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For all the Nells in this world









None of us want to be in calm waters all of our lives.


Jane Austen, Persuasion


Rubber gloves and determination can solve anything*


Cricket, Confessions of a Forty-Something F##k Up










The Rules to Life


1. There are no rules.










Prologue


Hi, I’m Nell, and welcome to MORE Confessions of a Forty-Something F**k-Up, the podcast for any woman who wonders how the hell she got here, and why life isn’t quite how she imagined it was going to be.


It’s for anyone who has ever looked around at their life and thought this was never part of The Plan. Who has ever felt like they dropped a ball, or missed a boat, and is still desperately trying to figure it all out while everyone around them is baking gluten-free brownies.


But first a disclaimer: I don’t pretend to be an expert in anything. I’m not a lifestyle guru, or an influencer, whatever that is, and I’m not here to sell a brand. Or flog a product. I’m just someone struggling to recognize their messy life in a world of perfect Instagram ones and feeling like a bit of a fuck-up. Even worse, a forty-something fuck-up. Someone who reads a life-affirming quote and feels exhausted, not inspired. Who isn’t trying to achieve more goals, or set more challenges, because life is enough of a challenge as it is. And who does not feel #blessed and #winningatlife but mostly #noideawhatthefuckIamdoing and #canIgoogleit?


Which is why I started this podcast . . . to tell it like it is, for me anyway. Because Confessions is a show about the daily trials and tribulations of what it’s like to reach a point in your life when you thought everything would be sorted, only to discover it’s the opposite. It’s about what happens when shit happens and still being able to laugh in the face of it all. It’s about being honest and real and telling it like it is. About friendship and love and disappointment. About asking the big questions and not getting any of the answers. About starting over, when you thought you would be finished already.


In these episodes I’ll also be talking to ordinary women who are quietly doing their thing but are no less extraordinary. In these honest and heart-warming conversations, we’ll be sharing with you all the sad bits and the funny bits. We’ll be talking about feeling flawed and confused and lonely and scared, about finding hope and joy in the unlikeliest of places, and how no amount of celebrity scented candles and smashed avocados are going to save you.


Because the message is clear: feeling like a fuck-up isn’t about being a failure, it’s about being made to feel like one. It’s the pressure and the panic to tick all the boxes and reach all the goals . . . and what happens when you don’t. Because it doesn’t matter whether you’re twenty-something, forty-something or eighty-something, on some level, in some aspect of your life, it’s so easy to feel like you’re failing when everyone around you appears to be succeeding.


So, if there’s anyone out there who feels any of this too, this podcast will hopefully make you feel less alone and remind you we’re all in this together.


And things are always better together.










JULY


#lifegoesbacktonormal











The Second Half of the Year Day


I can’t believe it. 


According to Google, today is the 182nd day of the year. Which means we’re exactly halfway through. Already! Time to look back and take stock of all those resolutions you didn’t make and goals you didn’t achieve. (Or is that just me?) More importantly it marks exactly eighteen months since I kissed Edward on New Year’s Eve and fell in love, not just with the man, but with my life. My messy, flawed, perfectly imperfect life. And for a brief moment everything felt sorted.


For like, two seconds.


Because if ever there was a lesson that life doesn’t go to plan, no sooner had I finally managed to turn mine around, the world was struck by a global pandemic and everything changed overnight. It was surreal and scary. Collectively we lost loved ones, we missed our friends and family, we home-schooled and baked banana bread and clapped for carers. All the while enduring endless lockdowns, Zoom quizzes and a social media feed overflowing with Hollywood celebs singing ‘Imagine’ and doing the #stayathomechallenge. As if staying at home wasn’t a challenge enough.


To add insult to injury, we also ran out of loo roll.


#imaginetheresnoloorollitseasyifyoutry.


In eighteen months, A LOT happened. Yet, conversely, in my world, a lot un-happened. Normal life was cancelled along with the West End production of Monty’s play that I’d edited and my new newspaper column. ‘Sorry, Stevens, but now is not the right time to be launching a new column,’ Sadiq, my editor, had grimly told me over the phone. ‘I need to keep you at the coalface, as it were, writing obituaries.’ I also lost a big sponsorship deal for my podcast, and with it, some much-needed income. 


In many ways it felt a lot like I’d gone right back to where I started all those moons ago when I’d moved back to London from America after everything fell apart. Any social life I had went out of the window, I couldn’t visit The Parents (though this time it had nothing to do with them Airbnbing my old bedroom) and as for my love life . . . Well, let’s just say it’s difficult to have a romantic relationship when you’re socially distancing.


And no, believe me when I say this, you can’t do everything on Zoom.


Yet despite all the setbacks, I have so much to be grateful for. In fact, during the last eighteen months my daily gratitude lists got longer and longer. When times got tough I counted my blessings. And not just the big, life-or-death stuff, like our amazing NHS, or being healthy, or keeping my loved ones safe. But all the other things, like, for example:


1. My listeners. 


Emerging red-faced from underneath my duvet, which is draped over my airer, I yank open the rickety old Victorian sash window and stick out my head to get some much-needed air.


It’s Friday evening and I’ve just finished recording the latest episode of my podcast underneath the makeshift soundproofing tent that I’ve rigged up in the corner of my tiny living room. Despite losing the sponsorship deal, my audience has continued to grow and I’m so grateful to be getting more downloads than ever.


When I first started my podcast, a couple of years ago, I thought I was the only one who worried life wasn’t going to plan, but it seems during these troubled times a lot of listeners have identified with the confessions of a forty-something fuck-up. Because of course, I can still feel like a fuck-up. That’s one thing that hasn’t changed. Even in a pandemic, I think I was the only person who failed to learn a language or write a novel or give Bake Off a run for its money with all that banana bread and sourdough.


But seriously. No, I am being serious.


Because, honestly, for the most part I’m just someone stumbling through life and making it up as I go along. It’s like the older I get, the less I know. My life still doesn’t resemble what society would have us believe my life should look like. Never married. No children. Zero interest in yoga and making ceramics. Not one photo of me on social media killing it in a bikini. I’m still asking the big questions and struggling to find the answers and for every win, I still have my wobbles and challenges and demons yapping at my ankles.


In fact when we weren’t allowed guests into our homes The Fear was a regular visitor. I didn’t tell a soul, but I should’ve known it would break lockdown rules.


That said, who hasn’t felt any of that during the last eighteen months?


Trying not to lean too far out of the window, as I’m two storeys up, I draw in a deep lungful of potted geraniums, traffic fumes and Thai food from the cafe across the street that has just reopened. But now summer has arrived, restrictions are being lifted and things are finally returning to normal.*



2. Not having to share a bathroom.



OK, so getting back to basics.


Turning away from the window, I check my watch. Crikey, is it that time already? I need to get ready. Hurrying into the bathroom, I get undressed and jump in the shower. Steam quickly rises. I love a long, hot shower. The longer and hotter the better. Which is just one of the reasons I love having my own bathroom.


When I first moved back to London, I couldn’t afford the sky-high rents for my own flat, not even with the help of a loan from dad, so I found a spare room to rent online. That’s how I met Edward; it was his spare room. However, there was no spare bathroom, which meant sharing a flat with Edward also meant sharing the bathroom and it was always fraught. I was forever getting told off for using all the hot water and taking too long in the shower. Then there was the time I nearly killed him when I took a lovely, relaxing bath with my essential oils and didn’t clean it afterwards, and he slipped taking a shower.


