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CARRIE
One feather too many.
It’s something my mum says, a variation on the old saying ‘the straw that broke the camel’s back’ – an expression she’s never liked. Too graphic, she reckons. Poor camel and all that.
And in this case, it literally is a feather that causes all the bother. A magpie’s tail feather, in fact, which my son Josh and husband Mark pick up in the park and bring home with them.
Granted, it still has that beautiful blue/green iridescent shimmer about it, but that is literally its only redeeming feature. Its best days are definitely behind it by the time it makes it into my kitchen. Instead of being glossy and slick, the barbs are matted together with the saliva of whatever predator detached it from the magpie. Just looking at it makes my stomach lurch.
‘Don’t put that there,’ I snap, as Josh deposits the mangled feather on the countertop just next to where I’m making a pack-up for Mark’s fishing trip this afternoon – cheese and pickle on wholemeal, a banana and a homemade blueberry muffin.
Josh looks at me and I see hurt in his eight-year-old’s eyes. He’s just a little boy really, wanting to show his mum his treasure. Instantly, I regret my tone.
‘It’s just not very hygienic, Joshy,’ I add more gently. ‘You don’t know where it’s been.’
Josh rallies.
‘I do! It’s been in a magpie’s bum, hasn’t it, Dad?’ he says, grinning at Mark, who grins right back.
‘Precisely,’ I continue. ‘So please don’t put it near where I’m making your dad’s sandwiches.’
Mark comes over, gives my entirely featherless bum a little squeeze, kisses me on the cheek and says, ‘Thanks, love. What would we do without you?’
My sentiments exactly.
‘Oh, and don’t forget . . .’ His expression changes to an image of forced casualness, the one he uses when he’s about to remind me of something that he’s actually mentioning for the first time. ‘The lads and me are nipping out for a quick pint this evening. That’s still okay, isn’t it?’
Pop.
That’s the sound of my bubble bursting and with it our cosy evening snuggled up on the sofa with a bottle of wine and Strictly. I swallow down my disappointment. Mark works hard during the week and he deserves some downtime.
But then, so do I.
Mark disappears off to get ready for his fishing and Josh wanders into the garden to kick a ball around. The feather sits on the counter, mangled and bacteria-laden. I study it, my nose wrinkling in disgust. I’m just about to pick it up and drop it in the bin when something stops me. I decide to leave it where it is. Let’s see how long it takes for one of them to move it.
It’s still there on Sunday morning. I’m up first, ironing the school uniforms. I know my family could do it themselves but then the ironing board would be up permanently and I’d rather just get the job finished and out of the way. I buy uniform that’s supposed to look ironed when it comes out of the drier, but it never does, not really.
I’m still at my station when Mum turns up, opening the front door and breezing in without knocking. She settles herself at the breakfast bar and fiddles with the stud in her nose which is a new one, I notice. A milky-blue sphere.
‘Ironing is a waste of a very valuable commodity,’ she says in her ‘wise’ voice like I’m still a teenager. ‘Time. In fact, it’s not just ironing. Most housework. Removing creases and dust, which will both be back within minutes, is pointless and your life is too precious to waste doing it,’ she says. ‘As I may have mentioned before.’
She gives me a gentle eye roll and runs her fingers through her spiky hair, the bangles on her arm jingling as she moves. She’s right. She has. Often.
‘But I like doing it,’ I counter, equally gently. ‘There is something deeply satisfying in creating order where it wasn’t before.’
I gesture at the pile of t-shirts, all beautifully pressed and folded so neatly that they wouldn’t look out of place in a high-end menswear shop.
‘Hmmm,’ says Mum, but she doesn’t argue back. We will never agree on this.
‘Where are the others?’ she asks, flicking the kettle on to make us both a cup of tea.
‘Josh is outside searching for worms for his wormery, Amy is doing her homework and Mark is playing football.’
I say this last part quickly as if it is of very little importance, but it’s no good. Mum’s face tightens.
‘Wasn’t he fishing yesterday?’ she asks.
‘Uhuh,’ I say without meeting her eyes because I know exactly what they will be saying. Nonetheless, I can feel them boring into me. I focus on a particularly tricky corner of a shirt sleeve, pushing the iron carefully into the place where the cuff is attached.
‘And wasn’t there was something on Thursday night too?’
‘That was work,’ I say quickly, aware that I sound more defensive than I need to be.
Mum doesn’t dislike Mark.
She loves him, in fact, she really does.
She just loves me more.
She nods her head slowly, her thoughts crystal clear without the need for any words.
A silence settles between us. Even the hissing of the iron feels judgemental.
‘I know what you think, Mum,’ I say, desperate to defend my choices. ‘But this is my life and it suits me just the way it is. I gave up my job to look after Amy and Josh and now I’m going to do the stay-at-home mum thing to the very best of my ability.’
‘That I don’t doubt,’ Mum says. ‘But both of you made the decision to have kids. Looking after them should be a joint thing.’
‘It is a joint thing!’ I counter quickly. I know I’m treading on eggshells here. Mum got pregnant with me when she was nineteen and then she didn’t see my dad for dust. She brought me up entirely on her own, until she married Lloyd and had my sister Bex. (Lloyd then left her too but that’s a different story.) ‘It’s just that Mark works so hard. He needs some downtime at the weekend.’
‘And what about you?’ Mum asks. ‘Why don’t you need that too?’
‘I get downtime,’ I say.
‘Snatched cups of coffee with your friends and the odd run here and there isn’t what I’d call downtime. You never stop, Carrie. You’re at it morning until night. You’ll wear yourself to the bone. And for what?’
I can feel my hackles start to rise now. Mum and I have been down this path many, many times. My mum lives in a perpetual state of chaos. She doesn’t care about mess, never cleans on principle and doesn’t even own a wardrobe because it would be too bulky to move around with her. Just standing in her kitchen gives me heart palpitations as I worry what might be growing in the gigantic petri-dish that is her fridge.
I am different. I like my house pristine and tidy with everything in its proper place, and if I have to grind myself into the ground to achieve that, then so be it. I suspect this aspect of my personality is something to do with the way we lived when I was a girl, but I don’t find it helpful to examine that too closely. The main point is that our attitudes to our living environments do not align.
‘It’s fine, Mum,’ I say tightly. ‘I’m happy with the way things work.’
She cocks her head at me and raises an eyebrow. We both hear the ‘Whatever’ that she doesn’t say.
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A typical autumn Monday morning in the Bradley household.
I wake up first. I drag myself out from under the duvet and go downstairs, shivering because the central heating can’t quite decide whether October is cold or not and so the radiators are tepid.
I unload the dishwasher. I set the breakfast table, harbouring the hope that at least one of my family members will factor in enough time to eat sitting down. I make packed lunches for each of them, trying hard to balance nutritional value with individual likes and dislikes. I clean Josh’s school shoes. I locate his reading book, sign his homework diary and put them both in his school bag. I pick up the various items of make-up that Amy was experimenting with, replacing lids as appropriate. I hang coats on hooks, put trainers back in the shoe cupboard, collect drinking vessels from the various places they have been abandoned and load them in the dishwasher.
And so each day begins.
I have noticed over the years that the number of morning tasks I complete has increased exponentially with the number of household members. This is okay. I don’t want to sound arrogant, but I am highly competent. Before I gave up work to look after the kids, I was a nurse at one of the teaching hospitals in Leeds, which is not a job for the fainthearted and which requires profound multitasking skills as well as the intrinsic wish to care for others.
By contrast, I’m not sure Mark’s morning routine has altered at all since we had kids. It mainly consists of what he needs to do for himself – shower, dress, eat etc – and he remains entirely on task until he kisses me on the cheek and leaves the house with a promise to return in the evening.
He sits at the table, iPad open on the newspaper app, and eats his Weetabix, oblivious, as the rest of us buzz around him.
‘Mum, have you seen my physics book?’ asks Amy, as she sifts through a pile of papers that Mark needs to look at – which consequently haven’t been touched for weeks – in an increasingly frantic manner.
‘What does it look like?’ I ask.
She throws me one of those ‘did you really just ask that’ looks.
‘Like a physics book. Obviously.’
‘There’s some stuff on the dining table,’ I say helpfully. ‘Don’t know if it was physics.’
Amy tuts at me as if I’m an actual idiot.
‘No! That’s English. I need my physics this morning, first period. It’s due in.’
‘That’s why it’s helpful to pack your bag the night before,’ I say.
‘I did!’ she snaps at me. ‘But I forgot physics.’
I don’t make the obvious comment. There really wouldn’t be any point.
‘Have you looked at the bottom of the stairs?’ I ask instead. ‘There’s quite a pile of stuff there waiting to go upstairs.’
She tuts again and stalks off to look, colliding with Josh on the way.
‘God, Josh. Can’t you look where you’re going?’
Josh looks confused.
‘You walked into me,’ he says, and then glances at me for confirmation. I smile back. He is still my little boy, but I know I’m on borrowed time. One day very soon he will morph into the male equivalent of Amy.
‘What is it today?’ I ask him gently. I’m trying to encourage him to think more independently so that the eventual transition to secondary school won’t be such a challenge.
Josh stands still, his eyes shooting to the ceiling as he does a passable impression of someone thinking. Then he shrugs.
‘PE?’ I offer. ‘So you’ll need . . .’
He races off, crashing into Amy again, this time with a little more force.
‘Josh!’ she shouts after him.
‘Have you found it, Amy?’ I call into the hall.
‘Yes,’ she says. And then under her breath, ‘I wish people would stop moving my stuff.’
I am ‘people’ as I’m the only one that puts anything away.
‘Well, if you’d taken it up to your room in the first place . . .’ I suggest.
‘I knew where it was. And I needed it today. There was no point taking it upstairs,’ mutters Amy.
‘Mum!’ Josh shouts down the stairs. ‘Have you seen my trainers? They’re not in my bag.’
And so it goes on. I don’t need to relay any more. You can see how we roll and you possibly have endured many, many similar scenes yourself. My job is to reunite family members with their lost belongings, and ensure that when they leave the house they have everything they need for the day ahead.
And then, when something is forgotten, it’s also my job to deliver it to wherever it should be, because I do that too, you see. I know that my children should be allowed to fail so they understand the consequences of that. But I gave up my job to be here for them. If I was still working at the hospital I wouldn’t be able to bring forgotten items to them, but as I’m not then I can. And I do.
Mark, who appears to have been zoned out of the various conversations with our children, stands up decisively, puts his bowl and cup in the dishwasher and disappears off upstairs without a word. He’s not a morning person.
Amy’s yoghurt pot, complete with spoon, sits in the middle of the counter. The spoon has altered the pot’s centre of gravity and tipped it over on its side where the yoghurty lid that she didn’t bother to throw away has left a sticky smear. I wipe it up.
Mark returns downstairs bringing with him the minty scent of toothpaste mingled with the citrus notes of his aftershave, a combination that would have me chasing him back upstairs if circumstances were different. Sadly, the children are present, and he’d be late if I did any chasing, so he leaves for work.
‘See you tonight,’ he says, planting a tender kiss on my forehead and then he’s gone.
I take a deep breath.
‘Right, you two! Amy, you should have left. Josh, we’ve got five minutes. Have you found your PE trainers?’
Five minutes. Long enough to make and eat a piece of toast because we all know that it’s actually closer to ten and even that has a couple of minutes’ buffer built into it. My children are never late for school. Not if I have anything to do with it at least.
I have Nutella on my toast. It’s a special treat. Don’t tell anyone.
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It’s a fifteen-minute walk to Josh’s school from our house, and on the way we generally pick up Marie-Claude and Odile from their place two streets down from ours.
Marie-Claude and I met in the doctor’s surgery when we were pregnant with Odile and Josh. I struck up a conversation with her about my cravings for brie and raspberry jam sandwiches (of which she didn’t approve) and we’ve been friends ever since.
Marie-Claude is French and you can tell this about her just by looking at her. She’s long-limbed and willowy, and her clear skin is dotted with a handful of freckles in all the right places on her quite large nose. Her eyes fluctuate between green and grey depending on what she’s wearing, she has full kissable lips and mid-length mid-brown hair with caramel highlights that look like the sun worked hard to get them there. Everything she wears hangs off her elegantly. Her trousers are always the most stylish length and her scarves behave like tame snakes, knowing exactly where to drape themselves and then staying put no matter what the weather throws at her.
By rights, I should hate her. She makes me feel a little bit inadequate every day. But this isn’t her fault and so I don’t blame her for it. Plus, she makes me laugh.
This morning, Marie-Claude is wearing battered cropped jeans, an oversized sweatshirt and trainers, yet she still looks like she just stepped off a catwalk somewhere. This French sense of style has been handed down to Odile who, despite being dressed identically to Josh in grey trousers and a red school sweatshirt, manages to make it look like haute couture. I have no idea how she does that but have concluded that it’s something to do with self-assurance and mindset.
They are waiting for us on the pavement outside their house.
‘Good morning, Josh,’ calls Marie-Claude as we approach. Her English is excellent considering she only moved here when she was pregnant with Odile, but her accent sounds exactly like someone doing a comedy impression of a French person. When I first met her, I found myself copying it by accident when I spoke to her, because it is so deliciously French. Now though we manage to converse without me slipping into Franglais.
‘Morning,’ replies Josh with his best ‘winning’ smile, the one that makes me want to run my hand through his shaggy blond hair just to show that he’s my boy.
‘How are you today, Odile?’ I ask to balance the books.
Odile is only eight so possibly what I’m about to say isn’t fair, but sometimes it’s as if she feels speaking to me is beneath her. There’s more than a touch of the supercilious about her, though I’m sure she’ll grow out of it. She is polite though, and smiles at me beatifically.
‘Fine, thank you, Carrie,’ she says. ‘Although Maman thinks I may have a touch of la grippe.’
She even talks like a mini Marie-Claude. My schoolgirl French reminds me that la grippe is the flu and I raise an eyebrow at Marie-Claude who gives the tiniest shake of her head and the merest hint of an eye roll. Odile has a tendency towards the dramatic.
The kids skip on ahead leaving us grown-ups to fall into step behind them.
‘Nice weekend?’ asks Marie-Claude.
Was it? I can’t really remember. I struggle to think back, but all I can recall is a long succession of household tasks.
‘Yes. Not bad,’ I say, which isn’t a lie really. ‘You?’
‘Ah yes. We went to a place where you ride zip wires. In Wales.’
‘Wow!’ I reply, genuinely impressed. This wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. And yet part of me wasn’t surprised. Their weekends generally contained the unexpected.
‘It was great! They strap you to the wire and you fly through the air like this . . .’ She makes a zooming motion with her hands. ‘Like a . . .’ She pauses to think of the word. ‘A bomb that they shoot out of boats.’
‘A torpedo?’ I supply.
She gives me her signature Gallic shrug.
‘Oui, maybe. Anyway. It was amazing, wasn’t it, cherie?’
Odile turns round and gives us a thumbs up.
My heart sinks a little. I would love to spend our weekends exploring the country and doing exciting things like Andy and Marie-Claude do, but there never seems to be time. Saturdays and Sundays simply absorb the day-to-day stuff until they are fully saturated and there isn’t a spare centimetre for anything out of the ordinary to squeeze in.
‘Don’t you ever want to spend a weekend at home?’ I chance but I already know the answer.
‘We’re at home all the week,’ she says. ‘Why would we want to be there at the weekend also?’
This, I concede, is a very good point. I feel the need to defend myself even though there’s been no hint of any criticism.
‘You’re so lucky,’ I say. ‘Our weekends are always so packed, what with Josh’s football and Amy’s cheerleading.’
These two activities account for about three hours all told.
‘And Mark is so busy,’ I add weakly. ‘So, you see, there really isn’t any time left to go very far.’
We’re walking side by side, so I don’t have to meet Marie-Claude’s eye which is handy because she misses precisely nothing. She could ask me what I did all weekend as I’ve only mentioned the rest of my family, but mercifully she lets that go.
However, I feel the need to justify our dull weekends, so I add, ‘We’ve got a trip coming up soon though. We’re going to Mark’s parents’ place in Whitby for half term. I’m really looking forward to it. I feel like we could all do with some time away and Whitby is so gorgeous. Fossil hunting, and fish and chips and paddling in the sea.’
‘This will be nice,’ she says, although I’m not sure any of those things are on her bucket list. ‘Are Mark’s parents going too?’
‘Mercifully not,’ I reply with a smirk.
Josh is on his knees on the grassy verge playing with a cat while Odile looks on. His trousers will be filthy before he gets anywhere near school. But at least he’s happy.
‘Got much on this week?’ I ask Marie-Claude.
She designs and makes silver jewellery from home, a skill she first learned at night school and then went on to turn into a business.
She blows out her lips. ‘Christmas,’ she says as if that one word explains everything. Which it does.
‘I’m really busy this week,’ I say, even though she hasn’t asked. ‘We’re thinking of redoing the kids’ bedrooms so I need some serious time on Pinterest, to get some ideas together. I saw some really cool . . .’ I stumble over what I’ve seen because obviously I haven’t seen anything.
But then Josh comes to my rescue. He’s found a worm drowning in a puddle and is trying to flick it out to safety. Odile isn’t best pleased.
‘Josh, don’t do that,’ I say, meaning splash the water.
‘But it’ll drown,’ he says. ‘I have to save it.’
He flicks again, this time with a stick he’s found. The worm catapults out of the puddle and lands lifeless on the grass verge. Odile is squealing and Josh’s clean jumper is freckled with little brown spots of muddy water.
‘Happy Monday,’ I say to Marie-Claude with a heavy air of irony.



4
It’s not quite true that I don’t do anything other than housework with my time. One morning a week I volunteer at the old folks’ home down the road. The residents can be a cantankerous bunch, but most of them are okay once you get to know them and they have extraordinary stories to tell once they start talking. All you have to do is make the time for them. Just like the rest of us, I suppose.
Tree Tops Residential Home is a family-run care home that strives to provide a comfortable, compassionate and safe environment for its guests. That’s what it says on its website, at least, and it’s not that far off the truth.
The home is managed by my friend JayJay. I met JayJay the same way I met Marie-Claude – through the kids. She also has a son in Josh’s year, but our paths crossed not in the playground but on a chilly touchline. Josh and Marco both play football for the local under-nines team, and the first time I saw JayJay she was bouncing up and down and screaming at the referee at the top of her voice, gloved index finger pointing violently at an opposing player.
Now, I want Box Hill Juniors to succeed as much as the next woman, but JayJay takes competitive to a whole new dimension. Woe betide anyone who does anything that might prevent the boys from winning. I remember shrinking into my puffa jacket when I first saw her let rip, hoping that no one thought all the mothers were like that. But then, when I saw how passionate she was about the team and how tenacious she could be when she had to be, my respect for her grew and grew. Now I love her to pieces, although I definitely wouldn’t want to get on her wrong side.
Marie-Claude doesn’t get football or why anyone would be interested in it, let alone passionate about it, and so is at the opposite end of the spectrum to JayJay. I suppose I fall somewhere between the two of them, which is one of the reasons why our little friendship trio works so well.
Anyway, JayJay was looking for volunteers to spend time chatting to the residents at Tree Tops because the carers are run off their feet and I said I would help. I do whatever the residents need. Sometimes I chat, sometimes I read to them, sometimes we play scrabble or cards (although you have to keep a close eye because a couple of them cheat extremely well) and sometimes I just sit and hold their hands. I like it because it’s a bit like the nice parts of my old job as a nurse, which I miss, and it also makes me feel like I’m actually making a difference, which is something sorely lacking in other parts of my life.
After I say goodbye to Marie-Claude, I walk round to Tree Tops – that’s half my ten thousand steps for the day right there. It’s an elegant-looking Victorian villa set in beautiful gardens with grand steps up to the front door and huge bay windows on either side. They’ve built a modern block out the back but you can’t see that from the road.
Methuselah, the care home cat, is basking in the autumn sunshine on the front steps and I stop to give him a stroke. He’s black and white and must be part Maine Coon or something because he’s huge. He rubs his head into my hand appreciatively and purrs so loudly that it’s more pneumatic drill than purr.
Once inside, I stick my head around JayJay’s office door to say hello but she’s on the phone. She waves at me and gives me a thumbs up and then turns her attention back to whoever is on the other end. I wander through to the smaller day room. The home has a big lounge as well, which is where the main entertainment happens during the day, but I prefer the more intimate smaller one. It’s easier to have a conversation in there and feels more personal, as if you’ve gone in to visit someone specifically.
Mrs Chivers is in there this morning, sitting in a wing-backed armchair in the bay window and looking out at the gardens beyond. She’s so tiny she barely takes up half the seat. She tells me that she used to be a prima ballerina. It could be true. She has the swan-like neck of a dancer and her movements are smooth and elegant. But it might be a fib. Once you reach this stage of life, making things up is one of the few joys left to you, or so I’m told.
She smiles when she sees me.
‘Carrie. Good morning to you,’ she says. ‘How lovely to see you. And how are your delightful family? Did Amy’s cheerleading try-out go well?’
She always asks after Mark and the kids, carefully remembering each detail that I tell her so she can move our conversations forward each week.
‘Good morning, Mrs Chivers,’ I say, settling in an armchair next to hers but out of the direct sunlight that streams through the huge panes of glass. It’s hot enough in here already. ‘Yes, she thinks so. She’ll find out this week, but they don’t often put the younger students on the squad so I suspect she might have to wait her turn.’
Mrs Chivers nods.
‘Ah, patience,’ she says contemplatively. ‘A very useful lesson to learn. And JayJay said that the boys drew in their match at the weekend. She seemed to think that the result wasn’t fair.’
The corners of her mouth turn up mischievously and her eyes twinkle, and I picture JayJay’s wrath as she protests against the decision in front of all her residents.
‘There might have been a dodgy offside call,’ I reply. ‘But the teams were pretty evenly matched. I don’t think we were robbed.’
‘Very glad to hear it,’ says Mrs Chivers.
‘And your lovely husband?’ she asks. ‘Did he have a nice weekend?’
‘He did!’ I reply enthusiastically. ‘He went fishing on Saturday and then met his friends for a drink and on Sunday he had a quick round of golf and then we spent some time tidying up the garden.’
She nods slowly, taking this in. I see her smile slip just a little.
‘And what about you?’ she asks. ‘What did you do?’
This again.
I think about making something up, an elaborately complicated string of exciting activities that kept me busy for the entire weekend, but I just can’t think fast enough.
‘Oh, I stayed at home,’ I say as lightly as I can. ‘You know what it’s like. Houses don’t just run themselves, do they? There’s always something to do. And like I always say, I’m the glue. Without me there, the whole shebang comes a bit unstuck.’
‘That’s right,’ she says and pats the back of my hand gently with hers.
She doesn’t say anything else but she doesn’t need to. I can hear the missing words echoing loud and clear all around the room.
That’s twice in one day that someone has implicitly criticised my life. But other people don’t understand, not really. Generally, I’m quite happy with the way things are. I’m proud that everything at home runs like clockwork and that I make it look like it’s a walk in the park. And yes, it might be nice if there was a bit of time left over for me, but what would I do with it? And, more importantly, who would do all the jobs if I wasn’t there to do them?
After my session at Tree Tops, I head back home but I’m feeling unsettled. I can’t quite put my finger on what’s bothering me but there’s something nagging away. I re-stack the dishwasher – it doesn’t matter how many times I tell them that nothing cleans properly if they don’t do it my way – and put a load on to wash.
That disgusting magpie feather is still on the countertop. No one has bothered to throw it away or even move it somewhere less offensive. I go to pick it up just so that I don’t have to look at it anymore. My hand hovers over it, but then I stop myself.
No. I’m not going to move it. It’s fast becoming a point of principle. I get a funny little frisson of excitement at my rebellion, even though no one has noticed it but me. Is it really a protest if no one is even aware that it’s happening?
I wonder what other anarchy I could unleash and the idea makes me grin to myself. Pair socks incorrectly. Stop restocking the loo roll. Put shop-bought cake into the lunch boxes instead of homemade. Tiny acts of disruption designed to irritate rather than annoy. The thought is strangely pleasing.
Shaking my head, I pull myself up short. What exactly am I rebelling against?
This is my life. I created it and I like it the way it is.
But I leave the feather on the countertop.
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BEX
‘You can’t be serious! Six weeks?!’
I hear the architect swallow down the phone. I might even have called it a gulp.
‘I’m sorry, Bex,’ she says, ‘but it’s the glass. It all needs to be made bespoke and that’s how long the waiting list is.’
I’m struggling to distinguish my metaphors here. Is my blood boiling with anger or freezing with dread? I honestly can’t tell how I’m feeling at this news, but one thing I do know. It’s not good.
When I first decided to modernise my tiny, terraced house the entire project was nothing but fun. I spent weeks poring over back issues of Living magazine and creating endless Pinterest boards. I pictured my enviable life in my newly renovated and oh-so-stylish living space. I worked out the not inconsiderable budget carefully, just like they do on Grand Designs. I wasn’t going to make the mistakes you see those amateurs making week in week out.
Then I hired an amazing architect, Sasha, who in turn hired a not-that-amazing builder, Jakub. To be fair, there’s nothing wrong with his building skills. It’s his personality that is grating on every one of my nerve endings. I quite liked Jakub to start with, but would now cheerfully push him off his highest ladder with barely a backward glance.
