danny’s jeans. Looking at the higgledy pile I realise that actually my clothes are not entirely dissimilar to Danny’s:
         jeans, stripy T-shirts, hoodies. Yes, I’m walking round in a cheaper, scruffier, outsize version of mini-Boden. It makes me
         wonder. Maybe when the wedding ring is slipped on the finger, or when the baby arrives, a primal part of the female brain
         whispers: ‘You’re married now. Why wear heels? Nasty uncomfortable things. Now, what about a soft rubber sole? A comfy elasticated
         waist? Re-laaaax.’ Or maybe I’m making excuses. Maybe my wardrobe is a symptom of wider marital negligence.
      

      
      I pick out my work clothes from the pile: faded jeans, roomy grey knickers, and, because nothing else is clean, an ancient
         T-shirt with an open Rolling Stones mouth and the words Lick Me scrawled above it in peeling red letters. (Chloe brought it
         back from Las Vegas.) Which I cover with an old pink cotton cardigan. There’s no point dressing up when you’re a florist and
         rushing between appointments, especially when you know the client won’t be there. The clothes get splashed with water, or
         dusted with pollen, and you need to be comfortable. I walk through to Danny’s bedroom. A slice of sunlight breaks through the gap in the black-out curtains and stripes
         across his perfect, dewy infant skin.
      

      
      ‘Danny, sweetie, time to wake up.’ I gently pull back his Thomas the Tank Engine duvet.
      

      
      He rubs his eyes with clenched fists, so adorable at this time in the morning, docile with sleepiness, more baby than boy.
         I kiss him on his cheek, which is creased by the pillow. ‘I had a Daddy dream,’ he says, looking puzzled, as if unsure if
         he’s still in the dream. ‘Where’s Daddy?’
      

      
      ‘At a meeting. He had to leave early this morning, sweetie.’ I resist adding, ‘Again.’

      
      After a rushed bowl of Cheerios, I carefully pack my boxes of flowers into the boot of the car and drive Danny to nursery,
         a tall, red-brick Victorian building, five minutes from our house. The nursery is quiet and empty. Normally Danny is the last
         child to arrive in the morning. Today he is the first. The only person here is Scary Hanna, Danny’s key worker who looks like
         a character from a Grimms’ fairy tale, all straight black centre-parted hair and too many teeth. She grips Danny’s hand so
         he can’t run after me. I kiss him hurriedly and jump back into my ancient silver Audi before he can pluck the heart strings
         too hard. ‘Love you!’ I shout, tooting the horn as I drive off. The moment I am out of sight of the nursery, I switch modes.
         I am not a mother. I am a florist and I will do my best to forget about Danny until I see him again later. Today I need to
         focus.
      

      
      The traffic is surprisingly light. I sail through three green lights, which is unprecedented. I’ve recently been wondering
         if my car number plate carries a secret code to make lights go red, or for road works to suddenly appear at critical junctions.
         To my astonishment there is also a metered parking space directly opposite Dr Prenwood’s apartment in Belsize Park. This never
         happens either. I usually have to park streets away. Someone is smiling on me today.
      

      
      I ring the bell and listen to the housekeeper – Aysha, a Muslim lady who always wears a leopard-print head scarf and a wide
         smile – fiddle with the numerous security locks behind Dr Prenwood’s front door. Eventually the door opens. Aysha is holding
         a Dyson with one hand, her jaw with the other. She is not smiling. ‘Morning, Miss Sadie,’ she says, speaking through clenched
         teeth.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Aysha. Oh dear. Are you OK?’

      
      ‘Not so good, not so good.’ She shakes her head.

      
      ‘Oh no, what’s the matter?’

      
      ‘Terrible toothache. Terrible infection.’

      
      ‘You poor thing. Agony?’

      
      ‘Agony. I’m waiting for my blasted, lazy-bones dentist to call back with an appointment. Have you ever tried to get an emergency
         dentist appointment in London? It’d be quicker to fly to Pakistan.’ She shakes her head. ‘Come in.’
      

      
      I slip my trainers off in the hall and pad across the thick, white carpets in socked feet, carrying my cardboard ‘coffin’ boxes from yesterday’s Covent Garden Market. This is the only flaw in my plan. Normally I’d never give
         a client yesterday’s flowers but I just couldn’t figure how I’d fit in the market this morning too. And something had to give.
      