And don’t even get me started on The Loo Roll Wars.


Shampooing my hair, I give a little shudder. Thank God we weren’t living together during the toilet-roll shortage, when everyone got FOMO and started panic-buying and supermarkets began rationing. It doesn’t even bear thinking about. Knowing Edward, he would have probably had me cutting up newspaper into little squares to use instead. Well, he does love to recycle. 


Rinsing my hair, I stand for another five minutes, relishing the feeling of hot water blasting and the relief that no one is going to tell me off for getting hair down the plughole,* before turning it off and reaching for a towel. Rubbing on body lotion, I quickly get dressed. Cotton dress. Flip-flops. Smear of lip gloss. After so many months spent in sweatpants, my hair in a messy bun, I’m out of practice when it comes to getting ready to go out on a date. 


With my hair still damp, I pad into the living room and start hunting for my phone. But it’s not just having my own bathroom that I love. It’s having my own everything. Grabbing a cushion, I look underneath it, then give it a quick plump. Who would’ve thought plumping cushions would be such an act of joy? Every time I do it, it makes me smile like a loon. I grab another. Because they aren’t just scatter cushions from IKEA, they’re my scatter cushions from IKEA. I got to choose them, along with the sofa I’m stylishly arranging them on, just like you see in all those glossy home magazines.


OK, so admittedly I don’t have the big fancy house, or bi-folding doors into the garden (or a garden, for that matter), or empty acres of countertop space (though, let’s be honest, we all know they’ve stuffed everything in the cupboards for the photos and really it’s chaos on those kitchen counters), but a tiny flat the size of a postage stamp – but it still gives me such a buzz of pride to think I’m a homeowner.


After so many years spent renting rooms and sharing bathrooms and staying with friends and moving in with boyfriends and making up sofa beds and arguing with landlords over deposits (though I have to say, Edward was very good about that) I finally get to own my own place. It’s all mine. Well, mine and the bank’s and the shared ownership scheme’s.


And, like every man likes to point out, size really isn’t important.


3. My iPhone.


After searching for several minutes, I eventually find it in a coat pocket. I feel a beat of relief. OK, so I know it’s a bit materialistic to be feeling thankful for an electronic gadget that, frankly, we’re all addicted to, but it’s been a lifeline when I couldn’t see family or friends.


I notice I’ve got several unread messages. I’m on a WhatsApp group chat with my friends, Fiona, Holly and Michelle. We’ve been trying to arrange to meet up to celebrate the much-awaited Freedom Day. I can’t believe it’s been over a year since we all got together. They’re all married with children and it was hard enough arranging to see each other before the pandemic, what with babysitters and nap times and after-school activities. Luckily, my phone’s kept me connected.


Grabbing my house keys, I race out of the flat. 


Sometimes a little too connected. 


‘So we’re Zooming at nine,’ instructed Mum when she’d FaceTimed me earlier. ‘On the dot. Don’t be late. Your father’s included a new round this week. Guess the age of the actor, but in Roman numerals.’


I’d groaned inwardly. Mum still hasn’t got the memo that no one is doing Zoom quizzes any more. With the lifting of restrictions had come a national sigh of relief that we can now escape our living rooms and the weekly trivia night with relatives we normally only see once a year, at Christmas. Unlike now when Auntie Verity, who lives in Spain and drives Dad bonkers, and Mum’s cousin Fred who refuses to wear his teeth, are in my living room every Sunday.


‘Don’t you think that maybe we should stop doing the quiz now—’


‘Stop?’ Mum had looked aghast. She was wearing her sequin top, hair blow-dried.


‘Well, I was just thinking, now things are going back to normal.’


‘But we do it every week. As a family.’


And now she looked hurt. And I felt guilty.


‘Philip! Come and speak to your daughter. She says she’s leaving . . .’


Oh God. Mum’s gone all Empty Nester on me. 


‘I didn’t say that exactly—’ I began, but I was cut off as Dad’s face loomed large on the screen. 


‘Hello, love.’


‘Hi, Dad.’


We grinned at each other. We both knew what each other was thinking. That’s one of the many things I love about my dad, the ability to have a whole conversation without actually saying a word. 


‘You look well.’


‘Your mother says I need to lose weight,’ he grumbled. 


‘Don’t we all,’ I commiserated, my hand instinctively going to my waistband. 


Thing is, I’d started out with good intentions. During the first lockdown, I was doing PE sessions with Joe Wicks in my living room, along with the rest of the country. I’d felt inspired. Determined. Motivated. The sun was shining, my feed was full of celebs posting fitness videos and dance routines and healthy-eating regimes and I was embracing it whole-heartedly.


One minute I was working my triceps with Davina, the next I was disco dancing in my kitchen with Sophie Ellis-Bextor. And it was quinoa with everything.


But gradually the novelty had worn off. The lockdowns wore on. Summer turned into winter. I twisted something. I couldn’t focus. I felt exhausted but couldn’t sleep. Overwhelmed and anxious, I’d started comfort eating. But it gave me no comfort. Whilst everyone around me was #livingtheirbestlockdownlife I would lie on the sofa eating cheese puffs and doom scrolling.


Forget Couch to 5K, it was couch to the kitchen cupboards and back again. 


Which probably explains why, as the world is opening up again, I am not rocking a kick-ass yoga body like my friend Liza in LA, but emerging blinking into the light, two years older, fifteen pounds heavier, wearing elasticated waists and thinking WTF.


‘She’s put me on another one of her diets.’


‘I have not put you a diet!’ I could hear Mum yelling in the background. ‘It’s a healthy-eating plan that’s mostly plant-based.’


‘Plant-based.’ Dad shook his head in disgust. ‘Honestly, what does she think I am? A bloody vegan?’


I stifled a smile and nodded sympathetically.


‘I’ll have you know it’s full of superfoods!’ Mum came back into view, the top of her hair-sprayed head reappearing behind Dad’s, and there was a bit of a tussle over the iPad. ‘If you don’t believe me, ask Alexa!’


During lockdown, my parents got an Amazon Echo and it’s been like having a new member of the family. I’ll be on the phone to Mum, having a conversation, and she’ll interrupt me to ask Alexa her opinion, or tell her to do something. Once I overheard Dad on his way out to his allotment, pausing to ask her if he needed a coat.


‘Hi Carol, what can I do for you?’ chimed Alexa cheerfully.


‘Leave Alexa out of it,’ Dad replied crossly.


It seemed Alexa was also being used to settle arguments.


‘I’m just worried about your health, that’s all. I don’t want anything to happen to you, not after last time . . .’


A while back Dad was in a car accident and we nearly lost him. We rarely talk about it, but you never forget something like that. It changes you. As Mum’s voice caught in her throat, I watched his face soften. 


‘Is that what all this is about?’ Pulling her towards him, he kissed her affectionately. ‘In that case, I’ll eat as many superfoods as you want, love.’


My parents have been married for nearly fifty years and the secret to a long relationship appears to be deep affection and irritation in equal measure.


