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  Prologue




  Marie Dunwoody loved her children, all three of them, with a ferocity beyond understanding. But every once in a while she would gladly sell them to a passing gypsy. And that

  Friday morning, the morning of St Ethelred’s school fete, was one of those once-in-a-whiles.




  ‘Mum,’ said Iris, lavishing the last of the milk on her cereal, ‘I did tell you that you need to bake something for today’s cake stall, didn’t I? It’s got to

  be a . . . um . . . what was it? Oh, yeah. It’s got to be a show-stopper.’




  





  JULY




  School Fete




  [image: ]




  Show-Stopper




  





  




  Dear Iris and Rose’s mum




  Thank you so much for agreeing to bake the show-stopper for the school fete. Every penny made by the fete will go to the PSA and will directly benefit our pupils.




  Best regards




  The PSA




  





  




  Their shoes squeaking on the gym’s waxed floor, hordes of parents rifled bric-a-brac, lucky-dipped and bought one-eyed hunchback teddies from the craft stand.




  Over at the cake stall the show-stopper was attracting attention. Of the wrong kind.




  ‘I’m sorry, girls.’ Marie took in her daughters’ crestfallen faces, both so perfectly alike, with their ski-slope noses, their confetti freckles, their grave brown eyes

  just like their dad’s. ‘Next year . . .’ she began, but went no further. She’d made the same speech last year: her annual promise to be the mum they deserved.




  Angus – video camera, as ever, grafted to his hand – zoomed in on his mother’s contribution.




  ‘Darling, don’t,’ pleaded Marie. The world didn’t need footage of her show-stopper. With minutes to spare she had had to rely on the petrol-station minimart. The

  realisation that just-on-their-sell-by-date French Fancies were as good as it would get had made her want to lie down among the chilled wraps and weep. She’d bought the lot, hoping to make

  them look . . . well, abundant; but, huddled bleakly on a tiered cake stand, the dozen battered fancies looked . . . well, shop-bought.




  ‘It doesn’t matter, Mum,’ said Rose.




  ‘Nah,’ said Iris.




  But they kept sneaking looks at Lucy’s cake.




  Lucy Gray. Mild-mannered mum of one, neighbour and nemesis. As if constructed especially to shame Marie, the woman was birdlike, a petite and neat counterpoint to Marie’s

  more-than-adequate bosom/bottom arrangement. Her house, the largest on Caraway Close, boasted hanging baskets, gleaming windows and a perfect front lawn of neon emerald; across the way,

  Marie’s house number hung upside down (transforming them from number nineteen to sixty-one) and the twins’ bikes copulated in the porch, tripping her up each and every morning.




  Lucy baked show-stoppers every other day, ‘just for fun’.




  Wearing a flowery tea-dress, without a speck of make-up on her wholesome face, and simpering with false modesty at the compliments raining down around her, Lucy stood proudly by her cake.




  And what a cake it was!




  It was a supermodel of cakes, an Alfa Romeo, a Crufts Best in Show. A multi-storey sponge high-rise, plastered with the softest buttercream and festooned with hand-made fondant roses that could

  deceive a bee, it came complete with its own theme tune of tinkling harps.




  Or maybe, thought Marie, that last bit is just in my head. ‘Go on, girls,’ she sighed, defeated, handing over a pound coin as a donation. ‘Ask Mrs Gray for a

  slice. Politely!’




  She was jealous. It was not a nice thing to admit, but Marie was frank about her own faults. She freely admitted she was rubbish at Monopoly, that her boisterous hair needed a cut, that she

  should visit the gym more often (or at all), and that she was deeply envious not only of Lucy’s baking prowess, but of the general air of homespun domestication that surrounded the woman like

  a pastel pea-souper. Hard to imagine Lucy snarling at her husband to ‘get out of the damn way or, so help me God, I’ll mow you down’, as Marie had at poor Robert that morning.




  In her defence, Robert should have known better than to shrug when told of the twins’ bombshell. ‘Sorry, love – your department. You don’t expect me to bake, do

  you?’ he’d said, as if the notion of him making a cake was as absurd as juggling with fire. She’d answered with a loud un-Lucy-like ‘Why expect me to bake? Because I

  have ovaries?’ and had jumped into the car.




  Robert was lovely. He was her best mate. He made her laugh and still fancied her, despite stretch marks, greying hair and even greyer pants. (She fancied him right back. No longer the

  black-haired, brown-eyed skinny guy she’d first lusted after, Robert now had a spiky salt-and-pepper thatch that was, in her opinion, every bit as gorgeous; she simply didn’t see the

  lines around his eyes, or the useful little shelf around his middle.) And what’s more, Mr and Mrs Robert Dunwoody were a team, securely yoked together in harness as they shouldered the

  burdens of raising a family. But it peeved Marie that the kitchen was ‘her’ domain simply because of her gender.




  Lucy had no such qualms. Lucy loved the kitchen. She pickled things. She preserved other things. She candied peel. She froze gluts. She even – and Marie could work up a ten-minute

  rant about this – potted shrimps. Lucy’s kitchen (the literal opposite of Marie’s; the Grays faced the Dunwoodys on their circular cul-de-sac) boasted a walk-in larder.

  Marie’s boasted a sofa and the UK’s largest private collection of Pop-Tarts.




  ‘Hello there!’




  Oh Christ, Lucy was talking to her.




  ‘Hi,’ said Marie.




  ‘Nice to see you here. I thought maybe, you know, what with work and everything, you might not make it.’




  Always a little barb. Some little insinuation. Some of us have to work, thought Marie, going further with a heartfelt Some of us love our work. ‘I make it to most of the

  school stuff,’ she said, keeping any defensive briskness out of her voice. She didn’t want Lucy to know she was rattled. Marie nodded at the cake, looming over them like a sugary

  Nelson’s Column. ‘Amazing cake!’ It was true, and Marie had been brought up to be polite, even to a nemesis.




  ‘Oh well, I try,’ said Lucy. She even worked up a blush.




  Beside her neighbour, Marie felt seven feet tall and almost as wide. A Boden ad come to life, Lucy had the pearlescent skin of the clichéd English rose and the matching, almost

  transparent, fine fair hair, always pulled back into a careless yet charming ponytail. A few fronds escaped to dangle around her face, a style that semaphored I am not vain enough to fuss with

  my hair.




  For the first time Marie noticed the boniness of the knees sticking out of the flowery dress, the tiny circumference of the wrists. How could a woman who baked every day be so skinny?

  ‘How’s Tod?’ she asked conversationally, aware of an oppressive awkwardness.




  ‘He’s great, thanks. Working hard. You know.’ Lucy smiled, wobbled her head, also at a loss for conversation. ‘And how’s . . . um?’