      
      Dr Prenwood – aka ‘Syringer to the Stars’ – is a buoyant, waxy-skinned sixtysomething who has made enough money filling the
         frowns of London’s glitterati to afford a weekly £200 flower budget, which gets him two big vases of flowers that should last
         a week. His apartment is everything my house is not: immaculate, tidy and childfree. It is wrapped in gold silk wallpaper,
         like a posh present, the walls studded with framed press cuttings about himself. There are puffy white sofas with gold claw
         feet that are covered in dust sheeting when he goes on holiday, which is frequently. There are gleaming gold taps. Polished
         loo-roll holders. Unsurprisingly, Dr Prenwood has a thing for showy displays, the floristry equivalent of big coiffed hair.
         He doesn’t go for my signature simple seasonal arrangements: bunches of hyacinths or sweet peas wound with raffia and a trail
         of pussy willow. Oh no. He likes wire trickery, rose-studded spheres, twisted dogwood, thick fists of peonies, the whole shebang.
         (Haven’t yet worked out his sexual persuasion but am thinking, on basis of flower displays, possibly not heterosexual.) This
         is a nice little number, one of the better jobs I’ve managed to secure since returning to London and building up my client
         base.
      

      
      I open my khaki canvas sundry bag on the kitchen table, take out all my bits – secateurs, florist wire, florist foam, other
         bits and pieces – and get to work, stripping leaves, slicing the stems at an angle, carefully prodding the tight pink roses
         into the foam sphere. I hum along to myself as I do this, as I always do, losing myself in the methodical twist and push of
         flower, the slight crunch of the foam, like a small bone being crushed, imagining myself as a kind of plastic surgeon, cutting
         off unsightly lumps, improving proportions, distracting the eye with huge, youthful blooms.
      

      
      Somewhere in the apartment I hear a phone ring. The vacuum cleaner noise stops. The kitchen door opens.

      
      It is Aysha, smiling at last. ‘I’ve got the appointment! It’s either in ten minutes or in two weeks, can you believe it? I’m
         going to have to run!’
      

      
      ‘Brilliant! Run!’

      
      ‘Bye, Sadie!’ She grabs her handbag and clatters out of the apartment, the front door shutting behind her with a clunk.

      
      I push the last pink rose into the foam, plant the giant rose-impaled ball on the top of a black vase so it looks like strawberry
         ice cream on a cone and stand back to admire my work. One vase done. As I finish the second I’m aware of a dull hum behind
         my eyebrows. A hangover hum. Damn. So I didn’t get away with last night. I pour myself a glass of water and clean up, not
         leaving even so much as a droplet of water on the marble floor; like fairies, florists should leave only magic behind. I slip on my old white Converse trainers, throw my sundry bag over my shoulder, tuck the empty cardboard boxes
         under my arm, and pull the front door.
      

      
      I pull again. The door doesn’t budge. I pull harder. No movement, not a click, not a millimetre of give. There are six locks.
         I turn each one and tug, trying to find the blasted one that is locking the damn door. I drop the boxes and tug harder. Nothing’s
         budging. I dump my sundry bag and try to turn all the locks simultaneously. Nothing’s budging. I realise with a shudder that
         I’ve never actually let myself out of the apartment. Aysha has always been here when I’ve left. And I don’t have a key. Why
         didn’t I think? Shit. I pull and pull again. I open the letter box and shout into the corridor. ‘Hellooo! Is anyone there?
         I need a hand.’
      

      
      My voice echoes around the empty hallway.

      
      In frustration I throw myself at the door. My shoulder now aches. My mouth feels dry. My headache tightens like a belt.

      
      Calm. Think, Sadie. Think. Who can I call? How long do emergency dentist appointments take? Will Aysha even come back? I check
         my phone, scrolling furiously through the phonebook. Yes! Dr Prenwood’s number. Thank God. I dial. There is a pause, then
         a ringing tone. The phone on a console table a few feet behind me is ringing too. It rings three times and snaps to answer
         machine, my phone and Dr Prenwood’s phone in sync. Oh no. I’ve got his bloody home number! I feel a bead of sweat drip down
         my nose.
      

      
      Fucking up is not an option. It’s so not an option. I phone through to directory enquiries and get the number of Prenwood’s
         clinic, slide down the wall and crouch on the white hall carpet.
      

      
      ‘Dr Prenwood’s Skin Clinic,’ says a breezy voice on the other end.

      
      ‘Hi there! I need to speak to Dr Prenwood, please.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible. May I ask who’s calling?’

      
      ‘I’m his florist. I need to speak to him, please.’

      
      ‘Sorry, madam, he is engaged in treatments. No one is allowed to disturb him in treatment.’

      
      ‘I understand that but this is an emergency. I’m locked in his flat. I’m meant to be at this lunch . . . Sorry, please, can
         you make an exception? I’d be so grateful. I’m desperate.’
      

      
      The woman coughs. ‘Excuse me, madam. If you’d like to leave your name and number I’ll pass your message to Dr Prenwood.’

      
      ‘When do you think he’ll get the message?’ I try to remain polite but I want to scream at her cool faux efficiency.

      
      There is a pause. ‘I cannot speak for Dr Prenwood, madam.’

      
      ‘I’m not asking you to speak for him. I’m asking you when you think he’ll get the message.’

