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  EPISODE FOUR




  Previously in the life of this slightly desperate housewife . . .




  My sister Julia, unexpectedly found herself up the duff at forty-three.




  My best friend, Leoni, had a stab at poisoning her mother-in-law.




  Julia’s über PA, Sara, realized that marriage ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.




  My upstairs neighbours, Paul and Sally, redefined the meaning of gay.




  Now, what was the other thing?




  Oh yes . . . I accidentally slept with my boss.




  Oops.








  

     

  




  Chapter One




  WOOMPH, THERE IT IS




  I SUPPOSE IT was bound to happen sooner or later. With hindsight, how I could have missed the signs of an oven-ready romance languishing right under my

  very nose is anyone’s guess, but I suppose that’s what happens when you blunder through life with your eyes shut. Now, it occurs to me that this doesn’t bode particularly well

  when it comes to my stunning powers of observation, but given that it was the last thing on my mind, I suppose I could be forgiven.




  Before any of us gets excited, I should warn those of a nervous disposition that this could (and probably will) all go horribly wrong at any moment. My track record in matters of love is, at

  best, grossly incompetent, the speed-dating version of which goes something like this: early teenage years entirely uneventful save the odd inept fumble at the annual school disco with a spotty

  youth; despite my best efforts, remained unsullied until I was pushing twenty, by which time I had come to view my virginity as a burden rather than a virtue; gladly threw it away in unspectacular

  fashion to a twenty-six-year-old photocopier salesman who showed an inexplicable level of interest in me at an office party, whisked me away to a flea-pit hotel, and promptly disappeared off the

  face of the earth while I was blissfully doodling his name on the Travelodge message pad. Oh, well. He had crispy eyes and smelled of beans anyway. There then followed several abortive missions

  with a succession of no-marks boyfriends and fifteen years of deep-space nothingness until my husband died, which was nice. Since then, I have had one brief but memorable encounter with a lissom

  Indian chef who ignited my chillis and knocked up one hell of a snack afterwards, and two nano-boyfriends, neither of whom lasted for longer than, oh, five minutes I guess.




  Unsurprisingly, I was predictably relieved to give up on the whole love thang and decided to dedicate the rest of my life to pleasing myself instead. Seemed like a perfect resolution all round,

  with some excellent fringe benefits thrown in, like not having to worry about my thighs looking like the surface of the moon. Once I’d chucked in the towel, I rapidly discovered that there

  was much to recommend the single life. There is no such thing as the Perfect Man anyway, although I have yet to interview George Clooney personally on this matter and reserve the right to change my

  mind.




  The general equation I work to (because I like to reduce complex issues to a simple matter of basic arithmetic) is that a man can – if you’re lucky – meet maybe fifty per cent

  of your basic human needs. The rest you will have to get elsewhere, and will usually include (among an endless list of other things): finding someone to give you emotional support, feign interest

  in your daily tribulations, offer to help once in a blue moon, notice when you’ve had your hair done, remember your birthday, and talk about anything other than sport/breasts/how much

  cleverer than you they are. It had got to the point where I had forgotten what sex was entirely, which, frankly, was no biggie.




  If there is one thing that I should have learned by now, it’s that you just can’t plan ahead for anything. The moment you start making assumptions and taking life for granted, you

  can virtually guarantee that a shining quarter-inch spanner will come wanging in from out of nowhere and lodge itself firmly in your works. The spanner in this case is that the man in question

  happens to be my boss. It was his fault entirely. He caught me unawares and, despite my never having thought of him in That Way, stuck an unexpected kiss on my lips that made my socks sizzle. He

  then had the audacity to announce that he was crazy about me, and had been for quite some time. Well. Talk about women’s intuition. I hadn’t had the faintest idea.




  There is something really weird about getting into a relationship with a man you already know rather well. It’s like being catapulted at lightning speed through steps 1 to 18 of the Haynes

  boyfriend-formation manual. You can’t pretend to be someone you’re not because they already know who you are, and you’re completely stymied if you want to introduce a little

  mystery into your honeymoon period because all your cats are already well and truly out of the bag and mewling their heads off. So there you have it. Romance is not generally well suited to a

  retro-fit situation.




  I KNEW THAT RICK was about to wake up because the snoring had stopped. He stirred and lifted the corner of his Top Cat eye

  mask.




  ‘Urrgh,’ he said. ‘Where are we?’




  ‘Mid-Atlantic,’ I guessed. ‘Do you want a coffee or something?’




  A smile crept over his face. ‘The something sounds good.’ He nodded towards the lavatory vacant light at the front of the cabin and gave me a salacious nudge. ‘I’m

  up for it if you are.’




  Had I been twenty years younger, or even ten for that matter, I might have considered it for a millisecond. But the prospect of trying to do it in the loo of a jumbo jet somehow doesn’t

  electrify me these days. I can still (just about) manage to look relatively attractive provided I have low- (or better still no) level lighting and plenty of bed space upon which to arrange myself

  well in advance with at least one well-positioned sheet to cover my unmentionables, but I’d be pushing my luck to expect a similar result while playing sardines. And the thought of Rick

  trying to, well, you know, wedged up against the sink. Let’s just leave it there, shall we?