  Typical, thought Marie. ‘Robert,’ she said slowly and clearly.




  ‘Yes, Robert,’ repeated Lucy, as if congratulating Marie on knowing her own husband’s name.




  ‘He’s fine, thanks!’




  And the awkwardness descended like a toxic cloud.




  The gulf between them was too wide to cross. Marie, with her untidy hair and her pretty, animated face always ready to break into a hooting laugh or exasperated gurn, could never find common

  ground with this geisha who kissed her husband goodbye every day on the doorstep, having filled him with home-made muesli and freshly squeezed orange juice. Marie thought with hot shame of the

  careful way in which she carved out the jade dots of mould before throwing toast at her brood. And just last week Robert had gone commando to work because laundry duties had clashed with

  water-pistol-battle-with-the-twins duties. ‘Anyway . . .’ Marie began to back away, over-smiling, ‘must get on.’ She lost her basic social skills around this woman.

  ‘Congratulations on the cake!’




  ‘Take a slice with you.’ Lucy deftly cut a triangle of gateau. ‘I owe it all to Delia!’




  Escaping outside to the grounds wrapped around the low-rise sprawl of the school, Marie thought That figures. Delia Smith, head girl of the TV chefs, was Lucy’s natural leader.




  The sunshine was shockingly bright after the gym’s cool institutional interior. Wandering, paper plate in hand, her epic culinary fail firmly on her mind, Marie recognised representatives

  of other foodie tribes milling about the stalls erected on the tennis court, or chatting in little knots by the adventure playground.




  Presiding over the raffle, Miss Harper was undoubtedly a devotee of Nigella. A luscious hourglass, the teacher’s pouting air of posh wantonness ensured that Robert took in nothing at

  parents’ evening. Like the original domestic goddess, she could kill a man by slowly licking a spoon.




  Over by the car park, marshalling the twins and their nine-year-old classmates for the country-dancing display, the new teaching assistant’s swooping eyeliner and vintage sundress gave her

  away as a Rachel Khoo. Dinner at her place would be all mismatched china and vodka in teacups.




  Warming to her theme, Marie picked out Angus’s floppy-fringed art teacher, who was sketching caricatures for fifty pence, as a Raymond Blanc. Although not French (he was Welsh, probably as

  un-French as it’s possible to be), he had the requisite passion and style and floppy hair and . . . Marie conceded that she rather fancied Angus’s art teacher and moved swiftly on,

  gravitating towards the second-hand bookstall.




  A familiar figure caught her eye. Far from the action, in the shadow cast by a large oak, sat her son. On his own, thought Marie. Again. She quelled an impulse to go and sit by

  him. A clump of teenage boys passed her, shouting and pushing, a messy, laughing amoeba.




  And there was Angus, head down as ever, camera by his side, fingers flying over his iPhone. Marie felt exasperated: Why is he emailing some girl he’s never met, when he’s

  surrounded by flesh-and-blood people?




  








  
TO: stargazinggirl247@gmail.com




  FROM: geeksrus39@gmail.com




  26.07.13




  15.03




  SUBJECT: Me again




  Hi Soulmate




  Yeah I know my family are always mad but today they’re madder than usual. (Should that be ‘more mad’? Go on. Correct me, Grammar Freek, u know u want to.) Mum

  threatened to murder Dad this morning reversing out over the gravel at 300 mph in that stupid little car of her’s. And right now my worst nightmare is coming true. MY MUM IS IN MY SCHOOL. Bet

  she drools over Mr Rosen again and thinks nobody notices. The twins are giggling in that special evil way. It’s not looking good, Soulmate.




  Which is why you should be here. It’s so selfish of you to live in Scotland. Tell me what’s going on at your house. Your Mum and Dad still giving each other shit?

  Don’t let it get to you. Wish you could come to this party with me tonight. Gonna be awesome. Amazed I’m even invited. I’m not one of that trendy crowd. I could never be a Clone.

  They all look the same and they all sound the same but I’m a geek and proud of it! Like you.




  Will we ever meet up? Can’t believe I found a best mate on an indie film forum. I know what films you like but I don’t know what your voice sounds like. Mad.




  EVERYTHING is mad.




  laters




  Angus






  





  




  Marie, staring at her son, popped a plastic forkful of cake in her mouth.




  Stopped in her tracks by the ambrosial taste, she almost groaned. Lucy’s cake was exquisite, like being French-kissed by angels. It was buttery, it was light, it tasted like Mother used to

  make (if Mother was a genius).




  In that instant, Marie suddenly got it.




  She got why people make such a fuss about cooking. She got why there are foodie tribes, and why people worship the ones who show them how. This cake was more than the sum of its parts; it

  couldn’t be reduced to butter, eggs, flour. It was life-affirming, it was joy-bringing; it was simple and complex all at the same time.




  I want to be able to do this! she thought with sudden vehemence.




  Chasing crumbs round the plate with a forefinger, Marie froze. As if placed on the bookstall by a celestial hand, a hardback book, its edges worn by loving overuse, sat at an angle atop the

  rubble of novels and TV tie-ins and self-help manuals. Clever blue eyes stared out and found Marie’s from a tanned and handsomely lined face, framed by a genteel blonde bob.




  Here I am! that wise, friendly face said.




  Marie picked up the book reverentially, as if it might explode.




  ‘That one’s a pound,’ said the head of the PSA, a hoity-toity woman with a regrettable fringe, who was a Hairy Bikers disciple if her moustache was anything to go by.




  Paying up, Marie knew she was changing her life. In a flash she saw her new existence. She saw her family gathered around the table. Angus wasn’t peering down a viewfinder; the twins

  weren’t arguing about what they’d call the cow that they planned to own one day; Robert wasn’t repeating mind-numbingly dull office gossip; they were all saying Mmmm, Mother

  dearest, that smells good! as Marie sliced into something heavenly that she’d made earlier. Their faces were rosy, their eyes were bright and the kitchen seemed to have been miraculously

  redecorated.




  Placing her hand on the book as if it was a Bible, Marie whispered the vow she’d abandoned earlier. ‘This time next year,’ she said, eyes closed, heart a-flutter,

  ‘I’ll make a show-stopper for the school fete. I swear, on the Mary Berry Complete Baking Bible.’




  It was a long time since Marie had read a book walking along the road. She remembered the summer of her first Jilly Cooper novel, banging into lamp posts on the way home from

  school. This was like that, but more so. Meandering down wide and winding suburban avenues beneath early-evening lilac skies, she devoured the Basic Equipment section in her new Mary

  Berry Complete Baking Bible.




  Hmm, she thought, eyes narrowing, my whisk doesn’t look like that. Robert had used it to stir emulsion and it hadn’t been the same since. ‘Wait for me at the

  kerb, girls!’ she shouted, and the twins obediently stalled.