      
      ‘As soon as he is available, madam. Now if you’d like to leave your details. I have people waiting in reception.’

      
      I leave my details, hang up and pace about the apartment, foraging for spare keys. I open cupboard doors, I rifle through drawers. I come across diaries and syringes and
         medical journals, even a gold condom. But no keys. My breathing comes faster. There is now a waterfall of sweat sliding down
         my nose. What the hell am I going to do?
      

      
      My phone rings. I dive towards it. ‘Hello? Dr Prenwood?’

      
      ‘Sorry, no. It’s the Steven Hart Salon here. You were scheduled for a blow-dry . . .’

      
      ‘Yes, I know but the thing is—’

      
      ‘We do like more warning of a cancellation, Ms Drew,’ says the receptionist wearily. ‘Josh is very busy.’

      
      ‘I’m not cancelling! I’m—’

      
      ‘So you are going to attend your appointment? How late do you think you’ll be?’

      
      My eyes start to water in frustration. ‘I don’t know! I’m locked in an apartment. I don’t know when I’m going to be freed.
         Soon, I hope. I’ll come straight over as quickly as I can.’
      

      
      There is a pause. ‘Well,’ says the lady eventually. ‘I will let Josh know. In future . . .’

      
      I hang up. What’s wrong with these people? Hell, what’s wrong with me? Of all the blimming days. Suddenly overcome by thirst,
         I pour myself a glass of cranberry juice from the fridge and gulp it back, clumsily splattering my cardigan and T-shirt with
         pink juice. Damn. I strip off my cardigan and run cold water over the stain, which makes it bleed further, then sit down at the kitchen table and put my head in my hands. I should phone Tom and warn him but I can’t face it. No, I’ve got to
         get out of here. I walk to the long Georgian windows, pull back the crunchy yellow silk curtains, and peer out. As I thought,
         three floors up. I shout through the letter box again. I make another call to the clinic. Then I sit on the sofa and cry,
         big, fat, pitiful tears of frustration. It is now a quarter to one. I’m not going to make it. I imagine the wives in their
         designer frocks filing into the restaurant, all the ‘Lovely to meet yous’, the ‘This is my wife . . .’. Oh God. Tom is going
         to kill me. This is going to turn into the mother of all rows.
      

      
      With trembling fingers I admit defeat and call him. It goes straight to voicemail. Then there is a sound. The hair on my scalp
         tingles. Is that the key in the lock? I jump up and run to the front door, just as it swings open.
      

      
      ‘Aysha!’ I shout, wrapping her in a bear hug. ‘You came back!’

      
      ‘What are you still doing here?’

      
      ‘You locked me in.’

      
      Aysha puts her hand to her swollen left cheek. ‘Oh, no. Oh, I didn’t! Oh, I am so sorry.’
      

      
      I grab my sundry bag and leap out of the door, like an animal released from its cage. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’ve got to go.’

      
      Can I make it? Yes! I think so. I pelt down the stairs, across the street to my car. Oh no . . . Oh sweet Jesus.

      
      ‘No!’ I kick the wheel clamp. Not today. Not me. I run towards the main road, arm waggling in the air. ‘Taxi!’
      

      
      The traffic is now terrible. The taxi crawls through the streets towards central London, the meter bouncing up a pound every
         minute, the air rushing in through the window, hot, fumy and close, like there’s a big thunderstorm brewing. I keep looking
         at my watch, as if I can will time to go backwards. Will Tom check his phone? Why hasn’t he called?
      

      
      Eventually we pull up outside The Ivy. A group of paparazzi, lurking around the entrance, snigger. ‘Easy,’ one of them says
         gruffly as I push past.
      

      
      The doorman stops me, politely obstructing my way. ‘Can I help you?’

      
      ‘I’m late. For lunch. In the function room.’

      
      The doorman glances at my enormous sundry bag, my trainers, jeans, and – oh God – my Lick Me T-shirt. I forgot the pink cardigan.

      
      ‘It’s the Anderson and Co lunch. I’ve been locked in. I’m horribly late,’ I blurt.

      
      ‘Upstairs,’ says the doorman, seemingly taking pity. Then he hesitates. ‘I’ll get someone to escort you up.’ He turns and
         mouths something to one of the cloakroom girls and I’m accompanied by a pretty brunette in a pencil skirt and high heels.
      

      
      With every stair my heart pounds harder. I catch a glimpse of myself in a mirror. I look a fright, pale with raw pink patches
         on my cheeks and frizzy Christian rock group hair. I stop, three steps from the top, unsure if I can go further.
      

      
      The cloakroom girl looks at me suspiciously. ‘You OK?’