  ‘Don’t you think we’re both a bit past it for that sort of thing?’




  ‘Speak for yourself,’ he said, reaching up to press the overhead trolley-dolly button. Roger the Cabin Boy with the pungent tax-free aftershave positively dashed to Rick’s

  seat, breathless with excitement.




  ‘Yes, sir?’




  ‘Bring us a coffee, would ya, mate?’ Then turning to me, ‘Want one, gorgeous?’




  ‘No thanks,’ I said, pointing at my glass.




  ‘And a refill for The Mrs.’




  ‘I’d better not,’ I said. ‘That’s my second.’




  ‘In that case, twinkle,’ (talking to the steward, not me) ‘sod the coffee and rack ’em up, eh? As far as I’m concerned, we’re still on holiday until we hit

  the tarmac.’ He put his hand on my knee. ‘And I haven’t finished with you yet. Not by a long chalk.’ The cabin boy left with a flourish and Rick reached over to touch my

  hand.




  ‘You really shouldn’t call me that.’ I found being referred to as The Mrs more than a little anxiety-inducing. It’s not exactly a tag that I have fond memories

  of.




  ‘Ah, go on, Hell! You love it really.’




  ‘No, Rick, as a matter of fact I don’t.’




  I hadn’t meant to sound snippy, but it came out all wrong and Rick quickly let go of my hand. In the few hours since taking off from JFK, I had become aware that the closer we got to

  Heathrow, the more agitated I was feeling.




  ‘You all right, Hell?’ he said.




  I didn’t answer.




  Roger the Cabin Boy arrived with his glistening bottle and went to some trouble to display his expert one-handed Champagne pouring technique with a wide smile. Neither Rick nor I said thank you,

  delivering a brief flash of awkwardness, and I suddenly found my insides ping-ponging in one of those hideous reality-check moments. (Oh my God, I’ve just spent the last week shagging my

  boss: discuss.) Rick leaned forward and peered into my face, clearly expecting an answer.




  ‘Rick?’ I fiddled with my glass.




  ‘Uh-oh,’ he said, leaning back in his seat. ‘I don’t like the sound of this.’




  ‘But I haven’t said anything yet!’ My hands went clammy.




  ‘You don’t have to. I know that kind of Rick only too well.’




  ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’




  ‘Nothing. Except that whenever you say Rick like that, it’s usually followed by something really complicated.’




  ‘No it’s not!’




  ‘Oh, yes it is.’ He picked up his drink.




  ‘You see?’ I let out a huge sigh of exasperation.




  ‘What?’




  ‘This whole thing is a monumentally bad idea. What on earth were we thinking of? You already believe that you can anticipate everything I’m about to say, and I already know that

  you’re the most annoying person in the world.’




  ‘Eh?’ He seemed genuinely baffled. ‘What on earth are you rattling on about now?’ His eyes suddenly widened. ‘Oh! Shit. Sorry. Are you, erm, well you know.’

  He went red, bracing himself in a politically correct non-misogynistic manner. ‘If you’re feeling a bit grumpy, that’s OK. I expect you’re – ’ he grimaced and

  tried to look as though he wasn’t embarrassed at all – ‘a bit hormonal or something.’




  ‘I beg your pardon?’ I don’t know which of us blushed harder. If he meant what I thought he meant, then I wasn’t sure whether I should laugh out loud or punch him in the

  veneers.




  ‘Well . . .’ He patted my hand proudly. ‘I’m not a complete philistine, you know.’




  ‘No, Rick. But carry on like that and I can safely say that you will become a complete arsehole.’




  Yes. I used the a-word. As averse as I am to foul language, by spending the last seven days with Rick I seemed to have accidentally found myself neck-deep in an immersion course in fluent

  Shitese. I could tell from his shoulders that he was trying not to laugh.




  ‘Wanna watch a movie?’ he asked. I shook my head and frowned. ‘There’s that new action flick with wass-name in it, Bruce Willies. And next time you think about calling me

  past it,’ he mumbled under his breath, ‘I’ll have you know that he’s a year older than me.’ A brief vision of Rick running around in a string vest taking down a

  helicopter with a pea-shooter sent a shudder down my spine.




  ‘Rick?’ I tried to make it sound different this time. More positive. He tipped his head towards me with a submissive hang-dog expression.




  ‘What’s going to happen when we get back?’




  ‘What now?’




  ‘Waddya mean?’ he shrugged, as though the question held no significance, studying the in-flight entertainment listings in the magazine.




  ‘I mean, what’s going to happen with us? Don’t you think it might be a bit strange now that we’ve, well, you know.’ I explained with a rapid circular motion

  of my hand, as I am prone to do whenever sex is mentioned. I’m working on that, and soon hope to be able to say penis without shrivelling with embarrassment.




  ‘I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re going on about, woman.’ He raised his empty glass towards Roger the Cabin Boy and waggled it around for a refill while I

  struggled with my conscience. I felt as though we had just done something terribly, terribly naughty and were about to be frogmarched to the headmistress’s office to face the music. A swift,

  hideous vision of having to run the gauntlet with his rottweiler secretary, Angela, popped into my head. That woman hates me with a passion.