  She caught the glance they gave each other. She knew they were humouring her; some nine-year-olds may need their mum to guide them across the road, but not ones who could retool the UK economy

  while brushing their Barbies’ hair. She looked behind to see Angus tailing her, with his camera to his eye.




  ‘Not from behind!’ squawked Marie, covering her bottom with the Baking Bible. ‘Give your poor old mother a break.’




  ‘You don’t look that old from behind,’ said Angus, with that special teenage-boy gallantry that makes a woman feel 104.




  ‘Look,’ said Marie, pointing. ‘Somebody’s calling your name.’




  Scuttling along in St Ethelred’s wine-and-blue livery, Chloe shouted ‘Hey! Angus! Wait up!’




  Chloe Gray was goth Ying to Lucy Gray’s blonde Yang – one of the reasons Marie liked her so much. The other reason was how vividly Marie remembered being fifteen and totes in love

  with a boy who barely noticed you.




  Presumably Chloe had also clocked the faint slump of Angus’s shoulders when he saw her, and had noted the mechanical nature of his barely there smile.




  Be nice, Marie willed her son, recognising from her own youth Chloe’s desperate-for-a-welcome-but-expecting-a-knock-back expression and her hyper-casual conversation opener.




  ‘Saw you tootling along. Thought I’d – you know – say hello, kind of thing.’




  ‘Right. Cool.’




  For Angus, this was Noël Coward-style repartee; since he’d finally saved up enough for his Sony HDR-AS15 camera, he spoke less than a child raised by orang-utans.




  They’d caught up with Iris and Rose. ‘Look straight ahead and cross, ladies,’ said Marie, bonking both girls gently on the head with her new Mary Berry, confident that this

  translated as Stop staring at Chloe! Her daughters were obsessed with Chloe’s obsession with their brother, and loved to watch her watch him.




  ‘Why,’ they often marvelled to their mother, ‘would anybody look at Angus like that?’




  ‘Because,’ Marie would answer, ‘your brother is handsome.’




  Despite the retching sounds this always provoked, it was true. Angus had wayward chestnut hair that curled forward like Caesar’s, and wide blue eyes. Perhaps Marie was prejudiced

  (he’d inherited her colouring), but she saw her gauche son, teetering on the cusp of manhood, as poetic-looking.




  It wasn’t all poetry. There were pimples, of course, those pus-filled pressies from Mother Nature, and his feet had already grown to canoe-like dimensions. Marie had had to pointedly leave

  anti-perspirant at eye level in his room before he got with the whole showering-every-day programme and eradicated the whiff of musky compost that warns of approaching man-child. But Angus was a

  bit of a looker – if only he’d ever look up.




  You should have more confidence, she told him endlessly.




  You’re biased, Mum, he’d laugh. True enough, and it was also true that all teenagers looked gorgeous to a woman wading through her forties. It was the bright whites of the

  eyes, the untroubled brow, the resilient glow of almost-new skin; even Chloe, who sought to obliterate her distinctive features beneath Cleopatra eyeliner, black lipstick and Elvis hair dye,

  couldn’t dull that bloom. Marie winced with feminine empathy as she watched the girl swim upstream against Angus’s lack of interest.




  ‘I saved you some of my mother’s cake.’ Chloe held out a Tupperware box.




  ‘Not hungry, thanks.’ Angus fiddled with his zoom.




  ‘We are,’ said the twins.




  Disloyal beasts, thought Marie, as the fruit of her loins grabbed the plastic container and fell upon Lucy’s handiwork like dingoes.




  Feeling for Chloe, Marie took up the conversational baton dropped so charmlessly by Angus. ‘Do you cook, Chloe?’ With the Baking Bible throbbing in her hand, Marie longed to

  be alone with her new mentor.




  ‘Nope.’ Chloe wound a lock of raven hair around a finger. ‘With my mother in the house, who needs to?’




  ‘Why do you always call her “my mother” and not “Mum”?’ Iris was happy to ask the un-askable.




  ‘Because Lucy’s not her mum, stupid,’ said Rose, a skilled eavesdropper who knew more or less everything about everybody. ‘Lucy’s her stepmum.’ She looked to

  Chloe for verification. ‘That’s right, isn’t it?’




  ‘Sorry about these two,’ said Marie. ‘I’ll beat them soundly when I get them home.’




  ‘She always says that,’ said Iris.




  ‘She never does it,’ said Rose.




  ‘She usually cuddles us,’ said Iris.




  ‘Shut up!’ said Angus, who had never – not for one millisecond – found his sisters cute.




  ‘I don’t mind.’ Chloe’s smile revealed black lipstick smudges on her front teeth. ‘It’s true. Lucy isn’t my real mother.’




  ‘Where’s your real—’




  Marie put a hand over Iris’s mouth. ‘None of your beeswax.’




  ‘Nobody knows. Too far away to cuddle, that’s for sure.’




  They were at the corner of Caraway Close, where the road veered away on either side to form a large circle around the green in the middle. Marie’s heart filled for brave pretty little

  gothy Chloe, with no Mummy – just a Mother with a capital M, who spent more time perfecting her Genoese sponge than she did noticing the troubled young woman under her roof.




  ‘Why don’t you and Angus walk to the party together tonight?’ she asked. ‘The one everybody’s talking about. The cool one.’ Marie enjoyed her

  son’s squirming at her double whammy of pimping him out and using the word ‘cool’.




  ‘I’m not invited.’




  ‘Oh.’ Damn. ‘Well, me neither!’ Marie could have kicked herself, but not before she’d kicked Angus for failing to hide his obvious relief.




  ‘See you, Mrs Dunwoody. See you, Iris, Rose.’ Chloe ambled off round the far curve of the cul-de-sac. ‘See you, Angus.’




  ‘Yeah.’ Angus had forgotten her already, racing the girls to the gate of number nineteen (or was it sixty-one?)




  ‘Bye, Chloe. Come over in the holidays, yeah?’ Marie watched her go, then turned and raced after her children, beating them to the door, eager for her one-on-one with Mary.




  ‘Robert,’ Marie said gently, about midnight. Then, louder, but still gently, ‘Ro-bert!’




  ‘Uh? Wha—’ Robert shot upright on the lumpy old red sofa, the novel he hadn’t been reading plunging to the floor. ‘Wassenazleep,’ he slurred.




  ‘Darling, go to bed. Don’t wait for me.’




  ‘I don’t like going up on my own.’ He scratched his head, sending his hair haywire above his sleep-creased face. ‘No nice bottom to snuggle up to.’ He yawned.

  ‘Just one of the many advantages of having a wife built along traditional lines.’