      
      ‘Fine, fine,’ I say, terrified of being booted out. In my fluster I stumble on the stair, falling forward and dropping my
         sundry bag, which I evidently haven’t closed properly, because it explodes like a homemade bomb, spurting bits of wire and
         foam over the stairs. ‘Shit. Sorry.’ I scrabble to pick everything up at once, then climb the last few steps to the landing
         and try to collect myself. I can hear a hubbub of chat and laughter coming from the other side of the dark wood door.
      

      
      ‘You’ve missed these,’ says the cloakroom girl warily, handing me the secateurs.

      
      At this moment a waiter edges past with a tray, leaving the door to the function room wide open. I am frozen to the spot,
         staring into a room with stained-glass windows and an arrangement of long tables filled with men in suits and glossy women
         eating and chatting. The hubbub of chat stops as my presence registers. There is a bemused silence, a sprinkle of laughter.
         People stare, mostly at my Lick Me T-shirt. I grip the secateurs. The moment goes on for years. I look around desperately
         for Tom. I see a couple of faces I recognise, a young agent type in his late twenties, and Perfect Pam, the wife of one of
         Tom’s business colleagues who lives not far from us and has a son at Danny’s nursery. Her mouth has dropped open in disbelief,
         displaying half-chewed asparagus.
      

      
      ‘I think you’re in the wrong place, love,’ says a man with a red puffy face sitting near the door. ‘We’ve got a function going
         on here.’
      

      
      Someone laughs. The others continue to stare, some look puzzled, others irritated.

      
      ‘I know.’ I smile helplessly, wishing I was still locked in the flat. ‘I’m Sadie Drew, Tom Harrison’s wife. I’m, er, here
         for the lunch.’
      

   
      
      Two

      
      ‘Look, I’m sorry about yesterday. How many times do I have to say it? You know what happened. I practically killed myself
         trying to get there on time.’
      

      
      Tom shakes out The Times. ‘You knew how important it was.’
      

      
      ‘I’ll make amends next time I see your colleagues and corporate clients. I’ll be on my bestest behaviour. I’ll curtsey if
         you like.’
      

      
      ‘Well, you’ll have to wait until the Anderson summer party at the end of August. Which perhaps you’d like to turn up to in
         September?’
      

      
      ‘Oh fuck you, Tom! If you’re never going to get over it.’ I drop my coffee cup into the filthy, crowded sink. Neither of us
         has loaded the dishwasher. ‘If you’re going to bang on about it all bloody weekend, well, there’s no point in me being here.’
      

      
      ‘Go on then, leave,’ he says quietly, anger hissing out of his ears like steam from a coffee pot. ‘Then maybe we can all relax.’

      
      ‘Right, that’s it.’ I pick up my handbag from the top of the microwave. ‘I’ve had it.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘I’m going.’

      
      ‘What? Where?’ Tom puts the newspaper down, more attentive now.

      
      ‘Somewhere where I don’t feel like the worst wife in the world. Somewhere where my worth as a human being is not dependent
         on whether a cleaner with a rotten molar locks me in an apartment. Or whether or not there’s a hairball in the shower plughole
         . . .’
      

      
      ‘Sadie, it is practically fucking breeding. It’s the kind of thing that Channel Five makes documentaries about.’

      
      ‘It is your hairball, not mine. Have you checked your hairline recently?’ This is mean and childish and I know it. It doesn’t stop me.
         ‘You’re the one who’s losing hair right now, Tom, not me.’
      

      
      ‘I wonder why,’ he snorts. Now he looks really, really pissed off. Mentioning his receding hairline is like him mentioning my love handles. I’ve crossed the line.
      

      
      But still I don’t feel remorseful. Just defiant. I sling my handbag over my shoulder. ‘Right. Danny needs to be picked up
         from Finn’s house in twenty minutes. He’s got a swimming lesson at three.’
      

      
      ‘Can’t do the swimming lesson. Busy,’ he says in a deliberately breezy voice intoned to irritate.

      
      ‘You’ll have to.’

      
      Tom rubs his jaw, more anxious now he realises I might be serious. ‘But the football’s on.’

      
      ‘Good.’
      

      
      ‘You’re enjoying this.’

      
      Actually I am, in a pent-up horribly dysfunctional way. ‘And don’t forget his antibiotic eye drops at four. He’ll protest.
         A lot. Bar holding him down in a headlock I suggest you bribe him with a biscuit. Ginger biscuits in the big packed lunch
         stuff tin, second shelf, oh, never mind, you’ll have to just find them. And your mother is—’
      

      
      Tom puts his hands over his ears like a child. ‘Jesus, Sadie. You sound like you’re about to take off! Please, disconnect
         your tongue for a minute. You know the kind of week I’ve had. I’m still jet-lagged from New York. And I really need a tiny
         bit of peace and quiet, just to unwind for a few bloody minutes without jumping in the car and blazing around London like
         a taxi driver on steroids—’
      

      
      ‘You told me to leave!’ I interrupt, clinging on to the words that trapped him even though I know he probably didn’t mean them. ‘So
         I am.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t be such a drama queen. You want to martyr yourself, Sadie Drew? Point taken. Now sit down and finish your coffee, for
         God’s sake, and let’s try and rescue what’s left of this Saturday morning.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ I say, surprised at my own commitment to this domestic rebellion. ‘I’m going out.’