  ‘In case it’s escaped your notice, Rick, I’ve been your paid minion for over a year and we’ve gone and broken the absolute number one cardinal rule. I am now in that

  appalling category of Women Who Sleep with Their Boss. Oh my God . . .’ The truth of it hit me like an oncoming Eurostar and I hid my face in my hands.




  ‘So?’




  ‘What do you mean, so? I can’t very well come back to work for you now, can I? It just wouldn’t seem right, would it?’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake.’ I could see that we were going to have to do this the hard way. ‘You can’t just go around seducing the hired help then expect everything to

  go back to normal first thing Monday morning. That’s just – ’ I realized at that point that I wasn’t entirely clear on what it was myself – ‘I don’t know.

  It’s sexual discrimination or something.’




  ‘Seduced?’ He gave the magazine a flap and smiled to himself. ‘I seem to recall that you threw yourself at me like a nymphomaniac on death row. And what about that time

  in—’




  ‘Stop it!’ I curled with shame, alive with the guilty pleasure of our first three days in New York, holed up in the hotel suite refusing to let the housekeepers in.




  Roger the Cabin Boy kept his personality to himself this time as he refilled Rick’s glass rather more soberly, trying to appear a little less fey.




  ‘Look, Hell. You can call it whatever you like, doll, but I think you’re making a mountain out of a molehill.’




  ‘Typical!’ I gave him a puff of womanly frustration. ‘And how do you think I’m going to feel when you start ordering me about next week while you rush back to your life

  leaving me to pick up the dry cleaning? I know I’m not exactly board-level status here, but still . . .’ I felt an immediate pang of possessiveness over my role as his professional

  housewife and couldn’t bear the thought of anyone else muscling in on my patch should I find myself forced to resign. It may sound like a micro-job, but believe me, I am the Luke Skywalker of

  household management. There is nothing I don’t know about running Rick’s chaotic life. I know where everything is, how everything works, what brand of toothpaste he likes. I even know

  how to defuse Helga the Russian cleaning lady when she’s been at the home-made slivovitz. Rick may well think of himself as Mr Bigshot when he’s out there cutting one of his shady

  deals, but let me tell you something: it’s me that makes sure he’s got fresh flowers in every room and hole-free socks in his drawers, and nudges him about his kids’ birthdays.

  Rick sipped at his drink, perfectly relaxed. ‘So how’s that going to work?’ I pressed him. ‘Do we act as though nothing’s happened and carry on regardless? And another

  thing. How do you think it would feel to be paid a monthly salary by the man I’m sleeping with? Does that mean I’m now soliciting every time I turn up to work?’




  ‘Are you serious?’ He smiled into his glass.




  ‘Yes I am!’




  ‘Then you’re even more unstable than I thought you were.’




  I scowled at him. ‘Are you doing this deliberately to annoy me?’




  He started laughing.




  ‘I’m sorry, Hell, but I just don’t see what the problem is. You want to keep working for me, that’s fine. If you don’t, that’s fine too. Either way, I’m

  nuts about you, so whatever makes you happy, babe.’ My skin shrank under the babe. I closed my eyes against the offence rather than pull him up about it yet again. If we were to make a

  go of this shiny new relationship, I might as well start with the small compromises now, and Rick’s navvy vocabulary had set like concrete years ago. ‘Tell you what,’ he said

  cheerfully. ‘Why don’t I find a replacement? Shouldn’t be too difficult. I’ll just get back on the blower to that agency who found you for me in the first place, eh? And

  let’s face it, it’s not as though you need the money.’




  ‘What?’ My cheeks went tight.




  ‘Well, you’re obviously not comfortable about working for me now that you’re madly in love.’ My mouth fell open. ‘And being as you’re always bleedin’

  right about everything, we might as well cut straight to the chase, yeah? So how about it?’ He looked mighty pleased with himself. Done deal.




  ‘You selfish, arrogant arse.’ That was two arses in ten minutes, and if he carried on the way he was going, I might even be forced to escalate to a Level 2 expletive. ‘You

  think I can be replaced just like that, do you?’ I snapped my fingers. ‘Have you any idea how much time and effort I put into running your home like a five-star hotel? You think

  everything happens as if by magic, don’t you? And who the bloody hell mentioned anything about me being in love with you?’




  ‘Er, that’s not what I, erm . . .’ Rick floundered, finding himself suddenly stranded in a field of unexploded mines.




  ‘Oh yes.’ I wobbled my head sarcastically. ‘Just because I quietly go about your daily business without making a big song and dance about it and expecting a Mutley medal, you

  think that just anyone could manage your detritus the way I do. And tell me, Bigshot, do you really think that an agency – ’ I did inverted commas with my fingers – ‘could

  find someone else who’s prepared to put up with your ridiculous demands? Well, you just try it, buster. I’ll have you know that I have my job down to a fine art, and there’s no

  one – ’ I may at this point have been shaking my fist at him – ‘I mean no one who could do my job better than I do.’ I came up for air, but only for a second.

  ‘In fact, I’ll have you know that I’m the – ’ go on, say it, Luke Skywalker, Luke Skywalker – ‘I’m the—’ I could feel myself getting

  upset.




  ‘Hey!’ Rick insisted on putting his arm around me. ‘Don’t get yourself all wound up about it, Hell! We’ve had a wonderful time, haven’t we? What’s all

  this about, eh?’




