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  For Jonathan




  (not that he’ll ever bloody notice)




  

     

  




  Marriage isn’t a word – it’s a sentence.




  

    King Vidor, caption from his silent film




    The Crowd, 1926


  




  

     

  




  ORIENTATION




  Season five in the Housewife saga, and for those of you who have no idea what’s going on (and let’s face it, who does?), here’s a quick whistle-stop tour

  of the situation so far . . .




  

    Julia, my big sister, rudely destroyed my wedding by going into labour four weeks early. Married to David (nice guy, perfect for walking all over).


  




  

    Sara, Julia’s nuclear-powered PA, was catapulted to the dizzying heights of business partner. Married to Dudley (woefully lacking in the penis department).


  




  

    Leoni, my best friend, failed to sell her children on eBay after receiving no bids. Married to Marcus (praying daily for a premature death).


  




  

    Sally, my gay neighbour, politely declined Leoni’s offer of the tradesman’s entrance. Married to Paul (the crumbliest, flakiest man in the world).


  




  

    So there we have it. A nice little cosy clutch of wedded friends, all busily ignoring the overwhelming statistic suggesting half of them will end up in the divorce courts.

    It’s little wonder I once vowed never to marry again. Trouble is, Rick’s really not the kind of bloke who takes no for an answer. As Britney Spears once said – whoops, I did it

    again.


  








  

     

  




  Chapter One




  THE BIG M




  IT’S NOT EASY being married. For a start, you’re expected to live together, and if there’s one thing I know, it’s that women

  really shouldn’t be forced to suffer the indignity of sharing their space with a man. Like asking a cobra to shack up with a mongoose, trouble is bound to ensue. Yet, with the benefit of

  hindsight and one disastrous marriage firmly deposited in the piggybank of experience, I somehow came to the stunning conclusion that it would be a good idea to have another crack at The Big M.

  After all, you never know. Rick and I might just turn into one of those crusty old couples who pop up on the local news bulletin every now and then, celebrating their double-diamond wedding

  anniversary, putting the success of their longevity down to salty porridge every morning and plenty of torrid tortoise sex in the afternoons.




  Why some of us have that inexplicable urge to super-glue ourselves permanently to one partner is nothing short of bizarre when you really think about it. We all know that the whole thing is

  probably going to come horribly unravelled at some point, yet we insist on picking up the crusading flag of blind commitment and giving it a shot anyway. I know very well that the day may well come

  when I want to stab Rick in the eyes with a fork or pour boiling water in his ears while he’s asleep. That I will look at him across the breakfast table one morning thinking I hate

  you, and will feel great empathy for that woman who stirred a generous dollop of antifreeze seasoning into her husband’s curry on their seventh wedding anniversary. Maybe he’ll be

  looking right back at me thinking exactly the same thing.




  It’s a gamble, whichever way you weigh it, which is why I have decided that this time things will be different. This time, I will learn from my previous mistakes and determine to put right

  all those wrongs I fell foul of the last time. In order to break the marriage-from-hell cycle, I have decided to completely reinvent myself, stripping away all those old-fashioned notions I used to

  hold about marriage being little more than legalized domestic slavery with the odd drunken bunch of petrol station flowers thrown in, and replacing them with a thoroughly modern, positive outlook.

  I intend to be highly independent, devastatingly interesting, impervious to housework guilt, and a regular stick of dynamite between the sheets (provided I’ve loosened my moral elastic with a

  couple of stiff gins beforehand). According to my homespun theory, my husband will be so busy trying to keep up with me that he won’t have time to behave like an arsehole, and I will thus

  have a successful, fulfilling marriage, culminating in a stomach-churning piece on the local news on the eve of our billionth wedding anniversary, him gazing at me lovingly with no teeth, me

  muttering crazily that I’ve never seen him before in my life.




  Thus, I proudly present to you the new me: Helen Wilton, superwife in the making. Anyway, it seems like a good plan, seeing as we’ve only been married five minutes.




  ‘MORNIN’, BABE!’ A champagne cork flew across the bedroom and ricocheted off the wall.




  ‘What’s all this?’ I hauled myself up from the pillows, bravely unconcerned about the frightful state of my hair. This in itself was something of a breakthrough. Only a week

  ago, I was still sneaking off to the bathroom before Rick woke up in order to carry out a bit of basic maintenance so that he wouldn’t be faced with Tales from the Crypt the moment he

  opened his eyes. A quick run-through with the gas-powered hot-brush secreted under the sink and a swoosh of Listerine later, I would then creep back into bed and pretend to be fast asleep with

  naturally tousled locks and unfeasibly fresh breath. Unsurprisingly, after a couple of weeks of this perverse behaviour, I was so knackered that I overslept two mornings in a row and woke to greet

  him in all my gruesome glory. Ask me if Rick noticed. Well, of course he bloody didn’t. Men, eh? I don’t know why we bother.




