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Alex, William, Celia and Lydia – sharper, 


funnier and truer than anything I could ever write.




1


First-World Problems


‘Welcome to the weekend wives’ club,’ Sasha Rayburn said to Emily Dawlish.


They were standing at a midday drinks party to celebrate – or commiserate over – what the host, Tania, referred to as ‘back to normal’, that mid-January feeling of new resolutions and beginnings.


‘What do you mean?’ asked Emily. ‘Weekend wives?’


Sasha smiled. Emily felt as intimidated as ever by her. She’d had this fantasy – yet another of her fantasies – that life in the country was going to liberate her from fashion and caring what she wore. She’d be like her mother-in-law, whose woollen jumpers were flecked like mohair with dog fur, and who wore shoes that were comfortable to the point of orthopaedic. And yet here was Sasha, as exquisitely dressed, yet at the same time as quirky, as any fashion blogger Emily had ever seen on the streets of East London. She had a worldliness about her, too, that contradicted all the folk stories about charmingly simple country mice and their vainglorious city cousins.


‘I hear you’ve been abandoned by Matt,’ Sasha explained.


‘Oh, that. Not abandoned. He’s just going to be working in London.’


‘For how long?’


‘Only a few months. It’s a really interesting project for a company he’s always wanted to work for. They’re restructuring their whole corporate communications set-up.’ And in the process paying Matt more in a month than he’d earned in a whole winter of freelancing here. ‘He couldn’t really say no, but it’s just a temporary thing.’


‘That’s what they all say,’ said Sasha. ‘But it’s always for ages and ages. When we moved back from Los Angeles, Ned was supposed to follow in a few months. It’s been nearly five years.’


‘I’m sorry. That must be really hard for you.’


Sasha shrugged. ‘We all want the country life and the city money, don’t we?’


‘Not me.’ This was not strictly true. Emily didn’t think of herself as materialistic, but that first winter had taught her that she had never known cold in the city, with its houses huddled together for warmth, like that which had assailed the cottage. She had always thought she was a put-on-another-jumper-and-put-up-with-it type, but she had been savaged by the cold, and even more so by the bills that came in its wake. She felt as though she’d moved not just to the country, but to another country completely, one with a different currency to explain why the utility bills were so much higher than they had ever been in the city. London was only a hundred miles away (or ‘just 99.7 miles’, as she and Matt told themselves), and yet the weather reports would mock her with its extra five degrees of warmth throughout the year. Her new neighbours said the local wind came straight from the Urals, and it certainly felt Siberian. ‘Anyway, Matt’s not going for longer than four months. Six at most. And it’s only London. It’s not like it’s the other side of the world.’ Emily realised what she’d said. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that it would be worse to be on the other side of the world.’


‘Well it is,’ said Sasha. ‘It’s so hard to find a moment when Ned and I are both awake and available. When he’s working on a film, his hours are punishing, and family life over here sort of closes around that small window.’


‘Do you actually have a weekend wives’ club?’


Sasha laughed. ‘If we formed a club, when would we ever hold the meetings? During the week, we’ve no other half to pick up the babysitting, and when they’re back at home, we have to cherish their return, don’t we?’


Emily sighed with disappointment. She wanted to join a club, any club.


‘But I tell you, it would be heavily oversubscribed if we did have one. I don’t think I know of a single couple here who actually live together all the time. Well, the ones like us.’ Sasha seemed to capitalise the ‘like us’ bit, and Emily knew what she meant. There were some well-paid jobs here, of course, old-fashioned ones: the teacher, the local solicitor and the doctor; those stalwarts of village life in period dramas. But if you wanted something a bit more new-fangled, maybe with a job title incorporating the word ‘digital’, then you had to commute. Emily and Matt had believed what they’d read in the features pages of newspapers about how the Internet enabled people to work remotely, and while she sometimes felt very remote since the move, he’d been unable to work from home after all. ‘Everyone’s in London during the week, or in Dubai two weeks on two weeks off, like posh oil rig workers, don’t you think?’ continued Sasha. ‘It’s the modern way.’


‘I suppose,’ said Emily, though it didn’t seem very modern given that it was based on an assumption that somebody would be tending the home front – and that somebody mostly seemed to be the women. The modern way had become so modern as to have become positively retro, like those hip young men who wore Victorian beards.


‘Are you finding it OK?’ asked Sasha, with unexpected warmth.