‘So we’ll see you at nine,’ she said, turning back to me.


Resistance was futile. ‘On the dot.’ I nodded, then braced myself for what was coming next.


‘Will Edward be joining us?’


Mum asked me this every week, and every week I had to make an excuse.


‘No, he’s busy.’


‘Again?’ She frowned into the camera. ‘He’s always busy.’


‘He’s working.’


‘On a Sunday?’


Oh God, this was ridiculous. I was going to have to tell her the truth. 


Just not right now.


‘Sorry, you’re breaking up—’


Another wonderful thing about iPhones, is you can pretend the Wi-Fi signal is weak and you can’t hear someone.


‘I’m losing you, I better go—’


But of course Mum’s not going to be deterred by something as trivial as a weak Wi-Fi signal, real or not, and launches into one of her stories about someone I don’t know who has died, apparently caused by working on a Sunday. Fortunately Dad gets the message.


‘All right, bye love.’


‘Bye Dad, bye Mum.’


‘Sorry, I’m having trouble with that,’ chimed an electronic voice.


‘Bye Alexa.’



4. Date night. 



It’s a gorgeous evening and outside the streets are busy. Heading away from the river, I climb upwards, past pavement cafes and restaurant terraces and beer gardens filled with people making the most of their newfound freedoms. It’s heartening to see the city coming back to life.


After a few minutes I reach the top of Richmond Hill, which offers the most stunning view. I swear, you’d never think you were in London. Beneath me the trees and meadows sweep away with the River Thames as it winds its way towards the horizon. I once read it’s the only view in London covered by an Act of Parliament. Lucky, as it’s my favourite. Which is why we’ve arranged to meet here.


In front of me there’s a wide gravelled path lined with benches, all of them filled with people enjoying both the view and drinks from the local pub. I cast my eyes along them, searching out his face as I continue walking. I feel a slight flutter of anticipation and excitement. He must be here somewhere.


And then I spot him. Just before he spots me and jumps up excitedly, licking my face and covering me in slobbery kisses.


‘Arthur! Hello, boy!’


Arthur might be a dog but he’s the size of a small pony and he almost knocks me over with his enthusiastic greeting.


‘Someone’s pleased to see you.’


In the middle of being bashed by Arthur’s tail, I look down to see Edward sitting on the bench, smiling at me, his dark wavy hair falling over his glasses. He stands up and gives me a kiss. ‘He’s not the only one.’


‘Hi,’ I grin, kissing him back. ‘You smell nice.’


‘It’s my new organic shower gel. Citrus and ginger.’


‘Mmm,’ I nod approvingly.


‘Bit pricey, but I thought I’d push the boat out, what with it being date night.’


Edward says this with a completely earnest expression and I resist the urge to tease him. He takes our date nights very seriously. Instead, I wrap my arms around his waist as he gives me a hug. I’ll never take hugging for granted again.


Date nights were originally Edward’s idea. As a couple who don’t live together, it had been hard to keep the romance alive during lockdown,* so once a week we’d get out of our respective flats and comfy clothes and meet up for a bike ride, or a walk along the river, or a picnic in the park.


Spending time together got easier after the government introduced support bubbles and I could join Edward’s. Though, to be honest, there was rather a lot of bubble, bubble, toil and trouble from Mum who wanted me to join theirs, and Fiona, who said my god-daughter was desperate to see me, though I have a sneaking suspicion it was more Fiona who was desperate for help with childcare after her nanny went back to Brazil. As my friend Cricket said, single, childless women who live alone have never been so popular.


‘So, shall we have a drink?’


‘Have you ever known me to say no?’ I laugh as we break apart, then glance across the street at the local pub where there’s a long line forming out of the door. ‘Damn, have you seen the queue?’


‘How about a gin and tonic?’


‘Seriously, Edward, it’s halfway down the street. We’ll be waiting ages to be served.’


I turn to him, but he doesn’t seem to be listening and has sat back down on the bench and is rummaging inside his backpack. I feel a beat of exasperation. Edward has a dreadful habit of switching off, like my faulty kettle.


‘Not if you bring your own,’ he replies evenly, producing a bottle each of gin and tonic, two glasses and a lemon.


Exasperation is swiftly replaced by a swell of love. My observations of Mum and Dad were right. Irritation and affection. I think it’s the cornerstone of any relationship.


‘Why do you always think of everything?’ I sit next to him on the bench.


‘Be prepared,’ he intones sternly, slicing the lemon with his Swiss Army knife.


‘Huh?’


‘Boy Scouts,’ he explains and I notice he’s even brought ice. Of course.


‘I was banned from the Brownies,’ I counter.


‘Why does that not surprise me?’


‘It was my first day and I was so excited I literally peed my pants. All the other Brownies sitting cross-legged next to me started screaming. Caused quite a scene.’


He laughs and adds a large slug of gin to each glass. Edward always pours large measures. It’s one of the many reasons I love him.


‘So, are you staying at mine tonight?’ he asks as I tickle Arthur, who is sitting sphinx-like on the floor, staring down a squirrel. ‘I don’t have the boys this weekend.’


Since his divorce a couple of years previously, Edward’s teenage sons have continued living with his ex-wife in the country during the week, which made sense as it’s near their school, but spend a lot of the weekends with him in London.


‘Fraid I can’t. I’ve got the Zoom pub quiz at 9 p.m.’


He groans loudly.


‘Don’t worry, I made another excuse for you. Unless you want to join us this week . . .’ I trail off, but already know the answer.


‘You know how much I hate pub quizzes. All those tedious anagrams and close-ups of household items. I’ll never be able to eat a cornflake again.’


‘You don’t eat cornflakes, you eat organic porridge,’ I remind him, but he pretends not to hear me and passes me a glass.


‘What shall we drink to?’ he asks, raising his in a toast.


‘How about Freedom Day?’ I suggest. ‘It’s in a couple of weeks.’


‘How about freedom from your mother’s weekly quiz,’ he quips, only Edward doesn’t quip and I laugh at his straight face. ‘I know, how about to us,’ he says simply, his eyes never leaving mine. ‘And the future.’


For a split second my mind flashes back to when I first moved back to London a few years ago, single, forty-something and heartbroken, and I think how I never thought I’d get here. Unexpectedly I feel a twist of anxiety. I want us to just stay like this for ever, exactly where we are. Just a couple with their dog, sitting together on a bench, enjoying the simple pleasures of a warm summer’s evening, a gorgeous view, stiff drinks and each other’s company. But life’s been on hold for long enough. It’s time to start our lives again.


‘To us and the future,’ I repeat, smiling.


Because the future is always bright. Right?


More things I’m grateful for:




1. The beautiful sunset this evening, because although I’m loving that there’s been less pressure for perfection during the pandemic, since social media got all unfiltered and authentic I quite miss all those sunset shots and seeing what everyone’s having for dinner.


2. Thermal underwear, for saving me and my octogenarian friend Cricket from freezing to death this winter when we could only meet up outside.


3. The mute button (alas my Uncle Fred has still not found it – or his teeth for that matter). OK, so he’s technically not my Uncle, he’s my first cousin once removed, but it’s a bit of a mouthful – especially for Fred; try saying that with no teeth in. 