  ‘It’s our seven-week anniversary,’ Rick announced, pouring a couple of flutes and handing one to me. ‘Cheers, babe!’ Clink, slurp, belch.




  ‘Great.’ I stared into my glass, wishing it were a cup of tea instead. I’m sure I’m getting an ulcer. ‘So we’re going to do this every week, are

  we?’




  So far, we have celebrated countless similarly dubious noteworthy events, each with a flimsier excuse than the last. Quite what he’ll do if we actually make it through our first year I

  really don’t know, but I’m thinking something along the lines of the closing ceremony of the Beijing Olympics.




  ‘Yep.’ He scooched up on the bed beside me and topped up his glass. ‘Like I told you, from here on in I’m gonna spend the rest of my life making you happy.’ He

  pulled a fat cigar from his dressing-gown pocket, stuck it between his teeth and struck a match against the flowerpot on the bedside table.




  ‘I’m already happy,’ I smiled, wondering if I’d clocked up sufficient marriage-miles to mention the issue of his smoking in bed yet. ‘But my liver’s

  threatening to go to Injury Lawyers4U if I don’t let up on the champagne breakfasts.’ I watched him suck the yellow flame into his Cohiba, stoking it along with a few heavy pulls before

  extinguishing the match with a flick of his fingers and dropping it in the ashtray balanced precariously on his fur-lined stomach.




  ‘This is gonna be a major feature of your new life, babe.’ He took a long drag and scratched his armpit. ‘So you might as well get used to it.’




  You mean, like all the hundreds of other things I was going to have to get used to? Like the awful concept of someone else being in the house while I make a special sortie to the furthest

  bathroom to answer a call of nature, having left every radio and television on in the house to muffle any unladylike sound effects? Like not being able to stretch and yawn like Shergar after

  festering on the sofa in front of Bargain Hunt all morning? I meant what I said earlier about men and women living together. How this little detail could have slipped my mind beggars belief

  – that I would henceforth be living under the same roof as Rick, sharing the same bed, eating the same food at the same time from the same table. Once we got back from Vegas, having done the

  undoable deed, the realization of it came upon me like a python dropping out of a tree.




  ‘You all right, babe?’ Rick took the glass from my hand and put it aside. I tried not to stare at him, this person who I had promised to spend the rest of my life with, a man with

  all the subtleties of a brick coming through a plate-glass window.




  The wedding in itself should have been fair warning of things to come – queuing up, red-eyed, in a rental car on the Las Vegas Strip, fighting jet lag, waiting our turn at the Tunnel of

  Love drive-thru wedding chapel behind a pair of Hell’s Angels, possibly of the same sex. Although the sign outside had proudly advertised the availability of a quick in-and-out jobbie at

  forty bucks, Rick had really pushed the boat out and treated us to the full enchilada. Before I’d had time to question whether or not this was an auspicious start to a lifelong partnership, I

  found myself cruising through the Tunnel of Vows – a cross between an outsized jet wash and a home-constructed carport, with faux Roman columns and a huge mural on the ceiling proclaiming

  ‘I Can’t Live Without You’, flanked by airbrushed cherubs with eerily Disneyesque faces. As we exchanged the standard promises in front of the man in the bulletproof booth, who

  might well have been a car park attendant for all I knew, a rhinestoned Elvis impersonator slid out from the shadows and began warbling ‘Love Me Tender’ as though his life depended on

  it, curling his lip and finishing off with a couple of forward pelvic thrusts with windmill arms to give us the full effect of his spangly tassels. A few minutes later, we emerged from the other

  side of the carport as man and wife. Uh-huh-huh.




  The pillows rustled and Rick gave me a little nudge, reminding me that he had probably said something, but all I could think about was what he might have looked like in that Elvis outfit. A cold

  shiver slid down my spine and I suddenly felt terribly self-conscious about my hair.




  ‘You look a bit, well, you know . . .’ He twitched his cigar, a ribbon of smoke curling expectantly from its tip. I touched my head apologetically.




  ‘Messy?’




  ‘Nah!’ He ruffled his unruly tufts, dropping ash all over the pillows. ‘We look fucking great in the morning, and don’t you ever let anyone tell you otherwise.’




  ‘It’s just so much to get used to,’ I said. ‘Sometimes I wake up and get that discombobulated feeling for a split second, you know, like when you come round in a hotel

  room on holiday and you can’t remember where you are? It’s still a bit weird, us being married. Don’t you think?’




  ‘It’s gonna be brill.’ He put his arm around me and squashed my face uncomfortably into his chest. That man doesn’t know his own strength. ‘Like you said, this time

  is gonna be for keeps. I promise never to neglect you or take you for granted, babe. There’s nothing on this earth you could do to make me feel any different about you. You can tell me

  anything. Anything at all. We’ll face whatever life throws at us together, you an’ me.’ He squeezed his point home, temporarily closing off my windpipe. ‘There’ll be

  nothing we don’t know about each other.’




  ‘Really?’ I mumbled non-committally.