  ‘Just say “fat”, for God’s sake,’ muttered Marie, propping her glasses back on her nose, leaning again over the book spreadeagled on the pine kitchen table. A

  half-drained tumbler of white wine stood to attention, its glassy depths sparkling in the kindly light shed by the lamps dotted around the kitchen. Marie had long ago decreed that the fluorescent

  lights beneath the cream-painted wall units were too harsh on a mature complexion. ‘“Curvy. Ample. In-and-outy.” All your different little ways of telling me I need to lose a few

  pounds.’




  ‘If I meant fat, I’d say “fat”.’ Robert was on his feet now. ‘And don’t you dare lose a few pounds. I love each and every one of your pounds.

  Especially, you know, the ones in this area.’ He pointed to his chest. ‘Oh, go on, laugh, Marie! You’ve been like the school swot preparing for an exam all

  evening.’




  ‘This is fascinating,’ she murmured, lost in her book again.




  ‘You don’t have to be a domestic wonder, darling. And besides, no woman your age, living in a suburban cul-de-sac, has a nemesis.’ Robert seemed to think it was all about

  rivalry. ‘I mean, does Lucy have an underground lair? Is she planning to take over the world one cupcake at a time?’




  ‘Hmm?’ Deep in Mary-love, Marie was gone again, beyond even Robert’s reach. ‘Oven thermometer . . .’ she read out, wonderingly.




  ‘Goodnight.’ Robert, beaten, headed for the stairs.




  ‘Night, love.’ Busy scribbling, Marie didn’t look up. The list of things to buy in order to bring her equipment up to scratch was daunting. The cake tins and measuring cups

  she’d hauled out were dented and scratched or too damn old. She’d recognised a prehistoric loaf tin from her granny’s kitchen and been overwhelmed with a sensory memory of that

  beaming old lady enveloped by an aromatic fug of lemon-drizzle cake. Perhaps, Marie thought soppily, her granny was beaming down at her now, proud of her granddaughter’s (rather late)

  culinary aspirations.




  Or perhaps, she thought as she put aside the tin and wrote Silicone loaf-thingy, her granny was looking for her glasses and complaining about Terry Wogan, just as she had most of the time

  down here on Earth.




  Rarely up this late – dentistry is, as she often said with feeling, knackering – Marie savoured the quiet, looking contentedly around the tranquil room, but aware that the

  mellow lighting hid a multitude of sins. She saw everything now through the prism of Mary Berry’s expectations.




  The kitchen would have to shape up. It would have to get real. The rusted cheese grater would be chucked out; the microwave would be cleaned; she would learn how to switch on the cooker hood. It

  was as if, over the years, the kitchen had realised Marie didn’t take it seriously and had morphed into a room with far more emphasis on the eating of food than the preparation of it.




  Poor kitchen, thought Marie. It never stood a chance. She was drawn to recipes that proclaimed in bold print ‘express’ or ‘easy’ or ‘for the beginner’

  at the top. She was a doyenne of the ready-meal, a devotee of the frozen pea, and believed the takeaway to be more beneficial to modern humanity than penicillin.




  Despite this, the kitchen was her favourite room in the house. As Mary said, it was the heart of the home. The Dunwoodys had had many lively debates in here over microwaved pie. They’d

  argued over fish and chips, sung songs from the shows over boil-in-the-bag curry and laughed until their Arctic roll came out of their noses.




  Learning to bake at Mary Berry’s knee would change all that. For the better. Her brood would become a family who ‘dined’ together, as opposed to sitting over pasta with the TV

  chummily butting in. The love she felt for them – sometimes hard to express in the hurly-burly of daily life – would blossom in her cakes and soufflés and flans and tarts and

  muffins and whoopie pies.




  Ironic, really, that tonight she’d slung burnt fish fingers at them in order to bury her nose in Berry. She’d packed the girls off to bed an hour later than normal, as befitted the

  first night of the summer hols, apologising for the lack of a bedtime chapter of Mallory Towers and appealing to their honour to undo each other’s plaits without supervision.




  After a decent interval, Robert had refilled her glass and murmured something about not wasting the peace and quiet – what with the twins in bed, and Angus out till God knows when –

  and did she remember what they did on the kitchen sofa that time after his nephew’s wedding?




  Marie did remember, and it was tempting (even though Iris had found her mother’s Spanx down the back of the cushions the next day while looking for a nit-comb), but she’d declined.

  ‘Mary’s my date tonight,’ she’d insisted, dashing her husband’s saucy hopes and surprising herself by eschewing a good seeing-to in favour of an appendix on egg

  size.




  Far away, a church bell tolled two. Never audible in the day, it was crisp in the silent middle of the night.




  Partway through a recipe for millefeuille, which thrilled and terrified her in equal measure, Marie rose and went to the window.




  Beneath the table a snuffly heap, like an abandoned bath mat, stood, shook itself and followed her. Prinny was a rescue dog and there was no way of knowing his age. He was a mixture of many

  breeds, having cleverly bagged the scruffiest attributes of each. His ears didn’t match, and he loped like a jackal, but his heart was full to bursting with love for his owners, whose patting

  and stroking and adoration had done much to undo the damage left by the unguessable cruelties of his past. Greyish, brownish and terrible at fetching, he never liked to be far from a Dunwoody, so

  he couldn’t stay under the table while Marie was at the window.




  ‘Prinny,’ Marie cooed with the special soft voice she saved for their daft dog. His true title was Princess Mister Coochycoo – as good an illustration as any of why

  six-year-olds should never be allowed to name pets.




  The kitchen, part of a side extension, looked out on to Caraway Close. The lady of the house stared at the boxy modern shapes of her neighbours’ homes; like the Dunwoodys, most neighbours

  had added a room or two, or had carved windows into the roof. There was a basic similarity to each tidy dwelling, yet the owners had stamped their individuality on each property, from the peonies

  that turned number two into a riot of purple and pink, to the crazy-paving number twelve was so proud of, and the LA modernism of number nine, where every surface was arctic white and there was no

  evidence of human existence.




  Marie and Robert had moved here when she was just about to pop with Angus. She’d had cravings for cheese and clotted cream. Robert had asked to be excused the duty of carrying her over the

  threshold ‘in case I put my back out’. The kitchen had been a galley at the back, overlooking a playing field, which was now another estate of similar homes.




  The Close’s daytime technicolour was now toned down to night-time’s nostalgic black-and-white. Marie shooed away a jabbing finger of anxiety. Yes, sure, 2 a.m. was late for a

  fifteen-year-old to be out. But fifteen-year-olds were different these days: at that age she’d never tasted alcohol, been on a plane or cheeked her dad. And her own fifteen-year-old was

  particularly different. Angus was trustworthy, steady and – it could be admitted in the dead of night – a little odd.