Emily thought she might cry at this sympathy. She wasn’t OK really, but she hadn’t been able to admit this to those she’d left behind in London, the people she still thought of as her real friends. Instead she told them how amazing it was to see stars in the sky instead of police helicopters, in this place where the ground was covered in daisies rather than the steaming shits of muscular dogs, and where white T-shirts stayed white all day. ‘I don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘It’s quite hard, isn’t it?’


‘You get used to it,’ said Sasha. ‘Too used to it. You start off missing your husband so much that it hurts, then after about a year you start missing his absence when he’s actually there. A bit like when you give up sugar.’


‘I wouldn’t know about that,’ said Emily, looking down at the stomach that had borne three children.


‘Wouldn’t know about what?’ asked their host, Tania, who could throw a party with the ruthless efficiency with which she held down a demanding job in Brussels and brought up four high-achieving children.


‘I was just welcoming Emily into the world of the weekend wives,’ said Sasha. ‘When the husband is away working all week and only back on Fridays.’


‘Interesting. I suppose I’m a weekend wife too,’ said Tania.


‘No,’ said Sasha. ‘You’ve got to be the one left behind. To man – wrong word – the barricades at home.’


‘Why?’ asked Tania. ‘Who says those are the rules? That’s sexist.’


‘No,’ said Sasha. ‘What’s sexist is a capitalist global economy increasingly predicated on a free labour market that is dependent on one partner fucking up their career and that person almost invariably being the woman. Your husband, Tania, being the exception to this just proves the rule. Am I right, Emily?’


‘I suppose.’ Emily was taken aback by the unexpected ferocity of Sasha’s speech. She had wrongly thought that somehow her cloud of blonde curls meant that Sasha had an equally fluffy personality. ‘Though to be honest, I was the one who wanted to give up my job.’


She’d earned more than Matt, too, something that had never given her as much satisfaction as it caused her pain now that those days were over.


‘Yes, well, whatever,’ said Tania. ‘It’s a first-world problem.’ She did that professional wave-and-walk thing to leave them as abruptly as she had arrived.


‘I hate it when people say that. Of course it’s a bloody first-world problem. Other than starvation, they’re all first-world problems, aren’t they? Tania is so not in our club,’ said Sasha, leaning in conspiratorially. ‘Ben can be, though.’ She glanced in the direction of Tania’s husband and made a little purring sound, which Emily assumed to be ironic. Objectively, though, she could see that Ben was an attractive man, if you liked the fisherman’s-jumper, bearded, soulful look that belonged in the sort of niche catalogue that sold misshapen Welsh pottery and trousers made from mattress ticking to urban people dreaming of escape. People like her.


‘What is the world, then, of the weekend wife?’ she asked.


Sasha considered. ‘Secrets, there will be secrets. Not necessarily serious ones, but the triviality of them almost makes them worse. Someone will start smoking. One of you will see an ex and for some unknown reason decide not to tell your other half, and before long it’s become a thing.’ She sighed. ‘None of it really matters, I know, when I say it like that, but it all chips away at your relationship.’


‘Still, those sorts of secrets, like you say, they’re not anything serious, not like …’ Emily paused, unable to say the word out loud.


‘Like an affair?’ said Sasha. ‘This set-up is a recipe for adultery, don’t you think? Look, there’s little Tamsin, another one of our number. Oi, Tamsin, come over here!’


In fact there was nothing particularly little about Tamsin, who was tall and slim and another of the women in the village who dressed both beautifully and expensively. It was only as Emily looked at her more closely that she could see how young she was, like a girl dressing up in grown-ups’ clothes. Tamsin glanced around her nervously, but then did as she was told and flitted towards them.


‘Tamsin, I was just telling Emily here how we should form a weekend wives’ club. John’s always off working away, isn’t he?’


‘Yes, he’s got this big project in Kent at the moment. He’s building three houses – executive homes, they’re called.’ Her voice was so quiet that Emily had to lean in to catch what she was saying. ‘They’re going to be amazing.’


‘So he stays down south when he’s working, leaving you up here?’ said Sasha. ‘Then you’re another weekend wife. As I thought. It could be a proper movement, like the scouts,’ she continued. ‘We could have our own motto.’


‘What would that be?’ asked Emily.


Sasha thought for a moment. ‘There’s only one thing worse than missing them. Not missing them.’


‘That’s awful,’ said Tamsin, wide-eyed.


‘Or: part-time wife, full-time whinger.’ Sasha laughed. ‘What is the divorce rate these days? One in three, is it? It’s so got to be higher than that for weekend wives. I’m guessing at least two in three.’ She nodded her head, counting the three women as she spoke. ‘Oh dear.’