  Don’t get me wrong, but this didn’t sound like an altogether Nobel Prize-winning idea. The whole point of getting married, as far as I was concerned, was that it would be, in effect,

  a bit like wiping the slate clean. Or like clocking a car, depending on your point of view. No matter what had gone before, it didn’t count, so long as you both stuck to the rules from the

  second you said ‘I do’. I like to think of it like that moment on sports day at primary school when you got tied by the ankle to a kid you didn’t particularly like at the start of

  the three-legged race. It was all about finding an acceptable way to rub along together, getting into a rhythm and trying not to come a cropper in the process. Anyway, I had absolutely no intention

  of spilling my numerous beans to Rick, or anyone else, for that matter. Let sleeping dogs lie, or, come to think of it, never mind the dogs – just lie.




  ‘Absolutely,’ he said.




  ‘But don’t you think a woman should retain just a little bit of mystery?’




  ‘Mystery? You?’ He laughed, letting out a huge, aromatic cloud of class A Cohiba. ‘I think it’s a bit late for all that, babe!’




  ‘Don’t be so bloody rude!’ I pulled away from him and reached for my drink. If this conversation kept going the way it was heading, I might as well start dulling the pain now.

  ‘There could be all sorts of surprising things you don’t know about me.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’ He tried not to look amused. ‘Like what, for example?’




  ‘Like none of your business.’ I took a few hesitant sips and tried to look all mysterious.




  ‘I thought so.’ He effected another long pull on his stogie, chipped it in the ashtray and slid down beneath the covers. The duvet rustled as he thrashed around beneath it.

  ‘You might not realize it, babe, but you’ve got one of those faces.’ Rick emerged from the bed heap, naked but for a smile, and flung his robe to the carpet. ‘Let’s

  just say you’d make a rubbish poker player.’ He winked at me. ‘Give us a kiss, missus.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Go on.’ I felt his hand wandering. ‘You know you want to.’




  ‘How could you possibly know what I want?’ I slapped his hand away. Bloody cheek. ‘Just because we’re married doesn’t mean you’ve suddenly become some sort of

  mind-reader.’




  ‘Yes I have.’ He started nuzzling my neck, reached behind his back for the duvet and pulled it over our heads. ‘You’re my other half, in every way.’ His kiss was

  tender and warm. ‘There’ll be no secrets between us.’




  ‘Mmm,’ I murmured, curling my arms about his neck.




  No secrets? Are you kidding? It was a good job he couldn’t see the whites of my eyes.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR




  WHILE WE’RE on the subject of life-changing experiences, I had always assumed that my sister and I would go through life keeping each other

  company in our childlessness. (Quick explanation: she couldn’t, I hadn’t.) It was a cosy little arrangement in an unspoken sort of way, and by the time my eggs started shrivelling, I

  felt relatively confident that I had made the right choices. There’s more to life than breeding anyway, even though our hormones will do their damnedest to try and convince us otherwise.




  I remember having gone through a phase when I used to think about having a baby all the time. I suppose it had started at some point in my late twenties, by which time I was living in the

  purgatory of my first marriage. Whether it was my biological clock tapping on my shoulder or an insane notion that somehow having a baby might improve the hideous situation I had found myself in,

  I’m not entirely sure. Suffice to say that I never did anything about it. Between you and me, I think I had been plagued by a latent fear that if I went and produced a boy, it might just turn

  out like its bloody awful father. A real We Need to Talk About Kevin moment, if you know what I mean. So I dithered for another year or two, then we stopped having sex altogether because

  he’d found some other woman’s grill to stick his kippers under. So that was pretty much that on the baby front.




  I got over it soon enough. No point in crying over spilt milk. Sure, there were some days when I felt a certain yearning, a certain emptiness, but those days became fewer and farther between as

  the years slid by. Perhaps I’d never really been that maternal in the first place. I have always felt that parenthood was a young person’s game anyway, yet, in this topsy-turvy world,

  who’s to say? Sometimes I see couples out and about with a child and I think to myself, They must be the grandparents, right?




  In a bizarre twist of fate, Julia found herself lying on a bunk in the Chelsea and Westminster hospital two months ago giving birth at the age of forty-three to an eye-watering nine-pounder.

  Well. Talk about moving the goalposts. Being a mere slip of a girl at forty and a half, does this mean that I will now be expected to take my sister’s lead and follow suit? With a

  brand-spanking new husband in tow, it’s not as though I have the excuse of no fertilizer any more, and, judging by the five children Rick has already spawned, there aren’t any quality

  control issues in that department either.




  It may sound silly, but Julia having an unexpected baby has had an alarmingly disturbing effect on me. It’s raised all sorts of issues that I thought I had dealt with long ago – you

  know, the perennial questions about whether or not I’d live to regret my past decisions. Maybe, had I not seen at point-blank range what having a baby can do to a woman’s life, I might

  actually have been tempted to put one of my eggs through its paces. I can’t have that many of them left, and the few that remain must be getting pretty close to their use-by date. Since

  peaking the hill and starting their downward descent, my hormones have remained tight-lipped on the subject, and, despite having been thrust into baby-land courtesy of my new nephew, I can honestly

  say that I just don’t feel the urge to have one myself. I’m too bloody old, for a start, no matter what anyone says. I keep getting flashes of Julia, in her fifties, hanging around

  outside the gates of the local primary school looking like the witch from the gingerbread house in Hansel and Gretel.