  When Angus had announced (or muttered, rather) that he’d been invited to Lauren’s party, his parents had been surprised. They knew Lauren by sight; everybody did. The wild-child

  niece of a school governor, she ruled the roost at St Ethelred’s and managed to get away with a nosestud, a tattoo and a skirt rolled up so high it could double as a belt.




  Despite all the usual party fears – booze, cigarettes and worse – Marie was glad. So long a nerdy outsider, Angus was going to a party. No, the party of the year. And,

  she’d said to Robert as they chewed it over, things can’t get that out of hand at the home of a school governor.




  Marie was that rare creature: a mum who wished her teenager would get out more. She worried that Angus was too much of a loner. That he was too studious, too introverted, too wrapped up in the

  small world he composed carefully through his viewfinder. She also worried that he wasn’t getting enough vitamin C, that he had his granny’s legs and that the world might end in nuclear

  Armageddon before he reached twenty-one. In short, Marie worried about Angus (and the twins) more or less non-stop, with the occasional break to worry about Robert. She’d started worrying the

  moment her period had failed to materialise sixteen years ago; it was what mothers did. But right now she refused to fixate on the fact that Angus was late home, and resisted images of police

  cells, hospital beds and ditches.




  Wrapping her baggy, only-around-the-house cardi tighter, she wandered back to the table and picked up her glass. Life was approaching a phase that she dreaded.




  Bonds must be loosened.




  Chicks must be drop-kicked out of the nest.




  Just thinking this made her want to tug on her coat and rush off to locate Angus and squeeze him to her. Marie took a reassuring glug of wine. You let them go – so said those who’d

  already done it – and they do a big, wide circle and, eventually, come back.




  But how, how, how do you stand and watch the back of their head as they walk away?




  Marie put down the wine. You are a false friend, she told it sternly. One more sip and there would be tears. She was racing to meet her troubles halfway, a habit that always made Robert

  roll his eyes. If he was here instead of snoring upstairs, he would remind her that Angus was a sensible boy, a trustworthy boy – their boy.




  Yawning, stretching, Marie knew it was time for bed. She should slip between the covers and drop off to sleep, without neurotically listening for a key in the door.




  Just another page or two with Mary and she’d retire.




  





  




  TO: stargazinggirl247@gmail.com




  FROM: geeksrus39@gmail.com




  27.07.13




  3.09




  SUBJECT: oh no




  U awake? Bet youre not. I hope u r having nice dreams. Just gotin. Bit pised. God. Tonight. shit. Sorrry for swering. House is mad. Mum asleep at kitchen table. Dad asleep

  with rose between teeth. Twins asleep with plaits still in which is STTRICTLY AGAINST THE LAW.




  Glad Mum’s asleep cos of the pissed thing but also cos I don’t want to talk to anybody about what happened tonight except you. Why is life so difficult, Soulmate?

  especially love is hard and sex. Do you mind me saying this stuff? you are the only person i can say it to.




  my life is officially over. Tonight will come back to haunt me. The Clones will get me.




  laters




  Angus
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  Sunday Lunch
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  Victoria Sponge




  





  




  Dear Granny Gaynor,




  I am good. How are you? Rose says hello. Shes at piano. I am not at piano because I don’t go to piano. Mum said you are coming to lunch next sunday and I am glad because

  you always give us money I miss you. Rose and me are top in English and almost top in maths and french. Mum is making a victorian sponge for sunday. Dad says when he

  divorces Mum he will name Mary Berry as the other man. I don’t think he means it. Do you really drink falling down water or was that a joke when Dad said it?




  lots of love Iris xoxoxoxoxo




  





  




  ‘A little wider, Mrs Blyton.’ Marie was peering into the open mouth of a librarian, but all she could think of was cake. ‘Lovely. Your gums have settled down

  nicely. Using an electric brush at last?’




  ‘Gnnn uf boom.’ Mrs Blyton waggled her eyebrows for emphasis.




  ‘Good, good,’ murmured Marie, thinking of cake. ‘Aileen!’ Her assistant was staring into space, shaking her bottom to the Michael Bublé track oozing out of the

  radio.




  ‘What? I’m ready.’ Dubliner Aileen waved her pencil, affronted. A spherical five-foot-nothing in her white overall, she was broad of accent and narrow of mind. Sarcasm flowed

  in her veins and she saw no reason – ever – to hold back. An excellent assistant, she had been with the clinic since Marie had opened Smile! a decade back; Marie loved her dearly, but

  sometimes it could be tough to recall why.




  ‘Cavity upper-six distal,’ said Marie, thinking of cake.




  ‘Ooh, a cavity.’ Aileen loved cavities. ‘Naughty-naughty, Mrs B. Somebody’s been at the sweetie jar.’




  ‘Ignore her, Mrs Blyton,’ said Marie. Thinking of cake. ‘Cavity lower-one-four mesial.’




  ‘We’ll have you in dentures if this carries on,’ giggled Aileen.




  ‘Have a rinse,’ said Marie, thinking of cake.




  ‘How’s the baking going?’ Aileen approved of little, but she approved of cake.




  ‘It’s . . . not as easy as I thought.’ Marie selected a slender instrument with a hook on the end.




  Mrs Blyton gulped.




  ‘Open wide,’ said Marie, thinking of her first attempt at cake, the night before.




  Eager to get cracking, she had ignored one of Mary’s mantras; she was not prepared. A shopping blitz was scheduled for the weekend – the list had grown until it

  curled to the floor like Rapunzel’s hair – but Marie’s fingers twitched with the desire to create cakey splendour. Her path to next year’s show-stopper started here.




  And stopped here, when she realised she didn’t own the requisite loose-bottomed twenty-centimetre tins.




  ‘Damn,’ she said, as Robert leaned against the fridge, making sundry poor jokes about loose bottoms. ‘You!’ She pointed at the nearest twin. ‘Iris! Go and ask Mrs

  Gray if she’s got two I can borrow.’




  ‘Ooh,’ said Robert, opening the fridge and extracting a friendly little bottle of sauvignon. ‘Sending your poor, defenceless daughter into the enemy camp.’




  Marie, trying to look as if she was washing up, watched Iris pick her way along the winding front path (Iris never, ever walked on the grass, literally or metaphorically) and trot over to the

  Gray house.




  ‘Why is Chloe’s house the enemy camp?’ Rose, sitting beneath the table with Prinny, made Robert jump and spill some of his precious Daddy Evening Juice.




  ‘That was just a silly joke, darling.’ Marie flashed Robert a punitive pas devant les enfants look – a look that les enfants had understood since before they

  could parler.