The trouble with all these ambitious projects is that you reach a point when you’re too heavily committed to go back and yet the finishing line is barely a pinprick of light at the end of an extremely long tunnel and not visible to the naked eye. In fact, if Sasha didn’t keep reassuring me that it was there then I wouldn’t believe in it at all. The weeks I have already endured of walls coming down and plaster being chipped off, skirting boards prised away, etc. etc., with all the ensuing dust and mess, has tested me to breaking point. If I could tell them all to go away now, I would, and simply rebuild my life around the rubble that is what’s left of my house, breezily pretending that the mess is the look I was shooting for all along.
This is the point I’m at when Sasha breaks the news to me about the special glass, which we cleverly chose to prevent passers-by gawking in at my lounge from the street, and which now appears to be as rare as unicorn tears.
‘And did you not realise that before you got Jakub to take the old glass out and made my house uninhabitable?’ I snap at her. My blood is definitely boiling not freezing, I decide.
There’s another swallow at the other end of the line.
‘I hadn’t fully appreciated how long the delay was, no,’ she says.
At least she’s honest.
‘And we can’t just put the old glass back while we wait?’
I know the answer to this. I’ve seen the mess Jakub and his team have made of the old window frames, presumably labouring under the misapprehension that they would be as much scrap wood within minutes.
‘I’m afraid not,’ replies Sasha. ‘I’m so sorry, Bex.’
Of course, I know what this means. I’m going to have to find somewhere else to live, pronto. Moving out at some point during the refurbishment was always part of the plan, but I’d thought it would just be for a few days. I was planning to check into a cheap hotel somewhere and pretend it was a mini-break. My budget barely stretched to that. I definitely can’t cover a hotel bill for six weeks.
I’m going to need a plan B.
‘It’s okay,’ I sigh, because there really is no point in falling out with Sasha. ‘I’ll speak to my sister.’
We end the call and my head droops like a puppet with its strings cut.
This is a disaster.
I don’t have the bandwidth for dealing with moving out on top of everything else that I’m trying to do. This is feeling like one mountain too many. Actually, a molehill would overwhelm me just now.
Then I get a grip. I press my lips together to stop me from crying, squeeze my eyes tightly shut and take a deep breath in through my nose. Okay, I tell myself. This is far from ideal but it’s not insurmountable. You’ve dealt with worse and come out smelling of roses. Granted, the timing is particularly crap, but when did life ever send you a perfect timetable with lovely little breathing spaces between all major events?
Well, that would be never. So, I’ll go to work and focus on not giving away anything about my plans on that front, and then later I’ll ring Carrie and tell her what’s happened. I know she’ll welcome me into their home with open arms. Carrie is like that. One of life’s carers. Nothing is ever too much bother. Nauseating really. Then after work I’ll pack what’s left of my stuff into boxes and move out.
That all thought through, I’m starting to feel a bit better about everything. The urge to break down and wail has passed, and all I need is caffeine and I’ll be good to go.
And then an enormous crash comes from downstairs, followed quickly by the sound of something breaking. Immediately, my barely restored inner calm is smashed to smithereens again. I stamp to the top of the stairs and lean my head over the banister to see if I can work out what’s going on, and when I can’t, I shout.
‘What on earth was that?’
‘Nothing,’ comes a gruff reply from the kitchen.
Jakub appears in the hallway below me. He does look the part, I’ll give you that. He wears those trousers with all the pockets, big boots, and black t-shirts that strain over his well-developed chest and biceps, a look which in any other man might be highly appealing. However, any fleeting attraction I may have had for him on first sight has been entirely annihilated by what he has done to my lovely house and how much I now hate him and everything he stands for.
‘Of course it wasn’t nothing,’ I snap back. ‘What happened?’
I’m not sure I want to know the answer, but I’ve asked now.
‘Scaffolding pole fell through kitchen window,’ he says without meeting my eye. ‘Window broken.’
That window was coming out as well in due course but that is hardly the point.
‘Bloody idiots,’ I mutter not quite under my breath. I can tell from the tiny change to Jakub’s expression that he heard me. ‘Just clear up the glass and board up the window,’ I say, as if I’m talking to a child who has knocked over a box of Lego. ‘And tell your men to be more careful,’ I add with a loud tut for good measure.
I’ll ring Carrie on my way to the office.
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What can I tell you about my big sister Carrie (technically half-sister, because we don’t share a dad)? I suppose chalk and cheese spring to mind, as in, almost no aspect of my personality dovetails with hers, but we muddle along well enough.
Carrie is nine years older than me. Mum got pregnant when she was at university and the dad was never on the scene, so it was just Mum and Carrie against the world for a long time. They’ve always been super-tight as a result. That can push my buttons if I let it. I know I shouldn’t because it’s not about me, but you know how siblings can be. Then Mum met my dad when Carrie was eight, along I came and the rest, as they say . . .
Carrie is one of life’s carers, always has been, and Mum can be a bit chaotic, so Carrie saw herself as a second mum to me when I was growing up, rather than a sister. It used to drive me mad, having a mum who had no rules and an older sister who had nothing but rules, but now I see that she meant well and Mum was a bit too slack sometimes.
I was only twelve when Carrie got married. I was a bridesmaid, complete with the pretty dress and flowers in my hair, the works. It seems crazy now. Married at twenty-one. I mean, who does that? Not me for sure. That milestone sailed right on by.
Mark is nice enough. He was Carrie’s one and only boyfriend and, I assume, the only sex she’s ever had, although I’ve never asked. He’s too blokey for my tastes, but then I’m not married to him. They have two kids and a nice house. It’s all very safe and predictable – which is interesting because the way Mum brought us up was anything but – but Carrie seems happy. It’s a bit ‘Stepford Wives’ – I mean she basically does everything for her family – but that’s how she’s chosen to set stuff up, so far be it for me to criticise.
But it’s not how I’d do things if I had her life.
Not in a million years.
Anyway, I digress. The main question right now is, can I live with Carrie and Mark for six weeks and survive? I shudder a little at the thought and have to give myself a talking-to. It’s not like I’m overwhelmed by options here. None of my friends has a big enough space, I can’t sofa-surf for all that time and Mum’s current place is definitely out. She’s sharing with a bunch of other women in what they call a cooperative but basically means that they all just nick each other’s stuff.
Carrie’s place is definitely my best bet but I can’t say staying there won’t be without its challenges. I’m not great at fitting in with other people’s schedules and I haven’t been answerable to anyone else for years. And there are the kids too, my niece and nephew. Nice enough though they are, you can’t get away from them. They’re just always there twenty-four seven. There’s no privacy. They don’t even have a lock on the bathroom door. I have no idea how Carrie does it.
But needs must.
I pick up the phone and dial.
Carrie answers on the third ring.
‘Hi,’ she says. ‘Is everything okay?’
This is irritating, like I only ring when I want something.
‘Yeah, yeah. Fine,’ I say breezily. ‘How are you lot?’
I prepare myself for a blow-by-blow account of how each family member is doing – and I get it.
‘All good, thanks. Mark is working hard. They have a new account at work so that’s taking a lot of time to bed down, but it’s going well so far. Amy gets more “stroppy teenager” by the day. Her eyes roll so often I’m surprised she can still see. She’s just like you were, in fact. Remember?’
I don’t but I suppose there’s an outside chance that I wasn’t always sweetness and light when I was thirteen. I murmur a yes.
‘And Josh is just Josh,’ she finishes. ‘It’s all football and worms with him but he’s happy with that.’
Carrie doesn’t mention herself in her rundown. She never does.
‘And you?’ I prompt.
‘Oh, I’m fine. No news. And how are you?’
This is my moment.
‘I’m fine, thanks, but I’m after a bit of a favour.’
‘Of course. What do you need?’
There’s not a hint of suspicion in her voice. She genuinely wants to help out with whatever it turns out to be.
‘Can I come and crash at yours?’ I ask.
There isn’t even room for a heartbeat before she replies.
‘Yes. Of course. When?’
I could do with going today. It’s going to be pretty draughty at mine with the windows boarded up, but I don’t want her to feel bounced into anything and I have to box all my stuff up before I can leave.
‘The weekend maybe? The works on my place are messier than we thought and they need me out of the way.’
‘Okay. That’s fine. I’ll need to make the spare room up,’ she muses. I can hear her thinking through the logistics in her head. ‘But it won’t take me a minute. How many nights do you need?’
I take a breath.
‘Six weeks,’ I say, silently grimacing down the phone.
‘Oh!’ she says.
There’s a pause while she takes this in. I hold my breath.
‘Okay. Well, I should probably bounce that off Mark before I say yes. But he’ll be fine with it, I’m sure. I’ll talk to him tonight. I don’t like to interrupt him at work. Is that all right with you?’
Bless her. I can picture her arguing my case. ‘It’s not forever. She would do the same for us.’ I don’t think about whether that is actually true.
‘Of course,’ I say. ‘And don’t worry if it doesn’t work for you. I can just ask someone else. It’s no bother.’
I cross my fingers and bite my lip. If Mark says no, then I can probably find various sofas to tide me over but this would be so much better.
‘Don’t worry, Bex,’ she says. ‘I’ll sort it.’
And I know she will.
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CARRIE
‘Bex rang today,’ I tell Mark as I tidy up the kitchen after tea.
Mark is cleaning his golf shoes, digging the bits of dried mud out from between the studs. It would have been better if he’d put some newspaper down before he started, but who has newspaper anymore? So the little nuggets of mud sit on the table, and a few of them land on the floor where I’ll have to sweep them up when he’s finished. I wonder why he doesn’t notice the mess he’s making but I don’t say anything because I’m not sure how he’s going to react to the Bex thing and I want to make that as smooth as possible.
‘Oh yes,’ he says. ‘How is she?’
‘Fine. She’s got to a messy bit with her house renovation. Sounds a bit grim, to be honest, and the builders could get on much faster if she’s not living there so she wondered if she could stay with us for a bit.’
Mark doesn’t look up but continues to jab one of my stainless-steel kebab sticks into the stud, wheedling away at a particularly reluctant clod.
‘I don’t see why not,’ he says. ‘How long for?’
I hesitate briefly and then let the words slip out quickly.
‘She’s not sure. It might be for a while. There was talk of a few weeks maybe.’
Mark stops fettling and looks up, eyebrows raised.
‘How many weeks?’ he asks ominously.
‘Six?’ I try not to grimace.
‘Bloody hell, Carrie. That’s a long time.’
I press on.
‘Something to do with the glass suppliers apparently. There’s a hold up with it, but the builders have already taken the old windows out, so they’ve had to board up the windows. It sounds like a nightmare.’
‘Six weeks, though,’ says Mark. ‘That’s a big ask. Is there nowhere else she can go? What about friends?’
‘She’s my sister,’ I say, as if this is all the reply this question requires, although I definitely wouldn’t want Mark’s sister Verity to come and stay here. Then again, neither would Mark.
‘I’m not sure the kids’ll be keen,’ he tries. ‘Having someone living with us for all that time.’
‘It’s not just someone,’ I say. ‘It’s their Auntie Bex and I’m sure they won’t mind.’
Mark goes back to his golf shoes. I give him a few seconds and then I prompt him, ‘Well? Shall I tell her it’s okay?’
Mark sighs but then he gives me a resigned smile with a little shake of his head, like he knows he doesn’t have a choice but doesn’t actually mind that much.
‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Go on. Tell her it’s fine.’
I give him a hug, wrapping my arms around his head and shoulders and squeezing. I breathe in the familiar smell of him – deodorant, the weird carbolic soap he insists on using and that indefinable something that is unique to him. I wish I could bottle it and carry it with me always.
‘Thanks,’ I say, kissing him on the top of his head. ‘She’ll be dead grateful. And we’ll barely even notice she’s here. She works such long hours.’
‘I’m sure it’ll be great having her around,’ he says, his tone conciliatory. ‘And maybe she can get Amy to listen to some decent music for a change.’
There’s a pause and I can tell that he has something to say too. I wait.
‘Actually,’ he begins. ‘There was something I needed to ask you too.’
My heart sinks. I can tell that he’s been waiting for the right moment to ask me whatever it is, which means I’m not going to like it. He keeps staring at his golf shoe as if he’s directing his question to it.
‘Justin wants to go away for his birthday.’
Justin is one of the men Mark plays golf with. I don’t know him, just his name.
‘He’s going to be forty,’ adds Mark and pulls a face. It’s a few years until we’re forty and the idea that anyone we know might be approaching that grand old age is a bit of a shocker. ‘So, there’s talk of Las Vegas.’
‘Is there now?’ I say, anticipating exactly where this is going.
‘Yes,’ he sighs, like this is just something he is being forced to do for Justin but would rather not.
I wait, letting the details drip out one by one.
‘So, it’s five nights, four there and one on the plane coming back. He’s got a deal on the hotel rooms so they’re cheap. Then just a bit of spending money.’
Just a bit of spending money? In Las Vegas!
But Mark works hard and he earns enough to have a blow-out occasionally. And Justin seems to be a good friend, even though I’ve never met him. A tiny, disloyal thought creeps into my mind. Where’s my five days away, Mark? When might that be coming? I know it’s not practical. He barely gets any time off and if I went away how would I cover before and after school, let alone the food and the laundry and the house and . . .
I take a beat before I reply to make sure that the right words come out of my mouth. I’m trying really hard to be reasonable, just as he has just been reasonable about Bex coming to stay.
Yet in my head I can hear Mum and Marie-Claude and Mrs Chivers and I know what they’d all be saying if they were here. I try not to listen to them.
‘That sounds fun,’ I say as brightly as I can manage. Less fun for me, of course. Five days of being all things to all children.
‘Yeah, well needs must, eh?’ says Mark with a hollow little laugh. He knows, I think, that this is a lot to ask for, even for him. But there’s something else too. I can sense an anxiety in the way he’s holding his head. There’s something he hasn’t told me yet.
‘And when is it?’
‘Erm, sometime later this month,’ he replies vaguely.
The back of my neck prickles. Please don’t let it be the 22nd, I think. Not half term.
He opens his phone and scrolls down until he finds it.
‘The 22nd,’ he says.
‘But that’s when we’re going to Whitby with the kids.’
‘Is it?’ he asks all innocently, even though I know he has the date in his diary because we had to agree it with his parents. ‘Oh.’
‘So, you’ll have to tell Justin you can’t go,’ I say. ‘You’ve already made plans.’
Silence.
A heartbeat.
Two.
I have been so looking forward to some time away just the four of us. Proper, old-fashioned British seaside town fun. Slot machines and donkey rides and candy floss.
I watch his face and see my family holiday evaporate before my very eyes.
‘Well, I suppose we can go to Whitby any time,’ he says. ‘But Justin is only forty once.’
My mouth drops open, although I’m not sure why I’m surprised. Something always comes along to spoil my plans.
‘But it’s all arranged,’ I say weakly.
‘I’m sure Mum and Dad won’t mind if we change it,’ he says.
‘But I mind! And it’s half term. The next holiday is Christmas and we’re not going to want to go then.’
He has the grace to stay quiet for a moment. Then he says, ‘I’m sorry Carrie, but I can’t see that there’s anything I can do about it.’
Well, you could not go to Las Vegas, I think.
But I don’t want to be unreasonable.
I try to imagine what I’d say if the boot was on the other foot and it was me going away, hard though that is to imagine. It’s impossible actually, because I would never go away when we had already arranged something together as a family. I just wouldn’t do it. Full stop.
But I don’t want a row, so I squeeze my hands into fists to stop my anger escaping.
‘Okay,’ I say, and finish wiping the countertop, my cloth flicking around like a snake’s tongue. ‘You can tell your mum and dad that we won’t be needing their place after all. And the kids.’
I wipe around the feather.
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Tuesday morning is yoga class. The teacher is another mum from school who has reinvented her life to work around her family. She used to work in a bank but now she stands in front of the rest of us bending herself into impossible positions and whispering soothing instructions about how each person must find their own edge and that we’re not in competition. It’s a good job JayJay isn’t here.
I lie on my mat staring at the ceiling and trying to find my inner zen, but it appears to be AWOL. Marie-Claude is next to me. Her yoga pants match her mat and even though we are three-quarters of the way through the class she looks like she just stepped off a film set. By contrast, my cheeks are pink, I have an unsightly sweat patch between my legs, and my hair is now more bird’s nest than bun.
‘I can’t believe he thinks it’s okay to go,’ I whisper.
‘It isn’t,’ she whispers back. ‘Tell him.’
‘But it’s his life. I don’t want to be pig-headed.’
She throws me a confused look, as if ‘pig-headed’ isn’t a word that’s made it into her ever-burgeoning English vocabulary yet.
‘Can we save the chat until after the class, please?’ asks the teacher, and I fall silent, shamed.
Once savasana is over and we are released back into the turmoil of our day-to-day lives, I stumble out into the changing rooms to retrieve my trainers and coat.
‘We need coffee,’ says Marie-Claude. ‘And a plan for the battle.’
‘It’s not a battle,’ I say. ‘Not really.’
She narrows her eyes at me.
‘If it isn’t,’ she says, ‘then it should be.’
We find a table in our favourite coffee shop, independent and run, you’ve guessed it, by another mum who has made a successful second career for herself. The world seems full of them today.
‘You should say he cannot go,’ says Marie-Claude in her no-nonsense, black and white kind of way.
‘I can’t do that,’ I say. ‘What if it was me who wanted to go away and he said no. Imagine how that would go down.’
Marie-Claude considers this for a moment, nodding her head thoughtfully.
‘Then he can go, and you can take a lover when he’s away,’ she suggests, palms raised as if this is the perfect solution to my dilemma.
At this point, I’m not sure we’re on entirely the same page.
‘It’s not the lack of sex while he’s gone that’s the issue,’ I say with a laugh. ‘It’s only five days. I think I can survive that.’
Her eyes widen as if she finds this hard to believe.
‘It’s just that I feel like I’m always making sacrifices for him and the kids, and they never make them back. I tie myself in knots agonising over whether I should do something that might impact on them, like not being there at a mealtime. I spend hours thinking through the best way of keeping everything running really well. I can’t help it. It’s me that makes everything work and look so effortless. I’m the one that smooths out all the rough edges of their lives.’
Marie-Claude cocks her head to one side and gives me a pitying look.
‘And do they appreciate this?’ she asks.
‘I don’t think they even notice,’ I have to admit.
We each take a sip of our delicious coffee.
‘I think I’m too good at it,’ I almost whisper, as if saying this out loud is tooting my own horn too much. ‘I make it look like being this efficient is just how things work for everyone. The kids have no idea what goes into making their lives so calm. Then again, they’re kids. Why would they?’
‘But Mark is an adult,’ says Marie-Claude. ‘He should know.’
I nod. I hate being disloyal to Mark. I love him to pieces and would generally defend him to the death. But this Las Vegas thing feels like a step too far.
‘It wouldn’t be so bad,’ I say, ‘if it didn’t clash with our Whitby plans. That’s the killer. He’s put something that is entirely for him over something that is for all of us. I would never do that.’
Marie-Claude looks as if this is something she would do, but she doesn’t say so, just shakes her head sympathetically.
‘Should I say something, do you think?’ I ask her. ‘Tell him that I think he’s being unfair.’
She pulls a ‘you have to ask’ kind of face.
‘But it’s all arranged. He’s going.’
‘Plans can be changed. Look at Whitby.’
She’s right.
I head home to find the hamster is dead. Actually, he’s not dead as it turns out. He’s just gone into a deep hibernation kind of sleep because he got himself too cold by nodding off outside his little house. I ring the vet. Plenty of warm insulation around the bed and a hot water bottle up against the side of the cage is what they suggest, so this is what I do, running around in a bit of a panic because a dead hamster is not what I need at the moment.
At three o’clock I race out to collect Josh, ready to prepare him for the hamster’s potential demise, but by the time we get home the hamster has revived and is bumbling around its cage. Phew. Narrow escape.
Josh drops his book bag and coat where he stands and looks about the kitchen in confusion.
‘Where’s the cake?’ he asks, genuinely mystified by the absence of any freshly baked goods.
‘Well, what with . . .’ I stop myself. I don’t want to tell him that the hamster nearly met its maker. ‘I just didn’t have time today, sweetie,’ I finish. ‘I’m sorry.’
I feel dreadful. I always bake on Tuesdays but, with everything going on in my head today, I just forgot.
‘No worries,’ Josh says. ‘Are there any biscuits?’
I’m so thrown by firstly forgetting to bake and then by how little Josh seems to mind that I don’t answer him for a moment. He starts opening cupboards, searching for himself.
‘Yes,’ I say, snapping back to myself. ‘There are some jammy dodgers.’
I find them for him and put two on a plate and pour him a glass of milk to take into the lounge while he unwinds watching some after-school TV.
I think about what Marie-Claude asked. Do they appreciate what I do for them?
That is a very good question.
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BEX
I stand in front of the mirror and stare at my choice of outfit, wondering if it says Bex Archer, success story. I run a critical eye over my boxy jacket and cigarette pants combo and screw my nose up. I’m not sure. The alternative is to go for something altogether more fluid. But which gives the better impression, or indeed does it actually matter what I wear as long as I can talk the talk. I decide the outfit will do and anyway, I don’t really have time to change again.
Today, I have a face-to-face meeting with the Small Business Adviser at the bank, who literally holds my life in their hands. I know that sounds unnecessarily dramatic but it is kind of true. I work in digital marketing. You know those annoying adverts on your social media feed, the ones that pop up between the stuff that you actually want to see, and somehow get you to click on them, sending you into a whole other world of things you didn’t know you needed but now can’t live without?
Well, that’s what I do. I create those oh-so-tempting adverts. Not just that. I help clients with branding too and give advice on where they might be going wrong with their websites or their messaging to their clients. I’m not a coder so I don’t create websites for them, but I do know a man who does so I can offer the whole package.
The thing is, up until now I have been offering the whole package on behalf of the agency I work for, and they pay me peanuts.
My dad reckons the only way I’m going to make any real money is to strike out on my own. The idea is both terrifying and nail-bitingly exciting. I’m twenty-seven and I do feel ready for a new challenge, and, as Dad also says, there comes a point in life when you need to shake things up and take control of your own destiny.
My dad has a lot of opinions which he happily shares with me whether I want to hear them or not, but on this issue I’ve decided that he makes a lot of sense.
However, in order to break out on my own I need some capital behind me, which means a loan and/or a grant. I know Dad would help out if I asked him, but he’s already sunk a load of money into buying the house and he’s paying for the renovation work so I don’t want to take any more from him.
I haven’t mentioned that yet, have I? The lovely little house where I live and which is currently in tatters? Well, strictly it isn’t mine. Dad bought it as an investment and lets me live in it rent free. I know. You can see my entitlement shining like a beacon from Mars. I do appreciate just how very lucky I am and that all my problems are of the First World variety but, in my own defence, they are my problems and I do have to deal with them. And that’s why I don’t want to ask Dad for a loan. I want to do this by myself, show him that I can.
So, I’ve drawn up my own business plan and set up this meeting with the Small Business Adviser at the bank to get the funds and I have been feeling smart and confident and in control.
Now though, as I stare at my reflection in the dust-covered mirror, I can feel a wave of nervous nausea rising up my throat.
‘Come on, Bex,’ I say out loud to myself. ‘You are amazing. You are the architect of your destiny. You are a magnet for success and abundance. The bank will lend you money because you are a sure-fire winner.’
Right now, however, I don’t feel like a sure-fire winner and I’m not certain I look like one either. My hair is pulled back into a tight, business-like bun, but it’s giving me an unintended facelift effect, the skin around my eyes pulling upwards and outwards so that I look slightly taken aback. It’s also quite painful and more than a little distracting. My shaking fingers move to the back of my head to take it out. I don’t have much time, but I can feel the bun starting to make my head ache.
I’m just re-twisting my hair into a more forgiving style when something huge and dark moves across my peripheral vision. My first thought is that there is someone in my house who means me or my possessions harm, and adrenaline pricks my already sore scalp as my body goes into fight or flight mode.
And then I remember. There is someone in my house.
The shape of Jakub looms up in the mirror behind me, a lump hammer in his hand and his face set in its customary scowl. It’s no wonder I’m so jumpy.
‘God, Jakub,’ I say. ‘You nearly gave me a heart attack. Do you have to be so sneaky? Can’t you call out or something instead of creeping up on me like that?’
‘I did,’ he counters, face solemn.
I’ve been so focussed on my own thoughts that he’s probably telling the truth. Flustered, I say, ‘Okay. Well, what do you want?’
‘We found something. In chimney.’
I wonder if they give lessons in being taciturn along with the classes on joinery and how to build a drain. He’s remarkably good at it, but would it hurt him to at least try to be civil?
‘What?’ I say, without turning to face him, my hands still fiddling with my hair.
‘Come see,’ he says.
My exasperated sigh comes out quite loud, even to my own exasperated ears. Surely, he could just tell me what they’ve found, but I follow him dutifully from my bedroom and down the stairs to what used to be my sitting room and is now mainly dust and rubble. I can feel the dust sticking to my smart black trousers as I walk.
One of the other builders – I haven’t bothered learning their names – is on his knees in the rubble that was the wall between the sitting room and the kitchen. Jakub passes me a hard hat and I pass him a look that says, ‘Can you not see that my hair is a work in progress and I’m not going to make the job any more difficult by putting that on?’
He sees my look, raises me one eyebrow and nudges the hard hat into my thigh, pressing dust into my black trousers. I tut dramatically and put the hard hat on.
‘So, what have you found?’ I ask, trying to sound like it couldn’t be of less interest to me but really I am a little bit curious now.