      
      ‘You can’t! What about Danny’s stuff? I’ve got things to do. The football’s—’

      
      ‘Just watch me.’

      
      I stomp out of the house and slam the front door feeling liberated. I’ve never done this before. Threatened it. But I’ve never
         actually left the house, left the day’s arrangements to just hang. Yes, this will show him. I’ll . . . I’ll . . . what exactly?
         I stop on the pavement. Where the hell am I actually going to go? Shopping? An exhibition? These are things I always say I
         want to do, if I had more time, but now, presented with this glorious seized opportunity, they lose their allure. I’m still
         too fired up to look quietly at paintings and think remotely intelligent things about them, or to shop for that matter. I’ll
         end up buying an unflattering yellow dress with horizontal stripes. Or yet another navy Gap T-shirt. I glance behind me to
         check that Tom is not smugly witnessing my hesitation from an upstairs window. He’s not, thank goodness. The blinds are down.
         For want of a better idea I start striding quickly, hot and flustered, towards the Tube, still not sure where I am going.
      

      
      Because I don’t want to go all the way into town – crowds, noise, precarious consumer decisions – I emerge from Regent’s Park
         Tube station on the Marylebone Road. Traffic thunders past. It seems louder and fiercer than normal, everything does. Only
         Regent’s Park itself looks calm, a place of blossomy refuge amongst the speeding cars, rushing people and rabid low-flying
         pigeons. Next to the gate there is a small flower stall. Roses. Sunflowers. Tulips. I feel the flowers exert a pull over me,
         as they always do. I try to ignore them but, in the same way that it’s impossible for teenage boys to ignore topless beauties on the beach, find I cannot. I steal a glance. I hover. I hesitate. And then I break and buy myself
         a bunch of glossy lipstick-pink tulips, petals like tongues, even though I could buy them for a quarter of the price at New
         Covent Garden Flower Market and do not need any more flowers in my life. But what the hell. In the park I find a suitable
         spot, away from other people, beneath a cloud of scented cherry blossom. I sit down, try to get comfortable. This is difficult.
         Other women look pastoral and pretty sitting in the park. I don’t. I start to itch. My lower back aches. I rub my arms. Now
         that I’m immobile I realise that there’s a bite to the air. Even though it’s sunny, clouds, densely bunched like lilac-grey
         hydrangea, are starting to fill the sky to the west. It could be rain. I should definitely have dug my sweater out of the
         dirty linen basket before I stormed out.
      

      
      I try to overcome my fury at Tom – I can’t seem to do anything right – and talk myself into enjoying this wild stab at freedom.
         This is the first time I’ve been in any park on my own in years, since we had Danny probably. There’s no child badgering me
         for a Mini-Milk. No husband checking emails on his crackberry as we walk. The horror of yesterday’s lunch begins to fade and
         I’m filled with an odd sense of anticipation. Yes, I am alone. Anything could happen! Anything happens to pissed off young(ish)
         wives on their own in London parks. I’ve seen the scene on primetime TV a hundred times. Right on cue, an attractive blond
         twentysomething lollops past, his jeans hanging off his waist, bulldog on a thick metal chain lead. My mind starts to race. His dog could run up to me and I could get entangled in the lead and we’d have to
         get stuck in a conversation and then . . . He walks right past without a second glance. Well of course he bloody well does.
      

      
      The gloom returns: the lunch, the row, everything. I am unable to stop running over it all in my head – rewind, pause, rewind
         – trying to make sense of where things started to go tits-up. It was way before Aysha’s rotten molar that’s for sure. But
         it’s hard to know the exact moment a marriage tips from great to rather less great to kind of crap actually. Or the exact
         point that the path you were both travelling along together suddenly forks. All I know is that we were mostly happy in Toronto.
         Perhaps living in a foreign country suspended us from reality for a little while. Tom had a nice, safe, if rather unchallenging,
         media marketing job with nice hours and a nice boss. We rented a modern serviced apartment in a nice safe block. It had two
         bedrooms, a bright and spacious lounge with hardly any furniture. Even I found it difficult to make it messy. And if I did,
         Tom didn’t care, not like he cares now anyway. He was far more relaxed then. And I was a new mom, an émigrée. I wasn’t trying
         to work as well. Life there was comparatively easy. In Toronto, most days, we’d eat out or get takeout. Hell, we’d have picnics
         by Niagara Falls. We’d ski at Blue Mountain, hang out on hot July weekends on Wasaga beach. The air was fresh. The roads were
         wide. There were no in-laws to complicate things. Still, being Brits, we got homesick for our expensive, overcrowded island. And when Tom was offered the job in London
         – he applied for it without telling me, with a word in the boss’s ear from an old friend – there was a hunger in his eyes
         I’d never seen before. He said it was his big break. He liked Toronto but it was provincial compared to London. He missed
         the cut and thrust. No, I didn’t put up much of a fight. I’d begun to have a niggle, a feeling that I should get back to my
         career before it was too late. Yes, the babymoon was over. We were going home. Back to real life.
      