  There is no doubt that Julia’s pregnancy sent her doolally, and, as for her figure – well, had I not seen the carnage for myself I would never have believed it. We’re talking

  the kind of decimation that makes television presenters say, ‘If you’re of a nervous disposition, look away now.’ There is also the well-reported case of mad Leoni, who used to be

  relatively normal before she had the twins. That she went on to have a third child was simply unlucky. Had it not been for that fourth Martini and a timely power cut one New Year’s Eve,

  there’s no way she would have let Marcus play hide the sausage.




  As they say, be careful what you wish for. It’s been two whole months since Julia brought her miraculous child into the world, and I’ve never seen her so miserable.




  ‘Will you look at that?’ Julia flung her Grazia across her kitchen table at me, seemingly unaware of the two-inch grey-flecked roots peering out from the crown of her untended

  hair. ‘Nicole Kidman, six weeks after giving birth and ten pounds lighter than she was before she got pregnant. Bitch.’ She ran her hands mournfully across her bulging tummy, shrouded

  beneath a pair of tracksuit bottoms that had seen better days a long time ago. Oh, how the mighty have fallen.




  ‘Early doors,’ I said to her. ‘And Nicole Kidman probably had an army of dieticians and personal trainers swarming around her before she hit the delivery table.’ A

  piercing wail screeched through the fleet of baby-listening devices set up in every room. Julia visibly wilted. ‘It’s OK.’ I wiped my hands on the tea towel and threw it aside.

  ‘I’ll get it.’




  Upstairs, Frank Junior was lying indignantly on his back in the bassinet set up beside Julia’s bed, squirming angrily, fists clenched, his mouth wide open and wobbling as he filled his

  lungs again, ready for the next onslaught.




  ‘Sshhh.’ I gathered him up, wrapping the blanket around his sturdy little body, snuggling him against my shoulder while I went into my regular pacing motion, up and down the bedroom,

  pointing to the birds outside the window, murmuring little noises to quell his protests. He seemed to stall for a second, then unleashed an almighty scream right in my ear.




  ‘Sshhh,’ bounce, bounce. ‘It’s OK,’ jiggle, jiggle. ‘Don’t cry, Frankie.’




  ‘Waaaaaaaaaaaah!’




  It was nearly an hour before he exhausted all the air in the universe and fell asleep again.




  ‘Thanks, Helen.’ Julia hadn’t budged from the old leather armchair by the fridge; there was an air of emptiness about her. ‘I didn’t get much sleep last night.

  He’s been grizzly ever since I packed in the feeding.’ She brought her hands to her war-torn breasts. ‘Christ. I couldn’t take much more of that. You should see the state of

  my knockers. They might as well have gone through a mangle.’




  ‘They look all right to me.’ I smiled. ‘Be patient. You’ll soon be back to your former glory.’




  Julia burst into tears. Again. That was the fourth time since I’d got there this morning. I took a deep breath and switched back into tea-and-sympathy mode, which, I have to say, was

  becoming increasingly difficult in the face of her violent mood swings. It’s hard work trying to console somebody who cannot be consoled. Everybody knows that new mothers can be prone to a

  bit of post-traumatic stress disorder, or shell shock as it used to be called, but ten weeks down the line I was beginning to wonder if this might not be something more serious. In any case, I was

  fast running out of platitudes and rapidly beginning to bore myself.




  ‘Hey.’ I bobbed down in front of her like an air stewardess, resting my hands on her knees. ‘Don’t beat yourself up, eh? You can’t expect miracles

  overnight.’




  ‘Huh!’ she snivelled with a wry smile, fishing a soggy tissue out of her sleeve.




  ‘It’s OK.’ Here we go again. ‘Your hormones are still all over the place. You’ve got to give yourself time to recover your strength.’ Blah blah blah.

  ‘Cut yourself some slack and stop pushing yourself so hard.’ Yawn. ‘You’ve only just had a baby, and now is not the time to start fretting over a mere matter of

  cosmetics.’ I made a pointed effort not to glance at her roots. Or her untidy eyebrows. Or the rainforest ankles poking out from the bottom of her soggy joggers. ‘You’re a

  gorgeous, vibrant woman in the prime of your life.’ Deep-eyed sincerity, choking back an irresistible urge to yell into her face, Pull yourself together, woman. ‘And in another

  couple of months, you’ll be wondering what all the fuss was about.’