The junior builder tips his head at what’s left of the chimney breast and I peer into the dark space. It’s only as I’m leaning in that it occurs to me that it might be the mummified remains of some previous occupant. I stem the urge to pull away, not wanting to appear like a wet wipe in front of Jakub.
Fortunately, there are no mummified remains, just a rather beautiful polished wooden box, dusty but otherwise intact.
‘Can you get it out?’ I ask the nameless builder and he nods. I get the distinct impression that the box has already been out of the wall, its contents explored and then replaced because when he draws it out there are quite distinct fingerprints in the layer of dust on the lid.
He passes the box to me. My first instinct is not to take it – I’m thinking of my increasingly less-than-clean trousers – but he holds it out for so long that I can’t not accept it. I move over to the window, one of the last remaining pieces of glass in the house, and rest the box on the windowsill. Then I open the lid.
The first thing I see is a beautiful silk scarf, Liberty I think, a Paisley print in sharp crisp colours. It seems to have been used to wrap up the contents of the box, and I use both hands to pick it up so that nothing can slither away from me through the slippery fabric. Inside the little silk bundle there are various square and rectangular boxes. It must be jewellery. A little tingle of excitement runs through me as I wonder what it might be.
I glance up at the junior builder and then at Jakub, who are both watching me carefully. Then I open the first box. It contains what looks like a platinum ring with a simple diamond solitaire. It’s not a huge stone but it’s very pretty and even sparkles a bit in the meagre amount of sunlight that can cut through the dusty air.
‘Oh!’ I say. ‘How lovely.’
The ring is tiny, the band worn very thin at the back. My hands aren’t particularly big but I suspect it won’t get over the first knuckle of my finger. I close the first box and open the second. This is a dress ring with a stone that looks a lot like an emerald to my untrained eye. It’s green at least, the vibrant colour of fresh leaves in spring. Lovely. The third contains a plain band, also silver or platinum.
I open the final, rectangular box. It says Cartier on the lid and inside there’s a beautiful gold ladies’ watch with a rectangular pearly face and black Roman numerals.
I’m lost for words, stunned. This is not the kind of treasure you expect to unearth and for a moment or two words fail me. My mind flits to who they might have belonged to and how they ended up hidden in the chimney of my house. They have clearly been there for a long time, lost or forgotten.
And then it occurs to me that Jakub and his underling could just have taken the box for themselves. Assuming they’re real, the contents of the box must be worth a few thousand pounds, and I’m sure it wouldn’t have been difficult for them to find a buyer. I would have been none the wiser.
But they didn’t. They put the box back where they found it and then they fetched me. My faith in human nature is restored, at least for now.
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But the warm fuzzy feeling that comes from learning that my builder is honest doesn’t last long.
‘Sasha tells you about windows?’ Jakub asks, the box and its bounty apparently forgotten already.
‘She has,’ I say.
‘So, you leave when?’ he asks.
If there were a prize for bluntness our Jakub would win it hands down.
‘Soon,’ I say, outraged by the thought that this virtual stranger is requiring me to leave my own home and then remembering that that’s exactly what I’m paying him to do. ‘Saturday, I think,’ I add, realising as I do that I still haven’t firmed this up with Carrie. Jakub crinkles his face up as if this is the wrong answer.
‘I can’t leave before then,’ I say defensively. ‘You’ve made my house uninhabitable without giving me any warning. I’m going to need a few days to sort things out here before I move out.’
I gesture at the devastation around us, but actually it’s the upstairs rooms where I’ve been camping out that need boxing up PDQ.
Jakub shrugs as if clearing out of my home ought to be the work of a moment and he can’t see what’s stopping me leaving in the next ten minutes.
‘And,’ I continue, his dismissive attitude prompting me to defend myself. ‘I have an important business meeting today so I don’t have time to think about anything else right now.’ I raise my chin defiantly and fold my arms across my chest. ‘So you will just have to find things to do down here until I’m ready upstairs.’
‘Delay not my fault,’ says Jakub, twisting his mouth wryly. ‘You not move out. There is delay. Is your fault.’ I suppose he’s thinking of the penalty clause in the contract Sasha made us both sign.
The junior builder, who is following the conversation like it’s a tennis match, reacts as if this is a point to Jakub, his hard-hatted head nodding up and down.
This isn’t fair. Jakub can’t accuse me of slowing the build down when it is absolutely not my fault. I’m not the one who didn’t notice an enormous waiting list for the glass or who ripped out all the windows without checking first.
‘Is not a delay,’ I spit back, accidentally mirroring his speech patterns. ‘Until yesterday we didn’t know about the problem with the glass. That’s what’s causing the delay. Not me.’
I’m about to add a few choice words about him tearing the windows out prematurely but I think better of it. Irritating though Jakub is, he was Sasha’s choice of builder and it’s not in my best interests to fall out with him, tempting though that is right now. ‘I’ll move out at the weekend,’ I say, turning to leave, ‘so until then you’re just going to have to work around me.’
I’m halfway back upstairs when I realise I still have the hard hat on. I yank it off my head and leave it on the stairs. He can move it, I think irritably.
Back in my bedroom I look considerably less entrepreneurial than I did ten minutes ago. Messy curls have fallen over my face, my half-made bun leaning precariously to the right, and my smart black trousers have a stripe of dust all the way up one leg like a river on a map. I brush at it with my hand but that only makes it worse. I’m going to have to get changed. Again.
Finally ready, I grab my bag and pick my way back down the stairs, careful to ignore the hard hat. I open the front door and let it slam behind me without telling Jakub that I’m leaving. He can work that out for himself.
It feels good to get some clean air in my lungs. At home each breath I take feels kind of furry, as if the dust particles are sticking to my windpipe on the way down. I suck in a couple of huge cleansing gulps and try to resettle myself. My meeting is in forty-five minutes, plenty of time to get there without having to rush.
I arrive with five minutes to spare, go into the bank and join the queue. My heart is banging in my chest as I run through my opening lines in my head. The adviser will say ‘And can you tell me, Ms Archer, why you would like to borrow some money from us’ and I will then launch into my speech. I’ve got it all sorted, my vision for the business and why I need a loan. Apart from the understandable nerves, I’m feeling pretty confident.
When I get to the front of the queue, I explain why I’m there and am directed to some soft seating in the corner of the banking hall where I wait. And wait. And wait.
After half an hour of waiting I rejoin the queue.
‘Excuse me,’ I say to the bespectacled woman behind the glass. ‘But my appointment was at half past and I’ve been waiting all this time. Does the Small Business Adviser know I’m here?’
The woman drops her chin and peers at me over the top of her glasses.
‘Mr Adams is a very busy man but I’m sure he’ll be with you in just a moment.’
I look pointedly at the clock behind her.
‘Well, let’s hope so,’ I reply tightly, resisting mentioning that I too am busy. I go back to sit down.
What was nerves is now irritation. Does he not know that time is money? I mean, I know I don’t have any money but that is hardly the point. And my boss will start to wonder where I am. She can be difficult at the best of times and she’ll definitely have the timer ticking for my ‘dentist appointment’. I’ll have to make something up. I rap my manicured nails on the wooden arm of the soft chair and they make a satisfying clicking sound. I hope the woman at the counter can hear it.
Finally, forty-seven minutes after it should have been my appointment a man appears and calls for me by name. He’s probably mid-thirties and has dark hair which is so greasy that I can see the lines that his comb made in it. Little speckles of dandruff decorate the shoulders of his shiny suit and the sleeves of his jacket and the legs of his trousers are both too short. Also, he looks a little bit like a ferret. His features have that pointy rodent cast about them. All in all, he’s not the most convincing-looking individual, but this doesn’t matter. I’m not trying to be friends with him. I just need him to say yes to my plan.
And I’m sure he’s going to say yes. I mean, why wouldn’t he?
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He says no.
Not only does he say no but it takes him less than ten minutes to blast my idea out of the water and reduce it to dust and splinters around me.
The meeting starts off well enough. I explain what my new business will do and he nods. I tell him how I have gathered all the skills I need to place social media adverts in all the right places, how I know about branding and am naturally creative and so obviously a bankable talent.
He nods again, but his eyebrows are moving closer and closer together. I get the impression that he’s waiting for me to say something else which will open Aladdin’s cave, but for the life of me I can’t think what the magic words might be.
His eyes flick down to the business plan I sent him in advance of the meeting and he scrolls through its pages. He makes a funny little hmm noise. I’m not sure it’s entirely positive.
‘Can I just stop you there, Ms Archer,’ he says, which is good because I’m rapidly running out of things to say. ‘Your plan doesn’t cover some of the major areas we would expect to see in place, so perhaps you can explain them to me verbally.’
I swallow. I thought my plan covered absolutely everything he could possibly need.
‘Of course,’ I say, smiling madly at him.
‘Well,’ he begins. ‘We seem to be missing detail on’ – he looks back down at my plan – ‘financial forecasts, market research to back up what you say about market need, your competitors and where the threats to your business will come from, your pricing policy, your intentions vis-a-vis marketing your business . . .’
With each heading he reels off, my heart beats a little faster.
‘Financial forecasts are on page five,’ I say confidently.
He scrolls to page five and I see his nose wrinkle. There’s a nasty yellow spot on his top lip and I try not to become fixated by it.
‘Hmmm. After a fashion, I suppose,’ he concedes. ‘But where is your evidence? How do I know that you haven’t just plucked the numbers out of the air?’
My manic smile widens a little. That is precisely what I did do, but it all felt pretty reasonable to be honest. It’s not like I’ve suggested I’ll make a million in my first year or anything, although that would be nice.
‘I’m not sure I have any market research as such,’ I say vaguely. I know full well that I haven’t. ‘But I’m certain that when I explain my plan to my existing clients, they will come with me. They like me a lot and they’re always telling me what a great job I’m doing for them.’
He raises an eyebrow at that one.
‘And what does your current contract of employment say about that?’ he asks. ‘Does it contain any anti-competitive provisions, restrictive covenants?’
He stares at me, waiting for my response. I can see the overhead lights reflected in the slick surface of his hair.
‘Er,’ I say. ‘I’m not sure my contract has any . . .’
Mr Adams flicks my business plan up his screen, closing it down. This doesn’t feel entirely positive.
‘“Not sure” really isn’t good enough for us,’ he says. ‘If you intend to poach clients from your existing employer then you need to be certain that there will be no legal consequences as a result.’
He sits up in his seat and I feel my moment slipping away from me. My mind skips back to his list of requirements in the hope that I have at least one of them boxed off.
‘And marketing the business will be no problem,’ I say, beaming at him. ‘Obviously.’
I assume I don’t need to say anything else to convince him on this one. Marketing is what I do after all. But it seems I’m wrong again.
‘That may be the case,’ he says, his eyes meeting mine in what I can only say is a patronising way. He’s laughing at me. ‘But without any of the more basic building blocks in place it’s hard to see how there will ever be anything to market.’
The corners of his mouth turn up in a supercilious smile and I can’t decide whether I want to punch him or would like the scratchy carpet tiles to part and allow me to slip between them and disappear.
‘Let me send you this,’ he says, tapping away on his screen. There’s a whooshing noise to indicate that an email has been sent. ‘It’s a list of approved links that should help you put together a more’ – he pauses, considering his next word and settling on – ‘comprehensive plan together. When you’ve done that, you can make a new appointment and we’ll start again. In fact, let’s fix that now.’
He looks back down at his screen and I want to tell him not to bother, I’d rather poke my eyes out with a blunt stick than go through this again, but I don’t.
‘It’s easier to get an appointment as an ongoing concern than if you drop out of the system,’ he continues. ‘I have a window next Friday at twelve. That should give you plenty of time to rework your plan. There. You’re booked in.’
He must be on a sales target. There’s no way he’d be so keen to see me again otherwise. He is already standing. I’m certain the shoulders of his ill-fitting suit are even more peppered with dandruff than they were ten minutes ago, although I haven’t seen any fall. If I weren’t so mortified, I would definitely shudder. At least he doesn’t try to shake my hand.
I stand too. I can feel my cheeks burning and I just want to get as far away from here as I can to lick my wounds. I have no intention of coming back for a second humiliation. I’ll cancel the appointment and go somewhere else, but for now I just need to get out of here.
‘That’s a great idea,’ I manage. ‘I’ll definitely have a look at that stuff. And thank you for your time,’ I add. ‘I’ll be back.’
I’ll be back? Why didn’t I just say hasta la vista, baby and be done with it?
I’m basically reversing out of the space now. I can’t get away fast enough. It’s all I can do not to bow to him as I retreat.
I get out into the fresh air, almost knocking a woman down in my haste to leave. She tuts at me and I should apologise but I don’t. My face is hot and my eyes prick with frustration and humiliation.
This is all Dad’s fault, I think, as I stride down the pavement. He made starting my own business sound so easy. He should have prepared me better. He should have warned me about how hard it would be. Then again, I didn’t actually tell him what I was up to. I was doing it all on my own to show him just how independent and mature I could be.
That turned out well.
Finally, I’m far enough away from the bank that I allow myself to slow down, fairly certain that Mr Adams isn’t going to pop out of a hedge to mortify me still further.
Shit.
I have nowhere to live, a builder I can’t stand tearing my house to pieces, and now I’ve been humiliated by a ferret.
Can my life get any worse?
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CARRIE
The feather is a test Mark has failed.
It’s still on the countertop waiting for someone, evidently me, to move it.
I can’t bear to look at it any longer, so I pick it up gingerly between forefinger and thumb and drop it unceremoniously into the bin.
It feels good to have it gone, but it’s a shame it was me that did the deed. I am surprised that none of my family seemed to notice how out of place the mangey thing was, or if they did they didn’t care enough to throw it away. That was my job, apparently. And now I’ve done that, we can all go back to normal.
Except we can’t. Something is stirring deep inside me. This time last week I was happy with my lot. Now I feel put upon and unappreciated. There’s a niggle in my gut that wasn’t there before. I’m not at all sure I like it.
But this might be a temporary state of affairs brought about by recent events. The oddly discontented feeling could simply be passing through rather than something more serious. The question is, how can I tell which it is?
Perhaps another test is in order, just to see how the land lies.
Is that fair though, to test someone when they have no idea that their actions are being scrutinised? I contemplate this as I sort the laundry into colour piles, unfastening the buttons on Amy’s school shirts as I go. I extract collar stiffeners from Mark’s shirts. I ask them both to do these simple tasks every week and yet somehow the buttons remain fastened making ironing harder and the collar stiffeners get caught down the side of the washing machine’s drum causing expensive breakdown calls to the engineer.
I try to put myself in their shoes, although it’s hard to imagine having someone to do all this stuff for me. But assuming there were such a person in my life and they asked me to unfasten buttons before I put a shirt in the wash, or to unball socks, or empty pockets of coins and tissues, I would do it. It would be a matter of courtesy, the least I could offer given that they were laundering my clothes.
An idea occurs to me. It’s just a tiny little speck of a thing, barely breathing on its own, but it’s there. What if I refused to wash shirts that weren’t ready for the wash? What if I made a pile of all dirty items that didn’t tally with my requests and just left them dirty until the issue was remedied?
That would be fair enough, wouldn’t it? It’s not much to ask, after all.
But the issues with the laundry are only a small part of what is going on here. There’s also leaving things out when they’re finished with them, instead of putting them away. Traipsing upstairs and studiously ignoring the ever-growing piles of their possessions that collect on the bottom step. Not changing the loo roll. Not emptying the bins. Opening new packets because they can’t be bothered to check the status of the old ones. Losing the remote controls. Losing pretty much anything.
Individually, these grievances all sound petty, but taken as a whole, and on a daily basis, they build up to a tsunami of complaints. And that feather. That was one feather too many, one feather that made the whole enormous burden too much for me to hold up on my own.
Then a bigger, far more exciting idea occurs to me.
What would happen if I went on strike?
I could withhold my services until I’m sure that they fully appreciate me and all I do for them.
The thought sends tingles down my spine as I imagine a life where I only do things for myself, where taking the wants and needs of other people into consideration doesn’t feature in my thinking. Imagine not bothering to cook because there was a show I wanted to watch on TV. Imagine only ironing my own clothes and then leaving the board out in case anyone else fancied a turn.
But I couldn’t.
I bat the thoughts away. Looking after my family is my duty and my responsibility. It is what I took on when I gave up my nursing job, part of the deal I made with Mark. I gave up earning an income to bring into the house and in return I make everything run as smoothly as possible. That is the deal I signed up for.
But things change, they move on. Mark and I cut that deal when the children were tiny. Back then, they could barely lift a spoon let alone a vacuum cleaner. And they were in bed by seven so I had time to myself in the evening, just as Mark still does.
But now things are very different for me. My working day extends until I stumble, exhausted, into bed. And I don’t get a weekend to speak of. What I don’t manage to get done during the very short school day seeps into Saturday and Sunday. Everyone still needs feeding at the weekend. They still wear clothes and use the bathroom. My job has grown into a monster that needs attending to seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year.
And that, I realise now, is not what I signed up for.
Something has to change.
I start with tea. Mark comes home and there is no welcoming aroma of onions frying or something tasty bubbling away in the oven. The oven is cold and I am sitting at the table reading a magazine and trying to ignore the voices in my head that are screaming at me to get on with making the tea.
When the front door opens, my stomach lurches and I swallow. Mark comes in and drops a kiss on the crown of my head.
‘Hi. Good day?’ he asks.
‘Not bad,’ I say. ‘You?’
‘Yeah. It was fine.’
It’s a comforting ritual – the same conversation every day.
He looks around the room and then says, ‘Have I forgotten something?’
‘I don’t know,’ I say, although I do.
‘Are we out for dinner tonight?’
He opens his phone and starts scrolling through.
‘No,’ I say. ‘I just haven’t started cooking yet. It’s chilli. All the stuff is in the fridge if you want to make a start.’
I don’t lift my eyes from my magazine as if this is something that I’ve said hundreds of times before. My stomach roils.
‘Oh,’ says Mark, clearly surprised.
To give him his due he doesn’t complain, but he doesn’t open the fridge either.
‘I’ll just go and get changed,’ he says, and leaves the room as Amy appears seeking nourishment.
‘When’s tea? I’m starving.’
‘It seems your mother isn’t cooking tonight,’ Mark says. ‘She says we can do it.’
“Your mother”! Well, that didn’t take long, did it?
‘Weird,’ says Amy and leaves the kitchen, clearly with no intention of making a start on anything.
Well, that wasn’t too hard, I think. I haven’t made the evening meal and no one has died. I wait. Even though I made our bed as normal this morning – I mean we both sleep in it but only I seem able to make it – I unmade it again after I had my idea. Petty, I know but so very satisfying. I picture Mark’s face as he walks into our room and sees the tousled duvet and pretty matching cushions still scattered on the floor with my discarded yoga clothes, which I retrieved from the laundry basket after I decided on my course of action.
My eyes scan an article on the best moisturisers for oily skin but I’m not reading it. I’m too anxious.
In a couple of minutes Mark’s back. He’s clearly had time to gather his thoughts and he launches straight in.
‘What’s going on, Carrie?’ he asks.
‘How do you mean?’ I reply, all innocence.
‘The bedroom’s a mess. There’s no tea. Is there something the matter? Are you ill?’
‘No,’ I say boldly. ‘I’m fine.’
‘Okaaaay,’ he replies, drawing the word out as if it isn’t okay at all. He goes to the fridge and peers inside. He has absolutely no idea how to make chilli. He closes the door.
‘I know,’ he says. ‘How about a takeaway tonight?’
He looks delighted with this idea. It gets him out of cooking and gives me a night off as well. That’s ‘win-win’ as far as he can see.
Except that it’s not. I don’t get to resort to a takeaway when I can’t be bothered to cook. I have to do it anyway.
‘I don’t want a takeaway,’ I say spikily. ‘I want chilli.’
Then you should have cooked it, is written all over his face but it doesn’t come out of his mouth.
‘Let’s just order in,’ he tries again. ‘It’s late. Everyone is hungry. It’s the easiest solution.’
Solution to what? A truculent wife?
‘That’s part of the problem,’ I say. ‘Right there. Your quick fix is to get a takeaway. But I don’t have that luxury. Imagine if I did that every time making tea was a challenge. We’d run out of money pretty quickly, not to mention the lack of nutrition. Tea is chilli, but I’m not making it.’
I stop short of using the strike word but it perches on the very tip of my tongue, ready for launch.
‘Is this about Las Vegas?’ he asks. ‘We talked about that. I know it’s a shame that the dates clash but I can’t do anything about that.’
‘You could not go,’ I say calmly. ‘You could choose a week in Whitby with me and the kids over a trip to America with your mates. Did you consider that?’
He sighs, holds his hands up in what he must think is a conciliatory fashion.
‘I’m caught between a rock and a hard place here,’ he says.
I’m starting to get cross now. I feel the tension creeping up my spine.
‘But that’s just it,’ I say. ‘You’re not. Or you shouldn’t have been. As soon as Justin gave you the dates you should have said that you couldn’t make it. Which you couldn’t. You were already committed to something else, to us.’
I seem to have catapulted from calm to cross over the course of one sentence. I’m almost shouting, the frustrations of the last few days surging out of my mouth.
He looks angry too now. His face hardens, like he’s over being tolerant of my silly little tantrum.
‘You’re being completely unreasonable, Carrie,’ he says.
And that’s it.
Something in me snaps. How dare he call me unreasonable when all I do every day is make his life easier. And now, when there is this one thing that I want, that he had agreed to and arranged, he goes for a better offer without so much as a backward glance. And yet I’m the one being unreasonable.
They say your blood boils when you’re angry and I always thought it was a bit of a cliché, but that’s exactly what this feels like. Everything inside me is bubbling over with a force that I just can’t control.
‘Me being unreasonable?’ I scream. ‘What about you?! You float around here like I’m your servant. You do nothing to help. You couldn’t even put that feather in the bin.’
Now he looks completely confused and for a nano-second I almost feel sorry for him. He has no idea what I’m talking about. I press on regardless.
‘Well, I’ve had enough. I’m not doing it anymore. This is supposed to be a partnership, a team, not one person doing absolutely everything for the other. That’s not how marriage is supposed to work. So, I’m going on strike.’
He laughs. He actually laughs. I hear the sound come out of his mouth and I get hotter still. It feels like a furnace inside my chest, and I swear my vision is starting to blur at the edges, I’m so angry.
‘You know you’re getting this totally out of proportion,’ says Mark in that voice he reserves for when he’s showing the kids how disappointed he is in them. ‘If you don’t want to cook tonight, then that’s fine. Just say that. There’s no need for all this drama.’
‘It’s not drama!’ I hurl back at him. ‘It’s a legitimate protest.’
I stand up with such force that the chair topples to the floor behind me with a clatter and I storm over to the hooks by the door to get my coat.
‘I’m going out,’ I say.
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ he says. ‘Going where?’
This is a good question. I run through the possibilities in my head. I’m so furious with him now that I have to leave before I say something I can’t take back, put some distance between us. Partly this is to calm down but mainly it’s to make a point. I need him to see that this isn’t just the result of a monthly hormonal imbalance. In fact, if he as much as hints at that I might kill him.
No, this goes far deeper than that. I’m only just starting to realise how deep.
But where can I storm off to? Mum only has a bedroom in her shared house. Bex is moving here because her place is uninhabitable so that’s not an option, and I don’t want to go to Marie-Claude or JayJay because suddenly this all feels very private and personal and something that I need to fix for myself.
Then a solution presents itself to my discombobulated brain and it comes out of my mouth before I have time to register the thought, let alone check it for flaws.
‘I’m going to sleep in the shed!’
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I know it’s a stupid idea as soon as I say it. We have a perfectly lovely spare room, which I have made lovelier still with the addition of some delicate lilac freesias ready for Bex’s arrival. I could just decamp there for the night. My point would be made.
But that isn’t really my point. Going to sleep in the spare room smacks of a relationship in trouble, the last resort of a couple who can’t find a middle ground. That isn’t what’s going on here. Yes, Mark and I have argued, but we haven’t fallen out. I still love him to pieces. I don’t want to suggest a crack opening up between us by removing myself from the marital bed and sleeping on the other side of a plasterboard wall.
This is about a difference of opinion, one which, now I let myself think about it, is hugely important to me. It feels vital to make a gesture that demonstrates how strongly I feel, without doing anything that might damage my marriage.
So actually, I think as I stride across the dewy grass to the bottom of the garden, taking myself off to the shed isn’t such a stupid idea after all. In fact, making my life as difficult as that just shows the depth of my feeling. It says, ‘I want something to change so much that I am prepared to make huge sacrifices to achieve it.’
By the time I reach the shed I’m practically a suffragette in my head.
Then reality hits me.
Our shed isn’t one of those lovely offices-in-the-garden kind of sheds, with insulated walls and electricity and maybe a little station to make hot drinks. It doesn’t have a cosy sofa and a stack of snuggly throws to wrap yourself in as you sink into a book.
It is literally a shed.
I reach for the door handle and then I pause. The evening is dry but overcast and so it’s quite warm for October. I take a deep breath, letting the air find its way right down to the bottom of my lungs like we learn in yoga class. That feels nice, so I do it again, and again. Somewhere in the distance I hear an owl hoot.
Okay, Carrie, let’s assess the situation. Are you really going to go through with this? Because if you’re not, then the time to go back to the house would be now. You can pretend you were joking.