      
      It became real a bit too fast.

      
      I imagined returning to London would be like starting anew in my old life, picking up from where we left off last time we
         lived here, in those happy, loved-up early days. No matter that we didn’t have children then. That shit hadn’t happened. And
         I have to admit that I held tightly to rather a lot of assumptions. One of my assumptions, the main howler, was that Tom had
         the same assumptions as me. I’d decided how life would unfold. Like this. We’d stay in London for a couple of years I supposed,
         then we’d move to the countryside, maybe Sussex or Oxfordshire, with our growing brood of poetically beautiful children. I’d
         only go into London when I needed to for work, and the rest of the time I’d throw long lazy lunches on a trestle table covered
         in striped French linen in our vast walled garden while the children climbed apple trees and we got drunk on posh wine with
         our envious visiting London friends.
      

      
      It hasn’t happened like that, obviously. Firstly, Tom’s changed. He’s stressed. He’s tired but fidgety, obsessed with proving
         himself as if his sperm count depended on it. He’s getting a business lunch tummy. London’s also changed. It feels faster,
         more aggressive, and more expensive than I remember it. And it’s harder to enjoy with a small child than I imagined. The yellow
         crime placards – ‘Serious Assault. 5 p.m., Monday . . .’ – dotted around the neighbourhood like perverse inversions of those
         brown tourist heritage ones have kind of lost their edgy allure. Plus many of my old London friends have moved out in search
         of good schools and more space. Which seems sensible enough to me. But when I wondered aloud to Tom when (not if) we would
         do the same thing he shuddered and looked at me as if I’d suggested relocating to Outer Mongolia and living naked in a yurt.
         No, he said, no way. He’s got to be within a thirty-minute commute of Soho. The English countryside will age him overnight:
         Spar shops, manure and mud, the 4x4 Sloaney mafia, no he couldn’t bear it. After three years in Canada he needs to be at the
         heart of things. In other words, Tom has things to prove. He feels that he spent his twenties ambling from job to job and
         underachieving and that this is his big opportunity, Willy Wonka’s golden ticket. Maybe it is. All I know is that the job
         that lured us back from Toronto – a senior role in a large, successful corporate speakers and entertainment agency, Anderson
         & Co, with a path to a directorship – has changed his priorities, and not in a particularly family-friendly way. He is working longer and longer hours. He is paranoid about losing his job – works harder still. He checks
         his emails before breakfast, before we go to bed, after sex, not that there’s a lot of that right now. Last week he said how
         relieved he was now that Danny is almost three and we’re ‘finally getting our life back’, as if it were a good DVD he’d lent
         to a friend.
      

      
      But I want the sequel, volumes two, and three. And Tom’s no longer sure he wants another child at all. This breaks my heart
         into a million, trillion shards. Because I do want one, with every screaming cell of my body. And there’s the goddamn rub.
      

      
      I stretch my bulb-white legs out on the grass, lean back and gaze up at the umbrella of pink blossoms. A wind stirs them and
         some shower down, so perfect and pink they look like those sugar ones you get on posh cupcakes, or the confetti at our wedding
         three years ago. Another lifetime. I close my eyes. But Regent’s Park begins to intrude. Loudly.
      

      
      ‘So I said to him, nah, I’m not going down no manky old clinic on my own . . .’ shouts a voice.

      
      I open my eyes. To my left is the culprit. She is slim and young enough to still want to sunbathe and wearing a pretty floral
         skirt hitched up her thighs and a black lace bra, the tanned flesh of her slim torso unfurled across the grass like a flag.
         Men saunter past very slowly, staring. Tom would too if he was here. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself. The woman glares
         back at the men as if mildly affronted by their leering but doesn’t cover up. Although I am only thirty-four it’s already hard to remember having such brazen self-confidence. But
         I did. I actually remember looking out for glimpses of my body reflected in shop windows, in car wing mirrors. Now, of course,
         I generally avoid it. Or I get a glimpse of myself and assume it’s someone else. It takes a few seconds to register.
      