  ‘Sorry,’ I started snivelling. ‘I think I’m just horribly nervous about going back to normality.’ Noticing the sideways glances I had suddenly attracted from the

  cabin crew, I tried hopelessly to pull myself together. ‘Nobody knows about any of this yet. I couldn’t bring myself to tell anyone. For all they know I could be halfway to Panama in a

  canoe.’




  ‘You don’t have to do anything you’re uncomfortable with, babe.’ He let me go and patted my hand reassuringly. ‘Whatever you want to do is fine. We’ll work it

  out together, OK? Now why don’t you just relax and try to grab forty winks?’ He pulled the mask back over his face and stretched lazily into his first-class seat while I sat there,

  wide-eyed, worrying myself into an early grave.




  Luke Skywalker indeed.




  Feel the farce.




  

     

  




  Chapter Two




  CHINESE WATER TORTURE




  RICK WANTED TO escort me home, but, having whipped myself up into a froth, I’d kind of had enough of him by the time we reached the arrivals hall

  and needed to spend some time alone, fixated as I was on the dizzying prospect of a nice long hot bath and an intimate evening with my Sky Plus box in the hope that I could brainwash myself into

  some semblance of normality. An hour before touchdown, it had all become too much for me, the knot in my stomach having grown to the size of a watermelon. Like a fine wine with a sensitive

  sediment, I must admit that I don’t travel particularly well. It’s that nauseous swaying sensation that hits me whenever I get off an aeroplane, a slight drunken giddiness that is

  anything but pleasant. I was still feeling discombobulated when the taxi dropped me off outside my flat as the moon began to rise over the leafy Kensington garden square, the driver deliberately

  ignoring my sighs and huffs as I manhandled my suitcase to the pavement while the relentless British weather lashed at my face.




  ‘Thanks,’ I said sarcastically, handing him the fare. He didn’t even bother to look at me before flicking his orange light back on and speeding off. How utterly rude. People

  like that should be banned from working in any kind of public service. I’m sure they only do it to inflict their misery on innocent strangers. I should have taken a note of his number and

  reported him to the authorities. Slipping my key into the front door, I crept in quietly, returning it softly to the latch so as not to disturb the building’s other occupants, and tiptoed up

  the stairs, lumping the dead weight of my luggage slowly up each step with the week’s post wedged uncomfortably in my mouth. It felt strange to be home. Strange but good, as though I’d

  just returned from a brief spell stuck in a bizarre Doctor Who time warp. Being back reminded me gratefully that nothing here had changed. No matter what events had come to pass lately,

  nobody knew or cared. The buses were still running, the light switch in the hallway still reliably on the blink, and Waitrose would be open in the morning, no doubt.




  Once safely inside, I felt immediately comforted by the sanctuary of my home, reassured by the knowledge that I could now do anything I pleased without worrying about whether or not it was

  normal (or indeed attractive) behaviour, like eating weird things straight from the fridge and gyrating enthusiastically to handbag disco hits on Radio 2. I dumped my suitcase by the door and

  shuffled off to the kitchen, filling the kettle and pulling up a stool while I waited for the water to boil, permitting myself to slump deliciously, blissfully unconcerned about letting my stomach

  out. Shrugging off my coat, I reached back to snap my bra undone, stretching with relief as the elastic gave way, allowing my body to return to its natural tribal configuration. God, that felt

  good. Kicking my shoes to the floor, I lifted my puffy legs and wondered how many cream buns I’d have to eat for my swollen British Airways ankles to get that fat all on their own.

  Lots, I decided. Perhaps best to stay off the doughnuts. I hit the flashing PLAY button on the answering machine.




  Beep.




  Helen? It’s Leoni. All the labels have fallen off the dishes you made for my freezer and I don’t know what anything is or what to do with it. Call me.




  Beep.




  Helen darling, come upstairs as soon as you get this message. Seriously. It’s totally our fault, and we’re really really sorry. In fact, you might already be on your way up here

  with a machete, in which case, we’re out.




  Beep.




  Helen? It’s me again. Listen. I really need to know what all this stuff is, OK? Marcus’s mother is coming tomorrow and I may have to kill myself. Call me.




  Beep.




  Helen? It’s your mother. Now you know I don’t expect you to ring every day, dear, but I had expected you to pick up the telephone and wish us a Happy New Year (huge sigh).

  Your father is in one of his moods again. Mrs Critchley’s cat has been doing its business around his vegetables (long pause). I told him he can jolly well dig them up and throw the

  whole lot away. I’m not having those carrots anywhere near my table. It’s disgusting.




  Beep.




  Hey, neighbour. It’s Paul. I sure hope you’re picking these messages up wherever you are. I’m afraid it’s worse than we thought. So, er, we need to talk. Fast.




  Beep.




  Helen? For God’s sake! (Leoni again, drunk by the sounds of it.) Marcus’s mother is allergic to nuts and I’ve just fed her a piece of your almond cake. Marcus is on

  his way to the hospital with her now and I could really do with some moral support here.




  Beep.




  Hel-en! Where the bloody hell are you?