  I know that this is probably a terrible thing to say, but there is a tiny, shameful sliver of me that has enjoyed a certain Schadenfreude in the nose-diving of Julia’s show-stopping

  beauty. The fact that Julia looks the way she does (i.e. amazing) and I don’t is one of life’s little unfair ironies. She’s never had to ‘come to terms with’ her

  appearance like some of us have. She’s never stood in front of the mirror and pulled at her face and flesh, trying to imagine what she would look like if she were taller/slimmer/less

  hamster-cheeked. She’s never gone to the hairdresser and hoped, totally irrationally, that a new hairdo would somehow herald a miraculous transformation. She’s never bloody well had to.

  So forgive me if I sound less sympathetic towards my big sister than I perhaps ought to, but I firmly believe that all women of outstanding natural beauty should be subjected to at least one dose

  of ugliness in their lives, if only to teach them a little humility.




  The telephone started ringing. Julia made no attempt to rise towards it.




  ‘I’ve got it,’ I said (again). ‘Hello?’ A familiar voice flew down the line. ‘Mum?’ Julia’s head jerked up sharply and she waved her tissue in a

  firm no.




  ‘Helen?’ Mum sounded surprised, nay, disappointed that I should have answered the phone.




  ‘Correctamundo.’




  ‘Where’s Julia?’




  ‘She’s asleep.’




  ‘What? At half past eleven in the morning?’




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  ‘Is she ill?’




  ‘No, Mum. Just tired. She was up half the night with Frankie.’




  ‘Hmph,’ she said. ‘Well, that’s what happens when you go in for all this feeding-on-demand nonsense. If she had got that baby into a proper routine like I told her to,

  he’d be sleeping through the night by now and she wouldn’t be—’ I put the receiver down quietly on the worktop and filled the kettle, switched it on and got the coffee

  things out of the cupboard, rolling my eyes at Julia, then cut us a couple of rounds of sandwiches, taking my time before finally picking the phone up again, the mother still in full flow

  ‘—must be less than half her age, and he’s gone and bought a motorbike, of all things. Your father said that he’s perfectly entitled to remarry, but you know, she

  doesn’t speak a word of English.’




  ‘Who?’ My interest inadvertently piqued, the question was out of my mouth before I could stop myself.




  ‘Have you not been listening to a word I’ve said?’




  ‘Sorry, Mum. I was momentarily distracted. I thought I heard the baby crying.’




  ‘That’s because his mother’s asleep in the middle of the morning and thoroughly neglecting him,’ she sniffed. ‘Is she still feeding him herself?’




  ‘Er . . .’ I shrugged at Julia, pointed to the phone, then gave one of my zongers a quick squeeze. Julia shot me a warning glance and nodded. ‘Yep. I think so.’




  ‘Because it’s very important if she wants to get her shape back. Heaven only knows she’ll have her work cut out for her there. My waistline was never the same after Julia

  arrived. Then you came along.’ She sighed protractedly.




  ‘Yes, Mum.’ Oh, give it a rest, Mother. Nobody cares any more. ‘Shall I get her to give you a ring a bit later?’




  ‘I suppose so. Although she’ll no doubt forget. Tell her I’ve arranged for Mrs Critchley to do the church flowers whenever she’s ready for me to come and help out. Your

  father will drive me and I can stay for as long as she wants me.’




  ‘OK. I’ll tell her.’




  ‘As soon as she’s got that baby on a bottle, I’ll be on my way. Now go and wake her up and tell her to stop shilly-shallying. A child doesn’t raise itself, you

  know.’




  ‘Yes, Mum.’




  She hung up.




  ‘Let me guess,’ Julia said. ‘Dad’s finally had enough and decided to hang himself in the garden shed, and she’s moaning because he didn’t use the right sort

  of rope.’




  ‘You wish.’ I topped up the cafetière. ‘She’s got her suitcase packed and is planning to invade.’




  ‘What? Here?’




  ‘Yep. Repel borders.’




  ‘Oh dear God in heaven.’ Julia deflated. ‘That’s all I bloody need.’




  The green lights on the baby listener whirled into a flashing arc, the first snuffles rapidly reaching a red crescendo as Frank Junior loosened up his foghorn lungs and tried to bring the house

  down.




  ‘I’ve got it,’ I said cheerily, my smile enforced.




  ‘There are some bottles made up in the fridge.’ Julia thumbed towards it. ‘Just sling one of them in the microwave for twenty seconds and shove it in the noisy end.’




  Being a dutiful citizen, I didn’t pretend not to have noticed the nuclear explosion in Frankie’s nappy like his dad usually does. It’s one of their parental bugbears already,

  as Julia has told me several times over. David doesn’t mind dealing with a wet one, but anything else and he suddenly loses all sense of smell and has to dash off to attend to something

  urgent in the garage. I’ve seen Julia scowling at him, no doubt plotting some dastardly revenge. Frank Junior put on his usual howling display of indignation while I snapped on the gas mask

  and dealt with the fallout, then as soon as he was powdered and popped into a fresh nappy, he gurgled happily and gave me a big gummy smile.