4. Elasticated waists (see earlier). 


5. Gin and tonics and cheese puffs – a.k.a ‘How to Survive a Global Pandemic’ by Nell Stevens.


6. Nature, for showing us that life goes on when things got really scary. 


7. Feeling secretly relieved when the sponsorship deal for my podcast fell through. As much I needed the money, it didn’t feel right to go into paid partnership with a big beauty brand that profits from telling women it’s bad to age. Because, as Cricket says, the only antidote to ageing is death.


8. All those celebrities who posted selfies of themselves in bikinis in lockdown telling us to #staysafe. Because I felt a lot safer after seeing their bikini selfies.


9. My sense of humour.













No Clapping Matter


On Sunday I get up early to meet Cricket for a walk in Hyde Park. We set off in trainers with good intentions, but the sun is out and so are the deckchairs, so it’s not long before we find ourselves plonked in the stripy cotton hammocks, bare feet in the grass.


‘You know, all this business of ten thousand steps a day was just a marketing ploy anyway,’ she’s saying now, as I sit with my eyes closed, face turned to the skies. ‘It was to sell a pedometer called a Manpo-Kei to capitalize on the success of the 1964 Tokyo Olympics. In Japanese, manpo-kei literally means ten thousand steps.’


‘Wow really? That’s so cool you remember that.’


‘Of course I don’t remember. It was the sixties,’ she snorts. ‘No one who lived through the sixties remembers much of anything. That’s why we have Google.’


I open my eyes and look across to see she’s squinting at her iPhone, still wearing her leopard-print mask, which she refuses to take off.


‘So it’s all nonsense really.’


‘Well, that’s lucky,’ I grin. ‘I don’t think I’m averaging anywhere near that. I spend most of my time in my flat.’


‘According to this, if you go up and down the stairs forty-two times at home you’ll do over a thousand,’ she reads.


‘I’d also need to buy new stair carpet,’ I reply and she looks up at me from her phone and throws her head back with laughter.


It’s good to see Cricket laughing again, even if it is in a mask. While it’s been hard for everyone these past eighteen months, it’s been especially hard for Cricket because her age made her particularly vulnerable. Though, from the outside you’d never have known it. ‘Me! A vulnerable person!’ she’d cried, when she first received the letters informing her she needed to shield at home. ‘I’m not extremely vulnerable! How dare they!’ She was furious and indignant. She was also eighty-something. And while she didn’t seem remotely elderly or vulnerable to me, with her fashionable grey bob, sequined plimsolls and joie de vivre, the harsh statistics showed that she was very much at risk.


When Cricket and I had first met, we were both lost and lonely. She was recently widowed and I’d just broken up with my fiancé and moved back to London. I’d gone to interview her for an obituary I was writing about her late husband, Monty Williamson, a famous playwright. Both trying to start over in lives we didn’t recognize, we struck up an unlikely friendship. Her girlfriends had passed away due to illness and old age and she missed them terribly; mine hadn’t died, they’d just got married and had babies, but I missed them too.


We would meet up regularly. I helped her set up a free community library project, a network of little neighbourhood book exchanges called Monty’s Mini Libraries, in honour of her late husband and she hired me to finish one of her husband’s plays. We even went on holiday together to Spain to scatter his ashes. Despite our difference in age, we had lots in common and our outings were always the highlight of my week. Cricket had a lust for life. Her real name was Catherine, but she’d been nicknamed Cricket as a child because she was so chirpy and it had stuck. She enjoyed doing new things and kept herself busy with various classes and projects and visits to art galleries and museums. And yet, much of it was as a way to cope with her grief.


‘It’s important to always have something in the diary,’ she’d once told me. ‘You need a reason to get out of bed. You need to keep up a routine.’


But then everything got wiped clean from her diary and life became a succession of blank pages. Empty day, followed by endless empty day. Without her daily routine Cricket soon began to suffer. Routine is a funny old thing. It gets such a bad rap. We think of it as dull and predictable and long to escape it. But routine is like a clothes hanger. You hang your days on it and it gives them shape. Without it life has no structure; if you’re not careful it can collapse in a heap on the floor.


Before the pandemic, Cricket had downsized from her rambling old house in Notting Hill. At first she’d loved her smaller flat, which was only around the corner, but now, forced to stay at home it felt claustrophobic. We spoke regularly. Luckily, she had a smartphone and knew how to use it. Still, FaceTime couldn’t compensate for human contact and the isolation soon began to take its toll.


‘It won’t be this wretched virus that kills me, it will be loneliness,’ she’d complained.


She tried to keep her spirits up, but it was tough staring at the same four walls with only the TV for company. She missed Monty more than ever. While every week brought grim news about her contemporaries in care homes. ‘I’m not afraid of death,’ she told me, after attending yet another funeral on Zoom, ‘but I don’t want it to be while I’m standing on the doorstep with a torch, clapping.’


When Christmas was cancelled she lost weight and stopped wearing her trademark red lipstick. I’d never put Cricket down as someone who could appear frail – her life force is so big – but her spirit seemed to diminish. As if she drew oxygen from the outside world, like a plant, and now she was being starved of it.


Watching her fade away on FaceTime, I knew I had to do something.


So we bought thermals. 


People often say their lives are saved by many things; it’s usually something spiritual or meaningful, like getting sober or walking the Camino de Santiago pilgrimage. In Cricket’s case it was saved by thermal underwear from Marks & Spencer. I’m convinced of it. The change was remarkable.


‘Do you think I should join TikTok?’ she’d asked soon after, as we sat outside on opposite ends of a garden bench, obeying the two-metre rule.


It was the depths of winter but, thanks to thermals, we were now able to see each other again. Finding where to see each other had been a bit trickier. Both of us lived in flats and neither of us had our own garden. Cricket had a small balcony but it could only be accessed from inside. And during lockdown, park benches were strictly off limits, unless you were resting for five minutes during exercise. Which isn’t very long when you’re forty-something, never mind eighty-something.


But what Cricket did have was the key to one of the private communal gardens that Notting Hill is famous for. Which meant we could go and sit and have a chat without worrying the police were going to come and arrest us, or we were going to freeze to death.


‘TikTok?’


‘Well, if it’s good enough for a Dame . . .’ 


As she spoke, Cricket straightened up a bit. Apparently she and a certain famous English actress who was also a Dame had both been at The Old Vic theatre company as young actresses.


‘Is it?’


‘Yes, I read about it in the papers. Apparently she’s been doing dance routines with her grandson on TikTok. I watched a few and she’s very good. Obviously.’


‘Obviously.’ I nodded. 


There was still a little bit of, how shall I put it, ‘healthy rivalry’ on Cricket’s part.


‘And you know how much I like to dance.’


I nod, remembering the time I’d taken her to an eighties concert and she had spent the whole evening bopping away, much to my delight and the annoyance of the grumpy woman seated behind her. Such a shame Cricket spilled that glass of red wine on her by total accident.


‘Well, in that case, why not?’ I encouraged. I was determined to be enthusiastic and supportive. Cricket once told me not to worry about growing older, but to worry about becoming dull. She was certainly never that. ‘It sounds like a great idea. Who are you going to do dance routines with?’


She shot me a look.


Actually, on second thoughts.


‘No, no way.’ I shook my head, firmly. ‘Have you never seen me dance?’