  Soon Iris was back, cradling two shiny tins and chewing ‘the most gorgeousest fudge ever – and Mrs Gray made it!’




  Mrs Gray can fudge off, thought Marie, as she waved her thanks from her kitchen window to Lucy’s house. ‘Right.’ She put her hands on her hips.




  ‘Somebody means business,’ said Robert, happily settling down at the table as if front row at a show.




  ‘Are you going to make stupid comments the whole time?’ asked Marie, running a finger down the ingredients list and stopping, with a start, at margarine.




  ‘Probably.’




  ‘Robbie,’ wheedled Marie, using the nickname she used only when begging a favour or eliciting sex. ‘Could you pop to the corner shop for me?’




  ‘It’s hardly popping,’ said Robert, holding the tube of Pringles he’d just opened to his chest like a baby. ‘It’s not really on the corner. It’s three

  streets away. We just call it the corner shop. And it probably isn’t open this late.’




  ‘It’s always open. Go on. Please. I went through the pain of childbirth – the least you can do is go out for marge.’




  By the time Robert returned, the twins had wandered off, bored, to lie upside down on the sofa watching Toy Story 3 for the hundredth time. Marie met him at the door. ‘I need eggs,

  too. Somebody used the last one and put the empty box back in the fridge.’




  Marie knew that Robert couldn’t wriggle out of that one. She knew he’d boiled eggs that morning for the twins, and they both knew he was a repeat offender at putting back empty

  packets.




  The second time she met him at the door, however, her coy expression didn’t work. Neither did upping the ante and calling him Robbie-Wobbie. He was adamant. ‘I’m not

  going back to that bloody corner shop. The bloke in there will think I fancy him. I don’t care if you need parchment paper – and what is parchment paper?’




  Marie had no idea, and neither did the (flattered) man in the corner shop. Robert returned, like a valiant warrior home from the wars, waving a roll of parchment paper like a spear, having been

  all the way to ‘the big Sainsbury’s’. ‘Have you got everything?’ he asked pointedly, settling down with his drink and his savoury snacks.




  ‘You’re safe,’ smiled Marie. It felt kind of sexy that such a big hairy man, with all the trappings of an alpha male, would do her bidding. ‘Right.’ She tied her

  apron tight and squared her shoulders. She tuned the radio to some idiotic dance music. She took a deep breath.




  Step one was more like one of the twins’ art projects than cake-making. Lining the tin entailed drawing around it on the parchment (which had turned out to be, basically, tracing paper)

  and then bollocksing it into the greased tin: Marie’s language, not Mary’s. A few goes and it was fine. Wonky, but good enough.




  ‘Is that how it’s supposed to look?’ asked Robert.




  ‘Are you reading from A Handbook of Irritating Phrases?’




  ‘No. I’m a natural.’




  ‘Right,’ said Marie again, retying her apron and leaving margarine fingerprints on it. ‘Now it begins.’




  She had never creamed before. Such a soft, billowing word didn’t do justice to the task. Without an electric mixer, Marie had to use her wooden spoon to combine the margarine and caster

  sugar. Round and round her spoon dashed, and up and down her elbow leapt, but the margarine and caster sugar refused to combine; they were the Israel and Palestine of cake ingredients.




  Bored with their film, the twins returned and draped themselves over Robert, watching their sweating mother wordlessly, in identical outfits of spotted dresses and gravely nodding deely boppers.

  Marie had assiduously dressed Iris and Rose differently during their babyhood, careful to treat each daughter as an individual, castigating little Angus when he called them both ‘Twin’,

  and refusing to stifle their individuality. But as soon as their pudgy hands could do up buttons, they’d dressed the same, relishing the confusion it caused.




  Of course, their parents could tell them apart. Iris had a birthmark, tiny and shaped like a toaster (according to Angus), just above the arch of her left eyebrow; Rose’s front teeth were

  slightly larger than her sister’s. Apart from that, they were identical, right down to the air of superiority.




  ‘Why . . . won’t . . . it . . . combine?’ Marie stopped to take a few deep breaths.




  ‘If at first you don’t succeed . . .’ began Iris.




  ‘Try, try again,’ said Rose.




  ‘So young,’ said Robert, ‘and yet so wise.’




  ‘Shuddup.’ Marie was succinct: she had to save her energy for defeating the pale slop.




  ‘Mum,’ said Iris, peering at the recipe. ‘Mum! You should be beating the eggs as well.’




  ‘And the flour,’ said Rose.




  ‘And the baking powder,’ they said, in creepy unison.




  ‘What? Let me see.’ Goddamnit, they were right. How had she managed to misread two lines of type? She could carry out a root-canal treatment while discussing East-Enders with

  Aileen, yet she’d already veered dangerously off-piste with a cake recipe. She upended the flour into the bowl and a pale mushroom cloud dusted them all with a fine coating, turning the twins

  into cute zombies.




  ‘You’ve ruined my wine,’ grizzled Robert, drinking it anyway. They both knew there was no such thing as ruined wine in this house.




  Plop. Plop. Plop-plop. Marie dropped in the four eggs, enjoying the rude sound-effects as they landed.




  ‘Mu-um,’ said Iris, noting the old-fashioned font on the baking powder. ‘What’s its sell-by date?’




  ‘Can’t read it,’ said Marie. The baking powder had moved house with them in 1998 and had lived a simple monastic life ever since, at the back of a shelf snuggled up to some

  geriatric lentils.




  Further vicious arm actions forced the belligerent ingredients to finally combine; time now for dividing and levelling.




  ‘Mum, you need a . . . erm . . . spatula.’ Rose stumbled over the pronunciation.




  ‘What’s a spatula?’ asked Iris.




  ‘It’s an exotic pet that lives in your ear and eats only Camembert.’ Robert enjoyed the twins’ disgusted squeal.




  ‘It’s a thingy – sort of plastic and bendy,’ said Marie, desperate to divide and level, but seeing nothing like a spatula in the drawer and resorting to using her hands.

  It was a messy business, grimaced at by the girls, relished by Robert. ‘Right. Into the pre-heated oven.’ Marie realised she’d forgotten something and whispered,

  ‘Damn’.




  The batter sat, divided unevenly and resolutely unlevel, while the oven warmed up. Marie used the time to dance with Iris and Rose, something she rarely did, but which scored considerable Groovy

  Mum points. They requested, as they always did, ‘All the Single Ladies’, and Marie wanted, as she always did, to lie down and die during the second chorus.




  ‘That Beyoncé earns her money,’ she gasped as she ferried the tins to the oven, setting her mobile phone to alert her when twenty-five minutes were up.




  Those twenty-five minutes would live on in Marie’s memory. She would recall them as a happy time, a sunlit time, a time of tea-drinking and the prospect of a glorious future full of cake.