      
      To the left of the Shouting Young Person is an old woman sitting neatly against an old oak tree, arms clasped around her knees.
         She is smiling as if mildly amused at the vulgarity of her youthful neighbour. Slim and elegant in a tailored pale grey dress
         and matching jacket, her silver hair is elegantly coiffed around a handsome face that is slung between two prominent cheekbones.
         Vivid scarlet lipstick. She reminds me a little of Nan, my late maternal grandmother – same hair, same ballerina straight
         back – which indirectly reminds me of my mother, who I met in this very park on a visit back home last year. She stood on
         her tippy toes and plucked a blossom off the tree in full view of a tuttutting park warden. She didn’t care. She didn’t give
         a stuff about things like that after her diagnosis. No, she stuck the blossom under my nose, the petals pushing into my nostrils.
         ‘Sniff, Sadie, sniff! I bet you don’t get blossoms like this in Toronto.’ She was always trying to get us to return to London,
         her campaign unashamedly stepping up after Danny was born: ‘Do you really want Danny to grow up saying cookie?’ Mum stuck
         the enormous twig of blossom in the lapel of her red wool jacket – it made her look so frail and tiny, bless her – and we carried on walking towards the café for coffee and carrot
         cake. Now she’s gone, of course, pushing up the daisies. I got home too late.
      

      
      I glance at my watch. Almost time for Danny’s swimming lesson. Will Tom remember? Will he remember to pack Danny’s goggles?
         Will he realise that Danny needs a sweet pick-me-up and a juice straight after swimming or he’s liable to melt-down? It does
         rankle that I’m the one who has to remember all this stuff, that Tom doesn’t think it’s anything to do with him, or it just
         isn’t important compared to his shiny new career. The only thing that is important is that I turn up to a lunch I didn’t want
         to go to looking like a clone of all the other wives. That I play a part I never auditioned for.
      

      
      Suddenly a cool wind stirs the park, rippling across the grass, making the sunbather reach for her sweater. The sunlight seems
         to just switch off, as if the afternoon has been dunked like a biscuit into a cup of over-stewed tea. English weather! I quickly
         stand up, brush down my jeans, grab my tulips. The wind is acting up, more like a gale now. The blossoms start to spin off
         the cherry tree, swirling around me in confusing clouds. The louder you scream, the faster . . . Then rain, the drops falling like a shower of pins. The sunbather is running towards the park gate. I’m hit by a rising
         anxiety, a weight on my chest like an elephant’s foot on my breastbone. Something is happening. And I don’t like it. Feeling vulnerable, I glance over at the oak tree to check that the old lady in the grey dress is OK. But she’s nowhere to be seen. There is a terrible noise, an atomic clap. Shit! What the
         hell is that? God throwing toys out of his pram? Then – blimey! – there’s a dark cloud rolling over the park towards me. The cloud
         looms closer. For a moment I’m mesmerised: this strange storm is like watching the feelings inside me take physical form.
         I scrabble towards the big oak tree for shelter. Then there’s a dull thump and it all goes black.
      

      
      There is an old face looking down at me, a face that I don’t recognise, a strange, coppery taste in my mouth and a feeling
         of unspecific wetness, like I’m standing in the shower or Danny’s pouring a beaker of water on my head. Or . . . Oh Lord.
         Have I wet myself?
      

      
      ‘Should I call an ambulance, darling?’ says the old face.

      
      ‘No. No thanks.’ I look around. To my immense relief I haven’t wet myself. I am sitting on soaking wet grass against the oak
         tree, which provides some shelter against the torrential rain that is hissing through the sky all around us. A rivulet of
         water drips down my neck. The face is smiling now. Her lips are old person thin but still cupid bowed and painted red, geranium
         red. Of course. It is the old lady in the grey dress who was sitting beneath the tree earlier.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t want the fuss either. It’s only a bit of blood.’ She points to her forehead.

      
      Blood? Shit. I press my fingers to my forehead. It hurts.

      
      She clicks open her handbag, a glossy crocodile handbag as sturdy as something dangled off an old royal arm. She pulls out
         a tissue. ‘According to Persian legend the first tulips sprang up from the drops of blood shed by a lover, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Really? Thank you.’ What on earth is she talking about? I dab the tissue against my forehead.

      
      ‘A branch, a little one,’ says the lady, pointing upwards. ‘Just missed your eye. You’re lucky. Your lovely flowers less so.’

      
      The tulips are scattered over the ground, like those painted wooden ones you get in Camden Market. The grass itself is covered
         in a pilled blanket of pale blossom, twigs, small branches and litter which appears to have been sucked from the park bins.
         The lady picks up some tulips, bending from the hips with a kind of creaky grace, and hands them to me.
      

      
      ‘Thank you so much. What on earth happened?’

      
      The lady shrugs. Her shoulders are very narrow, childlike in their petiteness. ‘A butterfly beating its wings in Colombo or
         something.’ She laughs. ‘I’m really not too sure. But I must say it was rather fun. It’s certainly blown the cobwebs away,
         hasn’t it?’
      