‘Surprise! You didn’t really think I was going to sleep in the shed, did you? Like that was ever going to happen!’
They will laugh at you and you can say that your point was well made though, and that you really could do with them all helping a little more. And then you can show Mark and Amy how to make chilli and the whole incident will become part of the family’s folklore – do you remember that time Mum went on strike for an evening? Wasn’t that funny?
I have to say that, as I stand here in the dark garden, that option feels ever so slightly tempting.
But if I do that then absolutely nothing will change. Everything will go back to the way it was before. Is that what I want?
Alternatively, I think, you can really take a stand here, Carrie. You can endure ten hours or so of discomfort, miss some sleep, get a bit cold, and show them that this is something that is really important to you.
I run through both options as I stand with my hand on the door handle. What I absolutely can’t do, I realise, is take a stand until about two in the morning and then give up and slink back into the house! If I’m doing this, then I need to commit to it. And I need to commit now.
I open the shed door.
It makes a comedy creak as it opens, like in a B-rated horror movie, and I withhold a shudder. Nothing to be frightened of. It’s just a creaky hinge. Give it a bit of WD40 and it’ll be fixed. I can do it myself, in fact, although maybe not right now.
The shed smells of creosote and petrol and another more earthy smell. Compost maybe? It’s not unpleasant. In fact, it’s almost a welcoming smell, authentic. It’s a shed being a shed and smelling of shed stuff.
It’s pitch black though.
I slip my phone out of my back pocket and switch on the torch. As the light pools on the floor, I think I hear something scuttle and I stand stock still, holding my breath. I tell myself that there are bound to be other shed occupants to share the space with, but this is England. Nothing is living in our shed that can actually do me any harm. No funnel-web spiders or cobras loitering in the dark corners biding their time to send me to my death. Woodlice and maybe the odd cockroach, that’s the worst I’m likely to find, I tell myself in my best reassuring mum voice.
I trace the walls with the torch beam. The shed is most definitely Mark’s domain. Apart from a few over-enthusiastic ideas about rack storage when we first put it up, I have let him get on with things in here. As a result, it isn’t that tidy. Tools and gardening equipment have been abandoned in any available space, propped up against one another haphazardly. The lawnmower takes up much of the room, and there’s a leaf blower lying in state in the middle of the floor. It’s hard to see where I could stand, let alone sit, or – even less likely – lie.
But it’s a decent size. With a bit of shuffling, I can try to make myself a spot.
I balance my phone on the window ledge. The beam of the torch shines unhelpfully upwards but my eyes are adjusting to the lack of light and I can see enough to make things out.
I’m feeling purposeful now. I have a job to do and I’m on it. I push the leaf hoover over with my foot and reveal a whole family of woodlice and a rather flat-looking earwig underneath. I almost shove them away with the side of my trainer but I stop myself. It’s ‘live and let live’ here in the shed. They will scatter of their own accord, now I’ve deprived them of their hiding place.
Then I start to look around for somewhere to sit. There’s a plastic box that I could upend, and push against a wall for some back support, but it looks brittle and I’m not sure it’ll take my weight. I peer into the darkness, considering what else might double as a seat, and then I see something. It’s currently holding a broken hosepipe reel and a watering can, but I know what it is. When we first got the shed, Mark harboured dreams of making it a man cave, a place for quiet contemplation, and so I donated a lovely old Lloyd Loom chair that I found in a junk shop to the cause. And if I’m not mistaken . . .
I push past the cans of long-forgotten paint and my heart jumps when I see that I’m right. There are even some old sheets and towels on it that I saved to use for decorating. That will do nicely.
I manoeuvre the chair out of its corner and place it firmly in the spot recently occupied by the leaf hoover. I lift up the towels and sheets, avoiding the temptation to sniff them. I arrange the cleanest looking one in the seat, sit down and then pile the others on top of me. There! It’s quite the little nest. I reach for my phone and open the kindle app and start reading the latest Beth O’Leary.
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‘Mum?’
The voice makes me jump. I look up from my phone, my eyes struggling to adapt to the lack of light. The outline of Josh’s head appears at the cobwebby window, all round and moon-white.
‘Can I come in?’ he asks, his voice trepidatious.
‘Of course,’ I say quickly, not wanting him out in the dark any longer than he needs to be, not that it’s much lighter in here.
The door creaks open and Josh stands there with a cheese sandwich on an Ikea plastic plate in one hand, a KitKat in the other.
‘I thought you’d be hungry,’ he says. ‘So I made you some tea.’
My throat constricts. My little boy has made me food when I refused to make anything for him. There is something seriously awry with that.
‘Thank you, Joshy,’ I say, hoping that my voice doesn’t crack. ‘That’s so kind.’
I reach out and he drops the KitKat on top of the sandwich and passes me the plate carefully. I rest the plate on my knee as Josh takes in my meagre situation, his eyes scanning the dark corners of the shed suspiciously, and then finally landing on my snug little chair oasis. I can tell his eight-year-old self approves.
‘Pretty cool, huh?’ I say and he nods enthusiastically.
‘Yeah!’ But then his brows knot themselves together. ‘But you’re not really going to be out here all night, are you?’
I am, I think, any last vestiges of doubt evaporating, but I don’t want to worry Josh. He isn’t really part of this.
‘Let’s see, shall we,’ I say. ‘And isn’t it about time you were in bed? It’s school tomorrow.’
‘What about my story?’ he asks.
Another little sliver of my heart sheers away.
‘It’s Dad’s turn to read tonight, isn’t it?’ I reply. I know it is, which goes some way to appeasing my guilt at abandoning him.
‘What about my goodnight kiss?’ he asks.
‘Well, we can do that here, in the shed. Wouldn’t that be fun?’
He grins at me and nods enthusiastically. I put the plate down on the floor and pat my knee. He clambers onto me as if I’m a mountain that needs conquering, just like he used to when he was little. He barely fits on my lap anymore, but I wrap my arms around him tightly to stop him from slipping off and squeeze, planting a big sloppy kiss on his cheek which he immediately wipes away with the back of his hand, grinning at the ritual.
‘Good night, Josh. Sleep tight. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.’
As I say this, a silly little expression that I rarely even think about, I realise that I’m more likely to be bitten tonight than him.
‘No bugs in my bed!’ he replies, his pat response. Then he slithers off my knee and heads back into the garden.
‘Night, Mum,’ he calls, and then a few moments later I hear the back door open and close behind him.
I look down at my sandwich. There’s a woodlouse on it.
Then I hear the back door open again. Amy maybe. I wait for the knock, but when the voice comes, it’s Mark’s.
‘Knock, knock,’ he says. His voice is gentle, conciliatory.
‘Come in,’ I say, as I reposition my makeshift covers.
The door opens and Mark hovers on the threshold, taking in the scene.
‘Are you okay?’ he asks.
And suddenly I don’t feel very brave anymore. It’s like I’m a little girl playing hide and seek and wishing that the others would come and find me so I can leave my dark little cell.
But I have to be strong. I’m taking a stand.
I raise my chin and look him straight in the eye.
‘Yep,’ I say. ‘Although I appear to be sharing my tea.’
I nod in the direction of the cheese sandwich. Mark sees the woodlouse and pulls a face.
‘I don’t suppose he’ll eat much,’ he says. ‘Amy and I made the chilli, if you want to come in and have some of that instead.’
‘That’s good,’ I say, wondering which recipe they used. ‘But I think I’ll stay here for now.’
I cast my eyes around the dark space, as if it’s impossible to imagine wanting to be anywhere else. I have to stay put. Giving in now would be worse than not having tried at all. There are guns that need sticking to.
Mark nods.
‘I thought you’d say that. There’s no need though, Caz. You’ve made your point. I get it. I need to cook tea sometimes. So, you can come back inside.’
And that’s when I know that he hasn’t got it at all. He thinks I’m talking about one poxy meal but it’s so much more than that.
But I don’t want the row to start up again.
‘Things need to change,’ I say simply.
He obviously doesn’t want a row either as he seems to ignore what I’ve said.
‘I brought you some stuff,’ he says.
He produces a flask, Amy’s old sleeping bag from when she was, very briefly, a Girl Guide, and the back door key, which he holds out to me like it’s a diamond.
‘In case you change your mind in the middle of the night,’ he says, and one eyebrow raises as if to say and we both know you will.
I draw a deep breath in and sit up straighter in my nest. I take the flask from him, putting it down on the floor next to the sandwich. The sleeping bag is all wrapped up in its little stuff-sac, like a squishy egg and I balance it on my knee. Then I take the key.
‘Thanks,’ I say shortly. ‘See you tomorrow.’
Mark senses that he is dismissed but doesn’t seem to want to leave me.
‘If you’re sure,’ he says. ‘But you know where we are if you change your mind.’
He leans forward and kisses me tenderly on the cheek.
‘See you tomorrow,’ I say, with as much determination as I can muster.
Mark gives me one last look and his expression teeters on being hurt and confused, as if he really doesn’t understand what he’s done wrong. It breaks my heart to see it, but I tell myself in the moment that I am acting for the greater good. I need to stick to my principles here. It’s one night in a shed in a garden in Leeds. I am not backpacking in the Amazon rainforest. No harm is going to come to me other than not getting any sleep.
The shed door closes. I hear Mark trudge back across the lawn. The back door opens and closes and the lock clicks into place against me.
I am alone.
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I sit curled up in my chair-nest for two hours. I read for a bit but the words dance in front of my eyes, not really sinking in. My head is too full of my present situation to allow me to escape from it. After giving up on reading, I move over to Instagram, scrolling mindlessly through things that I must once have shown some interest in but have now forgotten about. I contemplate doing some research for my upcoming decoration projects, but that makes me think of my warm, clean house just a few short metres away, so I don’t.
When it feels like I’ve finally got to the bottom of my feed, I try searching for random things – cosiest nooks for reading, best houseplants for a kitchen, wildest places to spend the night. It was a short hop from there to poisonous spiders, UK’s largest centipedes, the carriers of the bubonic plague – but then I notice that, mercifully, my phone battery is down to twenty per cent and I close the app down.
Without the glow of my screen, the shed is very dark and it takes a while for my eyes to acclimatise. They say that when you’re without one sense the others work overtime to compensate. Well, my ears are on high alert, listening for anything that might suggest that I’m sharing the shed with something bigger than a woodlouse, but all is quiet. There has been no scuffling in corners or the sounds of tiny claws on wood. This is a relief at least.
I stretch and change positions in the chair. My back is stiff and that’s only going to get worse if I try to spend the entire night curled up here. And anyhow, sleeping in a chair feels like cheating. Sleeping in a chair is what you do on a long-haul flight or if you’re waiting for news in a hospital.
I am not just sitting in the shed, killing time. I have decided to sleep here. I am making a stand. There has to be more to it than just sleeping in a convenient chair and getting a stiff back.
I unwrap myself from the various sheets and old towels and stand up, stretching and arching my sore spine until it’s more flexible. There isn’t much spare space, but there would just be room to lie down if I shuffled things about a bit more.
My eyes are quite well adjusted now. It’s not completely dark. Next door’s security light is on, which takes the edge off the blackness, and the moon, when it appears from behind the clouds, is almost full. There is just about enough light for me to work out what I need to move to make a space to sleep in.
The lawnmower is my largest obstacle. I try to shove it out of the way but it stays stubbornly in place. By leaning on the handle, I manage to heel/toe it sideways, pivoting first on the back wheels and then the front until I have enough room to spread the sleeping bag out flat.
All of a sudden, being out here is exciting. It reminds me of all those dens I made when the kids were little, and even before that when I was little myself.
I lay one of the decorating sheets out on the bare floorboards, then a towel on top of that for a bit of softness. Then I fashion the second towel into a pillow and finally release the sleeping bag from its stuff-sac and lay it out on top of everything.
I would step back to admire my handiwork if there were any room. As it is, I just look down at it instead and I can’t help but feel quite pleased. For a bed in a shed, it looks remarkably cosy, inviting almost.
The only remaining question is how much of my clothing I should remove before getting in. It’s quite warm for October, but I am basically outside, protected from the elements by a single layer of wood. I decide to take my hoodie and trainers off but I leave my leggings and my top on. That’s basically pretty much pyjamas if you forget about the underwear.
I slip out of my trainers and pull off my hoodie and then I kneel on my little bed, taking care not to let anything slip off the sheet layer. I know it makes no sense, but somehow I feel more protected from creepy crawlies knowing that my sleeping bag isn’t directly on the floorboards.
Then I slide inside the little fabric tunnel and pull the toggle up tight around my head so that only my face is showing which should stop anything crawling into my hair. The thought makes me shiver, but it’s okay because I’m almost certain it can’t happen when I have the hood up.
I lie still, feeling my way into my new environment. It’s not the warmest bed ever, but I’ve slept in colder places. It’s not the most comfortable either, but I’m not so old that I can’t remember crashing on people’s bedroom floors on a regular basis. I always survived that and there’s not much difference between a carpet and a towel for these purposes.
The conclusion I reach is that my current situation is not that bad. I’m warmish, I’m dry and I’m kind of comfortable. I can do this, I tell myself. I can spend the night in the shed without having to creep back across the garden and let myself into the house.
Not only can I do it, but it’s starting to feel like an adventure.
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I don’t know what time it is when I wake up because I can’t reach my phone without unzipping my sleeping bag. It’s the middle of the night though, I can tell that. The silence has a rounded heaviness to it, as if it’s not expecting to be interrupted any time soon.
My first thought is that I’m cold. In fact, every part of me is cold except the very top of my head where it touches the hood of the sleeping bag. I huff out a little breath to see if I can see it but there’s no tell-tale plume. The air temperature isn’t the issue. It’s the fact that I’m basically lying on the ground.
I wriggle my hands up and try rubbing my arms and I kick my feet backwards and forwards within the confines of my sleeping bag, hoping that the combination of vigorous movement and friction will do the trick. I do manage to generate a little bit of warmth but as soon as I stop kicking I’m cold again. My toes are starting to feel disconnected from the rest of me as the chill eats into my bones.
What am I doing? My lovely soft bed with its feather topper and thick, comforting duvet is a matter of metres away and here I am lying in the cold dark shed trying to make a stupid point that absolutely nobody else cares about.
It would be the easiest thing in the world to just go inside. The kids wouldn’t notice. They will probably have forgotten that I’m out here anyway. And Mark? I think about how deeply he sleeps. Would he even notice if I snuck back into our bed? Well, he would if I put my feet on him, I think as I rub them together, curling my toes in and out to keep the circulation going. And he would be lovely about it, maybe a bit of light teasing when the dust has settled but he would certainly never rub my nose in my failed grand gesture.
Nothing will change, though. He will still choose Las Vegas over Whitby. The metaphorical feather will still be sitting on the kitchen counter next Christmas, even if the real one is in the bin.
I don’t want him to think I stormed out here in a hissy fit, something he can blame on the hormones men seem so scared of. Women’s objections to things are dismissed that way far too regularly.
I am serious. I want my point to be taken seriously. And if that is the case then I can’t give up at the first sign of mild discomfort.
Because I’m not going to die out here in the mild October night. There is absolutely no danger of hyperthermia. I picture the poor souls I see in the city centre sleeping in doorways on thin layers of cardboard with nothing to protect them from falling temperatures and I feel ashamed of my concern at slight chilliness. I’m just a little bit cold, that’s all, which is a result of poor preparation on my part. If I had the proper kit for sleeping in the shed, then I would be perfectly fine.
I’ll be better prepared tomorrow, I think as I close my eyes.
I don’t know how long I sleep for but, after a while, I jolt awake again. I’m still cold but I don’t think that’s what has woken me. It was too sudden. It must have been a sound.
Suddenly, I’m on high alert, my eyes wide open and the hairs on the back of my neck prickling. What was that?
I listen intently, my heart banging hard against my ribs. Everything is silent. There’s an owl hooting and what sounds like a car a few streets away but nothing that might have made me wake up. My imagination is desperate to go into overdrive but I’m struggling to contain it. This is our shed in our garden. There is nothing scary or dangerous inside or out. The biggest threat I’m facing here is what my head is creating. It’s not real.
As the silence stretches on and on without further interruption, I let myself relax. At least the adrenaline rush seems to have generated a bit of heat. And it can’t be long until dawn now.
The next time I wake it’s because something touches my face. It’s still the only part of me that’s exposed to the air. In my sleep-addled state, I think it must be my own hair to start with. It’s only when I try to brush it away with a hand I can’t actually move because the sleeping bag has trapped me like an Egyptian mummy that I realise my hair is caught inside the hood. Whatever it was that brushed my cheek, it isn’t part of me.
I sit bolt upright with a little shriek, wriggling like Houdini to get my hands out. I thrash about desperately until I finally manage to free myself and then swipe at my face as if whatever it was would still be just sitting on my cheek.
Obviously, there’s nothing there, but I can still feel the imprints of its creepy little feet on my skin. I daren’t let myself imagine what it was but that doesn’t matter because my imagination is on the rampage. I’m now sure I can feel a thousand little whatever-it-wases in my sleeping bag with me. Every part of me itches even though my head knows that it’s unlikely there are any creatures inside my clothing. I feel like one of those contestants on ‘I’m a Celebrity’, the ones that lie in coffins and have bugs tipped on them. That is surely what’s going on here, if you take the levels of itching as an indicator.
But no. There are no bugs in my sleeping bag, or my clothes, or on my face or, I establish by shaking my head as violently as I can, in my hair. They are only existing in my imagination. And I can control that.
Gingerly, I lie back down.
‘There are no bugs,’ I repeat to myself out loud. ‘There are no bugs. There are no bugs.’
It’s like a mantra or counting sheep. Shivering slightly, I drift back off to sleep.
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When I wake up the next time it’s no longer entirely dark, which feels like a relief. It’s not light either but somewhere between the two states – a morning twilight. Shadows that felt ominously threatening in the depths of the night now reveal themselves in their true form. A sinister arm becomes a spade handle. The hunch of a crouching body is actually an upturned bucket. It’s like being six years old again, imagining monsters in the dark corners of my bedroom only for perfectly familiar objects to appear with the light.
And a minor miracle has occurred. I’m not cold. Somehow, in the night, my body has regulated its own temperature. I wouldn’t say I was toasty warm but I’m not uncomfortable.
But I am stiff. I try a couple of cat/cow kind of stretches within the confines of my sleeping bag and groan as my back objects. There is no escaping it. At the grand old age of thirty-six, I appear to be too old to sleep on a cold floor. My makeshift sheet and towel mattress has made no difference to my comfort whatsoever.
Carefully, I sit up and undertake a full body scan, working my way up from my toes to see if any other part of me feels out of kilter. Everything seems to be in order. Apart from the stiffness in my back I appear to have survived the night unscathed.
I reach for my phone to check the time. It’s 5.55am, a time that featured regularly in my life when the children were little but which I now associate with early flights only. I open the camera and reverse it to check how I look. Bad, is the answer. Taking up residence in the shed before removing the day’s make-up has resulted in my mascara settling beneath my eyes, which are also puffed up from lack of sleep. My hair is more unruly than usual too, a legacy of the sleeping bag hood. It’s not my best look.
I don’t feel bad though. I feel . . . I stop to consider this. I feel satisfied, fulfilled, like a job has been well done, and I am responsible and can take full credit for it. It feels a bit like the buzz I get when I clean the entire house from top to bottom in one go. Pleasing.
This is surprising at first, but then, when I think about it for a moment longer, it makes perfect sense. I am feeling proud of myself. I said I would sleep in the shed and I did. I overcame my fears and my physical discomfort and whatever that was that crawled across my face – I shudder involuntarily at this thought – and lived to tell the tale. Go me!
I get to my knees and then wobble to my feet, like an overgrown sausage in my sleeping bag, and hop to the chair, collapsing down into it. So the next question is . . . now what?
I ponder this for a moment or two and reach the rather disappointing conclusion that I don’t know. This all happened so quickly. It wasn’t part of a considered strategy. If someone had told me this time yesterday that I’d be spending the night in my shed, I’d have thought they were talking to the wrong woman.
And then I did and it feels amazing. I feel tingly in a way that I haven’t done for ages. And I want more.
I sit in my cobwebby Lloyd Loom chair and consider my options. What was I seeking to achieve by sleeping out here? Well, I wanted Mark to understand that his choosing Las Vegas with his mates over Whitby with us is a bad choice. So far so clear, but then that turned into an argument, he called me unreasonable and I took umbrage.
Seen that way, it might look like I inflicted my night in the shed on myself in a fit of pique, but that’s not how it feels to me. It’s more important than that. The Las Vegas thing is annoying and I’m rightly irritated, but taken on its own I would have got over it. I mean, it would have been referenced in every argument we have from now until kingdom come, but it isn’t a deal breaker on its own.
There’s something much bigger brewing here, something I didn’t see coming. It must have been following me for ages, dipping back behind corners when I turn around, keeping out of sight. Other people can see it, though. My mum. Marie-Claude. Mrs Chivers. They all knew it was there.
I wonder how long everyone else has been able to see this thing that wasn’t evident to me. I wonder if Mark can see it.
Well, now I know it’s there I can’t be expected to ignore it. It’s like a hole in your tights – insignificant when you’re not aware of it yet lit up like a beacon and impossible to ignore when you are.
The only problem is I’m still not sure exactly what it is – or what I want to do about it.
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BEX
I’m still feeling bruised and battered from my encounter with the bank ferret. I know he has a name but there is no need for me to fix it in my mind as I have no intention of ever speaking to him again. My ego wouldn’t stand it. When the current sense of mortification has left me, I shall regroup and rebuild, and then I’ll take my new and improved business plan somewhere else and forget yesterday ever happened.
I wander into work. Since the pandemic, some of my colleagues work from home some of the time, and I was doing that too until my home became a pile of dust and rubble. Now I’m forced to go and sit at a desk in an actual office.
One or two of my colleagues actually prefer to work in the office. There’s Anzu, who still lives with her parents. Each time we have a Teams meeting, her mother appears in the background brandishing a teapot, and poor Anzu has to swat her away like a fly. And then Rich, who says he gets cabin fever if he’s stuck in his flat all day, but from the bits I saw of it before he discovered backgrounds, I suspect it’s just too disgusting to spend time there.
Then there’s Betsy and me. Betsy and Bex. We sound like a cartoon series from the nineties. It’s a good job we’re friends because people delight in attaching our names as if it’s impossible to say one without the other – like rhubarb and custard or Ant and Dec. And it’s always Betsy and Bex, never the other way round. I did try to get that one going – Bex and Betsy – but it didn’t catch on.
Betsy is at her desk when I arrive. It’s not actually ‘her’ desk because Prisha, the boss, doesn’t believe in that. None of us is to have ownership of our working environments. No photos, or plants or personal stationery items in the drawers. They’re distractions apparently and have no place in the office. All we need is a laptop and a phone and we’re good to go. Of course, it couldn’t be something to do with the fact that if we all chose to come into the office on the same day there wouldn’t actually be enough desks for us all.
Anyway, as so few of us do come to work, Betsy and I choose the same desks every day, and of course bits and pieces do start to accumulate. The drawer in ‘my’ desk has a packet of Juicy Fruit which is definitely mine, and a box of tampons which could be anyone’s. I did have some scissors but they are like gold dust and someone swiped them. I suspect Rich, but he has one of those ‘butter wouldn’t melt’ faces so I’ve never accused him – I’m just waiting for the day I see them in his hands and then I’ll know. Betsy has a supermarket purple orchid that flowers forever, which Prisha most definitely wouldn’t approve of but which no one has yet objected to. And aren’t orchids supposed to be good for absorbing toxins and purifying the air? Given how toxic Prisha is this can only be a good thing.
Betsy looks up as I come in and takes one AirPod out.
‘Good morning!’ she says cheerfully.
‘Is it?’ I ask, not really that sure. I slump down into my desk and plug my laptop charger in.
‘Ah,’ says Betsy and it’s clear from her tone that she’s read the room, or what my mood is contributing to it at least. ‘How are things at building central?’
‘Grim. I believe my house still has four walls and a roof but I wouldn’t like to swear to it.’
‘You’ve got . . .’ Betsy points at her shoulder and I look down at mine. A cobweb that wouldn’t look out of place at Halloween has draped itself across my jacket. Was that there throughout my meeting at the bank? Mortified, I frantically brush at the dusty cobweb but it sticks to my fingers and I have to flick my wrist hard before it finally detaches itself from my hand and flies across the desks, landing not far from Rich, who is on the phone. Fortunately, he doesn’t notice.
‘For God’s sake,’ I mutter under my breath.
‘You can’t carry on like this,’ says Betsy, brows knitted in genuine concern for me. ‘Did you hear back from your sister?’
Thinking about it, it is odd that I haven’t heard back from Carrie. She’s usually so efficient. I hope the silence doesn’t mean that she hasn’t been able to swing me moving in with Mark.
‘No,’ I say. ‘But I’m sure it’ll be fine. I’ll ring her in a bit. I asked if I could move in at the weekend but I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out at home. It’s like living in a post-apocalyptic movie.’
‘And it must be a health hazard,’ says Betsy, wrinkling her nose. ‘Breathing in all that dust.’
‘Yep. And there’s also the real risk that I’ll get hauled up on a murder charge,’ I add, my eyes shooting heavenwards.
‘Not getting any easier with Jakub?’ she asks, her head cocked to one side sympathetically.
‘No. Not in the least. The man is clearly an idiot and I’m almost certain he took those windows out early just to spite me.’