  ‘Better?’ I tickled his pudgy chin. ‘I’ve got a nice warm bottle of artificial milk ready for you in the kitchen. It’s made in a factory by robots. Isn’t that

  amazing?’ I eased his chubby little legs into a clean Babygro. ‘They get it out of a cow, then do scientific things to it so that it doesn’t kill you, then they shove it in a tin

  can and send it all to Boots!’ He looked at me suspiciously. ‘What do you think about that?’ I blew a raspberry on his tummy while he grabbed a handful of my hair. ‘OK, let

  go of auntie’s hair now. Ow, ow, ouch!’ He yanked at it happily and kicked one of his legs right into my epiglottis.




  ‘Does his nappy need changing?’ Julia stood up wearily.




  ‘Nope. All done.’ I took the bottle from her hand. ‘You just relax and leave it to me.’




  After making a bit of a hash of it at the first few attempts, when I was still too nervous to exercise a firm hand and just stick the thing in his mouth, I now like to think of myself as

  something of an expert when it comes to feeding time. Tea towel over the shoulder, baby wedged in the lap, and we’re away. I snaffled Julia’s comfortable chair while her back was turned

  and proudly demonstrated my part-time parenting skills while she hung around and looked on.




  ‘Funny, isn’t it?’ she said after a while.




  ‘What?’




  ‘The way life turns out sometimes.’ She looked at us oddly, as though trying to assess the whole concept of this new person and his impact on the world she had once known. ‘I

  never really thought about how I would feel after he was born.’




  ‘Ecstatic,’ I reminded her. ‘This isn’t a new handbag, Julia. We can’t take it back to Selfridges for a refund if you change your mind.’




  ‘I know.’ She poured herself another coffee from the lukewarm pot. ‘But it’s like I can’t remember anything about my life before he arrived, as though none of it

  was really me. It’s the weirdest thing. You know, sometimes I find myself just wandering around the house like a fart in a trance.’




  ‘I thought all women did that.’




  ‘I’ve got no energy. No enthusiasm for anything. If somebody came up to me right now and threatened to cut my head off, I wouldn’t give a toss. I don’t even know what I

  was thinking of.’




  ‘What on earth do you mean?’ I tried to keep my voice light and breezy, not wanting to communicate anything of my concern to the babe in arms. They’re like tiny little radars,

  you know. I read about it in a book. Julia didn’t answer. Instead she just stood there, pressing the coffee cup to her lips, observing us closely. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘I

  don’t know if you’ve noticed, Julia, but you’ve been mighty out of sorts lately. I realize that it’s perfectly normal to suffer from a little bout of the baby blues after

  giving birth, but have you ever thought about whether or not you might be suffering from postnatal depression?’ Julia raised an unplucked eyebrow. ‘I don’t mean to worry you, but

  it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see that you’re not firing on all four.’




  ‘You said it was early days,’ she said dryly.




  ‘Yes . . .’ I back-pedalled hard, trying another tack. ‘But you’re not showing any signs of improvement, are you? In fact,’ – gulp – ‘if anything,

  I think you might be getting a little bit worse.’ Given that Julia is the kind of woman who hates being presented with a problem without at least some suggestion of a solution, I quickly

  added, ‘Maybe you should make an appointment to see your doctor and see what she’s got to say about it.’




  Instead of telling me to mind my own business, as she usually does, Julia shrugged an open-ended response and said nothing. An awkward silence crept between us for a little while, so I went back

  to concentrating on the feeding.




  ‘Who do you think he looks like?’ she said.




  ‘You,’ I replied, on account of Frankie’s dark head of hair and deep blue-black eyes. David is as fair as they come, so his genes never really stood much of a chance against

  Julia’s dominant pool.




  ‘Mmm.’ She cocked her head at us. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. I don’t see it myself.’




  ‘I could come along with you, if you want. You know, if that would make it any easier. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Loads of women get it. It’s just a chemical

  imbalance.’




  ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘We’re back onto that are we?’




  ‘If that’s what it is, then you really ought to get some help.’ My textbook crash course sprang into effect. ‘If it goes untreated, you might just end up in the loony bin

  eating insects like granddad. Ask Brooke Shields. Better to nip it in the bud.’




  ‘What if I were to tell you that it’s definitely not postnatal depression?’




  ‘Well . . .’ I started nervously, unconvinced by her steely expression. Frankie let out a series of small, satisfied grumbles, his fingers tinkering with the edge of the bottle.

  ‘Then I suppose I’d have to suggest that you’re probably in denial, which is a classic early symptom of most serious forms of emotional illness. You know –

  “There’s nothing wrong with me”.’ I imitated a depressed person pretending not to be depressed. God knows, after the life I’ve had, I can give an Oscar-winning

  performance when it comes to putting on a brave face.