‘Nonsense, my dear, you’ll be marvellous.’ She smiled brightly underneath her purple fedora. ‘It will be like Zumba.’


‘I thought you hated Zumba.’


‘No, that was armchair yoga.’


‘Why didn’t you like armchair yoga?’


‘Oh heavens, you should have seen it.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘It was full of old people!’


Thankfully The Winter of Our Discontent, as Cricket came to call it, was now firmly in the past, along with our thermals. We’d finally ditched them as the weather turned warmer and the evenings grew longer and, with the easing of restrictions, we’d taken to meeting up regularly in the park to go for a walk or just to sit and pass the time of day, like we were doing now.


‘How about next time we meet we go to an exhibition,’ I suggest. ‘Now museums and galleries have been allowed to reopen.’


I thought Cricket would jump at the suggestion, but instead she just shrugs. 


‘Yes, maybe,’ she says coolly.


‘There must be lots of things you’re dying to see.’


‘Hmmm.’


I peer across at her in her deckchair but she steadfastly avoids my gaze and pretends to be absolutely fascinated by a jogger stretching his hamstrings.


‘To get out and about again after being cooped up inside for all that time,’ I persist.


‘I am, it’s just—’ She hesitates, then exhales sharply and tuts. ‘I just feel silly admitting it.’


‘Admitting what?’


There’s a pause.


‘That I’m scared of life going back to normal,’ she blurts. ‘There! I’ve said it.’


She gives her shoulders a little shake and looks across at me, pushing her sunglasses on her head, and allowing our eyes to meet. Hers peer out over her mask, red-rimmed and glistening.


‘That’s not silly,’ I say supportively. ‘I think it’s natural to feel a little anxious.’ I think about my and Edward’s toast to the future and how it all feels so uncertain.


‘Well, I’m furious,’ she says crossly, giving a sharp sniff. ‘What on earth would Monty think?’


‘I think he’d be understanding,’ I reason.


She gives a little laugh. ‘You didn’t know Monty. He’d be furious with me too. Life’s for living, he’d tell me. Get out there, my girl. Grab the bull by the horns. This is what we’ve all been waiting for.’


‘I don’t think you’re going to find many bulls in Hyde Park,’ I reply and watch the corners of her eyes crinkle up. ‘OK, so I think you’re smiling, but it’s rather difficult to tell.’


She finally unhooks her mask from her ears to reveal her smile underneath.


‘I never thought I’d get used to having to wear one of these dratted things, and now look at me! I’m nervous not to wear one.’


‘Well, that one is rather snazzy,’ I admit.


‘I got it to match my bicycle helmet,’ she says, looking rather pleased, then sighs. ‘Not that I’ve been on my bicycle for a long time. Too many crowds.’


‘Baby steps,’ I say gently.


For a moment she looks thoughtful. ‘You know, when Monty used to go away touring with his plays I’d miss him terribly at first, but after a while I’d get used to his absence. It became normal. Not having him around the house. So that when he came back it was a bit of a shock. To suddenly find the house filled with his music and cigarette smoke and mess. To find lights left on, doors flung open, red wine rings on the kitchen table . . .’


She breaks off and laughs. ‘Sorry, I’m probably not painting a very good picture of him, am I? But I loved it all really. It just took me a little while to adjust and there was always a difficult period of trying to get used to each other again. It was like being strangers again and not in a good way.’


Listening to Cricket, I can see she’s miles away.


‘We’d argue and I would get upset. It happened at the end of every tour, so much so, I began to dread his return. So Monty decided to give it a name. He called it our “Re-Entry”, like when the space shuttle returns from outer space to the earth’s atmosphere. And somehow, just by acknowledging it, it became less worrying . . .’ She breaks off, remembering. ‘When it was difficult or hard, we’d just say, oh well, it’s to be expected, it’s our Re-Entry. And then we’d laugh about it, and it would all be all right.’


She smiles at the memory and her face brightens.


‘I guess this is our Re-Entry,’ I say, smiling. ‘The whole world’s Re-Entry.’


‘Yes,’ she nods, and I watch her mind returning reluctantly from the past to the present. ‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ 


I’m grateful for:




1. No one ever seeing those TikTok videos, thanks to Cricket not knowing how to upload them. Cricket was a natural but I was terrible at the routines. Seriously, I am never going on Strictly. 


2. Being able to reassure Cricket about her fears, even just a little bit.*


3. Monty, for giving it a name and making it less scary, because Re-Entry is going to be different for all of us.













WhatsApp Group: Freedom Day Get-Together


Fiona


OK, so we still don’t have a plan for 19 July. 


Holly 


What’s happening on 19 July?


Fiona


Freedom Day! The government are lifting nearly all restrictions. 


No more masks or social distancing!


Finally!


Holly


I’ve totally lost track of the days. Are we nearly there yet?


Michelle 


Freddy used to ask that as soon as he got in the car. Now it’s my husband. All he talks about is finally being able to stand at the bar and order a pint. 


Ha ha, trust Max.


Holly 


I’ve just looked at the calendar. 19 July is a Monday. Who celebrates on a Monday?


All the nightclubs are opening at midnight on Sunday.


Fiona 


A nightclub! I can’t remember the last time I was in a nightclub.


Holly


I am NOT going clubbing.


Michelle 


I’m in bed by nine. Who’s awake at midnight?! 


Young people [image: Smiling Face Emoji]


Holly 


And puppies. Coco’s six months but she stilI wakes up in the night. I swear it’s harder than when Olivia was a baby. 


Fiona 


Izzy and Lucas can’t wait to meet her!


I can’t believe it’s been over a year since we all


got together.


I won’t recognize you all!


Holly


I don’t recognize myself [image: Weary Face Emoji]


Fiona 


OK, I’m going to book a table at the pub for lunch next Saturday. 


That way we can bring all the kids.


Michelle 


I thought it was supposed to be Freedom Day? 


Just kidding [image: Grinning Face Emoji]


Edward’s taking his sons to a cricket match.


OK if he comes for a drink later?


Fiona


Of course! 


Michelle


Trust me, if Max has anything to do with it, it will be a liquid lunch. 


Fab. Can’t wait to see you all xx










Friends Reunited


On the Saturday following Freedom Day I wake up in a really good mood. Not just because it’s another gorgeous day and the sun is pouring in through the gap in my blinds. Or because, at long last, all the restrictions have been lifted and life, officially at least, can now return to normal. But because I’m going to see my oldest group of friends.


And I cannot wait! I have been looking forward to this reunion for ages. It’s unfathomable to think we’ve all been living in the same city yet it’s over a year since we all got together. It’s just bonkers. But then over the last eighteen months, time has taken on a weird elastic quality and it feels like both for ever and only yesterday that we all crammed into Max and Michelle’s tiny terrace to eat home-cooked curry, get drunk and celebrate New Year’s Eve together.


Buoyed up by the blue skies and sunshine and the thought of hugging my godchildren, I make my coffee then take it back into the bedroom where I have a quick rootle through my wardrobe. It’s only lunch at the pub, but I’m thrilled to have an excuse to wear some of the clothes that have been hanging untouched for what feels like for ever. Plus, I want to make a bit of an effort as it’s ages since I saw everyone.