I’m aware that those two things don’t follow. He is unlikely to be both stupid and Machiavellian, and I don’t actually believe he’s making my life hell on purpose, but now that I’ve said it out loud it makes me feel a little bit better. Then I remember the box of jewellery.
‘And you’ll never guess what they found,’ I add. ‘Hidden in the chimney?’
One of the things I love about Betsy is that she’s always guaranteed to provide an extreme reaction to whatever you tell her. It’s as if she’s part of the crowd in an Am Dram show. Her oohs and ahhs are invariably louder than anyone else’s and she has the market cornered in wide eyes and open mouths.
She doesn’t disappoint me now.
‘No!’ she says with full drama. ‘What was it?’
I’m glad she doesn’t run through your standard list of guesses so that I can get straight to the point.
‘A box of jewellery,’ I say. ‘Some rings and what looks like a Cartier watch.’
‘Wow! What kind of rings?’
‘Old ones. A diamond solitaire and one that looks like an emerald. I think they’re the real deal.’
‘And where were they?’ she asks.
‘The builders found them in the chimney breast when they were taking the wall down. I think they must have been hidden there for a while judging by the amount of dust.’
‘Were they damaged by the fire?’ Betsy asks. ‘If they’ve been up the chimney.’
‘It wasn’t a real fire. Just a manky old gas one that I never used because the gas board said it wasn’t safe. I can’t work out where they were now the chimney isn’t there anymore, but I assume they were just tucked up there out of sight.’
‘Ooh,’ says Betsy. ‘I wonder who they belong to.’
I throw her a confused look.
‘Well, me. Obviously. My house. My hidden jewellery,’ I say, although technically it’s Dad’s house.
Betsy nods. ‘Yes, of course. But before that. Do you know who used to own the house?’
I’ve never confessed to Betsy that my dad bought the house for me to live in and that I had nothing to do with the purchase until he handed me the keys. This doesn’t seem the moment to set her straight, so I shake my head.
‘Sadly not. The place was empty and the sale went through solicitors. I didn’t have any contact with the old owners.’
‘That’s a shame,’ says Betsy, looking genuinely heartbroken. ‘Imagine if those had been your things and you forgot them when you moved out.’
‘I suspect they’ve been there for decades,’ I say quickly. ‘The house could have changed times several times since then. The owner is probably dead by now.’
Betsy’s hand shoots to her mouth.
‘Oh, how dreadful,’ she says, as if the unknown owner of my jewellery box was a personal friend.
I resist the temptation to roll my eyes.
‘What will you do?’ she asks, as if it’s a matter of life and death.
I hadn’t thought that I’d do anything.
‘I suppose I might get them valued, for insurance purposes. Or sell them?’
They might make a small dint in the cost of all the things I want to buy for the house when it’s finished. Every little helps and all that.
Betsy looks like she might actually cry.
‘It’s so very sad,’ she says, her lips trembling slightly.
This time my eyes roll involuntarily.
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Prisha, our boss, appears around 10.30 and luckily I’m hard at it creating some graphics for a client who makes art out of old clothing labels. Her pictures are really clever, with detailed and totally recognisable faces created out of the tiny scraps of fabric. Some people are very talented. And very patient. There’s no way I could do something so fiddly, even if I had the vision in the first place, which I don’t.
Rich’s timing isn’t quite so good. He has been playing FIFA on his phone all morning and only just manages to move his phone to his ear to feign a call in time. I smirk as I hear him fabricating a conversation, his face earnest as if he’s really thinking about what the phantom person on the other end is saying. I catch his eye mischievously and he throws me a ‘don’t you dare’ look back. It’s okay. I’m not about to dob him in. There, but for the grace of God, go all of us. It might just as easily have been me caught perusing new curtains for my currently non-existent windows.
Prisha struts around the tiny space, looming over our shoulders to examine what’s on our screens, sniffing occasionally at what she sees. She has two sniffs – one approving and one not – and they are almost indistinguishable, particularly from behind. Betsy gets an approving one. Betsy is a girly swot.
When Prisha looks at what I’m doing I get a tut and a sigh. This is not so encouraging. She makes a little ‘hmmm’ sound.
‘It’s so tricky to capture the essence of a piece of art in a small photo,’ she says, the clear implication being that I haven’t achieved it. ‘I might be tempted to work on close-ups of highlighted areas rather than the whole picture,’ which translates as, ‘That isn’t working. Scrap it and start again.’
‘Yes, I was just thinking that. Thanks, Prisha,’ I say through gritted teeth.
This is why I needed ferret bank man to give me the loan, so I can get out of here and not have to put up with any more passive aggressive jibes. As it is, however, I have curtains to pay for and so I bite my tongue, press delete and start again. My shoulders relax a little as I hear her stalk off to go and peer over Anzu’s shoulder. She gives what sounds like an approving sniff, and then she looks back over at me.
‘Actually Bex,’ she calls, an afterthought. ‘I’m not sure any of your campaign is working. I think it needs a fresh eye. I’m minded to give it to Anzu. You can take over some of her overspill. That’s all right with you, isn’t it?’ She doesn’t turn round to face me, says it like she’s asked me to check the weather forecast for her.
But it feels like she’s just kicked me hard in the stomach, knocking all the air out of me. She’s completely taken my client from me, in the most public way possible. I think it’s the most shaming thing she’s ever done to me, although the competition for that particular prize is pretty tough.
I sense the others sinking lower behind their screens, desperate not to get hit by any shrapnel, but they needn’t worry. This missile was aimed directly at me and it hit its mark. I’m struggling to catch a breath, with shock, mortification, anger all fighting each other to get top billing in my emotional response. Part of me wants to stand up and defend myself, the other part wants the world to implode around me. Tears prick in my eyes and I blink hard to disperse them. I absolutely will not give her the satisfaction of knowing she’s upset me.
‘Okay,’ I say as calmly as I can manage. ‘Whatever you think, Prisha. Just let me know which accounts Anzu needs help with.’
I risk a quick glance around me. Rich’s head is bowed and I can only see the top of it. I notice that his dark hair is thinning prematurely and could do with a good wash, which is a random thought in the circumstances. Anzu is biting her lip. She’s so sweet. She must be hating this almost as much as I am. Betsy’s eyes are wide with empathy, and I pull a ‘what the actual . . .’ face at her.
Then Prisha turns to face me and all heads instantly drop. I give her one of those smiles that only impacts on the lower half of my face. She matches it with one of her own. Then she struts off to her cubicle. She has her own part of the office with an actual door. I mean, of course she does.
Her door closes smartly behind her and there is a collective out breath. No one says anything. What is there to say? Our boss just did what she does best and this time she did it to me. We’ve all been there. But this is a good agency with a great reputation and she pays us above the market rate. You can put up with a lot for a decent pay packet at the end of the month.
Well, the others can. I am well and truly at tether’s end. Getting myself the money to set up on my own suddenly leaps up from being number one on my list of priorities to being number one with bells on.
‘I’m so sorry, Bex,’ says Anzu’s timid little voice.
‘It’s not your fault,’ I reply. ‘Don’t worry about it.’
I offer her a stellar smile and hope my voice conveys that being humiliated by Prisha is water off a duck’s back to me, but I’m pretty certain it doesn’t. I focus on my screen, trying to gather my thoughts. I know that I have a long list of other clients that need my attention, but my mind is suddenly a black hole with no suggestions of any stars to head for.
I check my phone to see if there’s a message from Carrie. I need her to get back to me so that at least I know I have somewhere to sleep. But there is nothing. Carrie appears to be ghosting me on top of everything else.
Marvellous.
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CARRIE
It’s Wednesday morning – a school day. Even though I’ve just spent the night in our shed in protest against Mark’s terrible decision to prioritise his mates over his family, I still don’t really know where that leaves me in terms of my parental duties. Yes, Amy and Josh could do more to help out around the house, but my gripe isn’t really against them. I’m not sure that I want them to suffer the consequences of whatever it is that’s going on in my head. So, I decide to head back inside and start my day as normal.
I wrap the sleeping bag into a ball and stuff it back into the little bag. Then I pick up my phone and the back door key and let myself out of the shed.
If I were in my house right now, I would probably assume that it’s still dark outside. I don’t actually know what time it gets light at this time of year. I never really take much notice. The curtains are closed so I can’t tell.
But now I’m outside I can see that it’s neither dark nor light. The sky over the tops of the houses has a hint of red about it, which graduates through a range of oranges and pinks until it becomes a rich indigo blue above my head. It really is gorgeous. Just think, I usually miss all this because I’m asleep. All this beauty shut away behind the curtains.
The grass is wet with dew under my feet and the first of the fallen autumn leaves, still crisp, stick to my trainers. There is a rich, earthy smell in the air. Is that always there or only on Wednesdays when I’ve slept in the shed? What else am I missing in my rush to make everything run smoothly for my family?
I put the key in the lock, turn it quietly and slip into the house. I probably have time to get showered and changed and still be on track with all my morning routines, but I don’t. It might be petty but I want Mark to find me here, in last night’s clothes and with my make-up slippage and my bird’s-nest hair. This is what sleeping in the shed looks like and I need him to witness it, so he doesn’t erase the fact of what just happened from his mind.
My phone buzzes but when I look to see what it wants it finally runs out of charge and gives up the ghost. I usually charge my phone overnight, so that’s a problem I’m going to have to solve before tonight.
The thought is out and fully formed before I’m really aware of what it means. Am I intending to do this again? Was last night not the night I slept in our shed but actually the first night I slept there?
I’m just contemplating the implications of this when I hear the shower start upstairs. That will be Mark taking advantage of my absence to use the bathroom first. I note that this appears to be his first thought rather than going outside to check that I didn’t die in the night, but I bat this away. I’m a grown woman, not a child.
I start on the kids’ packed lunches and am just setting the breakfast table when he appears. He’s wearing my favourite pink shirt, the one that sets off the remains of his summer tan, and his hair is still damp. He might be quite irritating sometimes but he can still make my heart beat a little bit quicker.
He looks uncertain as to how to play this, his smile genuine but tentative.
‘Good morning?’ he says. There’s the hint of a question in his tone as if he’s not sure.
‘Morning,’ I reply, cheerfulness personified.
He comes to hug me. I must smell a bit of yesterday and shed and sleeping bag mustiness, but he doesn’t seem to care.
‘Are you okay?’ he asks.
He’s feeling his way, I can tell, like someone cutting a path across an icy lake, unsure of which tiny cracks might open up and send them plummeting into the icy water.
I know what he’s getting at but I’m really not sure of the answer, so I decide to simplify things a little.
‘Apart from being in desperate need of a shower?’ I say.
‘Er . . . well. Yes, I suppose,’ he says.
What he actually wants me to say is that I am fine, that I’ve got whatever it was out of my system and that everything can go back to normal.
But I remember my involuntary thought of a few minutes earlier, the one about how I’m going to charge my phone in the shed, and I realise that whatever it was, it’s most definitely not out of my system yet.
‘I think I’ll go and do that now,’ I say, kissing him on the cheek as I pass by. ‘I’ve not made your packed lunch,’ I add as I reach the door, ‘but there’s plenty of food in the fridge.’
And then I’m gone.
What was that, I think, as I head up the stairs. Did I not make his sandwiches because (a) I just hadn’t got that far yet, (b) I forgot, or (c) I wilfully chose not to?
I’m not sure it’s any of those, more a subconscious decision. But they’re starting to mount up, these subconscious thoughts.
Josh is just stumbling out of his room as I reach the landing. He takes one look at me and bursts into laughter.
‘Mum, you look silly!’ he says as he takes in my dishevelled appearance.
I settle my face into one of fake hurt.
‘Oh, and there I was thinking how beautiful I looked,’ I say.
‘Did you really stay in the shed all night?’ he asks next, his eyes wide.
‘I really did,’ I confirm.
‘And what was it like?’
I need to be careful here. If not, he’ll be campaigning to stay out there with me and that really isn’t part of the plan. Not that I have any kind of plan, but having my children sleep outside in October will most definitely not be in it.
‘There were lots of creepy crawlies,’ I say and then immediately realise that this would be a sure-fire deterrent for Amy, but it is unlikely to work for Josh. His face lights up and he’s about to ask more details so I add, ‘And really, really cold,’ and that seems to have the desired effect.
He shivers. There’s one thing that Josh likes even more than football and that is his bed.
‘Right, you better get a move on or you’re going to be late for school,’ I say and then I dive into the bathroom to begin the task of putting me back together.



21
We have breakfast and Mark leaves the house as normal. I notice that he doesn’t have his lunch box in his hand. I assume this is because I didn’t make any sandwiches for him this morning. It’ll be the takeaway issue all over again. Carrie hasn’t made my lunch, so I’ll pay for someone else to do it instead. This is still annoying – after all, what he spends on food when we have a fridge-full at home is money that we can’t spend on something better. Like our non-existent Whitby trip.
‘I’ll see you this evening,’ he says as he leaves. This sentence has the tiniest upturn to it, as if the statement is part question, and it is twinned with the tiniest raise of an eyebrow. He’s not sure what is going on here, which makes two of us.
‘Will do,’ I say confidently. ‘Have a nice day.’
His expression still has a tint of confusion to it, but he smiles and then is gone as usual.
Amy doesn’t mention my shed exploits at all. It’s as if the whole incident is entirely expunged from her memory. In fact, I’m pretty certain that all matters that don’t relate directly to her meet the same fate. She thunders around the house collecting what she needs from wherever she’s left it, and then with a cursory ‘Bye Mum’, she’s gone too.
Josh, by contrast, is all questions as we walk to meet Marie-Claude and Odile, and he hasn’t finished with the subject by the time we get there.
‘Mum slept in our shed last night,’ he announces to Odile. ‘There was a woodlouse in your sleeping bag, wasn’t there, Mum?’
There is a degree of artistic licence in this second statement and he throws me an anxious glance, hoping for confirmation so I’m forced to nod. I’m not sure I was ready to mention the shed incident to Marie-Claude just yet. I wanted to wait until I had my thoughts straight in my head, but it’s too late now.
Marie-Claude opens her mouth to question me but Odile beats her to it.
‘That’s actually disgusting,’ she says. ‘Woodlouses are vile.’
‘It’s not woodlouses, is it, Mum? It’s woodlice,’ says Josh, and Odile gives him a look that might have petrified him had he met her gaze.
‘That’s right,’ I say.
‘And I bet there were spiders too, weren’t there?’ Josh adds. ‘Big fat ones with hairy bodies and long legs.’
‘I imagine so,’ I say, not really wanting to think about my sleeping companions any more than I have to.
The kids skip on ahead and when they are out of earshot Marie-Claude starts.
‘Did you actually sleep in your shed?’ she asks.
‘I did,’ I confirm.
‘Why?’
‘It’s complicated,’ I offer even though I know this won’t do.
‘You can explain,’ she says. Then she looks at her watch. ‘But not now. I must rush back to my workshop and this needs more time. A drink this evening?’
As far as I know, Mark will be in this evening to mind the kids, so I agree.
‘I will ring JayJay too,’ she says, without further explanation, although the clear implication is that this is an issue that requires the big guns and that an intervention may be required.
By the time I get back home, my phone is fully charged and I check my messages. There are two and a missed call from Bex and I realise guiltily that, what with all the excitement of ‘Shed-gate’, I forgot to get back to her about coming to stay. I quickly type a reply.
Spoke to Mark. All fine. Let me know when you’re coming. C x
The reply is almost instantaneous.
Tonight?
I stare at the screen. She originally said the weekend and that would suit me better, what with trying to work out what’s going on in my head and meeting up with Marie-Claude later, but she’s my sister and she clearly needs to come sooner than she thought.
No worries. What time?
Need to pack up house first. Maybe nine?
That should work.
Great. See you then x
I flick the kettle on and make myself a cup of tea. It feels like I need to take stock for a moment, but what I actually find myself doing is going back out to the shed. I open the door and peer inside.
The place is a mess. Now it’s light, I can see that the tiny space in which I slept is covered in bits of soil from the garden tools, and dried grass clippings are gathered in little piles where they fell off the lawnmower blades. If I hadn’t had my sleeping bag hood up, then I would have got no end of crap in my hair. And Mark has just thrown the gardening equipment in here willy nilly without any attempt at order. It’s amazing I was able to create a space large enough to lie down in at all.
But if I just push the lawnmower up against the side wall, perhaps . . . And then balance the leaf blower on top? I do that and it clears quite a bit of space. Then the tools can go against the opposite wall. There are a few hooks that Mark put up when he first inherited the shed. Most of them are empty as the tools are piled up on top of one another, rather than put away properly.
I hang the shears on the hooks and then the hoe and fork. It’s quite therapeutic, creating a sense of order in here. There is far too much stuff for everything to have its own place, but I can at least improve things a little.
When I next check the time it’s approaching midday and most of the floor of the shed is clear. I get a broom and sweep all the soil and grass clippings and dead woodlice into a pile and then collect them into a dustpan and brush. Much better.
I don’t really know what I’m doing or why, but I’m busy and when I’m on task I’m generally at my most content. It’s only when I have restored the shed to some kind of order that I stop to think. It’s Mark’s domain and so really it should be him that does any sorting in here, and yet I’ve done it.
And I can only think of one reason why I might have done that.
I must be intending to sleep in here again tonight.
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Mark says he’s fine to mind the kids for the evening but he checks my hands for suitcases as I leave. Only joking. I think he thinks the whole incident is now over, or as good as. He doesn’t ask what’s for tea when he walks in like he usually does, but he can probably smell the fish and chips that Josh and I bought on the way back from football training, so that’s his answer.
I arrive at the bar for my drink with Marie-Claude and JayJay. It’s a quirky little place tucked away from the main street, which sells a dazzling array of gins but also carries a very drinkable Italian pinot grigio that I particularly like. Marie-Claude refuses to drink wine that isn’t French, but she is currently working her way steadily through the gin selection, selecting a different one each time we come, so that’s fine.
JayJay is already there and has found us a table in a corner away from prying eyes and ears, and draughts. She waves wildly at me and shouts my name as I open the door so most of the bar turns round to stare. I pick my way through the tables to her, hoping that I don’t trip and make an idiot of myself, but of course no one is actually watching me. As a thirty-plus mum of two I’m pretty much invisible.
‘What’s happened?’ asks JayJay before I’ve even taken my coat off. ‘Marie-Claude made it sound like an emergency.’
‘No emergency,’ I confirm as I choose a seat against the wall and sit down. ‘It’s just . . .’ but I don’t want to explain to JayJay and then have to start all over again when Marie-Claude gets here. ‘Let’s get some drinks first and then I’ll tell you.’
Marie-Claude is often late, so while we wait we talk about how training is going for Box Tree Juniors, which is pretty well, according to JayJay who keeps a very close eye on these things. When Marie-Claude makes her entrance, the heads of the other patrons also turn but this is mainly because she turns heads every time she enters a room. Marie-Claude would never describe herself as invisible.
We watch as she discusses with the bar owner exactly where she’s got to on her gin voyage of discovery (about a third of the way along the shelf). There’s lots of pointing and shrugging. Then the correct tonic is selected and finally she is with us, sitting, loose-limbed and relaxed, her long legs crossed at the ankles.
‘Did you start?’ she asks, head turning from me to JayJay and back again. ‘Did she tell you what is going on?’
‘Nope,’ replies JayJay. ‘She hasn’t said a word.’
‘I am here, you know,’ I add, but they ignore me.
‘Bon. So she says she slept the last night in her shed,’ announces Marie-Claude with heavy emphasis on the last three words.
JayJay looks at first confused and then understanding.
‘Oh,’ she says knowingly. ‘You and Mark had a fight, did you?’
‘Not really,’ I say, and then, ‘Well, kind of. But not the kind you’re thinking. We haven’t fallen out or any . . .’
Marie-Claude puts the palms of her hands up to silence us.
‘Non!’ she says. ‘We will get to that part. But first. Our friend Carrie slept the night in the shed. You know the shed. That place in the garden filled with spiders and cobwebs and with no running water and no electricity?’
She looks to me for confirmation and I nod.
‘No electricity,’ she repeats so JayJay has definitely got the point. ‘And this is where she slept the night.’
JayJay looks less horrified by the lack of power than Marie-Claude evidently is.
‘Okay,’ she says. ‘You slept in the shed. I get that. But you have a spare room, right?’
I agree.
‘Which does have running water and electricity and quite possibly a bed?’
I nod again.
‘You see, at last, my point,’ adds Marie-Claude triumphantly, but I’m not sure I do and JayJay definitely doesn’t.
‘Surely the important question here is why did Carrie sleep in the shed,’ JayJay says. ‘I think we can all agree that spare bedrooms are better than sheds as a general rule. But what I want to know is why she slept in either, especially as we’ve established that she didn’t argue with Mark.’
I take a gulp of my drink before I start trying to explain.
‘You know we’re supposed to be going to Whitby at half term,’ I begin.
JayJay looks as if she didn’t actually know this, but she plays along and nods.
‘Well, some friend of Mark’s, someone I’ve never met, has invited him to go to Las Vegas that same week. And he’s said he’ll go.’
‘And what’s his name, this “imaginary” friend,’ asks Marie-Claude, audible air quotes enclosing the word ‘imaginary’ and contempt for my apparent gullibility written all over her face.
‘No,’ I say, grasping her meaning at once. ‘No! It’s not that. Jason does exist. I’ve just never met him.’
Marie-Claude looks at me like I’m a simpleton. I want to say that just because her mind works like that doesn’t make it true.
‘So, basically,’ chips in JayJay, ‘Mark has chosen to go to Las Vegas on a lads’ trip over going to Whitby with you and the kids.’
‘Precisely,’ I say and almost at once I can feel my throat thicken because, as well as being really bloody cross with him, I’m actually (a) very disappointed at missing a holiday that I’d been looking forward to, and (b) hurt that he didn’t seem to share my excitement.
‘That’s really crap,’ says JayJay.
‘I thought so,’ I say.
‘So, you sleep in the shed with the spiders?’ asks Marie-Claude as if she can’t fathom a way in which these two things can possibly be connected.
‘Well, first I refused to make the tea,’ I say. ‘And then I messed up the bed and left my yoga clothes all over the floor.’
JayJay puts up a hand to high-five me.
‘Way to go, sister,’ she says.
‘Well, I was cross,’ I say. ‘I do everything in that house. And I mean everything. And I’m feeling a little bit . . .’ I search for the right description. ‘A bit put upon.’
‘This means what?’ asks Marie-Claude, always concerned to improve her vocabulary.
‘Taken advantage of,’ supplies JayJay. ‘Taken for granted. Unappreciated. Undervalued. Unloved.’
‘Okay, Okay!’ I say. ‘It’s not that bad. But yes, I do feel a bit like they take me for granted. Not just Mark. The kids too. Not that it’s their fault. They don’t know any different. But Mark does. And he shouldn’t have chosen his mates over us.’
‘No. He definitely shouldn’t,’ agrees JayJay.
‘But the shed!’ pipes up Marie-Claude. ‘I cannot get beyond this part.’
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I definitely understand Marie-Claude’s confusion. God, I’m almost as confused as she is! I try again.
‘I think I did it because sleeping in the shed is such a ludicrous thing to do,’ I say. ‘It’s the only way I can get across how frustrated I feel. They won’t take me seriously if I just stay in the house.’
Marie-Claude’s expression doesn’t really change. She’s still not with me.
‘I know Mark and the kids love me,’ I continue, which is true, ‘but when I get cross with them, they see it as Mum having a little hissy fit. All they have to do is wait for me to get over it, and calm will be restored and they can go back to the way things were before. At least if I move out to the shed, they can see I’m serious.’
‘I get that,’ says JayJay. ‘It’s like you were drawing a line in the sand. Enough is enough.’
‘Yes, just like that. But the difficulty now is where do I go from here? Having spent one night in the shed, it feels like I can’t just go back to the house. I mean, what’s really changed since yesterday? Zilch.’
‘But you can’t just live there,’ says Marie-Claude, eyes wide in horror.
This is something that’s been flying around in my head all day without me reaching a conclusion. But then suddenly I do.
‘Why not?’ I ask.
They both look at me as if I’ve lost my reason. I glance from JayJay to Marie-Claude and, as I see the confusion and concern on their faces, I realise that this is exactly what I need to do. Light suddenly dawns on me and all at once everything feels very straightforward.
‘Why can’t I move into the shed?’
I think I’m asking myself really, more than them, so I answer myself.
‘This is something I have to do,’ I continue. ‘And I need to live in the shed for at least a week for it to make any impact on Mark at all.’
Marie-Claude mutters ‘Mon Dieu’ under her breath.
‘Okay. But what impact are you trying to make?’ asks JayJay.
‘That’s a good question,’ I reply, sucking at the inside of my lip as I think. ‘I need to do something that makes him understand how important this is to me. If I move into the spare room, it looks like there’s a problem with our marriage. And there really isn’t one.’
JayJay looks at me questioningly, her face all screwed up as if she’s not convinced by my plan.
‘Can’t you just talk to Mark, tell him how you feel. This shed business feels a little bit drastic.’
She makes a valid point. Wouldn’t it be easier to just explain how I’m feeling to Mark? Quite possibly. But then again, haven’t I tried to do that a hundred times before? I know how it would go. I seethe quietly through all the perceived slights and injustices until my temper is stretched to its absolute limit, and then that tends to be the moment when I address the issues, just when I’m at my least rational.