  ‘Oh, I don’t know about that.’ Julia looked as though she might be about to start bawling again and gritted her teeth against the onslaught. ‘Looking back on this last

  year or so, I’d say there’s plenty wrong with me. Maybe if I had bothered to get my head examined before this whole thing started, I wouldn’t be in this mess.’ She went to

  the drinks cupboard, took out a bottle of brandy and poured herself a glass. ‘Too late to turn the clock back now.’ She took an unapologetically large gulp, grimacing as she swallowed,

  then stared emptily at the table. ‘I should have known all along that this would end in tears.’




  ‘Julia?’ She seemed not to hear me. ‘Listen,’ I said, this time more urgently. ‘Everything’s going to be all right.’ The sight of her distress turned my

  stomach over. She’s supposed to be the strong one. You can throw anything at Julia and she won’t even flinch. It’s me that falls to pieces and chases mice around in my head.

  ‘We’ll go to the doctor together this afternoon and get you whatever help you need. Counselling, maybe. Perhaps some short-term antidepressants—’




  She cut me off with a small, cold laugh.




  ‘Pills?’ She shook her head. ‘There ain’t no pill in the world to fix this.’




  ‘What?’ I said.




  She stared into her glass, then threw the remaining brandy down in one go, a small, bitter smile creeping across her face.




  ‘Julia! For heaven’s sake, what is it?’




  ‘Forget it.’ Julia put the empty glass down on the table and pushed it away. ‘It doesn’t matter any more.’




  

     

  




  Chapter Three




  CAUSE FOR ALARM




  ‘DOES HE FART in bed yet?’ Leoni had slowed to her usual snail-pace shuffle-shopping speed.




  ‘No,’ I said. ‘I’ve been spared that particular delicacy so far.’




  ‘Give it another week, tops. Men will only clench their buttocks for so long, then it’s El Niño and you wake up in a World War Two trench filled with mustard gas. Oooh!

  That’s nice!’ Leoni wrenched her arm from mine and picked up a wafer-thin, delicately etched champagne flute. ‘How about a couple of dozen of these?’




  ‘With you around?’ I took it from her and placed it carefully back on the display. ‘I think we’d better stick to the plastic picnic cups.’




  Despite Rick’s insistence that nobody bother with wedding presents for us (boo, spoilsport), we had received the usual array of questionable offerings from friends and acquaintances who

  felt it would be rude to comply, although why anyone would have thought we needed a matching pair of ceramic greyhounds I really couldn’t say. The silver spoons were nice, so I kept those,

  but as for the rest of the stuff, well, there are only so many Lean, Mean Grilling Machines a girl can use. Thankfully, quite a few of the rejects seemed to have come from the same

  no-imagination-required department store, so I’d sent them back and picked up a nice fat credit note to squander at my leisure instead.




  ‘What about plates?’ Leoni suggested.




  ‘Nope. Rick’s got loads.’




  ‘You mean, we’ve got loads.’




  There it was again. The Royal We. The constant reminder that I must obliterate the notion of first person singular from my vocabulary.




  ‘Sorry. We’ve got loads.’




  ‘Better.’ She linked her arm back through mine. ‘You’ll soon get the hang of it, you know – we only drink semi-skimmed milk, we watch Midsomer

  Murders, we hate children. Before you know it, you won’t even feel sick when you say it. How about a nice set of Le Creuset pans?’ She pointed to a stack of pretty pink ones

  languishing under a promotional discount banner.




  ‘Have you ever tried to lift one of those things up when it’s full of vegetables?’




  Leoni decided to conduct an experiment right there in the middle of John Lewis, placing one pan inside another then picking it up from the display table. ‘Holy shitzenspuds,’ she

  groaned. ‘I think I’ve just given myself a hernia.’




  ‘Exactly. Anyway, I’ve already got a set of those at home and they’ve never seen the light of day.’ I realized my mistake immediately and flinched inwardly. ‘By

  home,’ I explained, ‘I mean at the flat. Not home, as in Rick’s house.’




  ‘Our house.’




  ‘Oh, whatever,’ I sighed. ‘It’s all so bloody final. How do I know I haven’t made a horrible mistake?’




  ‘Did he make you sign a prenup?’




  ‘No! Of course he didn’t!’




  ‘Then, believe me, you haven’t made a mistake.’ Leoni stopped at a row of silver Alessi egg timers shaped a bit like chicken heads and picked each one up to give it a quick

  wind. ‘For a start, he’s loaded, which means that you’re guaranteed a major consolation prize either way. And he’s got a big wanger.’




  ‘Leoni!’ I glanced around quickly to check she hadn’t been overheard, catching the eye of the sales assistant hanging on Leoni’s every word.




  ‘What?’ she said indignantly. ‘Everyone knows it’s true. Helga told us at the wedding after she’d had a few voddies. Mind you, it took us a while to work out what

  she was talking about. What did she call it?’ Leoni frowned and trawled her goldfish memory.




  ‘Moskovskaya,’ I mumbled.




  ‘That’s it!’ She put her finger on the tip of her nose. ‘Moscow sausage!’




  ‘Oh, for God’s sake. Is nothing sacred?’