‘You’re painting quite a depressing picture,’ said Emily, glad that her weekend wifery was to be only temporary, but equally pleased that Sasha seemed to be seriously suggesting starting a club. She was lonely, very lonely. ‘So when shall we meet?’


Sasha laughed. ‘I was only joking. We can’t seriously start a club.’


‘Oh, of course.’ Emily forced a laugh. ‘No, that would be mad.’


‘I don’t think John would like it anyway,’ said Tamsin. ‘I’d better go and find him. He’s here somewhere and he’ll be wondering where I am.’


With that she was off towards the kitchen, followed by Sasha, and Emily was once more alone. She didn’t get invited to many parties these days, but she couldn’t say that she particularly enjoyed those she did attend. She never quite got the form. It was as though everyone else in the village had received a memo attached to the invitation that outlined the dress code in precise detail, what the timings really meant and how much sustenance would be served. The parties seemed like plane journeys where you never quite knew when the food would arrive and whether it might be surprisingly palatable. This one was a drinks thing starting at twelve on a Sunday. Pre-lunch, she supposed, which kind of presumed you had someone back home cooking a roast for you. Or to at least switch the oven on to warm the pizzas.


Back in London, she knew what to expect. There would be birthdays in upstairs rooms in pubs, the occasional house party where you’d end up drinking the disgusting wine that people had been waiting to offload for years, or lunches with friends-with-kids where a DVD would be put on while the adults used the freedom of those ninety-five minutes to get more drunk than they had intended. At least Matt was here, though he too seemed to understand what was expected of him in a way that she felt she never would. Matt, Sasha and Tamsin had all grown up here. They were returning home, while Emily was embarking on life in a foreign land.


She used the time instead to observe and write little notes in her head on the oddities she could see. When people had asked her what she was going to do once they’d moved, she’d shut them up with the magic words ‘I’m going to write a blog.’ This was to an underemployed mother what ‘I’m working on my script’ was to anyone at a loose end in Hollywood.


She had been overjoyed to give up her job. As she had said, in a cliché to rival the one about first-world problems, ‘It’s not like I’m working on a cure for cancer.’ But it turned out writing a blog wasn’t so easy, and even if it were, who’d want to read it? ‘Woman with children writes about the hilarious little things that happen to her each day and the funny things kids say.’ Emily was herself shamefully addicted to similar sorts of blogs. Some – those that dealt with the challenges of bringing up an ill or autistic child – moved her to tears of sympathy tinged with relief that these were not problems she faced. Others, where women with tiny bodies and large families posted pictures of the fun crafts project they’d just completed while wearing matching outfits of pale grey and chambray, made her feel a failure.


Perhaps she could broaden her blog to include all of village life. Then again, she was learning that nothing ever happened around here. And if she did, the people she was writing about might read it and she’d have to give them coy little nicknames, like ‘Power Woman’ for Tania or ‘Quirky One’ for Sasha.


Tania’s house was the biggest in the village, and that gave her a gravitas above that of being an MEP. Her own achievements were nothing in comparison to having a boot room off the hallway. Society was so strictly stratified by acreage and square footage that it made Emily gasp with the transparency of its snobbery. It was almost feudal.


All her friends had lived in identikit houses and flats back in the city, Victorian terraced places in a concentric ring that circled the more expensive centre. The flats were pretty identical, just in bigger houses with those funny shared gardens that nobody ever ended up using. It was as if they’d bought the same Lego kit to build their homes but some had managed to get a few extra pieces – the attic conversion, the extra metre of width, the longer garden, the side extension. And once inside, she had known her way around without ever having been shown – the narrow hallway with the bikes and scooters to trip over, the kitchen at the back that wasn’t quite big enough for the expansive family table they had all bought with dreams of rustic Italian-style banquets, the IKEA plastic storage units for the toys.


Emily and Matt’s house had looked exactly the same as all the others, but was just that bit smaller as it had been a much later post-war infill, between two Victorians. Only a few feet here and there, but when the houses were quite small to begin with, it made the difference between being able to get past the bicycle in the hallway or not. Funny how twenty-four inches of missing space had led to their journey of a hundred miles.


‘You all right?’ Matt asked as he sidled up to her. ‘Don’t listen to Sasha, she’s always been a bit sharp.’


‘I’m fine.’ She mustn’t blame him. Her friends thought he’d kidnapped her and made her come to live up here, but that was far from the truth. He’d not been the one who’d wanted to come back to the place where he’d grown up. The whole thing had been powered by her and her lifelong affliction of believing that something better was just around the corner.