  And so the messages went on, indicating that things had been pretty much situation normal in my absence. Leoni in her usual blind panic; my upstairs neighbours getting excited over something

  that would turn out to be nothing; my mother trowelling on the guilt. Last time I’d heard Paul in such a tizz he’d been agonizing himself into a premature heart attack over a certain

  shade of taupe. Whatever it was, they’d all just have to wait until I’d got myself settled. First things first, a decent cup of tea then a nice soak while listening to The

  Archers. Things had been hotting up in Ambridge when I left, and there’s nothing like a juicy nugget of fictional farmhouse scandal to make you feel glad to be back in Old Blighty. The

  travel tension began to seep from my bones as the kettle rumbled.




  I leaned on the worktop, wondering how best to proceed.




  I hadn’t felt like this in a long, long time. Comfortable. As though everything was somehow in its logical place for the first time in years. There had been no thunderbolt, no host of

  angels giving it the old one-two on the celestial front, no head-rushing, roller-coasting thrill. It had all been far gentler than that. Far more, dare I say it, middle-aged. Yet there had been no

  mistaking the tenderness of his kiss, nor the thankful nature of my return. The thought of it still brought a flush of colour to my cheeks and lifted my mouth into an involuntary smile, the

  mismatch too ridiculous for words. Yet I couldn’t help but feel an all-pervading sense of doom. I knew it couldn’t last, the partnership destined to the same certain failure as each of

  my previous bungled attempts. I’m just crap at relationships. Double crap.




  The Mastermind theme tune rose in my head in all its kettle drum glory, each pounding beat reminding me that I had better come up with some kind of strategy on the double-quick before the

  beeper went. I’ve started so I’ll finish. My first instinct was to rush to the bedroom, lie under the duvet and hide, for several years if needs be, so that I wouldn’t have to

  deal with it. Quite how I was going to explain to everyone that Rick was now my lover was way beyond my capabilities. Leoni would have a field day. The baiting would never end.




  Getting a tenuous grip on my faculties, I reasoned that all I had to do was to formulate the Official Story, which may or may not include the part where Rick turned up on my doorstep just as I

  was thinking about drowning myself in Advocaat. I still can’t believe I leapt into bed with him just like that. I don’t even really know how it happened. From a respectability point of

  view, I like to think that he caught me at a vulnerable moment and that it was actually nothing to do with me at all. One minute I was leading him in through the door, and the next we were tangled

  up like a pair of cheap tights in the washing machine, heading for the bedroom. It can’t have been a pretty sight after the lunch I’d eaten that day, but Rick didn’t seem to mind

  and, I have to say, demonstrated himself as a highly competent mattress companion with some outrageously noteworthy equipment. After the initial shock, and believe me it was, I soon discovered that

  under all that weight he used to carry around before he discovered Dr Atkins, he had been harbouring a quite respectable physique. Probably not the kind of thing you’d want to see strutting

  around on a catwalk before you’ve had your cornflakes, I’ll grant you, but still, not bad for someone who smokes like an Arbroath fish house, drinks like Boris Yeltsin and is incapable

  of saying no to a second slice of my legendary almond cake. To my mind, he looked like a man was supposed to look, the way they looked in the old movies before the Americans invented protein drinks

  and plastic pectorals. I had snuck a sneaky peek, pretending to be asleep while he went off to take a shower after our first close encounter, yet all I could think of was how I wasn’t

  supposed to see my boss naked. It was a truly abnormal moment.




  The kettle came to its rousing crescendo and I made my decision. No. I would keep that part of the story to myself. It then crossed my mind in a fleeting moment of Einstein clarity that it might

  actually be prudent for me not to tell a soul about any of this at all, at least not for now. I could say that I’d been to New York all on my own in a surge of spontaneity and pretend the

  whole episode never happened. Brilliant. That way I would be free to sit back and decide what to do about Rick in my own good time, and nobody would be any the wiser. Well, give that girl a round

  of applause. Sounded to me like a stroke of genius. Squeezing the teabag against the side of the mug while I thought this over, I realized that I had excelled myself once again by coming up with a

  solution of such dazzling ingenuity that it was almost frightening. Full-blown denial. The perfect fix every time. And to think that I’d got myself into such a state on the plane. Poor Rick.

  He’d been so sweet, trying to be helpful and telling me not to worry, and all I could do was brush him off like a gnat and moan about how insensitive he was. I looked at the kitchen clock,

  expecting he’d be home by now. Perhaps I should give him a little tinkle and apologize for being crotchety. I dismissed the idea immediately. He’d only accuse me of missing him already.

  Feeling distinctly better, I reached unthinkingly for the carton in the fridge. Before I could fully engage my brain, a huge lump of rancid milk plopped into my tea. Blurgh.




  With the rain bucketing against the French doors like a bad Pinewood film effect, I abandoned the notion of popping out for a fresh pint and went for the only consumable in the fridge that

  hadn’t gone off – wine – then set about decanting everything else into a bin bag, wondering why on earth I had bothered to stock up like that in the first place. Great big lumps

  of stinky cheese, pots of chemically enhanced yoghurt that magically promised to speed up my sloth-like metabolism (thus quickly ridding me of said cheese), bags of salad that had turned to sludge.