  ‘What you really ought to be asking yourself is how come his cleaning lady’s seen his growler.’ Leoni gave a final twist to the last of the timers and put it back on the shelf

  with the others.




  ‘She’s Russian. She likes spying on people.’




  ‘I’d have a word with her about that if I were you.’




  ‘No chance. I’m not sick of living yet.’




  ‘True,’ she nodded. ‘I have nightmares about meeting Helga in a dark alleyway with a poison-tipped umbrella. Anyway, things could be a whole lot worse. You could be married to

  a twat like Marcus. I keep hoping that the high-cholesterol diet’s going to kick in any day and he’ll keel over with a fatal heart attack. I’m doing him a king prawn curry

  tonight, followed by bread and butter pudding with extra blood-clotting cream.’




  ‘You’re cooking?’ My God, this was news indeed. Leoni’s the kind of person who burns soup. In the microwave.




  ‘Don’t be daft.’ She tapped the side of her nose. ‘Mum’s been to Iceland. If he caught me actually making something from scratch, then he’d really be

  suspicious.’




  It’s hard to know sometimes whether or not Leoni’s joking. Poor Marcus spends most of his time tiptoeing around on eggshells, trying to stay out of the direct line of fire in case

  Leoni should train her blunderbuss away from the kids for a few seconds and point it at him instead.




  ‘I just don’t know,’ I sighed. ‘Maybe I rushed into all this a bit too quickly. Everything happened so fast. One minute it was just a bit of fun, like trying on a dress

  you have no intention of buying, and the next . . .’ I flapped my arms against my sides in explanation. ‘I don’t even feel like we had a proper wedding.’




  ‘Oh, come on!’ Leoni said. ‘It’s hardly Rick’s fault that Julia decided to go into labour halfway though the ceremony.’




  ‘We should have rearranged it properly instead of running off like that.’




  ‘But you have to admit,’ she insisted, ‘it was a pretty romantic gesture.’




  ‘Looked a lot better on paper,’ I said regretfully. ‘The reality of it was far less glamorous, I can tell you. It just didn’t seem right, getting hitched in a car wash,

  no family, no friends. We haven’t even got a bloody wedding photo.’




  ‘Don’t worry about it, pickle. Just remember – if it all goes tits up, you can jump on a plane to Tijuana, grab a quickie divorce and trouser half his bank account. It’s

  hardly a big chin-scratcher, is it?’




  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘But right now I’d rather concentrate on trying not to feel like an intruder in Rick’s house.’ Leoni glared at me. ‘Sorry. Our

  house.’ We moved along to the frying pans. ‘It’s just so bloody creepy, especially when I’m there on my own, like nothing is mine and I don’t really belong.’




  ‘Still?’ She frowned. ‘You really ought to tackle that, Helen. It’s not normal. Why don’t you get the decorators in and do something really radical? I’m sure

  Rick won’t mind.’ She instantly warmed to her idea. ‘In fact, I could give you a hand if you like!’ Oh God, no. Leoni turns into Idi Amin the moment colour swatches are

  mentioned, and I’m just not emotionally strong enough to get involved in another one of her white-knuckled home improvement projects right now. ‘We could go through loads of catalogues

  and put together a fantastic new look!’ she enthused. ‘By the time we’ve finished, neither of you will recognize the place.’




  ‘That’s what I’m afraid of.’ I prodded her gently.




  ‘I’m serious.’ She swatted my hand away. ‘That’s what people used to do in the Victorian times. They used to strip the house that was to become the marital home and

  have it done up from top to bottom in the latest fashionable style to celebrate the marriage and welcome the bride. Like giving them a fresh start in a brand new home.’




  ‘Is that so?’ I have no idea where Leoni gets her information from, but she’s full of fascinating factoids which are usually correct. Certainly her pub-quiz mentality was

  enough to net her a very respectable twenty grand when she surprised us all and appeared on Who Wants to be A Millionaire? a few months ago, hence today’s rather pricey Miu-Miu

  slingbacks. True to form, she refused to share a penny of it with her family, pinging her teeth in Marcus’s direction when he suggested they could do with a new boiler and a loft conversion,

  and announcing her intention to spend the whole lot on shoes and nail varnish. Way to go, girl.




  ‘Obviously we’re only talking about the wealthier classes who could afford it.’ Leoni continued the mini-history lesson with her usual authority. ‘Poor people had to make

  do with an extra swig of gin while the new wife had all her teeth pulled out so that the husband would never have to face a dentist’s bill.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Yep,’ she said. ‘It’s just another version of the same old story of the woman getting the arse-end of the deal.’ I made a mental note to book myself in for a

  check-up. It’s been a while and I’m sure one of my fillings is loose. ‘But you’re not exactly lumpen proletariat cannon fodder, so I suggest you take a lead from the

  Victorians and get the painters in.’




  ‘I can’t do that!’ To tamper with Rick’s magazine-perfect interior would be nothing short of deliberate vandalism. ‘Have you any idea how much that wallpaper up the

  stairwell cost?’
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