She thought of Sasha’s dark hints about infidelity. Matt smelt weird when he came home on a Friday evening. Not bad, just different, of an unfamiliar washing powder, the cinnamon chewing gum he only seemed to buy when he was away and the stew of bodies on the train home, all accompanied by a base note of an unidentifiable spice. He smelled disgustingly and deliciously of the city. She had taken to burying her head in his shirt and inhaling the stench like a grieving wife going through her dead husband’s wardrobe.


He gave her arm a squeeze. ‘Mum thought you looked a bit bereft.’


‘That’s very sweet of her, but I’m fine. I quite like just watching sometimes.’ She had never known that of herself, that she was one of life’s observers rather than partakers. Or perhaps she had no choice. ‘Sasha was just telling me about how you’re going to have an affair.’ If you say these things out loud then they won’t come true, she thought. She loved him so much, even though she had to keep reminding herself of this fact now that he wasn’t around enough to remind her in person.


Sasha, hearing her name, rejoined them.


‘What was that?’ she asked.


‘My wife tells me you’ve been talking nonsense,’ said Matt, but with good humour, since he’d known and liked Sasha ever since they were children.


‘I wouldn’t say that necessarily.’


Emily looked petulant. ‘She was telling me I was now a weekend wife and how it’s a recipe for adultery.’


‘Yes, but it could be yours as much as mine, couldn’t it?’ said Matt. This suggested to Emily it was something he’d already been thinking about. ‘Like I say, don’t listen to her.’ He gave Sasha a playful punch on the arm. ‘It’s not as if I’m working away for long.’


‘Just a few months.’


‘Exactly.’


‘You two will be fine,’ said Sasha. ‘He’s right, don’t mind me.’ She smiled reassuringly at Emily.


‘You mean our marriage will be the one in three that survives,’ said Emily, belatedly realising that she’d drunk too much Prosecco.


‘Are those the odds?’ said Matt. ‘I’ll definitely put a bet on that.’


Sasha waved as if by agreement and melted back into the party.


‘And that you’ve got secrets,’ Emily said to Matt. ‘That’s what she says. Well, that we’ve both got secrets. Have you?’


He exhaled. ‘Yes, I do.’ A dramatic pause. ‘Sometimes, down in London, I go to work not having eaten a proper breakfast.’ He smiled. ‘What’s yours?’


‘That I miss you so much when you’re away.’


‘I should hope so. Not much of a secret. Anything else?’ he asked.


‘No, of course not.’ She turned away, hoping that he wouldn’t see any signs that she was lying. She did have a secret, one she couldn’t tell him, tell anyone. It was shameful.


Rafa was her secret, her quite literally filthy secret. The way she felt about him and the way he seemed to feel about her was something that had to remain hidden and yet in plain sight. If she ever told anyone how she really felt, they’d tell her she was mad, jokingly, because they wouldn’t believe her. But it was true: evil lurked and only she could see it.


‘Let’s go,’ she said, with the feeling she got every Sunday afternoon of being faced with a giant egg timer reminding her that his leaving was once again imminent. Going home with Matt meant she wouldn’t be alone with Rafa, at least not until he got the dawn train the next morning. She tried to stop herself from shivering with fear.


It was a bit of a lie anyway. Sasha wasn’t a weekend wife. She was a monthly one. Emily had seemed touchingly devastated about the prospect of Matt going all of three hours away down to London, but that time would only get Ned to the beginning of his plane ride to Los Angeles. City of Angels, literally, the ones who modelled for Victoria’s Secret. They probably wore their wings in bed. His bed, possibly, for Ned was an attractive man with a successful and well-paid career as a director of photography in a city of gay men and beautiful, ambitious women.


A bit like parents of a newborn arguing about who was more tired, these spouses of absent workers could get quite competitive about who had it tougher. Ned didn’t travel to the same country. He didn’t even go to the same continent. He was what they called a super-commuter, though there was nothing super about it in reality.


Sasha had lived out there in Los Angeles with him and the children for a few years, and it had been great, really it had, but they had both winced every time the children had said poop, braid and cell instead of poo, plait and mobile. Los Angeles was one of those rare places where the reality was exactly like the cliché. It was all swimming pools, valet parking and movie conversation. There were palm trees and roller bladers, impossibly good-looking restaurant staff and traffic-logged highways.


Ned was deemed by US immigration to be a person of extraordinary ability and so could work freely, but Sasha’s own proficiency as a script editor on TV dramas was considered rather more ordinary, and she’d been unable to do anything other than look after their home life. She’d yearned for a job when they’d lived out there in that ultimate industry city, and yet when she and the children had moved back to the UK, she’d rejected employment in favour of starting her own business, sourcing and selling twentieth-century ceramics over the Internet, something she turned out to be rather good at. Clarice Cliff, Susie Cooper, Jessie Tait … all the best ceramists of the time had been women, a fact that seemed to Sasha fitting for her now female-dominated life.