  I suppose I had been so excited when Rick turned up waving a pair of tickets and told me I had one hour to pack that I had overlooked the refrigerated death zone. The whole lot went in the bin,

  riddling me with the guilt of the wastage, my mother’s voice shrieking that there were people starving in this world. With the offending contents tied up and consigned to the drenched balcony

  outside, I retired to the bathroom and slid neck-deep into a steaming tub, my thoughts wandering to Julia.




  She’s having a baby.




  I repeated the words over and over again in my head, knowing that it must be true, having heard it from her own lips, but somehow unable to believe it until I saw her for myself. Now, I realize

  that women have babies all the time, but my sister is not one of those women. She was told years ago that it would never happen, on account of a silent disease that had been visited upon her after

  a one-night stand with a French pastry chef in the days when she was much younger and freer with her affections. Such a cruel blow that had been, but she had learned to live with her ravaged tubes

  and chose to nurture her career instead with spectacular results. Then, at some point last year, it all suddenly seemed to unravel. To be honest, we had all thought she was having some kind of

  mid-life crisis. How David managed to put up with her testing behaviour was anyone’s guess. As devoted to her as he is, from where I was standing it looked like curtains for their marriage.

  You know how these things can go. Of the three of us, I’m not sure who was the more shocked by her miracle fertilization, but I think it was probably her. Imagine that. The one thing you

  assumed would never happen, then wham. As I say, you just can’t plan for anything.




  I wished she were here so that I could put my arms around her and tell her how happy I was for her, but judging by the weather outside, she’d be well advised to stay put in Barbados for an

  extra week. I lay in the bath until my fingers began to pucker, dreaming of how it would feel to have a new life growing inside me. My hand wandered absently beneath the blanket of warm bubbles and

  slid down to my abdomen, swollen as it was by a week of five-star room service. I let the wine take the moment and pretended that the soft mound of patisserie flab was the beginnings of a beloved

  child, and found myself cooing to my expanded waistline, my eyes welling with slightly irrational tears.




  Hauling myself out of the tub and reaching for a towel, I wasn’t sure whether it was the air sickness, the heat of the bath or the Chablis, but I found myself feeling distinctly woozy.

  Probably a combination of all three. Best to go and have a nice little lie-down. Shuffling towards the boudoir and yearning for my bed, I reminded myself that I must remember to go to the window

  first and close the curtains before turning on the light. Once night falls, the view from the street into my first-floor flat is inescapable, as Paul and Sally had pointed out to me quite some time

  ago, having taken the trouble to ring me from their vantage point on the pavement outside and describe in minute detail everything I was doing, which I seem to recall involved eating

  guacamole-slathered nachos while plucking my eyebrows and trying to remove something from my nose.




  The bedroom door stuck fast. That’s odd, I thought, wrestling with the knob. There’s no lock on the door and I could have sworn I left it wide open anyway. Living alone, I stopped

  bothering to close doors long ago, even when I was in the loo. Maybe I’d accidentally left one of the windows open and a rogue draft had slammed it shut. I tried the door again to no avail

  then leaned up against it and gave it a bit of shoulder.




  Feeling it give a little, I let out a feeble roar of effort and shoved with all my might, the door crunching and splintering against the invisible obstruction behind. Then it hit me. The

  unmistakable, dank aroma of bad news. For a second it occurred to me that I had been burgled, and that the intruder had met their comeuppance with a timely heart attack just as they were helping

  themselves to my slippers, their dead body now composting behind my bedroom door. With one final mighty effort, I managed to push it open just enough to squeeze through the gap, adrenaline pumping,

  and snapped on the light.




  ‘What the bloody hell?’ My jaw dropped open, my eyes widening in disbelief.




  To say that it looked like a bomb had gone off would be something of an understatement. It was unrecognizable. Unthinkable. My bedroom ceiling was now my bedroom floor. There was mess

  everywhere. I’m talking the kind of mess that you see on DIY SOS when some grinning halfwit lager lout has manfully taken a sledgehammer to the family home without the slightest clue

  about what he’s doing, then left it all because he’s incapable of tying his own shoelaces and won’t get anyone in to fix it because that would involve admitting he’s a

  moron. My poor, innocent bed was knee-deep in wet plaster, the once cream carpet now a mottled sewage brown, the mirror on the dressing table broken in half, and the smell, dear God, like a pack of

  wet dogs had been sleeping in there for a month of Sundays. I clutched the towel to my chest and tried to take in the scene of devastation, my eyes finally lifting to the sudden shaft of light that

  flooded down through the gaping hole in the ceiling. Sally’s face appeared, peering over the abyss of what I presumed was once their floor.




  ‘Hi, honey child!’ He smiled down at me. ‘Fancy a margarita?’




  ‘SO – ’ PAUL PICKED UP a few nuts and flung them casually into his mouth – ‘by the time we got

  back from the ballet, the whole place was awash! We knew the water had to have gone somewhere. After all, you don’t leave a bath running for five hours without expecting some kind of

  drama.’ I lay back on their sofa, trying not to moan under the erotic spell of Sally’s expert foot massage. ‘I think we thought we’d got away with it until we were woken up

  in the middle of the night by a God almighty crash.’




  ‘Yeah,’ Sally drawled, pausing to take a sip of his cocktail. ‘He thought it was an earthquake and started screaming like a girl.’