An hour later my coffee’s gone stone cold and I’m feeling a tad less excited. Nothing fits. Spaghetti straps are no longer my friend and instead are holding two little pockets of jiggly flesh hostage underneath my armpits. Probably as a ransom for the safe return of my triceps, along with my waist, which appears to have been stolen during lockdown. As for shorts, I’m not sure it’s Freedom Day for these legs.


Saying that, I can’t blame everything on the pandemic. According to all these articles I keep reading, I am now officially in perimenopause. Which sounds like a lovely Caribbean island; one of those exotic, exclusive French-speaking ones frequented by rockstars and supermodels, where everyone wafts around in kaftans and all the furniture is made out of driftwood and shells.


Sadly perimenopause is not an exclusive Caribbean island, but the rather less exotic reality of finding I’m of an age where my hormones are starting to go haywire. Frankly, wafting around in kaftans sounds like so much more fun, which is lucky, as at this rate a kaftan is the only thing that’s going to fit.


Thankfully, I find a pretty floral maxi dress in the back of my wardrobe that’s both flattering and floor-length. God love a maxi dress! It even has cap sleeves. Talk about a win-win. All it needs is pockets and it would be the trifecta of wonderfulness. As for my hair, no amount of blow-drying and products can disguise the fact I’m in desperate need of a cut and some highlights, so instead I stick on a sunhat. Cricket always says hats are like the fourth emergency service, and looking in the mirror, I’m in total agreement.


‘Hola! Qué gusto de verte!’


Fiona is the first to arrive, sweeping into the beer garden, her arms open wide and a huge smile on her tanned face.


‘Since when did you start speaking Spanish?’ I say in astonishment.


‘During lockdown when I got furloughed,’ she replies, coming in for a hug, then hesitating. ‘Are we hugging?’


‘I don’t know, are we?’ I proffer an elbow instead and try not to think about all those months sitting on my sofa eating crisps when I could have been conjugating.


Tucking her swingy blonde hair behind her ear (even during a pandemic, Fiona is no stranger to a professional blow-dry and a great colourist), she frowns, then throws her arms around me.


‘Oh, dame un abrazo!’


‘I suppose that means we are,’ I laugh, hugging her back. Though, frankly I have no idea if that’s what she said as I don’t speak Spanish. Unlike Fiona, who sounds practically fluent. I make a mental note to download the Duolingo app later.


‘It’s so good to see you. You look amazing.’


‘You too.’


‘Auntie Nell!’


Hearing my name being yelled, I turn around to see Izzy hurtling towards us through the tables and chairs, like a ball in a pinball machine. She must have grown a foot taller since the last time I saw her.


‘Oh my, you’re huge!’ I grin, scooping her up, though she’s really quite heavy now. ‘And you’ve lost more baby teeth!’


I’ve seen Izzy with Fiona a few times over the past eighteen months, but not nearly as much as I would like, and every time it’s as if someone pressed the fast forward button and she’s even more grown up. Gone are the cute fairy wings and blonde curls. Now her hair is cut into a bob and she’s sporting a rather cool pair of denim dungarees.


‘I’m seven and a half,’ she says proudly, smiling to show off her new front teeth.


‘Soon you’ll catch up with me,’ I tell her and she giggles loudly.


‘No, I won’t, silly, you’re old!’


Fortunately at this point we’re interrupted by the arrival of Fiona’s husband, David, and Izzy’s brother, Lucas, who appears to have morphed into David’s mini-me more than ever, with their matching spectacles and taciturn demeanours; followed by Holly and Adam, their daughter, Olivia, and new rescue puppy, Coco, on a retractable lead that’s getting tangled up around everything and causing chaos.


It’s messy and loud and exactly the way a reunion between old friends should be. Only this time instead of cheek-kissing, there’s lots of awkward elbow-and-fist-bumping while exclaiming how crazy it’s all been and how grateful we all are to be able to see everyone again.


Because we are all grateful beyond measure, as is everyone who is seeing friends and family and loved ones again for the first time in for ever. And as we move chairs and order drinks and squash around the tables, sharing jokes and catching up and trading affectionate insults, we slip back into it as if we’ve never been apart, while thinking how we’re never going to take this simple act of getting together for granted again.


‘Where are Max and Michelle? Are they coming?’ asks someone after a few minutes.


‘Max texted to say they’re running a bit late.’


‘Well, they have got their hands full now with four . . .’


‘Hang on . . . is that Max?’


We all look over as Max makes his entrance. At least I think it’s Max. It’s hard to tell as he’s hidden underneath various bags, scooters and backpacks, with children hanging off every limb.


He reminds me of one of those one-man bands you see, with various instruments strapped to their back and chest. Only instead of playing a guitar with a base drum on his back and a mouth-organ round his neck, he’s got Tom in a toddler-carrier, Lily and Rose in each hand, Freddy, who’s nearly a teenager, trailing behind him, and a dummy firmly between his gritted teeth.


Forget having a pair of cymbals strapped to his knees, Max looks like he’s on his knees.


‘Sorry I’m late, Michelle had to finish up an order, she sends her apologies and says she’ll be here ASAP.’


‘I saw her new online store, it looks amazing!’


‘Yes, business is booming, she’s now expanded into homewares and soft furnishings.’


Max was made redundant just before the pandemic struck and wasn’t able to find another job. Meanwhile, Michelle got out her sewing machine and started making masks, of all designs and colours. Demand was high and she was inundated with orders, so Max took over the childcare. It was only meant to be temporary, but she’s been so successful, she decided to set up her own business.


‘Wow, that’s fantastic.’


Meanwhile Max still hasn’t found a job so he’s now a stay-at-home dad.


‘It’s great, as I get to spend time with the kids,’ he’s now saying, while making a start on his pint. He downs it in one go.


‘Parenting’s thirsty work,’ jokes Adam.


‘Yes, isn’t it,’ quips Max, coming up for air, though I have to say he seems a bit frazzled as he juggles Tom on his lap, loads up Lily’s iPad, finds Rose’s felt-tip pens and lets Freddy play games on his iPhone. ‘Back in the office, David?’ he asks, looking wistful.


‘The home office,’ replies David and I catch Fiona doing her Big Eyes, the ones she always thinks no one will notice, and the ones that everyone always notices. ‘We had one built in the garden during lockdown.’


‘We’ve never spent so much time together, especially now I’m working from home too. Though I’m on the kitchen table.’ She gives a strained little laugh. ‘But he’s missing his colleagues and can’t wait to get back, isn’t that right, darling?’


‘No, not really,’ says David, rather cheerfully. 


‘Well, I for one can’t wait to get back to work at the museum,’ she says tightly.


‘I’m quite enjoying the change,’ continues David. ‘That commute was murder.’


I glance at Fiona. Forget the commute, she looks like she’s about to commit murder.


‘Now I only have to walk into the garden to do a bit of alfresco Zooming.’


‘Por Dios,’ she mutters and drains her wine glass.


We order another round. 


‘How about you, Nell?’


As more beers and another bottle of rosé appears, the children decamp to the small playground at the bottom of the beer garden, supervised as usual by Freddy, who at twelve-going-on-teenager can no longer be bribed by his dad’s phone and will only take cold hard cash.