  ‘Let’s have your mum over next Sunday,’ she’d said at some point during the twenty-five rose-tinted minutes. ‘I’ll make a Victoria sponge for afters.’




  ‘Um, yeah, OK,’ Robert had said, double-checking her for signs of a stroke. ‘If you want.’ After a moment or two, he asked, ‘Are you sure, love?’




  ‘Of course. It’ll be nice to see her.’ And wipe her beak of a nose in my incredible home-making skills.




  Gaynor Dunwoody had a history of bad behaviour towards her daughter-in-law. At the wedding, drowning her sorrows at losing her son to ‘an older woman’ (Marie was five weeks

  Robert’s senior), Gaynor, resplendent in a mint-green coat dress, disrupted the speeches by whee!-ing repeatedly down the children’s slide outside the marquee. She’d loudly

  given it six months. She’d told Robert he’d broken his mother’s heart. And she’d picked apart every plate of food Marie had put in front of her since.




  Phone call made, invitation accepted – ‘I’ll only come if Robert collects me and drives me home. My legs have been playing me up. And my stomach. And my eyes. I’ve been

  downright queer for a week now. You’re not doing your lamb, are you dear? No? Good. And don’t forget my allergies: peanuts, cheese and Lucozade’ – the twenty-five minutes

  were up.




  ‘Is it springing away from the sides?’ asked Iris, reading Mary’s notes.




  ‘Hard to say . . .’ Marie pressed the sponge gingerly, then poked it hard. ‘It feels a bit gooey.’




  ‘Mary says,’ commented Iris, ‘that you should put a cocktail stick in and, if it comes out clean, it’s ready.’




  A cocktail stick was duly poked in and studied.




  ‘Robert, would you say that’s clean?’




  ‘Well, yes,’ said Robert uncertainly. ‘And no.’




  None of them could tell if the cocktail stick was clean. Rose discerned a tiny dot of yellowy sludge, and that was enough to send the cake back into the oven.




  A few minutes more and Marie was still uncertain. ‘It looks very pale.’




  ‘It’s done,’ said Iris with certainty.




  ‘It’s not,’ said Robert, enjoying being so definite on a subject he knew exactly nothing about.




  Back into the oven.




  After double the amount of cooking time specified by Mary, Marie said, with a rasp to her voice, that surely it must be done.




  Regret swept through her like a forest fire as she surveyed the cake. Why hadn’t she realised? It was over-done. The edges didn’t ‘spring back’, they cringed.

  ‘There are crunchy bits,’ she noted.




  ‘They’re always the best bits.’ Robert was optimistic, but then all he’d done was drink wine, eat Pringles and make remarks; he hadn’t put his heart and soul into

  the strange thing in his wife’s hands.




  ‘That only applies to roast potatoes,’ growled Marie. Wielding a palette knife (amazingly, already part of her batterie de cuisine), she removed the cake and watched it

  bellyflop onto a wire rack that she’d found in the garage behind the mower. Impatiently she began to peel off the parchment and found it clingier than her sixth-form boyfriend. Wisps of it

  remained embedded in the sponge.




  Mary’s next instruction was to choose the best sponge to form the top tier.




  ‘Not sure that best applies here.’ Robert looked over her shoulder at the dejected berets.




  ‘That one,’ said Marie, pointing, ‘is the least horrible. Jam!’ she stated imperiously, holding out a hand. Rose put a jar in it. An almost-empty jar. Without the energy

  for the usual witch-hunt to discover who’d done it again, Marie eked out every gory speck. Unable to spread it as directed, she dotted it along the edges of the bottom sponge and then,

  with immense ceremony, topped it with the other sad disc.




  ‘Voilà,’ said Marie, very quietly.




  Another day, another mouth. Jonas Handler, the wrong side of eighty, always dapper as if perpetually ready to get married, sat back in the chair, his gob obediently open.




  ‘ . . . so I sez to him, I sez . . .’ Aileen was in mid-flow, bringing Marie up to date with her life. Marie could have stormed Mastermind with The Minutiae of Aileen

  Doyle as her specialist subject. ‘I sez, look here, you – I know your type.’ She handed Marie a dental mirror, knowing from the tiny change in her boss’s expression that

  she needed one. ‘I sez, stop undressing me with your eyes, ya raving perv, or I’ll separate you from your knackers with one swoop of me nail file. Sorry, Jonas. Don’t mind

  me.’




  Jonas, luckily, was rather deaf.




  ‘Periodontal probe, Aileen,’ said Marie, who knew better than to stem the flow.




  ‘Here y’are. Now, where was I? Oh. Yeah. So he sez, excooose me, I’m a married man; and, sez I, they’re the worst, and I set off me attack alarm.’ Aileen dabbed at

  Jonas’s lips with a swab loaded with Vaseline, careful to keep the old man’s mouth moist while Marie investigated his gums. ‘If it saves just one other woman from his clutches,

  I’ll have done me job.’




  ‘In his defence,’ said Marie, holding out her hand for the mirror again, ‘he did just ask you for directions to Asda.’




  ‘It was the way he asked,’ said Aileen, the plaited buns coiled on either side of her head bristling.




  Marie was treated to daily bulletins about her assistant’s battle against the perverts: the man in the post office; bus drivers; their local MP – they’d all undressed Aileen

  with their eyes. One intrepid degenerate had managed it over the phone. ‘There. All done. Your teeth are in fine fettle, Jonas.’ Marie carefully removed the bib from around the old

  man’s neck and righted the chair. ‘No need to see us again for six months.’




  ‘Excellent.’ Jonas looked at the floor. ‘Marvellous.’




  ‘Although . . .’ Aileen winked at her boss.




  ‘On second thoughts, we need to keep an eye on that incisor. So make an appointment with Lynda on reception, for a fortnight’s time.’




  ‘Bless him,’ said Lynda, cradling a mug of tea in both hands. ‘Most people put off coming to the dentist, but Jonas loves it here.’




  ‘He’s lonely.’ Marie slumped in her turquoise scrubs, crinkly fresh this morning, but now as creased as their wearer. She liked this time of day, when all the patients had gone

  and it was just the little Smile! family together in the reception area. Lynda’s desk sat in the window, and bright plastic seats sat politely around the margins of the room. It was a clean,

  calm space, with no posters of decaying teeth to jar the mood.




  ‘Jonas is a gent,’ said Aileen, raising her Coke Zero in a toast, burly knees a mile apart in white tights.




  ‘Surely he’s undressed you with his eyes?’ Lynda looked archly into her tea.




  Intervening, Marie said, ‘Now, ladies, please. It’s too late in the day to squabble.’ Both her employees could bicker at Olympic levels. ‘Start a nice fresh one in the

  morning.’ Stretching her arms over her head, she let out a yeti-yawn that startled them all.