It’s no wonder that Mark doesn’t listen. He must think I’m simply ranting, letting off steam. I bet he reckons if he keeps his head down it will all blow over and everything will go back to the way it has always been. I can understand why he thinks like that, I suppose, not least because experience has shown him that that is what always happens.
‘The problem here,’ says Marie-Claude, ‘is that Mark does not respect you.’ She says this with the kind of blind authority that she says everything, like there is no other way of looking at the situation.
Instantly I want to defend Mark. Of course my lovely husband of fifteen years and counting respects me. Then I think about Las Vegas and, even though it hurts me to say so, I can see that she might be right.
‘She’s got a point,’ says JayJay before I have a chance to speak. ‘I’m not saying he doesn’t love you or that you don’t love him, but on what planet is it acceptable to cancel a family holiday to go off with some mate that your wife doesn’t even know?’
I can feel tears starting to build behind my eyes now.
Because I know she’s right. They both are. If Mark did respect me, he wouldn’t have agreed to the Las Vegas trip.
This hurts. Knowing that my husband would happily do this to me and the kids, when I would never have even considered doing it to him raises all kinds of questions in my mind.
‘So, it’s like you teach him a lesson?’ says Marie-Claude. ‘That’s why you sleep with spiders.’
She pulls a face suggesting this is still the most ridiculous form of protest she can conceive of.
‘I suppose it is,’ I say. ‘And there weren’t that many spiders, not that I saw anyway.’
Marie-Claude shudders and flicks something imaginary off her jeans.
‘Anyway, it will be better tonight,’ I add, trying to convince myself as much as her.
And as I say this, I realise that this is where I was going this morning when I was considering the phone-charging situation. My brain was already three steps ahead of my emotions.
‘And I’ve made a start at tidying it up,’ I admit. ‘I spent a bit of time in there this morning moving things around and sweeping. And if I run an extension lead from the house then I can have some light tonight, which will improve matters considerably.’
‘We’ve got a spare blow-up mattress,’ says JayJay. She wrinkles her nose. ‘Well, it’s basically a glorified Lilo but it’s better than sleeping on the floor.’
This is a brilliant idea. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of it before. Just because I’m in the shed, it doesn’t mean I can’t try to make things a little bit more comfortable. I’m a protestor after all, not a martyr.
‘That would be great,’ I say.
‘I have to go and get Marco from karate so I’ll drop it off on my way past,’ she says.
‘Thank you, that’s so kind.’
I look at my watch. It’s gone half past eight. Bex will be arriving at our house very shortly. I should be there to meet her and then explain the new sleeping arrangements.
‘I need to go, but this has been great,’ I say. ‘You’ve helped me get things much clearer in my head.’
Marie-Claude throws me a look that I’m certain is half pity. She still thinks I’m mad.
But I don’t. I’m more fired up by this idea than I have been about anything else for ages and it feels amazing, like little sparks going off inside me.
‘See you in a bit, Carrie,’ says JayJay as she finishes her drink and then she heads off into the night.
‘I better go too,’ I say and Marie-Claude gets to her feet. She kisses me on each cheek and then she stares deeply into my eyes like she’s trying to read what’s going on in my head.
‘You must be careful, Carrie,’ she says in a low voice. ‘This is a dangerous path.’
I give her a little reassuring smile. ‘Don’t worry,’ I say. ‘It will only be for a night or two, just until Mark understands that I’m serious.’
‘D’accord,’ she says. And then she gives my arm a little squeeze and we leave the bar.
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BEX
It takes me about three hours to box up what is left of my life. It’s not much to show for twenty-seven years – a few packing cases filled with what is, quite frankly, crap.
In my head, I had completed this task mindfully, sorting wheat from chaff and not allowing myself to put anything into the boxes that I didn’t want or need in my newly renovated home.
However, time is not my friend and so I pack everything, warts and all, and kid myself that I’ll sort it out when I finally reach the other side.
I pile the cases up in a corner of the spare room with the things I moved up here when Jakub started to demolish downstairs and cover the lot with a big plastic sheet. Jakub provided the sheet. It’s about the only helpful thing he’s done so far.
All that remains for me to do now is to put my suitcases in the back of the car and drive round to Carrie’s place. As I bang the front door shut behind me, I don’t feel sad that I’m leaving. Since Jakub and his crew moved in, the house doesn’t feel like my home anymore. I’m beginning to wonder if it ever will again.
When I get to Carrie’s, there are lights glowing warmly from all the windows. It’s at moments like this when I could almost envy my sister and her boring traditional married existence. Don’t get me wrong. I am absolutely not interested in finding Mr Right and settling on the sofa in front of the TV every night, but right now her steady lifestyle is looking very tempting.
Opening the boot of the car, I choose the smaller of the two suitcases, heave it out and drag it down the drive to the front door. Mark can bring the second one. What is the point of having a dog and barking yourself, I always say. Not that he’s my dog, but you take my point.
I ring the doorbell and almost immediately Josh answers it. This is a surprise. Josh goes to bed at 8 o’clock and I wouldn’t normally expect him to be up and about as late as this.
‘You’ll never guess what,’ he fires at me before I’m even over the threshold.
‘Tell me,’ I say, playing along.
‘Mummy is living in the shed,’ he says. He beams at me from ear to ear as if this is literally the most exciting thing he’s ever heard. I’m not sure I’ve heard him at all.
‘She’s doing what?’
‘She had a row with Daddy and now she’s living in the shed,’ he clarifies.
This sounds most unlikely, so I dismiss it as the wanderings of an over-active imagination.
‘Is she now?’ I say doubtfully. ‘Well, that is exciting. Is Daddy home?’
‘Yes. Mummy is too. She hasn’t gone outside yet.’
Feeling slightly disorientated, I follow Josh into the house and he takes me through to the kitchen from where there is a clear line of sight to the garden shed. I’ve never really considered Carrie’s garden shed before. I’m not even sure I knew they had one, although had anyone asked me, I would’ve assumed they did. A shed is the kind of thing Carrie would definitely have. I can’t say I’ve ever noticed it before but I can see it now, sitting at the bottom of the garden, because there is an eerie pale blue light coming from the little square windows. It still looks very much like a shed, however.
I decide Josh must be teasing me for some reason that I can’t currently fathom and look around for an adult who might make a little bit more sense.
Amy is the next to appear. She doesn’t acknowledge that I’m there. Actually, I don’t think she even notices me at first because it’s only when she looks up from her phone screen that I get a glimmer of a smile.
‘Hi Auntie Bex,’ she says. ‘Mum’s upstairs.’
Not in the shed then, I think. Josh, as if recognising my doubt in his story, pipes up.
‘That’s because she’s just getting ready. She is going to sleep in there again. She told me.’
Again. So, this has happened before. What an earth is going on here?
‘Is your dad around?’ I ask Amy. ‘I’ve left one of my suitcases in the car.’
Amy looks at me in a contemplative way, like she’s wondering why I might have suitcases with me. Has Carrie not told them that I’m moving in? This whole scenario is getting weirder by the second.
‘Your mum did tell you that I’m coming to stay for a bit, didn’t she?’ I try.
Amy thinks about this for a moment and then nods her head.
‘Oh yeah, she did. I remember now.’
Thank God for that.
I decide it would probably be quicker to go and get my own case, so I head back to the car, lug it out of the boot and trail back down the drive with it. By the time I get back to the house Mark is in the hall. I pray that he isn’t going to make a joke about how much stuff I have with me. I’m not in the mood for it. He has no idea how difficult it was to decant my life into two suitcases as it was.
Luckily, he makes no comment about the quantity of luggage. Instead, he throws his arms around me and gives me a big squeeze. He smells of warm and friendly, if that makes any sense.
‘Hi Bex,’ he says. ‘Great to see you. Carrie is just upstairs. She should be down in a minute.’
I look to make sure Josh and Amy aren’t within earshot and then whisper, ‘What’s going on? Josh said that Carrie’s moved into the shed?’
Mark rolls his eyes and shakes his head from side to side as if we’re talking about something silly the kids have done.
‘Yes, that happened yesterday,’ he confirms. ‘I stepped out of line and this is my punishment.’ He grins at me like it’s a private joke between the two of us at Carrie’s expense, leaving me wondering what on earth he must’ve done to make my oh-so-steady big sister do something so drastic.
I don’t get to ask though because at that moment Carrie appears. She looks just the same as normal, not frazzled, not angry, just normal.
‘Hi Bex,’ she says with her wide-open smile. ‘Have you got all your stuff in? I’ve made the bed up in the spare room and I cleared one side of the wardrobe, but if it’s not enough I can shift a few things around to make more space.’
Her eyes fall to my enormous and bulging suitcases. We both know that half a wardrobe isn’t going to come close to the amount of storage space that I will need for the next six weeks, but it’s a good start.
‘Here, let me get those for you,’ says Mark finally revealing his gentlemanly traits.
I grab the smaller of the two cases and head for the stairs, leaving Mark to shift the heavy one.
Carrie’s spare room is gorgeous, as I would expect, and it’s full of lovely thoughtful touches. Fresh flowers on the chest of drawers, white fluffy towels piled up on the bed, a clean glass and a selection of magazines on the bedside table. Carrie knows how to treat her guests. The bed looks clean and plumped and very welcoming after the weeks I’ve spent in an increasingly dirty space at my own house. Suddenly, I feel really grubby but I don’t want to ask if I can use the shower as soon as I’ve arrived. I’ll just help myself in a bit.
‘This looks lovely, Carrie. Thanks so much for having me, and at such short notice.’
She gives me a big hug.
‘You’re so very welcome. You should’ve asked before. It’s so silly that you’ve been camping out in that building site all this time when you could have been here with us.’
I try to look as if this was indeed a foolish mistake on my part, but actually I’ve been hanging on to my independence for as long as I possibly could.
Carrie pulls herself free from our hug and slips neatly into mother mode, shouting instructions at Josh – ‘You should be in bed’ – and Amy – ‘You should be getting ready for bed’ – as if she were to the manner born. I feel my heart sink. This structured family life is how I’m going to have to live for the next six weeks, and I haven’t even begun to find out what is going on with the shed.



25
Obviously, I’m dying to talk to Carrie to find out exactly what’s been going on around here, but it looks like I’m going to have to wait. For the time being, her attention is entirely taken up by Josh. He’s not a difficult child but she stands over him while he puts on his pyjamas, drops his dirty clothes in the laundry basket and cleans his teeth. I’m sure he’s big enough to do all that stuff himself and that she’s babying him.
Just watching his slow progress towards bed is exhausting and all I’m doing is hanging around awkwardly on the landing and getting in the way. Every so often, I offer some jokey comment to try and jolly things along, but my efforts fall on deaf ears. The whole palaver has the feeling of being a well-rehearsed dance with each dancer knowing their role and exactly which step comes next. I don’t know where Carrie finds the patience, but she doesn’t even come close to losing her temper with him. She just cajoles and manoeuvres until he is finally in his bed.
‘Come and say goodnight, Auntie Bex,’ he calls through to me. ‘You can listen to my story.’
I oblige.
Josh’s room hasn’t really changed since he was a toddler when Carrie had painted a dinosaur freeze on the wall in cheery, warm pastel colours. Considering I’m supposed to be the creative one, she did an amazing job, getting all the shading just right so each dinosaur looks gently chubby rather than scary, their smiles wide and friendly.
Josh’s bed is in one corner, with a matching dinosaur duvet cover under which he is curled up, ready for sleep. Carrie is sitting on one side with a book open in her hand. She’s still not finished with this bedtime malarkey. I can’t believe she has to go through this every night.
‘Can Auntie Bex read my story?’ Josh asks and mild panic rises in me. I’ve heard Carrie read to the kids. She’s brilliant at it, giving each character their own voice and making the simplest plot sound so intriguing that even I want to know how the story ends.
‘Oh, I think your mum would be better,’ I reply really quickly. ‘But I can stay here and listen if you like.’
The pair of them can probably smell my fear because they let me off the hook with no arguments, and then Carrie begins to read. It’s clear that they’ve been on this book for a while because I can’t quite make sense of what is going on to start with but I catch up fast enough. There are dragons involved and a little boy called Hiccup. Pretty soon I’m totally engrossed and I’m disappointed when Carries closes the book and declares that to be enough story for one night.
Josh snuggles down into his pillow.
‘Did you like it, Auntie Bex?’ he asks, barely able to keep his eyes open.
‘I did,’ I say quietly, bending down and giving him a kiss on his hair.
Carrie flicks the bedside light off and we tiptoe out of the room. I’m sure Josh is asleep before we close the door.
I’m relieved to have got that out of the way but Carrie isn’t finished yet.
‘Amy,’ she calls down the stairs in a stage whisper. ‘Bedtime.’
There is no response.
I follow her to the sitting room where we find Amy hiding behind an iPad screen and trying to look inconspicuous. I smile to myself. I remember doing this exact thing when I was her age (without the iPad, of course) and Carrie coming to seek me out and get me into bed. Mum wasn’t that great with routine.
‘Come on now,’ Carrie continues.
She sweeps the iPad away, gives the screen a cursory glance and then snaps the screen cover down.
‘Hey!’ objects Amy. ‘I was watching that.’ And then, as a bit of an after-thought, ‘It was homework.’
Carrie throws her a ‘Do you think I was born yesterday?’ look.
‘It was!’
‘Then you should have done it earlier,’ replies Carrie calmly.
‘Well, when I get a D for my coursework we’ll know who to blame,’ sniffs Amy. ‘You do know that I go to bed earlier than anyone else I know?’
‘I very much doubt that’s true,’ replies Carrie calmly. ‘And even if it is, it doesn’t make one iota of difference. Bed. Now.’
Amy’s expression would turn milk sour but she picks up her phone and stomps towards the door.
Carrie clears her throat and holds out her hand.
I see Amy’s eyes narrow and for a second they just glare at one another, neither one blinking. Then Carrie’s left eyebrow moves upwards very slightly and she tips her head to one side. Amy tuts loudly and then hands over her phone, slamming it hard into Carrie’s palm.
‘Thank you,’ says Carrie.
‘It’s ridiculous, not letting me charge my phone in my bedroom,’ Amy mutters. ‘Like I’m going to spend all night chatting or something. I’m not ten.’
I’d be tempted to say that that’s exactly what I did when I was her age and so we know that she’s going to do the same, but Carrie doesn’t bite. She just holds her ground, and the phone, until we hear Amy thudding her way up the stairs. Then her bedroom door slams shut. Carrie flinches, no doubt worried that all the noise will wake Josh, but everything else remains silent.
Then she turns to me.
‘Can I get you a cup of tea or something?’ she asks just as the doorbell goes. Honestly, it’s like Grand Central Station around here.
She disappears to see who it is, leaving me standing there feeling awkward. Maybe I should just disappear upstairs and start to unpack, or I could go into the kitchen and start making the offered tea.
‘Sit down, Bex,’ says Mark, who I haven’t even noticed until now. He’s on the sofa, legs up and a laptop resting on a cushion in front of him.
‘Is it always like this?’ I ask.
‘Like what?’ he asks vaguely.
‘So busy.’
He looks thoughtful for a moment.
‘Is it busy?’ he asks. ‘I hadn’t noticed. So, how is your building work coming along?’
I sit on the other sofa and puff my lips out dramatically.
‘It’s a nightmare. My house is basically rubble and I seem to have contracted the builder from hell to put it back together again.’
Mark rolls his eyes.
‘Not showing up? Caught on another job? That kind of thing.’
Actually Jakub has been on site all day every day since they arrived as far as I can tell.
‘It’s more his general attitude,’ I say. ‘It’s like he’s doing me a massive favour just by being there. I mean it’s not like I’m paying him or anything.’
‘Yeah,’ replies Mark in something that might pass for a sympathetic tone at a push. ‘Sounds a bit crap.’
I’m dying to ask him about the Carrie-sleeping-in-the-shed business, but if they have had a massive row, I don’t want to trigger anything, so instead I ask him about his day and listen to a truncated version, which makes him sound very busy and important. When I run my own business, I’m going to be busy and important too.
We hear Carrie saying goodbye to whoever it was and then the front door closes. We both glance towards the door expectantly. Carrie appears. Or rather Carrie’s head appears but her body is obscured by what looks like a giant tarpaulin.
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There’s the briefest of pauses before anyone speaks but the air feels heavy with unspoken words. I sense that I shouldn’t be there. If these two are about to have another row, then maybe I ought to make myself scarce and let them get on with it.
But when Mark breaks the silence, he doesn’t sound particularly cross.
‘What on earth have you got there?’ he asks.
‘JayJay just dropped it off. It’s a blow-up bed,’ replies Carrie lightly as if there is nothing at all remarkable about this sentence. She does a little mock stagger under the weight of it. ‘And it’s heavy.’
The silence redoubles its efforts. I resist the temptation to glance at Mark to see his reaction, but it’s hard.
‘She says it’s self-inflating,’ Carrie continues, dropping the pile of tarpaulin on the floor and beginning to search its edges. ‘Yes. Here you go. You just plug this in, apparently, and it blows itself up.’ She waves a plug at us triumphantly and pushes it into a socket.
‘And why would you need a blow-up bed,’ asks Mark, ‘when you have a perfectly good bed upstairs?’ Then his face lights up, as if everything has suddenly fallen into place. ‘Oh, you mean for Bex. But I thought she was going in the spare room.’
I’m about to leap in to confirm that I have seen the big, beautifully dressed bed in the spare room and that it will suit me just fine, but I manage to keep my mouth shut. A bit late, I sense that that isn’t really what Mark is asking.
‘It’s not for Bex,’ says Carrie. She sounds unsure of herself, her over-bright tone not that convincing.
Mark lets out a deep sigh.
‘Not this again,’ he says. ‘I thought we were done with it.’
Carrie eyes him coolly.
‘Done with what, exactly?’
‘This sleeping in the shed business. You made your point. I get it. I need to help a bit more. But is there really any need to sleep out there again tonight?’
I see something flicker across my sister’s face, part hurt, part disappointment, and I wonder what she thinks this is all about. It’s obvious, at least to me, that whatever it is, Mark hasn’t nailed it.
Carrie leans over and flicks the switch on the plug socket and there’s a humming sound. She opens out the bed and it starts to inflate. It’s actually quite impressive. Whenever I’ve used a blow-up mattress, I’ve had to do just that. Blow it up. And that’s only really been Lilos on holidays. I’m not sure I’ve used one any other time, but I have to say this one looks deep and inviting, as if it might actually be comfortable.
‘Carrie,’ says Mark, and I wonder again whether they’d rather I was somewhere else to have this discussion. However, if they think I’m budging, they’ve got another think coming. Mark doesn’t finish his sentence, which kind of proves my point. He does want me gone.
Carrie smiles at him sweetly over the ever-growing mattress and doesn’t say a word. This is the most unsatisfactory argument I’ve ever witnessed. I wonder if I should get things started by issuing a few challenging statements of my own.
‘I just don’t get why you want to sleep out there again tonight,’ he says and to be fair to him I’m with him on this one.
‘Then I’ll give you a week to work it out,’ Carrie says. ‘And fix it.’
Mark’s jaw tightens.
‘Fix what, exactly?’ he says. ‘If this is all about Las Vegas, then I’m sorry but there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s all paid for.’
Carrie’s eyebrows shoot up at that and I wonder what’s in Las Vegas, but again I don’t get any more detail. It’s like watching a film when you only came in halfway through.
‘Now, Bex,’ she says turning to me. ‘Still interested in that cup of tea?’
I nod but mainly because then I can get her on her own in the kitchen and find out what is going on.
The bed reaches maximum capacity and she unplugs it.
‘There,’ she says, admiring her handiwork. ‘That’ll do the job nicely.’
She bends down to pick it up, but moving it will be a two-person job. She is looking at me like I’m the one expected to provide the muscle. Mark just sits there. He’s definitely not going to offer and it’s obvious that she can’t shift the mattress on her own.
But then, realising how little support she has in the room, she tries. She moves to the back of it, stabilising the mattress with both arms and then she uses her foot to shove it along the floor. The mattress moves a few centimetres and then flexes and wobbles over to the right. Unperturbed, Carrie straightens it and starts again, managing to push it a few more centimetres. The friction against the carpet isn’t helping matters and it’s clearly going to be a slow job. I side-eye Mark but he’s sitting steadfast with no evident intention of helping his wife swap his bed for the shed.
So that leaves me. Reluctantly I make my way to the front end of the mattress and try to move it. Even though I assume it’s mainly air, the thing weighs a tonne and I can barely lift it without something to grab hold of, but when Carrie hoicks her end up it suddenly becomes much easier. We manage to manoeuvre it out of the door, down the hall and into the kitchen, where we lean it against the table.
I close the door behind me.
‘What’s going on, Carrie?’ I ask again.
Carrie fills the kettle and flicks it on. She is beyond calm, serene even.
‘I’ve had enough,’ she says simply. ‘And I didn’t realise how strongly I felt until I let myself acknowledge that. I still haven’t got it straight in my head yet, exactly what I want. I need some time to think that through. But what I do know is that something needs to change.’
I’ve rarely seen her look so determined about something. I’ve always been the determined one out of the pair of us. Carrie is just too sweet to be determined.
‘Yes, I’m a wife and a mother,’ she continues, ‘and I chose to give up my job to look after Amy and Josh. But I’m also me.’ She points enthusiastically at her chest. ‘Somewhere along the way, the woman I was before has got lost. I’m on a mission to find her.’
‘But sleeping in the shed,’ I say. ‘Isn’t that a bit extreme?’
She cocks her head to one side and thinks about this for a moment.
‘Yes, maybe,’ she says thoughtfully. ‘But that’s the mast I chose to nail my colours to, so I have to stick with it now.’
I can see that, I suppose.
‘And you couldn’t have thought of a less uncomfortable way of getting your point across?’ I ask.
She grins at me.
‘But who would have taken me seriously?’ she asks.
Fair point. And she is serious. I can tell. This time Carrie Bradley is not taking any hostages.
The kettle boils but she doesn’t bound into action like she usually does.
‘Let’s skip the tea,’ she says. ‘Can you give me a hand getting this mattress into the shed?’
This is not how I wanted to spend my evening, but she’s boxed me into a corner and I can hardly say no. I agree, and I even manage not to roll my eyes.
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CARRIE
Bex and I haul the mattress out the back door and down the garden towards the shed. There’s no sign of Mark. He could help if he wanted to, but he must have decided that this is my challenge and so I need to rise to it on my own. I agree with him. If I can’t even get my own bed into the shed without asking for a man’s help, then it would be a pretty poor sort of protest.
We have to stop halfway there to adjust our grip as the blow-up bed doesn’t have the helpful handles that ordinary mattresses often have. Bex squeals and puts a finger in her mouth, sucking hard.
‘Damn! I’ve lost a nail,’ she tuts. ‘Shit.’
From the way she glares at me I suspect that she considers this to be my fault. She tries to examine the damage but it’s too dark to see much.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say and mean it. I know that the breaking of a nail is a pretty big deal in Bex World. She tuts again but then moves to shoulder the mattress once again.
‘Shall we keep going? One, two, three . . .’
We lift the increasingly heavy mattress and charge at the shed at speed to reduce the amount of time that we have to keep it off the ground. The muscles in my arms are crying out for relief by the time we get there. I really must work harder on my upper body strength.
We drop the mattress and lean it against the wall while I open the door. It creaks comically again – I forgot to oil it – and the earthy/petrol smell wafts out into the night air. The buzz I felt in the kitchen a few minutes ago evaporates instantly. The shed is still just as dark and cold and creepy as it was last night.
‘God, Carrie,’ says Bex in dismay. ‘It really is just a shed.’
‘Yep!’ I reply as brightly as I can manage. ‘But last night I slept on the floor. Tonight, I have a bed.’ I slap the side of the mattress enthusiastically. ‘So that’s a definite improvement.’
‘If you say so,’ says Bex dubiously.
She can be as downbeat as she likes. I’m not going to let her doubts rub off on me and pull me off my intended course.
‘It’ll be great,’ I say, although I’m trying to convince myself as much as her. ‘I’ve cleared a space and swept all the rubbish up from the floor. And I can bring some bedding over from the house. That’ll improve things no end. You’re guaranteed to sleep better under a duvet than in a sleeping bag.’
As I say this, I realise it’s true. If I’m not sleeping on the floor, I can make myself a proper bed just like I have inside. The tingle of excitement is back. It’s a bit like the night before Christmas used to feel, before I had to create the Christmas myself.
My mind runs through the contents of my airing cupboard. At first, I think about the old duvet covers we have, washed too thin to use every day but saved in case of impromptu sleepovers or night-time accidents.
But no. Why should I use the tatty old things that aren’t even fit for the kids? I remember a lovely linen duvet cover that I bought in the sales, thinking that it was a double, and then never got round to taking back. It’s a glorious raspberry pink and came with a matching pillowcase. That would be perfect.
‘Let’s get the mattress inside,’ I say, ‘and then I’ll go and dig out what I’ve got.’
We open the door as wide as it will go and squeeze the mattress into the tiny space. Because I shifted the stuff around earlier in the day there is enough room for it to go down flat but not much room for anything else.
No matter. I can have another go at rearranging tomorrow when it’s not dark. It will do for now.
‘Is there any power in here?’ Bex says, wrapping her arms tightly around herself and rubbing at her triceps. ‘A light or anything?’
‘No,’ I reply, ‘but I thought I could run an extension lead from the house. There’s a spare table lamp in the wardrobe in Josh’s room.’ I look round for something to rest it on. ‘I need a bedside table too.’