They had moved back with the knowledge that Ned would be working all over the place but the belief it would be mostly in Britain. The UK film industry was booming, or so they’d thought. But then one job after another followed back in Los Angeles, and it seemed as if he had become employable only over there, at least at the rates he was charging.


She’d better get home to the children. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Bailey to look after Spike – almost the opposite: she was so earnest she might lead him into good behaviour rather than astray. She didn’t want Bailey to do that big hair and fake tan thing that seemed fashionable now, but she wished her daughter wouldn’t cower behind the baggy clothes and the veil of her too-long fringe. Every time Sasha said, ‘But you’ve got a lovely face, I don’t know why you hide it,’ she realised that she sounded exactly like her own mother, except the issue then had been the eyeliner she’d etched across her eyelids in the eighties.


She tried to concentrate on the short drive back home, but was distracted by thoughts of her fourteen-, almost fifteen-year-old daughter. She was worried about her, but she couldn’t quite work out why. Bailey’s schoolwork was excellent, she was always polite, she never stayed out late (or indeed went out at all). Sasha had nothing to worry about, and that was what worried her. Bailey had been fine over the holidays, but a week before going back to school she’d become withdrawn. The unhappier she became, the politer and more perfect was her behaviour.


As Sasha neared the turn-off to their house, she felt the steering wheel pull away as if by some force in her hands.


Her. That woman.


What was she doing walking up and down, up and down outside Sasha’s home once again? The first time Sasha had seen her ambling along the pavement of the road that bisected the village and ran past their small turning, she’d been mildly curious. She might have been able to ignore the woman in the city, but not here, where strangers really were strange. The second time, curiosity curdled into disquiet. And now for a third time here she was, circling purposelessly like a teenage fan outside a boy band’s house, just about to leave a teddy-bear tribute.


Coincidences, as Sasha used to say in script meetings, weren’t plausible. The woman was her age, maybe a few years older, as Ned was, and well dressed. Nothing flashy, but sensibly heeled boots, well-cut jeans and a pull-the-look-together blazer. The first and third times she’d worn a scarf, expensive-looking too.


Sasha had ignored her initially, but on the second occasion she’d stared and the woman, unembarrassed, had stared back, forcing her to look away in the game of chicken. She had that feeling she got at the top of tall buildings, of being afraid that some force would compel her to jump off, but this time it was that an unseen spirit would make her turn the steering wheel towards the woman to mow her down. Whoever she was, Sasha somehow knew that she could be bringing no good to her family.


She braked suddenly and climbed out unsteadily from the car. It was obvious, wasn’t it? Ned was an attractive man who lived a whole ocean away; how had they ever been so deluded as to think this wouldn’t happen? She’d often wondered what the ‘other woman’ might look like, but she’d never thought she’d be like this, older than her, nothing fancy. In her imagination, she’d pictured someone younger, more glamorous, an upgrade, almost certainly American. That was what always happened: people ended up with someone so much like the one they’d left, you wondered why they’d bothered.


The woman didn’t show any sign of surprise that Sasha should be marching up to her like this. Instead she smiled, as if they were guests being introduced to each other for the first time at one of Tania’s stupid drinks parties.


‘Who are you?’ Sasha felt her words slurring, though she’d only had a couple of glasses of Prosecco.


‘Why don’t you ask Eddie?’ The woman smiled and then walked briskly away towards the village’s one remaining pub.


Sasha saw her disappear behind the pub towards its car park. She knew she ought to run after her, demand more information, but at that moment she found she really didn’t want to know.


Tamsin got into the passenger seat of John’s car. She couldn’t drive, and anyway, she lived in the passenger seat of life.


‘What were you talking to Sasha about?’ John asked her, patting her knee as he did so.


‘She was talking about a weekend wives’ club for people like us. Ones who are on their own during the week.’


‘You’re not on your own, sweetheart,’ he said. ‘Even when I’m not there, I’m with you. I know what you’re doing all the time because I care about you, you know that.’


‘Yes, I do. I’m so lucky to have you.’


‘And I’m lucky to have you, Tamsin. I looked around the room and there was no one even half as beautiful as you. You’re so much slimmer and better dressed than all of them put together. I’m proud of you.’


‘Thank you,’ said Tamsin. ‘I’m proud of you too.’