  ‘And I said to Sally, did you hear that?’ Paul cupped his hand to his ear for effect. ‘And Sally said to me, too much sex makes you blind, honey, not deaf!’ His tinkling

  laughter finished with a wistful sigh and he shook his head with amusement.




  ‘Well . . .’ I dragged my carcass upright and fought against the jet lag now pulling relentlessly at my eyes. ‘That’ll teach me not to leave a key with you next time I go

  away.’




  ‘We were going to break in,’ Paul said bravely. ‘But then we decided that it just wouldn’t be polite.’




  ‘That’s his version.’ Sally flashed his come-to-bed eyes at me. ‘He took a run at your door in a blind panic, crumpled to the floor like a wet paper bag, then started

  rolling around wailing that he had broken his arm.’




  ‘It really hurt!’ Paul pulled gently at his dressing gown, exposing a slight bruise on his left shoulder and taking a sharp intake of breath as he touched it lovingly with his

  fingertips. ‘I suggested we should call out the fire brigade, but Sally got all funny with me about it.’




  ‘No firemen – ’ Sally wagged his finger at him – ‘not since that time you deliberately set fire to the dustbin.’




  ‘It was an accident.’ Paul feigned innocence. ‘Could have happened to anyone.’




  ‘So what are we going to do about the grand canyon in my bedroom?’ I fell back on the sofa, resigned to the huge inconvenience of a team of surly builders tramping around my home for

  heaven knows how long.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Paul said. ‘Our insurance have already said they’ll cover everything.’ He started fiddling with the belt of his robe and mumbled,

  ‘Including your temporary accommodation.’




  ‘My what?’




  ‘Er, yes, well.’ Paul squirmed uncomfortably. ‘Sal?’




  Sally refilled my glass from the icy jug, held my hand firmly and braced me for the big picture. ‘There’s the damage you can see,’ he said slowly. ‘But there’s also

  the damage you can’t see.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Helen, honey. We ran enough water to irrigate the Sahara that evening, and most of it is still sitting above your ceilings. They’re gonna have to come down.’




  ‘What?’ I felt myself blanch. ‘All of them?’




  ‘All of them,’ he nodded. ‘And trust me, you really don’t want to be around when it happens.’




  My heart sank into the floor. The shock of the devastation had been evil enough, but I’d thought I’d just have to sleep in the spare for a few weeks while Bob the Builder came along

  and did his thing. As this latest CNN newsflash washed over me, the wine and tequila began to hit home. I groaned and covered my head with my arms. ‘Well that’s just bloody

  brilliant,’ I mumbled. ‘Just throw a blanket over me here. I’ll be fine.’




  I don’t remember terribly much after that.




  

     

  




  Chapter Three




  START SPREADING THE NEWS




  I FINALLY GOT around to returning my calls the next morning.




  ‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’ Leoni bellowed down the line.




  ‘Noo Yawk,’ I said in my best Sex in the City accent, waiting for her gasp of approval.




  ‘Really?’ She couldn’t have sounded less interested if she had tried. ‘Well never mind that – ’ lowering her voice to a whisper – ‘all

  hell’s broken loose here. Granny Meatloaf has accused me of attempted murder.’ I helped myself to another lemon puff from the biscuit tin and settled in for an update. ‘Everything

  was going just fine until teatime, although God knows the woman had already eaten enough lunch to sink a Dutch barge. She gave me one of those looks, you know.’ I did my best to imagine

  Leoni’s fire-breathing mother-in-law. ‘Then she said she didn’t suppose I had made a cake to go with it.’ I polished my nails on my sweater. ‘So off I popped to the

  kitchen and came back with that one you baked for me,’ (it’s a long story), ‘and the next thing you know, she’s stuffing her face like a giant rodent again.’




  ‘Didn’t you know about her allergies?’




  ‘Of course I did! All she ever bloody talks about is her sodding ailments. I’ve had the whole nine yards, morning, noon and night. It’s all hip replacement this, osteoporosis

  that. Christ, you would have thought she’d have done the decent fucking thing and died by now.’




  ‘Then why the hell did you give her almonds?’




  ‘Well I didn’t bloody know, did I? The kids peeled all the labels off, little bastards. All I saw was a homemade cake, ready and waiting to be passed off as my own work, and the next

  thing I know, she’s wheezing and spluttering and blowing up like a balloon.’




  ‘Oh God, Leoni. Why does this stuff always have to happen to you?’ I licked the crumbs off my fingers.




  ‘Yeah? Well you should have been here. I tell you.




  Marcus thought she was choking and did the Heimlich manoeuvre on her. Then she started smacking him round the head and shouting something about nuts and demanding to know what I’d put in

  the cake.’ She sighed tetchily. ‘So what was I supposed to do? Admit that everything I’d fed her came out of your kitchen instead of mine? You can just imagine that, can’t

  you? I’d never hear the end of it. She already thinks I’m the worst wife and mother in the entire universe. Give her ammunition like that and I might just as well kneel down in front of

  her and commit hara-kiri. Not that she’d appreciate it, the miserable old bag.’




  ‘So what on earth did you tell her?’