‘How’s the podcast going?’ asks Holly, who’s been showing us the estate agent’s brochure of a gorgeous cottage they’ve just put an offer on. After the last eighteen months, she and Adam have decided they’re selling up and moving to the countryside. I’m happy for them but gutted for me. I’m really going to miss them. ‘I loved last week’s episode.’


Now all my friends know I’m the person behind the once-anonymous podcast, I feel a bit like Lady Whistledown in Bridgerton. My secret is out. Luckily, all my friends love it.


‘Thanks. It’s going really great,’ I smile. ‘I’ve got a lot of new listeners.’


‘What about Edward?’


‘Oh, he doesn’t listen to it,’ I laugh, amused at the thought. ‘Edward’s old school. He refuses to listen to any podcasts or do any social media. He says the whole world’s addicted to their phones and keeps threatening to pull out his old Nokia.’


‘No social media? How is that even possible?’


‘He’s right of course,’ nods Adam, not looking up from his phone.


‘Maybe he doesn’t want to hear Nell moaning about him,’ quips Max.


‘Max!’ gasps Michelle, suddenly appearing at his shoulder and swatting him.


‘Oh, hi babe,’ he grins, quickly handing over Tom, who’s delighted to see his mum. Though not, I suspect, as much as Max, who now has both hands free for his beer.


‘I take it you’ve never listened to Nell’s podcast,’ says Michelle loyally. ‘Nell doesn’t talk about Edward, she talks candidly and humorously about life –’ she grins at me across the table ‘– and invites listeners onto the show to share their stories.’


‘Honestly, why is it men always think we’re talking about them?’ tuts Fiona.


‘Because you are,’ grins Max, only this time he receives a look from Michelle that’s so terrifying he looks suitably chastened.


‘Sorry, Nell, I was only joking,’ he apologizes.


‘It’s OK, I’m not offended,’ I grin. ‘Michelle’s right, after I had my friend Cricket on the show, I got so many messages. So I thought why not invite more women on to share their stories? So many of them have said they felt like they didn’t have a voice and being on my podcast gave them a real sense of power.’


‘What about men? Can they share their stories too?’ asks David.


‘Um, yes . . . of course . . . everyone’s welcome,’ I smile, a little taken aback. David always makes me feel a bit intimidated as he’s a partner at this major-league law firm and is both uber successful and uber serious. I didn’t think he even knew I had a podcast.


‘In that case, can I share my knee injury story,’ chimes Max.


‘Argh, Max, no!’ yells the whole table, erupting rowdily into loud groans and hoots of laughter. Trust Max. He just can’t help it. ‘No one else needs to hear the knee story!’


And suddenly the conversation changes direction and we’re back here again, making fun of Max for still insisting he could have turned professional and rivalled Beckham, were it not for his old football injury; old friends with their old jokes and the same old stories. It’s reassuring to see that while so much has changed, nothing has changed.


Yet, something has changed. No longer am I the poor, feckless friend, with nothing to report but her broken engagement, rented room and unemployment. I might not have set up a successful business during the pandemic, become fluent in Spanish, or be moving to an amazing country pad, but I have a job! A boyfriend! My own flat and podcast! A life that warrants exclamation marks!


In fact, sipping my glass of rosé and enjoying the warm, fuzzy glow from the wine, being in the company of my friends, and looking forward to Edward soon arriving, I’m reminded of an article I once read. About how life is like trying to balance a three-legged stool: Career, Relationship, Self. And while I seem to have spent most of mine wobbling all over the place, trying not to topple over, finally, at long last I have all the legs of my life firmly on the floor.


I’m grateful for:




1. Feeling inspired by Fiona to learn a second language. I’ve chosen French as I know a little bit from school and I’ve already whizzed through level one; I’m determined to be fluent in no time!


2. Ice: because the only thing chilled was Max after his fourth pint (is it just me, or is wine never cold enough?).


3. Ibuprofen and a hot water bottle as I put my back out lifting up Izzy.


4. Having someone to laugh and gossip with on the way home. It’s OK being single, but after saying goodbye to everyone, it made a lovely change not going home alone.*













The Morning After


Oh my God, I love him, BUT THE SNORING.


After all that drinking, I’d planned on having a Sunday lie-in, but instead the next day I’m awoken at some ungodly hour by what sounds like a pneumatic drill in my ear. Groggy with sleep, I try to roll over to push him, but I’m pinned to the bed by his heavy body.


‘Shurrup,’ I groan, elbowing him in the ribs.


‘Ouch,’ protests Edward.


‘Stop snoring.’


‘I’m not the one that’s snoring.’


‘Huh?’


I blearily open my eyes to see it’s not my boyfriend, but a huge hairy white lump squashed between us.


‘Arthur,’ I grumble, trying to shove him awake, but he’s lying half across me, dead to the world.


‘Who let him on the bed?’ demands Edward, hoisting himself up on his elbows. He reaches for his glasses on the bedside table.


‘Not me!’ I fib, which is pointless as Edward knows I’m fibbing. I know I shouldn’t, but I let Arthur sleep on the bed when Edward isn’t here, and now he’s got into a bit of a habit.


‘I’ll go make some tea,’ he says, getting up and pulling on his boxer shorts. Leaving me lying in bed feeling a bit sorry for myself. I drank too much wine and I’ve got a bit of a hangover. After a few minutes he brings me in a cup of tea. All is forgiven.


‘Thank you,’ I smile appreciatively.


Edward doesn’t drink coffee, but he does make a really good cup of tea. Exactly the right colour. I once dated someone who made it so weak it looked like washing-up water. We lasted less than two weeks as we soon discovered we had nothing in common. I’ve since wondered if instead of trawling through someone’s dating profile, a good way of finding out if you’re compatible would be to both look at a colour chart of cups of tea to see which one you are. If he’s a weak and milky and you’re a strong, stewed type, the chances are you’re not a match. It’s never going to work.


‘I forgot to bring my toothbrush,’ Edward is saying now, as he squashes onto the bed next to me.


‘I think I’ve got a spare one underneath the sink in the bathroom.’


‘Oh, thanks.’


‘Are you staying here tonight?’


‘Actually I was rather hoping you might come back to mine after we’ve taken Arthur for a walk in the park. I’ve got an early meeting and I don’t have a change of clothes.’


‘I’ve told you to leave things at mine.’


‘I know, but I’m not sure where I’d put them . . .’ He trails off as we survey my tiny bedroom. I just have room for a single wardrobe, which is already stuffed to the brim. Most of my clothes appear to be piled up on a chair. ‘You know, if we moved in together we wouldn’t have these problems,’ he continues.


‘I’m not sure we’ll both be able to squeeze into my flat with Arthur. He takes up the whole bed as it is.’ I laugh.


‘You know he’s not allowed on the bed,’ he grumbles.


‘At your flat, no, but at my flat the rules are different,’ I smile, ruffling his hair. He really does look cute in his square-framed glasses and boxers. Edward runs and does yoga and has not succumbed to the Lockdown 15.*


‘Anyway, I’m not talking about me moving into your flat, I’m talking about you moving into mine.’


‘What, like before?’


‘Well, no, I wouldn’t expect you to be in the spare room.’


‘Edward, that was a joke.’