‘We’re both so lucky,’ he said as they pulled into the carriage driveway of their new – in all senses – home. ‘Our lives are perfect.’


Sasha decided that she would follow the woman’s instructions; she would ask her husband to explain. Her husband, the man she and everyone else called Ned, not Eddie. Ned not Ed – it sounded like a line from a picture book, but somehow she sensed that this was a story with an adult theme.


‘Hi, guys,’ she said, coming into the house. Bailey was in the kitchen on her laptop. Sasha didn’t even have to glance at the screen to know that there would be nothing inappropriate on it – it would be homework, or earnest chats with fellow feminists. ‘Where’s Spike?’


Bailey shrugged.


‘Don’t scowl, darling, you’ll get frown lines.’


Her daughter scrunched up her face still further.


‘You are supposed to be looking after him. Thanks for doing that, by the way.’


‘How was the party?’


‘I wouldn’t really call it a party. That implies a good time.’ Sasha glanced at the clock in the kitchen. Two o’clock here, ungodly o’clock in Los Angeles. Her brain was like a smart hotel in which a wall of clocks was set with the times of transatlantic cities. She always knew what time it was in LA. Only an hour to wait until seven their time, which was really too early as well. She was always woken up by Spike, their nine-year-old son, at that time on Sunday mornings, but Ned usually got a lie-in. He deserved it, of course, working so hard like that, that was what everyone said. The injustice never failed to rankle.


She made the kids some late lunch and watched Spike accompany his chicken with a slurp of the pool of snot that always seemed moustached to his upper lip. She loved him, obviously she did, it went without saying (although it was said a lot, all the time, as was the modern way), but what was it with the nose? She enjoyed the brief distraction from thoughts of the woman, before they invaded her again with impatience. ‘Oh, it’s no matter,’ she’d tell people. ‘What with Skype and FaceTime, it’s like he’s not even away.’ What crap that was. ‘It’s like he’s in the same room,’ she’d say, as if being in the same room with someone meant that they’d be at a strange angle and constantly at risk of cutting out. There seemed to be no middle ground between ignoring the computer and carrying on with life as normal, and having very stilted, overly self-conscious conversations in front of it.


She felt her heart thud as the connection went through. Answer, answer, oh God, don’t answer. ‘All right?’ Ned said on picking up, clearing his throat of nocturnal huskiness. He was looking tanned, well rested, handsome. The women in LA would love him, a less dithery version of the posh Englishman from romantic comedies. The slight fuzz of the screen just pixelated out any wrinkles, like Vaseline smeared on the lenses of cameras filming the Hollywood divas of yore.


‘Yes, fine,’ Sasha snapped. She hadn’t realised until now how rattled she had been by her encounter with the woman.


‘Good. Where are the kids? Aren’t you in the kitchen?’


They had a routine with the daily call. At first, five years ago when this arrangement had started, they’d had those awkward, forced conversations, like a technologically assisted transatlantic version of the one that all parents have with their children after school. ‘How was your day?’ ‘Fine.’ ‘What did you do?’ ‘Nothing.’ ‘Who did you play with?’ ‘No one.’


Now, they just popped Ned into the corner while they got on with their business around him, an immobile Cyclops, a detached brain on a screen. Occasionally they’d forget he was there. And vice versa – Sasha would see him playing with his phone, disappearing off screen or, once, casually cupping himself until she reminded him that he was in front of the children. Sometimes they used to buy two copies of the same children’s book so that he could read it out to Spike across the Atlantic in a bid to be a good father.


But not today. Today she needed to talk to him.


‘You can speak to them later. I want to have a word.’ She shuffled him into the sitting room and closed the door carefully behind her.


‘What’s up?’ He had definitely developed an American hue to his accent. These days he said hey instead of hello. He claimed it was East London meets South Central, despite the fact that he’d lived in neither place. His voice was another way in which he was the odd one out in their family quadrangle.


‘Nothing. Well, I don’t think so. I just … there’s this woman.’


‘What woman?’


‘Well, that’s what I want to know. I keep seeing her around and I finally spoke to her today, and she said I should ask you.’


‘Ask me what?’


‘Who she was.’


‘You’re not really helping me here, Sasha. How do I know who she is if I haven’t seen her. Have you got a photo?’


‘No.’ Sasha was indignant. ‘That would be stalking.’ She felt her stomach constrict. She hadn’t used the word until then, but that was what this woman was, surely: a stalker.


‘Well, what can you tell me about her?’


Sasha stared at the screen to see if she could detect any nervousness behind the pixels. It wasn’t a high-definition interrogation.