  ‘You need a nice evening on the sofa.’ Lynda was motherly, despite her boss’s twenty-year head start. ‘No baking for you tonight!’ She lowered her chin, her slanted

  dark eyes stern. Possibly too beautiful to be a dental receptionist, Lynda wore her looks lightly, as if having skin the colour of burnt sugar, eyes that came complete with natural kohl and a smile

  that could charm even Aileen was a meaningless fluke. ‘I’m taking Barrington to that wedding fayre in the town hall.’




  ‘Lucky Barrington.’ Aileen was allergic to wedding talk. Which was a shame, because since Barrington had popped the question, Lynda had just the one topic in her repertoire: her New

  Year’s Day wedding of the decade.




  ‘Is there any point going to a fayre?’ asked Marie, putting her legs up awkwardly along two of the padded plastic seats bolted to the wall. ‘Surely you’ve organised

  everything already.’




  ‘Are you kidding?’ Lynda was scandalised. ‘I haven’t even nailed down the bridesmaids’ thongs.’ She scowled, disappointed. ‘Do you two even listen when

  I talk?’




  ‘Of course we do,’ said Marie.




  ‘Obviously not,’ said Aileen. ‘And, just for the record, I refuse to wear a thong.’ It had surprised both Aileen and Marie when Lynda had asked her co-worker to be a

  bridesmaid. ‘I’m a bridesmaid, not a lap-dancer.’ Evidently, beneath the day-to-day scrapping and the ceaseless bickering, some sort of bond had formed between Marie’s

  staff.




  ‘Let us know if you find a nice bridesmaid’s thong at the town hall.’ Marie was certain she’d never said that sentence before. ‘As for me, I’m afraid I

  have to bake. The Victoria sponge needs to be perfected by Sunday. Robert’s mother is coming over.’




  Crossing herself – she’d met Gaynor – Aileen’s eyes narrowed. ‘Make Robert bake the feckin’ cake. She’s his ma.’




  ‘That’s not the point. I’m on a journey.’ Marie turned her head to the side in an enigmatic pose, to show she was joking. (She wasn’t joking.)




  ‘Journey, my arse,’ said Aileen, with all the poetry for which the Irish are famed. ‘A cake’s a cake.’




  ‘Not when it’s a home-made cake.’ Marie pitied Aileen, marooned in the land of the ready-made and the shop-bought – a land from which Marie herself had only just

  emigrated. Half an hour in a locked room with Mary Berry would sort her out. ‘Love is the added ingredient.’




  ‘She’s right.’ Lynda was inspecting the back of her hair using two hand-mirrors and a great deal of bobbing and weaving. The impressive Afro needed so much care and attention

  it qualified as a pet. ‘I mean, I’m looking for somebody to bake my wedding cake, because I want to know what goes into it. And I want it made with love.’




  Aileen had an idea. This rarely happened, and when it did, nothing good ever came of it. ‘Get this eejit here to make your cake,’ she suggested, gesturing with her thumb in the

  direction of the woman who paid her wages.




  ‘Oh, er . . . well . . .’ Marie sat up, startled.




  ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Lynda, patting her hair fondly one last time before slipping the mirrors into her bag. ‘I want a proper baker. No offence,’ she said, as an

  after-thought.




  ‘None taken. I’m only a beginner. I couldn’t tackle a wedding cake.’ Especially for the type of perfectionist bride who had demanded a menstrual forecast from her maid of

  honour. ‘At the moment I’m baking for the family. Well . . .’ She recalled the kids’ robust refusal to taste last night’s effort. ‘For Robert, really.’




  ‘Why bother baking for him, when any minute now he’ll have an affair and break your heart?’ Aileen was sorry to break the news. ‘It’s a fact: 102 per cent of

  married men leave their wives for a younger woman.’




  The cheep of her mobile interrupted Marie’s defence of her husband’s morals. She read out a message from him: Won’t be home until 9.




  ‘See? Having an affair.’ Aileen was smug.




  ‘He’s at his monthly staff meeting.’




  ‘Having an affair at his monthly staff meeting.’ Another cheep. ‘Eh?’ Puzzled, Marie read out: Good God! Caroline is sucking




  ‘Having an affair and live-messaging it.’ Even Aileen was taken aback at how low men could sink.




  ‘Who are you texting?’ Despite Caroline’s statement shoulders, strong perfume and really big Big Hair, she’d somehow managed to sneak up behind Robert

  as they took their seats in the meeting room.




  ‘Just the wife.’ Robert hoped his colleague hadn’t read her own name. Watching her suck up to the Chief Buyer yet again had made him forget that he needed to keep his wits

  about him in the meeting room: it was a jungle, and he was a hunter. Or maybe he was a wounded gnu. He’d forgotten which. (Robert tended to over-dramatise his job.)




  ‘The wife?’ Caroline repeated it loudly, making sure all the buyers and buyers’ assistants heard. ‘You’ll be calling her “the little woman”

  next.’




  ‘Her indoors!’ laughed Jerry, the linens buyer, who had a stye and had disliked Robert since they’d been tied together in the sports day three-legged race and lost to two

  work-experience girls.




  ‘The ball and chain!’ said the new cosmetics buyer, who was straightforwardly beautiful and was fancied by all the men and distrusted by all the women.




  ‘Settle down, guys.’ Magda, Chief Buyer and Empress of All (not her official job title, but clearly how she saw herself), tapped on the long, pale table with her pencil.

  ‘Let’s get down to business.’




  The chirrup of a mobile phone broke the respectful silence. ‘Sorry!’ Robert silenced it and read: Forgive me for asking but just WHAT is Caroline sucking? His giggle earned

  one of the Empress’s glares.




  ‘Perhaps you can start, Robert. How’s the new Danish line doing?’




  Relieved to have good news to share, Robert launched into the facts and figures of his recently launched cutlery range. The reputable, established chain of department stores they all worked for

  was well loved, but suffering an image crisis: consumers saw Campbell & Carle as ‘fuddy-duddy’. As silverware buyer, commissioning a new cutlery design from a

  ‘happening’ Danish design firm was Robert’s baby; had it bombed, it would have been his fault. He knew Magda well enough to realise that she’d take the lion’s share of

  his success, but that went with the territory. Concluding his spiel with ‘And of course we’ve had plenty of press and mentions in the style mags’, he nodded to the junior in

  charge of the PowerPoint slide show, who clicked through an impressive number of articles featuring the sinuous new cutlery.




  ‘Nice,’ murmured Magda. From the Empress, this was high praise; she would describe a shrieking orgasm as ‘acceptable’.
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