‘Oh, right, I see, yes of course,’ he nods, then pauses, a deep furrow appearing between his eyebrows. ‘Only, I’m not joking. I’m serious. It makes sense. All this forwards and backwards, to-ing and fro-ing. And financially. Paying two mortgages, two sets of bills, two sets of council tax . . .’


‘You old romantic.’


He colours. ‘I don’t mean it like that. I love you.’


He says it so matter of factly. After a lifetime of complicated relationships, I’m still not used to that.


‘I love you too.’


Leaning my head back against the pillow, I smile sideways at him and his face brightens. He reaches for my hand, slipping his strong, slim fingers between mine, and looks across at me, steadily.


‘Let’s get married.’


I take a gulp of tea, but it’s too hot and burns my mouth.


‘Married? What, now?’


‘Well, we’d get engaged first,’ he says, amused by my expression.


I’m rendered momentarily speechless by Edward’s proposal. I hadn’t been expecting it, which I know seems a bit daft when you think about it, as we’ve been together for eighteen months, but after his divorce I’d presumed he wouldn’t want to get married again and somehow it didn’t feel important.


‘You don’t look pleased.’ Searching my face, Edward’s own looks suddenly doubtful.


‘Of course I’m pleased! I was just expecting tea not a proposal,’ I quickly reassure him.


‘It just feels like the next step,’ he continues.


The. Next. Step.


As his words peg out in front of me, they unexpectedly trigger feelings I thought were dead and buried. I have a sudden, vivid memory of being engaged and pregnant with Ethan, my ex, and all the hope and anticipation and heartbreak that went with it. It comes from out of nowhere and it’s as if someone has squeezed the air right out of my chest. Back then, that’s all I wanted – to be married with a baby – but now things have changed. And I’ve changed with it.


Haven’t I?


‘What about the boys?’ I force myself back to the present.


I’ve grown quite close to Edward’s twin sons, who are lovely, albeit typical messy teenagers who drape wet towels and leave empty cups all over the flat, but it’s all been really casual. I’m just their dad’s girlfriend. Getting married to Edward would change all that. It would make me their stepmum. The thought feels a bit sobering.


‘They love you,’ he says confidently. ‘And anyway, it’s not like we’ll all be living together as they’ll both be heading off to uni soon. They have their own lives now.’


‘Yes. Right.’


I grab hold of myself. Nell, you’re being ridiculous. Edward loves you and you love Edward. You don’t need to worry. Edward isn’t Ethan. Nothing’s going to go wrong. Things are different now. I’m different now.


‘Sorry, I didn’t do that properly, did I? I don’t have a ring or anything—’


Edward looks troubled and, pushing away any doubts, I grab his face between both hands and kiss him. ‘I think you did that wonderfully.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’ I nod and I think how much I love him. ‘But there is just one thing.’


‘Is it about the thermostat for the central heating?’ He looks deadly serious. ‘Because I’m sure we can reach a compromise.’


‘OK, two things.’


He suddenly looks worried.


‘Now you’re going to have to do my family’s Zoom quiz.’


‘On second thoughts, maybe we should think about it,’ he says. His expression is serious, but his eyes flash with amusement.


Grinning, I punch him on the shoulder and he yelps loudly, making Arthur wake up and start barking as he thinks we’re fighting and we both fuss over him, telling him not to be silly. Of course we’re not really fighting. We haven’t moved in together yet.


‘So will you say yes?’


Edward pulls me towards him and this time I don’t hesitate.


‘Yes.’


I’m grateful for: 




1. Do I need to spell it out? Edward and I are getting married!













The Next Day


We tell everyone the good news. Mum still hasn’t stopped screaming.










AUGUST


#rulesaremadetobebroken













FOR RENT



BEAUTIFUL BIJOU FLAT on the first floor of a period conversion. Wonderful location, close to the park and amenities. Furnished and recently decorated. Modern decor and fully equipped kitchen. One careful lady owner who, after years of renting, has enjoyed living in this lovely home and by her own rules, which include stacking the dishwasher any which way she wants and setting the thermostat to twenty-five degrees, but is now happily giving it all up to get married to the love of her life.


Long let (with a six month break clause in case it all goes tits up again)













Outside the Box


‘So on his profile it says he’s six foot one, an architect, has green eyes and dark hair, and his interests including hiking, surfing and volunteering at his local homeless shelter.’


‘Wow, he sounds great.’


‘Oh, and it gets better. He’s a vegan!’


It’s Sunday evening and I’m FaceTiming Liza in LA. Apparently it was International Friendship Day a couple of days ago and she’d just been reminded, so she’d called to say hi. ‘Better than a belated Hallmark card,’ she’d beamed out at me from the screen of my phone, bright sunshine and palm trees swaying in the background. Meanwhile I was at home in my flat, surrounded by packing boxes with the central heating on. I mean, seriously. WTF is it about August and bad weather in England? As soon as the calendar flicks over, it’s less White Rabbit and more Where’s My Bloody Jumper?


Still, a bit of bad weather can’t dampen my mood. Nothing can. I’ve just spent the last five minutes showing Liza my new engagement ring, a small, pink sapphire on my finger. Edward and I had gone to choose it a few days ago from our little local antique jewellers. I liked the idea of something vintage, as did Edward.


‘What better for the environment than a recycled engagement ring?’ I said, grinning, as he put it on my finger in the shop.


He promptly looked stricken. ‘Oh God, should I be on bended knee?’ he replied, and tried to take it off again.


And I laughed and said, ‘Oh God no,’ because whenever I see those staged videos of proposals on the internet, I always think, I would die of embarrassment if someone came down my street with a marching band.


So it’s lucky it got stuck on my knuckle. Art deco rings are very small. Everyone must have had such tiny, delicate fingers back then, unlike my big, bulky-knuckle ones.


But anyway, Liza, like all my friends, is really pleased for me* – everyone, it seems, loves Edward – and now the conversation has turned from rings to sperm.


As you do.


‘Only problem is he’s a Scorpio.’


‘So?’


‘I’m a Taurus. We’re totally incompatible.’


She says this with a completely straight face. Which is fair enough, I’m not averse to reading my horoscope to see how little comes true for guidance or finding comfort in the fact that when everything goes tits up you can blame it all on Mercury in retrograde. But after the last eighteen months, I’m not sure we should be looking for signs from the universe on which to base her decision.


‘What does Tia think?’


‘She really likes the high-school teacher with the strong jaw who has a passion for travelling and spent a year teaching in Malawi.’


‘Oh I loved him.’


‘Me too.’ Lying on a sun lounger in a bikini, she looks suddenly disheartened. ‘But so does every woman. He’s already been reserved.’


So this is how my conversations with Liza go now. It reminds me a lot of when I was online dating and I would trawl through all the different profiles in search of The One. Only now instead of dating profiles, we’re discussing donor profiles. Liza and her girlfriend Tia have decided to have a baby together and are hoping to get pregnant by using donor sperm.


But first they need to choose their donor, and it’s proving difficult. For the past few months, ever since they made their decision to start a family, Liza’s been sharing various profiles with me in their quest to find The One. Which we all know is a dangerous concept. Mr Perfect doesn’t exist, be it as a donor or a date; worse still, by fixating on finding him you miss out on all the Mr Good Enoughs.
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