‘She’s blonde. A bit generic, highlights, nice clothes, not from round here, I’d say. Posh voice. Older than me, about your age.’


‘You’re describing almost every woman I’ve ever known.’ The irritation was more evident now.


‘I don’t know what more to say. I’ve seen her around, three times – I think she’s deliberately hovering on the pavement before the turning to our house – but today was the first time I actually spoke to her. Not that I got much out of her. She just said you’d know. Well, not you. Eddie. She called you Eddie.’


Was there a flicker of something across his face, or was it just the dodgy connection?


‘I don’t know,’ he said after a moment’s hesitation. ‘Look, if you see her again, ask her for her name or something. Ask her what it’s about. No, tell her to contact me directly – give her my email – and to leave you alone. It sounds a bit weird.’


It is, thought Sasha. It is.
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Where Things Are Done Differently


Tamsin – or little Tamsin, as Sasha still insisted on referring to her all these years since Sasha had been her family’s babysitter – woke up in her immaculate house and proceeded to have immaculate sex, as she did every morning that John was there.


‘There, right there,’ he instructed. ‘No, don’t move. Still.’ Even in the midst of abandon, John’s commands had the precision of a PowerPoint presentation. She knew that the next slide would be him coming with a neat gasp and her taking the clean towel that lived by the bed to make sure that nothing spilled out of her. Not that it mattered anyway, since she washed their sheets daily on these occasions.


She lay with her hair fanned on the pillow, just the way he liked it, and remained rigid. Sometimes he liked her to pretend to be asleep, but this time she’d been told to keep her eyes open.


‘Soon.’ He closed his eyes. ‘Five, four, three, two …’ the last stretched out, ‘one.’ He came, and she grabbed the towel, put it between her legs and went to the bathroom, careful not to lock the door although she always wanted to.


An hour later, he had left her with the sheets spinning in the washing machine and two whole days alone. She felt shaky at the prospect of him going like this, but it was something she’d learnt to accept, since he was the breadwinner and brought home the bacon. Other food metaphors included the fact that, financially speaking, she was an empty biscuit tin. She was so lucky that most of the time she had him to look after her; a few days of solitude was a small price to pay.


She put on the fancy digital pedometer bracelet he’d bought her and set off to get an early march on the 15,000 steps she did each day. The bracelet connected to her phone and then on to a website, which he checked regularly to keep tabs on her progress. He’d be pleased she was making such a positive start towards her total. He liked the fact that she had what he called the hottest body in the village.


As she stretched her legs in their running tights (the ones that promised to wick sweat, which made it sound like somehow it could be woven, a tapestry of perspiration), she looked ahead so as not to get distracted. Women were returning from dropping their children off at the village school, and she didn’t want to get into a conversation. She waved at Emily, who had that stressed look that all mothers wore along with their comfortable shoes. Emily’s dog, some sort of poodle-type creature, was running yapping circles around its mistress, and Tamsin wondered what would happen if she attached her pedometer to its hind legs. Then she could hole herself up in the house for two days and let the dog do the walking for her.


A car slowed down to kerb-crawl her. ‘Hello, sexy lady, do you want a ride?’ Sasha shouted at her from within.


‘That’s very kind, Sasha, but I’m trying to get some exercise.’


‘As if you need it. Go on, I want to go to that new farm shop place down the road. Apparently it has great coffee.’ Sasha laughed. ‘Yes, I’m going to drive five miles for some caffeine, but if I take you too, I’ll feel less bad about it.’


Tamsin patted her smooth thighs. ‘But I don’t have my wallet with me.’


‘Don’t be daft, I’m buying. It’s the least I can do if I’m making you slog across the county in search of a decent coffee.’


Tamsin never has her wallet, thought Sasha. I’m not even sure she owns one. It was the source of some bitching from others in the village, that the woman with the expensive shoes never put money in charity boxes or contributed to the summer fete. If anyone else had been so slow to reach in their pocket, it might have bothered Sasha, but there would be a part of her that always saw little Tamsin as the cute youngest child and then the lippy teen she later became. She spoke up for Tamsin whenever she was criticised, but had never actually thought to speak to her about why she never had money with her.


‘How are things?’ she asked. Sasha was like the coolest girl in school who showed an unexpected tenderness to the vulnerable. And vulnerable was how she always saw Tamsin, however sophisticated she had become.


‘Great, thanks. The house is done now.’


‘That must be lovely, to have got rid of the builders and to have a home at last.’


Tamsin shrugged, and Sasha got a glimpse of the girl she had once been. ‘I think John wants to put it on the market straight away and begin the next project.’


‘Really? Is that what you call homes these days? Projects?’