I spot a crate sitting on one of the shelves. Mark was going to use it to store the produce that he grew, like we were American pioneers or something. I reach for it and turn it on its side. It’s a bit wobbly but it will do for now.
‘There!’ I say, pleased with myself.
‘Hmmm,’ says Bex. She’s really not coming with me on this.
Undeterred, I squeeze my way past the mattress.
‘I’ll go inside and get the stuff,’ I say.
‘Okay. I might just go and see what Mark’s doing,’ says Bex. ‘Unless you need me for anything else,’ she adds, unconvincingly, because it’s clear she’s had enough of being out here with me.
‘No, that’s fine. Thanks for your help with the mattress,’ I say.
She shrugs away my thanks and we set off back down the garden towards the glowing lights of the kitchen.
As I open the back door and we step back into the warmth, she says, ‘You do know you’re being ridiculous?’
It’s a low blow but I’m not entirely surprised to hear it from her lips. Bex never has been shy when expressing her views.
‘No one is asking you to sleep in the shed,’ I say quietly but she’s so busy taking her trainers off that I don’t think she hears me.
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Bex disappears into the sitting room, no doubt to share her views on me with Mark who will doubtless be glad to hear them, and I head upstairs to check on Amy. I push open her door and she’s in bed and very nearly asleep. I cross the room quietly and kiss the crown of her head. Even though she can be stroppy and difficult when she’s awake, she’s still my baby girl when her eyes are closed and her face is resting. I inhale the scent of her, letting my breath fill my entire lungs so that I can’t get any more of her inside me, and then do it again for good measure.
‘Good night, sweetheart,’ I whisper.
‘Night, Mum.’ She’s so nearly asleep that her words are barely formed. ‘Love you.’
‘Love you too.’
I close her door quietly and cross the landing to the airing cupboard. My airing cupboard is a thing of beauty, even if I do say so myself. All the bedding is ironed and neatly folded into piles, one for each bedroom. On the very top shelf are the things we don’t use every day and this is where I find the raspberry duvet set. I smile with pleasure at it. It is just as lovely as I remember. That’s probably why I didn’t take it back to the shop. Even though I had no immediate use for it, it was just too pretty a colour to let go.
I grab a fitted sheet from the pile and a spare duvet and pillow from the back. As there’s so little room in the shed, I put the cover and pillowcase on standing on the landing and then make a neat but bulky pile of it all, ready to carry outside. I can’t stop smiling at my antics, and I realise that I don’t remember the last time I felt excited like this. It’s been months, maybe even years.
Lamp next. I put the bedding pile down carefully and sneak into Josh’s room. He’s sound asleep, breathing heavily through his mouth. A shaft of light falls across the carpet and I use it to navigate my way to his wardrobe where I find the lamp. It has blue roses on the shade, very Cath Kidston. I adored it when I first got it, but tastes move on, hence it being relegated to the wardrobe. Still, it is perfect for what I need now.
I submerge the lamp into the soft pile of bedding and then pick it all up and head back downstairs, pausing to collect an extension lead from the cupboard under the stairs on my way. Light first, I think. I plug it into the outside socket by the back door and run the cable down to the shed. The door doesn’t fit that well so I can probably get the cable to sit underneath it and still be able to close it. The window opens too so maybe that will be something to investigate tomorrow.
I almost run back to the house, giddy now, grab the lamp and a tea towel (one with a self-portrait that Josh did at playgroup printed on), and race back to the shed. I plug the lamp into the extension lead, turn it on and – ta dah! My shed is bathed in warm yellow light. I spread the tea towel out over the crate/table and balance the lamp on it carefully. It’s not what you’d call aesthetically pleasing, but it’ll do the job.
Delighted with my handiwork, I troop back to the house yet again for the pile of bedding, and by kneeling on the mattress, I manage to stretch the fitted sheet over all four corners. Then I position the pillow and duvet, and my bed in the shed is complete.
As I stand and look at what I’ve made, I can feel tears prick in my eyes but I’m not entirely sure why. Pride in what I’ve achieved, frustration at Mark’s intransigence about his Las Vegas trip, sadness at what I’ve lost simply by being almost thirty-seven, hope for what might be ahead. Whatever it is, it’s strong enough to make my chest heave out a heavy sob, just one.
Then I get hold of myself, shaking my head and pulling back my shoulders like I mean business. I have absolutely no reason to cry. Nothing bad has happened here. I am simply getting my point across. And when I work out exactly what my point is I’m sure things will become much clearer!
My momentary wobble forgotten, I test out my new bed. I lie back tentatively on top of the duvet and let my head drop back on the pillow. There is almost no give in the surface whatsoever but at the same time it isn’t uncomfortable. It will definitely knock sleeping on the floor out of the ballpark.
Outside the world has become very still. No car engines in the street or music playing or people moving about their daily tasks. Just me and the velvety silence. I glance at my phone. It’s almost half past ten. Definitely bedtime. The lights have gone on in the spare room and our en suite. Mark and Bex appear to have retired. I realise that Mark must have decided to go to bed without saying goodnight to me and it gives me a little jolt. Am I causing a rift to build up between us where there wasn’t one before? Marie-Claude’s ominous warning of earlier comes back to me. You must be careful, Carrie. This is a dangerous path. I shake the thought away. This isn’t dangerous. Mark and I love one another, and nothing is going to change that, but I’ll agree that we are sailing through uncharted waters. Things are bound to be a bit weird while we navigate our way.
I clamber down from my new bed and cut back through the dark garden to the house to get changed. My heart starts to race when I hear something breathing heavily in the shadows, but it turns out to be a hedgehog snuffling its way along the flower bed. Who knew the night-time garden was such a busy place?
When I get to our room, Mark is already propped up in bed reading, thus proving that I was right about him not intending to visit me in the shed.
‘Good night then,’ I say, getting it in first so he doesn’t have to make any excuses for not coming out to say it to me.
I might be imagining it, but I think he looks a little sheepish, as well he might.
‘Are you all set up down there?’ he asks, with a tight little nod towards the window.
‘Yes. It’s quite cosy now,’ I say. ‘And it’ll definitely be better with a bed.’
He opens his mouth to say something and then decides against it. Meanwhile I change into my warmest pyjamas, perform my ablutions and then lean over him to kiss him goodnight.
‘See you in the morning,’ I say. ‘Sleep well.’
And then before he has time to guilt-trip me, I slip out of the room. Light is shining from under Bex’s door, so I pause and whisper goodnight to her too. There’s no reply.
I’ve never really liked being downstairs on my own when everyone else is in bed, and I try to go upstairs just before Mark so that he has to do the locking up, but that is clearly not going to work tonight. I’m on my own.
I wander round the silent house turning off lights and closing doors. And then, grabbing my keys and my phone charger, I leave by the back door, lock up, and head to my little shed.
I’d left the lamp on on purpose, so tonight there is a clear beacon of light to guide me across the grass. With the light on, the shed doesn’t feel nearly as scary. I’m sure it is still home to the same number of spiders and other creepy crawlies as it was last night, but somehow in the light it’s easier to forget that they might be there.
I take off my trainers, slide under the duvet and shiver. It’s still not warm. Tomorrow night I need to bring a hot water bottle. But I’m considerably more comfortable than I was last night, and it doesn’t take me long to fall into a deep sleep.
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I wake up to a loud banging sound somewhere in the distance and for a moment I haven’t a clue where I am. In fact, I was so deeply asleep that I barely know who I am and I don’t have to time to orientate myself before Josh’s outline appears in the doorway. The first thing I notice is that it’s light. It definitely shouldn’t be light.
Shit! I must have overslept. My body clock is so finely attuned that I never have to bother with an alarm but, what with the change in my circumstances, it seems to have gone awry.
‘Mum, what are you doing?’ Josh asks. ‘It’s time for school.’
I lurch at my phone, causing my little crate-based bedside table to wobble dangerously. It’s 8.35am and we need to leave in five minutes. Oh God, oh God, oh God. I’m never late. Never. Being late just isn’t part of my DNA.
Josh doesn’t appear concerned. He has got himself dressed in my absence, and even had a stab at brushing his hair. No shoes on, mind you, so he’ll need some dry socks before we leave. He takes in my living quarters, eyes wide in admiration.
‘It looks ace in here, Mum,’ he says.
But there’s no time for me to bask in his praise. I fling the duvet aside, jam my feet into my trainers and set off for the house at a run. Where is Mark, I think, as I streak across the dewy grass. Surely, he must have realised that I needed to be woken up. I work it out just as I reach the back door.
Of course he realised. This is payback.
I can’t process that now, so I push it to the back of my mind.
‘Where’s Amy?’ I ask Josh, as I dive for the fridge to put together some kind of lunch for him.
‘She’s gone,’ he says.
My heart twists. Her too? Gone without even saying goodbye. That never happens. I always speak to her before she leaves the house, make a point of it in fact because you never know what is lurking round the corner. What if it’s today? I feel panic rising in my chest. What if something happens to her today and we never said goodbye?
But thoughts like that, unhelpful at the best of times, are really in the way right now. Of course nothing will happen to her. This is an average day and I have simply overslept.
I pull some ham out of the fridge and start collecting the makings of a sandwich but Josh interrupts.
‘I’ve made my lunch already,’ he says, holding his football-emblazoned lunch bag high. If I could capture the pride on his little face I would save it forever. I try to burn his expression into my memory so I can revisit it later.
‘Well done you!’ I say and start to chase him round the kitchen. He lets me catch him and I throw my arms around him and squeeze. He squeals, but he’s only objecting for effect. Josh knows that he’s not supposed to like being hugged by his mum anymore but he hasn’t quite got there yet.
I let him go. ‘Right, give me two minutes to get dressed,’ I say.
I bound up the stairs and meet Bex on the landing, wrapped in a silky robe and looking tousled and lovely. I’d forgotten she was here, so seeing her throws me for a second before I remember.
‘Morning,’ I say as I race past her and into our bedroom. ‘Can’t stop. Running late!’
‘So I see,’ she replies.
Normally I make an effort in the mornings. I’m no Marie-Claude but I do try to present my best side to the playground. No time for that today. I grab at whatever clothes I can see and tug them on, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror. I look surprisingly well rested, considering where I slept, which is good because there’s no time for make-up. Nor a brush. I pull my hair into a bun holding it in place with a random scrunchie and then race back down the stairs.
When I get there, Josh has both shoes and his coat on, his book bag and lunch sitting next to him. All those mornings when I have to cajole him into action yet when the chips are down he is more than capable of doing everything necessary. I don’t know whether to be pleased at this newly discovered independence or cross that he keeps it so well hidden the rest of the time.
But there’s no time for either.
‘Right!’ I say decisively. ‘Wagons roll.’
We stride out, although we’re not actually late now due to the speed with which I have turned myself round, and Josh chatters away at my side. I’m not really listening, though. I’m thinking about Mark and how he left for work leaving me asleep. What does that say?
Odile and Marie-Claude are waiting for us at their usual spot and Josh and Odile fall into step next to one another, Odile starting to tell him what’s what within seconds.
‘Good morning,’ says Marie-Claude. She takes in my rapidly pulled together look and raises one perfectly laminated eyebrow. She misses nothing this one.
‘Morning,’ I reply and, because Marie-Claude can see into my soul, I add, ‘Overslept,’ and pull my mouth into a grimace.
‘In your shed?’ she asks. See. I told you. Misses nothing.
And that’s when it occurs to me that I had one of the best night’s sleep I’ve had for a very long time on my blow-up bed in the shed.
I nod. ‘JayJay’s mattress was great.’
‘That’s good. I suppose,’ she says.
Odile turns a cartwheel on the pavement and then inspects her palms for dirt. Josh tries to do the same but his legs stay bent and he hasn’t got the wheel effect working. He looks more like a squat little spider doing a wonky handstand. It makes me laugh.
‘Well done, Odile,’ I say. And then, ‘Have another go, Josh.’
He does and it’s no better than the first attempt. Odile begins to instruct him on the finer points of cartwheel turning.
‘Where was Mark?’ asks Marie-Claude.
She has this uncanny ability to cut straight to the issue.
‘He left,’ I say.
I can’t meet her eye. Despite what Mark did, I still feel bad telling her this, as if I should be defending my husband from the attack that I know is about to come his way.
‘Without waking you up? Without saying goodbye?’
I nod sadly.
‘And he left Josh alone?’
This is something I hadn’t thought of.
‘Not entirely,’ I reply quickly. ‘Bex was in the house. And I was only in the shed.’
‘Asleep.’ She raises the other eyebrow.
She’s right. I was asleep and so would have been no use if there’d been any kind of catastrophe. And it looked like Bex had only just got up when I saw her, so she wasn’t around in the role of responsible adult either.
I plot out how the morning must have panned out. Mark usually leaves for work around eight and Amy not long after him, so Josh would have been on his own for at least twenty minutes. I think about the knife he must have used to cut his sandwiches and then dismiss the thought as too troubling.
My mouth tightens as anger starts to build in my chest. In trying to make whatever point Mark thought he was making by leaving me to sleep in, he put our son in potential danger. Okay, there was very little that could have gone wrong, but that isn’t the point here.
Yet again, Mark chose to put himself first.
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I can see from Marie-Claude’s expression that she had reached this conclusion a moment or two before I did. She eyes me knowingly as she watches the pieces drop into place in my head.
‘Do you think he wanted you to be late?’ she asks. She’s like a cross-examiner, only asking questions she already knows the answers to.
My heart sinks. I don’t want to have to say this out loud but in that way that only Marie-Claude can, she’s put her finger right on the niggling little doubt that I had . . . and pressed.
‘It’s hard to reach any other conclusion,’ I say. ‘Otherwise, why wouldn’t he have woken me up before he left.’
‘Exactement,’ she says, a finger raised in the air reminiscent of Hercule Poirot.
‘And he must have known that that would mean leaving Josh unsupervised,’ I add.
She shrugs.
‘This is not so bad. Josh is a good boy.’
She’s right about that and I know that’s what Mark will say when I confront him, but I would never leave Josh on his own. He’s too young for that kind of responsibility. The more I think about the idea the crosser I get.
‘But he shouldn’t have done it,’ I say, anger spiking my words with sharp barbs. ‘He could even have rung if he didn’t want to come out to speak to me. I had my mobile. It wouldn’t have taken two seconds. But instead, he just left the house without caring what happened after he’d gone. It’s not good enough.’
My voice is getting louder and Odile throws a curious look my way, interested to know what’s causing the consternation. I bring it down a notch or two so that she and Josh can’t hear.
‘And I know I wasn’t actually in the house but it’s not like I was miles away. It wouldn’t have taken two minutes to pop down the garden. It was mean of him to let me oversleep. I didn’t think he’d do something like that.’
‘He probably didn’t think you would go and sleep in the shed,’ replies Marie-Claude. ‘Twice.’ She pulls a face designed to make me pause for thought, but I’m too cross.
‘Mine is a legitimate protest,’ I say, brimming over with righteous indignation. ‘He’s just being petty and vindictive. And he put Josh in danger.’
‘No he didn’t,’ says Marie-Claude gently.
‘Well. Potentially,’ I reply with more than a touch of petulance.
‘You can’t have it both ways. Either you want to be there all the time and have everything done your way, or you don’t and are prepared to let things slip a little. If you are trying to change how things work at your house, then you need to be flexible.’
I can tell that she’s basically on my side, but her comments rankle a little.
‘I’m not prepared to be flexible about our children’s safety,’ I reply crossly, but I suppose I can see the sense in what she’s saying.
‘Are you going to carry on?’ she asks me. ‘With your sleeping in the shed.’
I give myself a second or two to think about this but the answer comes to me straight away.
‘Yes,’ I say.
‘Then you need some rules so everyone knows where they stand. You must decide where the boundaries are and then tell the others so they know too.’
She’s right. Up until now I’ve been giving out very mixed messages. I didn’t make tea and I slept in the shed, but I did tidy up and make the packed lunches, yesterday at least. Mark might have assumed I was going to get up and deal with Josh as I do every day. Still, he should have checked when I obviously wasn’t there.
However, it’s clear that I need to work out what I’m trying to achieve and then how best to get there. In fact, I think I know what I want. I’m just not sure I’m brave enough to take that path.
We reach the playground and the kids come over to say goodbye. I give Josh an extra big hug to make up for the one his dad didn’t give me.
‘Think carefully, Carrie,’ says Marie-Claude before she heads off to start her day.
When I get back to the house, I find Mum in the kitchen with Bex. Bex has her laptop open but the screen is black. If this is working from home, then it looks like a bit of a swizz to me. Bex is opening and closing all my cupboards. Or rather, just opening them. Closing them seems to be beyond her. I gently push them back into place.
‘Where are the chai teabags?’ she asks. ‘I can only find these.’
She holds aloft a box of perfectly nice breakfast tea as if it might poison her.
‘That’s all I have,’ I say. ‘We don’t drink anything else.’
Bex lets out a dramatic sigh, as if she can’t believe she’s being expected to tolerate such substandard living conditions. She’s been here less than a day.
‘If you tell me which ones you like I can get some in,’ I add.
There I go again. Carrie Bradley – people-pleaser.
‘Breakfast tea is great,’ says Mum.
‘Not for me,’ says Bex, flipping her laptop closed. ‘No more time. Some of us have work to do.’
We haven’t talked about the working from home thing and how that is going to work when she’s here, and it’s a conversation that needs to happen, but it seems that she’s going out so it will have to wait. She grabs her coat from the hooks by the back door and picks up her bag.
‘See you later, Caz,’ she says. ‘I won’t be back for tea so don’t make anything for me.’ Then she spins back round to face me. ‘Oh, I forgot. You’re off cooking, aren’t you?’
She gives Mum a look that I can’t quite interpret and then flounces off. She looks fantastic in a pair of wide-legged trousers, a blouse in an abstract print and a pair of heeled boots, her hair and make-up looking like she’s just stepped off a magazine shoot.
I don’t need to look at myself to know that I don’t match up. Actually, I’ve never looked as great as she does. When I was working, I had my nurse’s uniform and unattractive but comfortable footwear. Since then, the clothes I select are presentable but practical. As a stay-at-home mum you never know when you might have to drop to your knees to help with a jigsaw or deal with an impromptu baking or craft session. There’s no place for glamour.
The front door opens and closes, and then Mum and I are left on our own.
‘So,’ says Mum. ‘What’s been going on around here?’
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‘And that breakfast tea will do for me,’ says Mum, pointing at the box I’m still holding in my hand.
I stare at the box, not quite sure what it’s doing there for a moment before I come back to myself.
‘Yep. Right, of course. Sorry.’
I start to fill the kettle.
‘What are you apologising for?’ Mum asks.
‘Well, er . . .’ I pause for a moment.
‘You don’t have to offer everyone a drink within seconds of them arriving at your house, Carrie,’ she says. ‘Although I’ve been here ten minutes already and there’s no sign of tea.’ She grins at me. ‘That’s your sister for you,’ she adds.
‘Why are you here?’ I ask.
Mum does just drop in from time to time but the proximity of her visit to this particular morning feels more than coincidental.
‘Bex rang. She said there was something weird going on here and it needed sorting out. She mentioned the shed?’ Her voice goes up at the end of her sentence, more question than statement. ‘And I’m a nosey cow so I came straight round.’ She grins again and I know that I’m not in for a lecture.
‘Mark annoyed me,’ I say baldly.
Usually, I wouldn’t confess this to Mum, trying to keep Mark’s image as the ‘perfect husband’ intact. She is always on Team Carrie, no matter what, but I don’t generally like it when she has a pop at Mark, even if he deserves it. But this time it feels different.
‘He’s chosen to go to Las Vegas with his mates over going to Whitby with us.’
Mum pulls a mock-shocked face.
‘Oooh. Tom and Gerry won’t like that,’ she says and it makes me laugh.
Tom and Gerry, or actually Thomas and Geraldine to give them the names they prefer to use, are Mark’s parents, owners of the house in Whitby and generally upstanding members of the community. They are very particular, some might even say uptight, and don’t always see entirely eye to eye with my bohemian mother.
‘I told Mark he could tell them,’ I say. ‘His mess. He can clear it up.’
‘Quite right too,’ Mum replies, nodding enthusiastically. ‘And what has this got to do with the shed?’
‘I moved out,’ I say, and then because that sounds so terrifyingly final I add, ‘Not out out. Just into the shed. I slept there last night and the night before.’
My mum’s eyes go bright.
‘Mutiny!’ she breathes.
‘I wouldn’t go that far. But I was thinking about what you said about me doing everything and Mark pleasing himself. And then Marie-Claude said something similar. And Mrs Chivers⁠—’
‘Who?’
‘Oh, a lady at JayJay’s nursing home. And then this thing about Las Vegas happened and it felt like the final straw. I had a bit of a tantrum and now I’m sleeping in the shed.’
Mum puts her fingers in her mouth and wolf-whistles, the sound far too loud for my kitchen.
‘Excellent! The worm has finally turned.’
This again. It’s still making me feel uncomfortable. I’m not sure it is a mutiny or that I have turned at all. I just want Mark to acknowledge what I do and not take me so much for granted.
I think about what Marie-Claude said on the way to school about working out where the boundaries are and I start speaking, not really sure of what is going to come out of my mouth.
‘I don’t think it’s fair that I do everything around the house. I know I don’t have a paid job and that I’m here to make the house run and look after the kids. But that should be when Mark is at work. We’re both doing our jobs. The trouble is, my job takes me all weekend too. So, Mark gets to go off and do all his man hobbies while I’m stuck here still cooking and cleaning and looking after the kids.’
Mum puts up a finger and the silver bangles around her wrist jangle as they cascade down her arm.
‘Then stop! Have a ‘no housework at the weekend’ policy. Job done.’
She sits back, looking as smug as if she’s just solved world poverty.
‘But it’s not as easy as that,’ I say. ‘The laundry still needs doing or the kids won’t have clean uniforms. And we all need to eat. And if I do put doing other things off it means that I have to work even harder the next week, and so I get even more resentful.’
I’m conscious that I sound like I’m moaning and putting up barriers, something I really try not to do but it’s hard to see through so many years of working in a particular way.
‘And I don’t want to make anything worse for the kids,’ I continue. ‘None of this is their fault.’
My conscience taps me on the shoulder. I know I’m on sticky ground here. The contrast between how I am bringing up my children and what Mum did with me couldn’t be more marked. I don’t want to inadvertently criticise her parenting style, but at the same time I try to make my children’s lives run as if they are on wheels with no stops and starts and no jerky bits.
There is a pause while Mum considers the implications of what I just said and I worry that we might become side-tracked, but then she rallies.
‘Your kids will be fine. It’s not going to kill them to have to do some housework or make the odd meal. I know you think that that’s all your job, but I’m not sure you’re doing them any favours by being constantly at their beck and call. Just look at where doing that has left you. With a family that doesn’t seem capable of doing anything for themselves.’
She gives me her best ‘you know I’m right’ look, with the fully raised eyebrows and chin dip. And she is right.
‘Oh God,’ I say. ‘I’ve created little monsters, haven’t I?’
If I let myself go at this point, I would probably just cry, but my determination to fix this holds me strong.
‘No,’ says Mum sharply. ‘You haven’t. Amy and Josh are great kids. They’re just used to having a lot done for them by you. But that won’t last forever. Eventually they’re going to have to learn a different way of being. They might even like it. Amy will be pushing boundaries for more freedom soon enough. She can have a taste of the reality of responsibility too and see how it goes down.’
‘Okay,’ I say, processing everything she’s just said. ‘But I don’t want to do anything that will put them at risk,’ I add, thinking of Mark just leaving Josh this morning.
‘Of course not,’ says Mum. ‘That goes without saying.’
There’s a pause. She looks at me expectantly and when I don’t say anything says, ‘So, you’ve gone on strike?’ She looks positively delighted by the idea.
‘Well, I’m not sure,’ I say, still flinching internally at the use of that word. More barriers.
‘Then what are you doing?’ asks Mum, her nose screwed up as she tries to make sense of what I’m saying. I can sense her losing patience with me. I’m not surprised. I’m losing patience with myself.
Then a switch inside me flicks over. Enough is enough. I can’t keep pussyfooting around this. I either mean business or I don’t. Sleeping in the shed is one thing but it doesn’t seem to be making the impact I had hoped for. I need to take more radical action.
‘Yes!’ I say decisively. ‘That’s right. I’m going on strike.’
I nod my head once, as if I’m agreeing with myself as a way to convince myself it’s a great idea.
‘Good!’ says Mum clapping wildly again. ‘And what is covered by the strike action?’
I bite my lips together and suck in a deep breath through my nostrils. Am I really doing this?
Yes, I think. I am.
‘No housework. No cooking. No laundry. No supermarket.’
‘No sex,’ says Mum.
I feel myself squirm. I can’t talk about sex with my mother.
‘What?!’ she asks, palms raised in question. ‘I mean, if you’re sleeping in the shed . . .’
‘Okay. No sex,’ I concede.
‘Until when?’ Mum asks. ‘What are your demands?’
I swear her eyes are twinkling. She’s loving this.
This is a hard question to answer, even though I’ve been wrestling with it for a couple of days already.
‘All weekend housework to be shared,’ I start. ‘Mark to cook a nutritious meal once a week.’
‘Only once!’ objects Mum.
‘Well, he is working,’ I say. ‘And my job is here which makes it a bit more practical for me.’