  ‘Well. I told her the truth, didn’t I?’ Here we go. ‘I patiently explained that it was a secret family recipe and that my lips were sealed. You’d have been proud of

  me, Helen. I refused to utter another word, no matter how much they pleaded.’




  ‘You didn’t!’ I slapped my hand across my eyes.




  ‘What else could I say? I don’t bloody know what goes in a cake, do I?’




  ‘An almond cake, Leoni? The clue is in the question?’




  ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. By that time she’d started going a funny colour so Marcus bundled her in the car and shot off to A and E.’




  ‘She could have died!’ Dear heavens above. That woman’s just an accident waiting to happen. ‘Nut allergies are very serious!’




  ‘Good,’ she sniffed. ‘She’s been making my life a misery for years. It’s her fault that Marcus turned out the way he is. She’s spent her whole life telling

  him the sun shines out of his arse, which is why he doesn’t give a flying fuck about anyone except himself.’




  ‘Is she OK now?’




  ‘Mmm. Worse luck. On the upside, she did say that she was never going to set foot in this house again, so it’s all worked out just fine if you ask me. Thanks for that. I owe you one,

  pal.’




  ‘Don’t mention it. How are the kids?’




  ‘Alive.’ She started eating something. ‘Driving me insane. Whenever we move into a new year I find myself sagging under the prospect of yet another twelvemonth motherhood

  sentence. It’s like being one of those slaves in Roots.’ She took a moment to clear her palate. ‘Anyway. Enough of the spawn of Satan. It’s boring, boring, boring. So

  what’s all this about you and New York?’




  ‘Didn’t you get my message?’ I said innocently.




  ‘Are you kidding me? Every time Millie sees the light blinking on the answerphone she presses the DELETE button because she likes the noise it makes. Hang on a

  minute.’ I heard the receiver clatter to the table then the unmistakable sound of Leoni hauling a cork out of a bottle. ‘That’s better,’ she mumbled. ‘Can’t have

  cheese nibbles without a nice little glass of something, can you? And if I get started now, I might just have a fighting chance of sobering up in time for the school run. So, what made you go to

  New York?’




  The impromptu lie flew out of my mouth before I could do anything about it.




  ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I just fancied a bit of a change for a few days.’




  ‘What, on your own?’




  ‘Yes.’ My face reddened.




  ‘Aw, Helen! You should have told me! I would have come with you in a flash. Marcus wouldn’t have minded. In fact, after the Christmas we had, he’d have been glad to see the

  back of me.’ I heard her take a slurp. ‘And before you say anything, don’t ask. We had to take the bathroom door off its hinges.’




  ‘Have you heard from Julia?’




  I wondered if I had been the only person to receive a call from her, yet the moment I asked the question, I bit my lip and knew the answer.




  ‘No, I thought she was still on holiday.’




  ‘She is,’ I said, trying to sound casual.




  ‘So why would I have heard from her?’




  ‘Oh, nothing. I was just wondering.’




  ‘Sounds to me like your brain’s going soft. So, when am I going to see you? I’m gagging to get out of this hellhole. You can tell me all about your amazing trip. I still

  can’t believe you didn’t ask me to go with you. Come the revolution, you’ll be first up against the wall.’




  ‘Soon,’ I said.




  ‘Great. I was thinking about bunging a spare pair of knickers in my handbag and coming to stay with you tomorrow night. We could lie around watching Brad Pitt movies, hovering over the

  pause button, and get a massive takeaway. Fancy it?’




  ‘Er, well, that could be a bit tricky actually.’




  ‘Why? You got a hot date or something?’ She laughed. A sudden pang of guilt gnawed at my insides. Many a true word.




  ‘Nope,’ I said quickly. ‘Let’s just say that my place is a bit of a mess right now.’




  ‘Listen, Helen. Your definition of mess doesn’t even come close, Grasshopper. My house has looked like a landfill site ever since the day we moved in. I can assure you, honey,

  however messy you might think your flat is, I can guarantee that to me it will be as clean as a verger’s conscience.’




  ‘All right then.’ I reconsidered her suggestion with a sense of devilment, the destruction in my bedroom still fresh as a rotting dolphin washed up against the Thames barrier.

  ‘Why not?’




  I finished the call, then picked up the phone again and dialled Rick’s number.




  ‘Rick?’ I made sure to put a positive slant on it.




  ‘Hey, babe.’ I could hear him smiling. ‘Missing me already? Well, you’re only flesh and blood. Play your cards right and I might just bunk off today and treat you to a

  little TLC. Waddya say?’




  ‘No thanks.’ I couldn’t help but smile a little. ‘Listen, Rick, I’ve been thinking.’




  ‘Now why would you want to go and do a thing like that?’




  ‘Don’t be cheeky. Would you mind if I didn’t come in today?’




  ‘Course not. I told you. You do whatever you want, babe.’ Urgh.




  ‘It’s just that I have a few things to sort out here. Something, er, unexpected came up.’ I was glad of the genuine excuse. ‘In fact, I think I’m probably going to

  need to take a couple of days if that’s OK with you.’




  ‘Everything all right, Hell?’ His voice sobered. ‘You’re not starting to have second thoughts about all this are you?’




  ‘No!’ My voice became shrill. ‘Of course not!’
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