‘I’m lucky, we’ve lived in some beautiful places.’ Tamsin said it in a way that suggested that she’d used the phrase many times before, or at least had heard it told to her a lot.


‘Does that mean you’re not going to stay here in the village?’


‘I don’t know. Depends on John.’


‘It would be a shame for me if you moved. Do you find it odd living here, though? Back in the village where we grew up?’


‘A bit. Do you?’


‘Yes, crazy. I’ve lived in London, New York, Los Angeles, and yet here I am, back where I started. I can’t quite work out why it’s happened. Well I do know. I wanted us all to be near my parents as they’re getting older. I couldn’t bear for anything to happen to them and for me not to be around to help. And God, I missed the weather here.’


‘Really?’ asked Tamsin, looking out to the grey-stained landscape.


‘Yes. I’m like a mushroom. I need damp to make me grow. I felt parched out there in the sunshine. I know my clothes may be colourful, but I’ve got a dark heart.’ That was the wrong expression, but there was a part of her that felt comfortable with the melancholia of the climate here. She’d found LA’s weather exhausting, since she’d never shed that British impulse constantly to make the most of the sunshine. Middle age had made her want to retreat into the bubble of her children and her parents, while it seemed to cause Ned to go further and further into the bright world away from it.


They were interrupted as Tamsin’s phone beeped with a text. ‘It’s John. Wondering where I am. He worries about me when he’s away. Smile, Sasha.’ Tamsin then proceeded to take a selfie of the two of them. Sasha was irritated, as though she’d seen a photo of one of her children on a website without having signed the permission slip allowing the reproduction of their image. She glanced over to see Tamsin texting the photo of them. She was unnerved to have been co-opted into someone else’s marital habits.


‘Do you often take selfies to send to John?’


‘He likes to know where I am, to know that I’m safe. Like I said, he worries about me.’


‘And do you worry about him?’ Sasha asked.


‘What do you mean?’


‘When I was talking to Emily about our husbands being away, I was telling her how we all end up with secrets. Silly things, maybe, like drinking too much or bumping into an old boyfriend or something, but we can’t share everything with our other halves when we don’t see them every day.’


‘I’ve no secrets from John. You just saw me send that selfie. He knows exactly what I’m doing and where I am. He could write the book on me. Not that anyone would buy it, I’m so boring.’


‘Yeah, that would be one very weird coffee table book,’ said Sasha. And she wouldn’t put it past John to self-publish it with a run of just one. ‘But yes, sure, I can see he keeps a remote eye on you. But do you do the same back? Do you have any idea where he is now?’


‘Kent. Well, on the way down there. On the new development.’


‘Yes, well, somewhere between here and Kent. Doesn’t exactly narrow it down.’ Sasha sighed. ‘Sorry, I’m not trying to infect you with my paranoia. It’s just that I’ve been thinking a lot about this recently.’


‘Because of the whole weekend wives thing you were talking about the other day?’


Because of the woman, thought Sasha, the woman who calls Ned Eddie. ‘I suppose.’


‘Can I ask you something?’ said Tamsin, looking out of the window, away from Sasha.


‘Fire away.’


‘I was wondering if you ever needed a babysitter.’


‘Less now Bailey’s old enough to be left in charge of Spike.’


‘Oh right, I see.’


‘Why? Are you interested?’


‘Yes. I just thought, sometimes when John is away, I’ve got nothing to do and maybe it would be nice, only if you want, to babysit your children like you used to babysit me. You’ve always said it’s difficult to go out. But if you’ve got Bailey, don’t worry about it.’


Sasha couldn’t bear to see the disappointment on Tamsin’s face. ‘It would be lovely for me to take Bailey out, just the two of us. I could book a table at the Red Lion. Could you look after Spike tonight?’ Maybe she’d manage to find out what was bothering her daughter. She was definitely weird. Not, of course, the sort of weirdness that was a rite of passage. Bailey’s was a blank sort of strangeness.


Tamsin grinned and again became recognisable as that gobby girl who used to hoick up her school skirt and whom Sasha had seen on many an occasion at the bus stop vigorously snogging that rough-looking boy she had once gone out with. ‘It’s a date.’


Emily saw Tamsin leap into Sasha’s car and felt a surge of envy. She remembered when Clem had first been born, how she had stared at other mothers in the park with a yearning that she hadn’t felt since she’d been fourteen and mooning after boys. She’d fantasise that she and these new friends would share confidences about the secret malevolence they felt towards their newborns and just how much time they spent ignoring them in favour of browsing celebrity gossip sites.
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