      
      I smile, grateful for her humour and non-hysteria. (Exactly the opposite to how I’ll be at her age I suspect.) The torrential
         rain is stopping, but the day is still dark. And the air feels strange, too close, as if the sky is screwed on like a tight
         jam jar lid. A slow, pernicious anxiety begins to grip me. I need to get home. ‘I’ve got to go.’
      

      
      ‘I’d give it a minute. You’ll get soaked to the skin. Look, I’ve missed one.’ She picks up the last pink tulip off the wet
         grass and holds it up reverently. ‘Delightful.’
      

      
      ‘I’m a florist,’ I say and it sounds like I’m saying ‘flodist’. I am not sure why she needs to know or why I feel the need
         to explain myself.
      

      
      An amazed smile spreads slowly across the lady’s face. ‘Then, my dear, we were meant to meet.’ She holds out a dainty liver-spotted
         hand. Her hands look older than her face. There is a diamond the size of a bulb on her finger, locked on by a large knuckle.
         ‘Enid. Enid Fisher.’
      

      
      ‘Sadie.’ I smile, shaking her hand, which feels as delicate as a chicken wing. Sweet old thing. The kindness of strangers
         in London always comes as a bit of a surprise. I’ve increasingly come to expect to be mugged, not hugged.
      

      
      We stand for a few moments and, like two easy old friends, silently watch the rain together, clattering down like dropped
         beads. Loud and hypnotic, it drums my hangover away, and much of my anger. Eventually the rain subsides a bit. ‘I think I
         might brave it. Will you be OK here?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I’m not the one who got bumped on the head.’ The lady glances at my left hand. My wedding ring is a woven gold
         band, with trenches of potting compost stuck in the weave. ‘Ah, you’re married. That’s good. Your husband will look after
         you.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ I say, thinking of the last time I was ill – flu last month – when Tom’s nursing amounted to one cup of tea and a request not to breathe in his direction as he had an
         important meeting the next day.
      

      
      ‘Then you’ll have to retrain your husband.’

      
      I laugh. ‘You know, you’re absolutely right. But first I’m going to make a mad dash for the Tube. Here, you have the tulips.
         I insist. You’ve been very kind.’ I put them in her arms.
      

      
      ‘Oh thank you! What a treat. One minute.’ She clicks open her queenly handbag again and slides out a white card. ‘Please take
         this. I’ve just lost my florist. And I particularly need someone who understands tulips. It’s absolutely imperative. Do call
         me, won’t you?’
      

      
      ‘Thanks.’ I smile politely, knowing I won’t call her. I only go on personal recommendations. Besides, Tom complains that I’m
         stretching myself too thinly as it is. He says I don’t have to work now. He doesn’t understand that irrespective of finances,
         I absolutely do have to work, otherwise I’m at risk of losing myself completely.
      

      
      She looks at me intently with beady blue eyes, still bright even at her age, not milky or pink. ‘I know quite a bit about
         husbands, too.’
      

      
      O-K. Mad granny alert. ‘I came to the park to escape mine,’ I laugh, stuffing the card into my jeans pocket. ‘Thanks for all
         your help. Bye bye.’
      

   
      
      Three

      
      I slam the front door and step intrepidly into what Tom calls The Corridor of Chaos, otherwise known as the hallway. There’s
         an overflowing recycling box containing an embarrassing number of empty wine bottles that we forgot to put out again, Thomas the Tank Engine wellies – unwearable on account of the smear of dog poo on the left boot that hasn’t yet been scraped off – Danny’s lunch
         box, old leaky anoraks and four broken umbrellas. A room might stay tidy for a few hours, well, until I walk into it, but
         the hall is never tidy. The Corridor of Chaos can always be relied upon as a source of petty arguments when other issues are
         thin on the ground. Of course Tom would never actually consider tidying it up himself. He works too hard. Whereas I work part-time.
         Plus, I am a woman. I am a mother – but not a new mother and therefore one who should have got this domestic thing down by now – and cognitively attuned to such matters,
         unlike him whose mind is best saved for more important issues, like pension provision, or mortgage rates, or the latest episode of The Wire.
      

      
      The yap of a small dog. My soul yaps back. Oh no. I reluctantly push open the kitchen door. And there he is. Teddy, the world’s
         most spoiled, unlovable dog, a yappy, snappy Jack Russell in a pale blue crystal-encrusted collar, and Rona, my mother-in-law,
         looking pristine and pressed amongst the mess of the kitchen, the human equivalent of a white Basildon Bond envelope on a
         pile of old torn newspapers. Rona is the yardstick of domestic efficiency, the kind of woman who keeps a tidy hallway, house,
         life. Tidying is encoded in her DNA, as is crumble-making, hand-washing cashmere, sending 247 Christmas cards every year and,
         before he retired, throwing endless dinner parties for her husband Ted’s dreary business associates. Rona doesn’t believe
         in immigration, or state handouts, or women having careers. She believes in kitchen roll.
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