‘Hmm,’ Mum concedes.
‘We take it in turns to get time off at the weekends rather than Mark just doing all his things.’
Then I think about this. This isn’t actually what I want. The idea isn’t that we tag-team being away from the children and the house as if being there is a punishment to be endured.
‘No, wait. Time to be put aside each weekend to do something together as a family.’
I think of Marie-Claude and her zip-wires and how envious I am of all the things they do together.
‘And Mark to cancel his trip to Las Vegas!’ adds Mum.
I bite my lip. This is what I want to happen, but what if it’s a step too far?
‘I’m not sure, Mum,’ I say. ‘It’s all booked and paid for.’
‘So was Whitby,’ she says. ‘Booked at least. I assume Tom and Gerry don’t charge you for using their place.’
Actually, there was talk of us making a contribution to the bills while we’re there but it’s not going to help matters to say so, so I shake my head.
‘Maybe I should just say that all existing commitments should be honoured,’ I say. ‘So this doesn’t happen again.’
Mum gives me a disappointed look.
‘I think that’s enough,’ I say. ‘I do want to stay married.’
Mum sniffs but then she nods.
‘Okay. And until your demands are met you’re going to carry on sleeping in the shed?’
This is the part of the plan that I feel most at home with.
‘Yes!’ I say. ‘I am.’
‘There’s just one teensy weensy thing . . .’ says Mum, screwing her face up as if she doesn’t want to say whatever it is that’s coming next. ‘You’re the wronged party here, Carrie, and yet you’re the one sleeping in the shed. That doesn’t make any sense to me, love.’
She’s not alone in her confusion. This is the part Marie-Claude doesn’t understand as well.
‘I know it seems strange,’ I begin, picking my way through what is basically a gut feeling that I’m right here. ‘But Mark knows how much I love our house. So, when I leave it behind to go and stay in his disgusting shed, I want him to see that I’m serious about what I’m saying. I’m so serious, in fact, that I’m prepared to suffer for it.’
Mum frowns as she tries to follow my logic, but when I get to the end of my explanation, she smiles warmly at me.
‘Okay,’ she says. ‘I think I see that. And you can’t get the same result by moving into the guest room?’
I shake my head.
‘That would make it look like I don’t want to sleep with him, like we’ve had a row.’
‘Well, haven’t you?’
‘No! I’m taking a stand on things I think need to change and I’m doing it in the only way I can think of that might make him think. But he’s still my husband and the only one I’ll ever want.’
Mum comes and wraps her arms around me, and I breathe in the familiar scent of patchouli and her lemon soap.
‘Oh Carrie, you’re such a romantic,’ she says. ‘I’ve no idea where you get it from.’
Not from my mum, that’s for sure.
‘And anyway,’ she adds, with a chuckle. ‘Your sister is in the spare room and I can’t see her sleeping in the shed!’
She’s not wrong there.
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BEX
I had been planning to work from ‘home’ today, but with Mum and Carrie both in Carrie’s kitchen it’s going to be impossible to get anything done, so I decide to head into the office instead. Carrie and I definitely need a conversation about which room I can use as my workspace. She can’t seriously expect me to work in my bedroom, but with her in the house all the time the kitchen won’t do either. Maybe I could set up a desk in the lounge. It’s only six weeks and the rest of them are barely in during the day. It’s not that much of an imposition.
But for now I’ll go to the office and perch there. Part of me doesn’t want to run into Prisha after the public humiliation she inflicted on me yesterday, but part of me thinks it would do no harm to be seen to be there, working hard. I allow myself a moment to fantasise about telling Prisha precisely what she can do with her job when I’m ready but, as we’re not there yet, I need to keep my nose as clean as I can for a little bit longer.
When I get to work the usual suspects are all there. Anzu looks up as I walk in and I can sense that she wants to apologise yet again for the fact that Prisha gave her my client, but I can’t face that, so I don’t meet her eye. I settle down at a desk and look at Slack to see what I’m supposed to be doing, but I’m not in the mood for tackling any of it. I flick from screen to screen waiting for inspiration to strike, which, of course, it doesn’t. Being creative is mainly plain old graft, just like anything else.
An email pings in and I click it open automatically without taking in who sent it.
From: prisha@lionmediasolutions.com
To: bex@lionmediasolutions.com
Bex,
Following our conversation yesterday, I want to put on record my dissatisfaction with your recent performance. I have noticed that your current campaigns are lazy and tired and you seem to be relying on tried and tested ideas rather than being innovative.
Therefore, you leave me no alternative but to trigger Stage 1 of the company’s Disciplinary Procedure. If there has been no improvement over the next four weeks, then I will consider whether dismissal might be the appropriate path.
Yours,
Prisha
Chief Executive Officer
Lion Media Solutions
For God’s sake. The woman is an idiot. Just reading her message makes me cross. I used to go out with an employment lawyer, so I know this isn’t even vaguely fair in legal terms, but that is hardly the point.
My anger slips into anxiety. The email is a bit of a shock, I have to say. I know I’ve pissed her off, but dismissal seems a bit harsh. I try to control my heart rate as I read it again. It says the same thing second time round. Prisha clearly wants me out. It won’t matter how hard I work over the next four weeks it won’t be enough. She’s just going through the motions. She makes all her decisions like that, shooting straight from her skinny little hips.
I close the email down so I don’t have to look at it and stare at my screensaver, a shot of a beach in Bora Bora, a dream holiday destination of mine. I picked it to inspire me to work harder but now it just mocks me every time I log on.
It’s okay, I tell myself, as the room spins gently around me. I was going to leave anyway. This is just making it happen a little bit faster than I’d anticipated.
Then I remember the ferrety small business adviser and how he all but laughed at my business plan. Unless I can pull out of the bag all the things he wanted, I won’t be getting a loan for my new venture any time soon, and as I didn’t actually understand most of what he said I can’t be that confident I’ll ever get a loan.
Shit.
I briefly consider my options but realistically I only have the one. I was trying to avoid this, but sometimes you just have to bite the bullet.
I get my phone out and make a call. It rings once, twice, three times. I’m just thinking about what message I’m going to leave when Dad answers.
‘Bex, hi,’ he says, sounding genuinely pleased to hear from me. That’s a good start.
‘Hi Dad.’ I hope he can’t hear how nervous I am in my voice. ‘I don’t suppose you’re free this evening. There’s something I’d like to chat through with you.’
This is slightly disingenuous I know, but I will talk to him about my plans, before I ask him if he’ll lend me the money for my new business so it’s not a complete lie.
‘I am,’ he says. ‘Is this a drink-length kind of conversation or might it splurge over into dinner?’
In actual fact, I’d like to ask him for the loan, have him say yes and get it all over with before the bartender has even noticed that we need serving, but I don’t suppose that’s appropriate.
‘Dinner would be nice,’ I say, smiling to try to disguise the grimace I’m feeling. They say you can hear smiles down the phone, don’t they?
‘Dinner it is then,’ he says and suggests a restaurant and a time.
‘Actually, it’s great that you’ve called,’ he adds as we’re about to end the call. ‘I’ve got something I want to chat through with you too.’
My heart picks up a little. Usually when Dad wants to talk to me it’s to my advantage and, let’s face it, I need all the advantages I can get at the moment.
‘Great,’ I say. ‘I’m looking forward to it. See you at seven.’
I end the call and pull my disgraced business plan up onto the screen. Maybe I can add in a few of the things that the ferret said were missing, and impress Dad with my business acumen, but then I see Prisha heading my way and I close it back down again. She stalks towards me, her mouth set in a straight line across her face.
‘You got my email?’ she asks as she approaches, although it’s not really a question. Of course I got her bloody email.
‘I did,’ I reply. ‘And don’t worry. I know I’ve been a bit distracted recently. I’ve got the builders in at home and I’ve had to move out to my sister’s and . . .’
Prisha puts a hand up to silence me, clearly not even vaguely interested in my excuses.
‘Just sort it out, Bex,’ she says cooly. ‘Four weeks.’
She doesn’t actually stop during this whole exchange, firing her words at me as she strides past my desk.
‘Will do,’ I call after her, but I don’t think she hears me.
Screw you, I think.



33
The restaurant Dad has booked is just his kind of place. I’m sure if I had tried to get a table here with next to no notice, I would have been told that the waiting list was a year long, but of course they bend over backwards to get a table for Dad.
When I arrive, he’s already there, sitting at a table in the window and sharing a joke with the maître d’. He looks up and sees me. I’ve made an effort – nice dress, heels, perfect make-up – and I know that he’ll be proud to introduce me, his successful and beautiful daughter.
He stands as I approach the table.
‘And here she is,’ he says, just loudly enough that everyone at the surrounding tables turn around, expecting a celebrity. Obviously, they’re disappointed but I try to walk the walk anyway. You might as well fake it ’til you make it.
Dad comes round to give me a kiss. It’s all a bit showy but that’s Dad for you. Then he pulls my chair out and makes sure that I’m sitting comfortably before he returns to his own place. He’s nothing if not gracious.
‘Lovely Bex,’ he says, smiling at me appreciatively. ‘How have you been? How’s your builder getting on? I assume it’s all a bit of a mess at the house at the moment.’
I don’t think Dad has got the first idea of how messy things have got at the house, but that’s not why we’re here, so I smile and say, ‘It’s a bit chaotic, but I’ve moved over to Carrie’s for a while so that Jakub can just crack on.’
Dad nods sympathetically as if he understands completely what it’s like having your house torn to pieces and then being forced to live with your mad sister.
The waiter comes over and Dad asks for a glass of champagne for each of us without checking with me. Of course, I’m not about to complain about champagne on a Thursday night, but sometimes it would be nice if Dad asked me what I might like.
We peruse the menu. It’s dotted with the kind of menu-speak that makes little sense to anyone but the chef, but I manage to work out what enough of the dishes are that I can order relatively confidently without having to ask the waiter any questions.
Dad is generally good company and we spend the first twenty minutes or so with him telling me tales of what he’s been up to since I saw him last. I then join in with how irritating Jakub is. This amuses him so, in the spirit of buttering him up, I play up the stories and he rolls his eyes and laughs. All seems to be going very well.
Our food arrives, scallops for him and goat’s cheese salad for me. I judge this as being the best moment to commence my campaign.
‘So, Dad,’ I begin. ‘There’s this thing that I’d like to chat through with you.’
I pause, waiting for him to invite me to continue. Dad finishes his last mouthful of scallop, takes a drink and puts hands up to stop me saying anything more.
‘Actually, sweetheart,’ he says. ‘There’s something I wanted to talk to you about as well. Shall I go first?’
One thing I’ve learned about my dad over the years is that he always thinks his stuff is the most important. If I let him speak before me then I’m more likely to get his proper attention when I ask him for my favour. So I set my face into a picture of rapt interest and say, ‘Yes. Fire away.’
Dad pushes his empty plate away from him and leans back in his chair. Over recent years, he has turned from being a handsome young man to a handsome middle-aged man. His black hair is just starting to go grey at the temples, but he has relatively few wrinkles for a man in his fifties, and his deep brown eyes can still look at you as if you are the most important person in the room. It’s a proper skill. I wish I had it.
‘As you know, Bex, I’ve always wanted to give you the best start, help you get on your feet.’
I nod. Dad has this guilt thing going on because he abandoned me and Mum when I was so small. Although, on balance, I would rather have had a dad who was present, his bouts of guilt have come in very handy over the years when I needed various school trips paying for or a new laptop. And then a house!
‘I bought a house for you to live in so that you didn’t have to rent somewhere grim. The rental housing stock isn’t what it might be, unless you have some cash in your pocket.’
A tiny stab of anxiety goes through me when he mentions cash.
‘But now that you’re more established as a fully functioning adult, it’s very important that you start to stand on your own two feet. I made my own money and I’m sure you want to do the same. After all, you don’t want to be living on handouts from your old dad for the rest of your life. Don’t you agree?’
I nod again, slightly less enthusiastically. I’m really not that keen on my own two feet.
‘And, of course, you won’t be happy being totally dependent on me. Your pride will never let that happen. Am I right?’
My pride is perfectly content, I think, but I try to nod convincingly.
‘We both know that this has been a bit of transition period, and I’m so proud of how you have knuckled down at work, forging yourself a successful career in such a competitive industry.’
My stomach lurches so hard that I fear for my goat’s cheese salad.
‘So, once the renovations on the house are complete, I think the time is right to start charging you rent for living there. It will be under the market rate.’ He winks at me. ‘You might as well have some advantages of a having a successful man like me as your father. But you don’t want to rely on me entirely forever.’
He smiles as if he has just offered me that holiday in Bora Bora that I so desperately want. I feel as if I really might throw my salad back up. I grab blindly for my water glass to give me something to do with my hands while I try to process the bomb that he has just dropped on me. There is no way that I can afford to pay him any rent on the house on the pittance I earn, especially if I’ve been sacked. I think about how I might have exaggerated how good my job is, which might have given him a false impression of my position. It’s too late to correct that now, however. What would I tell him? ‘Sorry Dad but my job in a two-bit agency is pretty dead end and going nowhere. And it looks as if I’m going to be sacked anyway.’
I open my mouth to say something in response, but what can I say? He has already been more than generous in buying the house in the first place and paying for all the renovations.
Judging rightly that I have nothing to add, Dad waves over the waiter and orders a couple more glasses of champagne. I don’t hear what he says. My head is spinning with the panic.
Our main courses arrive. Dad makes appreciative noises, praising the way the food has been plated and making the waiter smile as if its preparation was entirely his doing. Dad takes a mouthful, closes his eyes appreciatively and makes a pleased kind of sound.
‘Delicious,’ he says. ‘I do love this restaurant. Now, Bex, what was it that you wanted to ask me?’
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I make something up to ask Dad about the work on the house and stumble through the rest of the meal, hoping that he doesn’t see the torment going on inside me. I came here hoping he could help me out, as he always has done in the past, but instead he’s basically just pushed me under the bus. There’s no way I can afford to pay him rent on what I earn, and that’s assuming I don’t lose my job, which is pretty much a given. And even if by some miracle I manage to claw back my position at work and hang on to my job, I’m going to struggle to put my heart into it when what I really want is to start out on my own.
My mind keeps dragging itself to the vision of my future that I’d created for myself – a newly renovated and stylish home, my own business, profitable and going only one way, me a fully signed up member of the club everyone wants to be in. The actual reality – bombsite house, no job, no business and no way of paying my new outgoings – looks very different.
Dad’s driver drops me at Carrie’s house. Just as I’m getting out of the car, Dad puts a hand on my sleeve.
‘No need to start paying the rent until the builders have gone. We can work out the numbers when the house is finished,’ he says in that oh-so-reasonable tone he often uses when he knows he’s got his own way.
I nod and give him a feeble smile, the best I can muster in the circumstances.
‘Thanks for dinner,’ I say.
‘Anytime. I’m so very proud of you, Bex. Don’t ever forget it.’
If I could have dropped to my knees and slithered up the garden path, then I would have. How can he be proud of me? What have I ever done to make him proud? Starting my own business was going to be the thing and look how that’s turning out.
I kiss him on the cheek and get out of the car. They drive away and I drag myself to the front door, my feet as heavy as my heart.
The house is ablaze with lights so someone must still be up. I check my phone and it’s not even ten so that’s not surprising, but I wish they’d all had an early night. I’m not sure I can face being friendly or chatty.
As I slide my key into the door I wonder if I can just sneak upstairs without speaking to anyone, but then Carrie calls out to me, so I have to put my head round the lounge door.
Mark and Carrie are both in there and the television is on – some crime drama, going by the music and the spooky lighting effects. I try and gauge the atmosphere in the room. I don’t think they’ve had an argument. It doesn’t feel strained, but I wonder if Carrie is making too much effort to keep things normal. Her face is set in a benign half-smile, as if the wind changed and it stuck like that.
‘Hi,’ she says. ‘Nice night? How’s your Dad?’
‘Yeah, he’s good,’ I say. ‘He sends his love.’ That’s a lie but I say it anyway. ‘I’m a bit knackered. I think I’ll head up,’ I add before she can force me to sit down and tell them all about my day. ‘I’ll just make myself a cup of tea.’
‘Okay,’ says Carrie, turning her attention back to the screen. ‘Sleep well.’
‘Night,’ says Mark without moving his head in my direction at all. Is he sick of me being here already? It’s only been a night so it can’t be that, but there’s definitely something weird going on.
In the kitchen I discover what it is. I’ve never seen as much as a plate out of place in Carrie’s kitchen. Usually at this time of day everything would be washed, dried and put away neatly. Sometimes she even sets the breakfast table for the next day which always strikes me as taking organisation to a ludicrous level.
But there’s none of that tonight. They’ve clearly had takeaway pizzas. The boxes are strewn across the countertops, the odd slice of margherita left curling up from the greasy cardboard. Some plates have been used but they haven’t made it into the dishwasher and neither have a wide array of glasses, mugs and the plastic beakers that Josh still insists on using even though he’s far too old for them.
The room is a mess. There’s no other word for it. Actually, carnage might be one. But it wouldn’t be that hard to straighten it out so I can’t understand why someone hasn’t done it. Okay, Carrie must still be set on making her silly little point so it wouldn’t have been her, but there are three other people living in this house. Surely one of them could have cleared up.
I don’t really fancy picking my way around it all to make my cup of tea, so I just flick the light off and go upstairs to try to work out what I should do next about the car crash that is my life. Maybe the solution will come to me overnight. They say that our subconscious can solve our problems while we sleep. Let’s hope mine is feeling sprightly because my problems are legion.
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CARRIE
We’re watching some Scandi crime thing when Bex gets home from dinner with Lloyd. Actually, I say we’re watching it but I’m definitely not following the plot because my head is too full of the evening’s events to concentrate. In glorious contrast, Mark seems to have managed to box everything off in that way he has and appears to be entirely engaged by the drama.
As another car chase plays out across the screen, I wonder what he’s intending to do about the kitchen. I worry that he’s just going to leave it in its current state just to spite me, but if he does that, he’s only making things harder for himself because I won’t be clearing it up and the mess will be far more unpleasant to deal with in the morning.
Maybe he is going to go on strike too. Ha. That’s a joke. On strike from what, exactly? You have to actually do some work in order to withhold your labour. The greasy pizza boxes force themselves into my mind’s eye and I feel that tiny niggling doubt starting to creep back into my head. It wouldn’t take me more than ten minutes to sort the kitchen out. I could still sleep in the shed but . . .
Stop! I can’t keep thinking like that. I need to own my decision. I’m either on strike or I’m not. There can be no halfway house.
And I am on strike.
After my chat with Mum this afternoon, I feel much clearer in my own mind about what I’m trying to achieve and I’m not going to make any impact if I don’t go in hard. The niggling doubt slinks back into the shadows.
Bex is moving around upstairs, a couple of floorboards creaking overhead. I’m not feeling much support from that quarter either. You’d think that, as my sister and a fellow woman, she’d be backing me to the hilt but, even though she hasn’t said in as many words that she thinks I’m wrong, I can tell she’s on Mark’s side. Not that there are sides here. I need to remember that. But if there were, Bex is definitely not on mine.
The creepy music indicating that the episode is coming to an end starts to play and Mark looks over at me.
‘Another?’ he asks.
He would sit here all night binging the entire season if I agreed but I want to get to my shed. If I’m honest, I’m feeling spooked enough after watching the creepy murder drama. I don’t want to be wandering around my dark garden in the middle of the night on top.
Then something occurs to me. I’d wanted to watch that comedy series about the family with two dads tonight, and it had been my turn to choose, yet somehow we ended up watching nasty Danish murders instead. Was that an attempt by Mark to scare me out of sleeping outside? After leaving me to sleep in this morning, I have to wonder. A week ago, I’d have said that his mind just didn’t work like that. But a week ago I had never contemplating withholding my services.
‘No,’ I say. ‘I think I’ll just go to bed.’
Mark looks up, hope flickering across his face like the light from a candle.
‘To our bed?’ he asks.
I shake my head.
His expression hardens again and he turns back to the screen.
‘Whatever.’
‘And I wouldn’t leave the kitchen like that,’ I say, getting to my feet and resisting an urge to plump the sofa cushions with everything I’ve got. ‘It’ll be grim in the morning otherwise.’
I lean over and kiss him on his cheek. I can feel him stiffen against my lips and a little part of my heart withers. But I have to stay strong. What is wrong with him clearing up after a meal that he ate? I have nothing to feel guilty about here. I cling to that thought as I go to get ready for bed.
I’ve added a few more touches to my shed today. The up-turned crate really was a bit too unstable, so I’ve anchored it with a couple of old bricks that I found round the back and now it feels much more reliable. I bought a string of fairy lights and draped them round the walls using the hooks that Mark put up for his tools. One of the hooks now has a little mirror hanging from it too, and I dug the old kettle out of the roof and made myself a little tea tray with a flask for fresh milk. My pièce de résistance is that I’ve used a smart plug so I can operate all the lights from my phone. I open the app and click the lights on now and then almost skip down the path to my little den.
Night three and I’m no longer worrying about spiders and other creepy crawlies. I give the duvet a quick flick just to make sure I’ll be alone in bed, though. It’s clear of imposters and so I snuggle in. The sheets are warm, the hot water bottle I slipped in earlier doing its job.
I’m lying in my bed scrolling through my phone when a message pops up. It’s from JayJay.
Hope the mattress is comfy. Vive la révolution! Also, can you take the boys to practise tomorrow please? We’re short staffed and I can’t get away. I can pick up though.
I type back a quick reply.
Mattress great. Thanks. No probs re the boys. See you tomorrow. C x
See, I tell myself. It’s not like I’m withdrawing from my life entirely. I’m just trying to make the division of labour a little fairer, but I set an alarm before I fall asleep.
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‘Are we poor?’ Josh asks me as we walk home the next day.
He often asks me abstract questions and I try to answer them honestly. This one is easy.
‘No,’ I reply.
‘Are we rich then?’
‘No. We’re in the middle,’ I say. ‘We have enough, and that is the perfect place to be.’
‘Today in class Harper Moore told everyone that we’re poor. She said you’re sleeping in the shed because we don’t have enough money for a house.’
The questions that fire in my head are many and various, but I try to stay neutral so as not to enflame the situation.
‘And what did you say?’ I ask calmly.
‘I said we had loads of money and I showed her my new football boots. If we didn’t have any money, then you wouldn’t have been able to buy them, would you?’
He is seeking reassurance, so I give it to him with knobs on.
‘No. We are very lucky that we have enough money to buy you what you need. We definitely aren’t poor, but even if we were that would be nothing to be ashamed of.’
I ruffle the hair on the top of his head. We walk on a few more paces but I can’t resist probing a little further.
‘How did Harper know about the shed?’
‘I told her,’ he says, looking up and giving me a beaming smile. ‘I told everyone.’
Naively, I hadn’t considered that my little protest would leak out beyond the privacy of our home. Granted, I’ve told Marie-Claude and JayJay, and Mum, and Bex, but they are all people I trust. They aren’t likely to go blabbing my private business all over. But I’d forgotten about the kids.
‘And what did you say?’ I push. ‘Exactly.’
‘I said that my mum is dead cool because she’s sleeping in the shed and that you have a bed in there and lights and that you don’t care about the spiders.’
Bless him, he’s bursting with pride, but then suddenly he seems to lose confidence. ‘Wasn’t I supposed to tell anyone?’ he asks. ‘Is it a secret?’
Yes, I think.
‘No!’ I say. ‘Of course not. But it’s important that you understand why I’m sleeping in the shed.’
I don’t want it flying around the playground that Mark has kicked me out. I mean, I don’t suppose it matters what anyone else thinks, but I do have some pride.
‘Why are you?’ he asks, turning to walk backwards so he can look right up into my face.
I have to choose my words carefully. Josh has to feel sure that Mark and I are secure and that his world isn’t in any danger of collapsing. But he also needs to see that I’m not out there on a whim.
‘I’m protesting,’ I say. ‘I’m trying to make a point by taking action.’
‘Like the train drivers?’ he says.
We’d had to cancel a trip to the railway museum in York because there were no trains and Josh had fixated on where the driver might be instead of driving the train.
‘Yes. A bit like that. I want you and Amy to help a bit more around the house. And Daddy too.’
‘Can’t you just ask him?’ Josh asks, quite reasonably.
‘Well, I have tried that. But it’s a bit like when I ask you to put your socks away in the drawer.’
Josh grins as me.
‘I’m not very good at that, am I, Mummy?’
‘No. And neither is your Daddy, but he’s a grown-up so he should be.’
‘Are you teaching him a lesson?’
God. How do children manage to hit the nail on the head so very precisely? This absolutely isn’t the message I’m trying to get across to him, but he’s spot on.
‘Well . . .’ I begin, fudging to give me time to think. ‘I suppose so, yes.’
‘I’d say he’s learning,’ says Josh. ‘He put those pizza boxes in the bin this morning before you came in.’
So not last night then, I think, but at least he did it. That’s the main thing.
‘That’s good,’ I say and squeeze my lips together so no anti-Mark comments slip out.
‘I’ll tell Harper that we’re not poor and if she says anything else horrible then she can’t come to my party!’
I stop dead in my tracks and a cold flood of dread washes through me.
Shit! How could I have forgotten? It’s Josh’s birthday party on Sunday. His actual birthday is not until half term but as we were going to be in Whitby we decided to bring his party forward. But in all the upset of the last week I had totally forgotten that it’s this weekend.
My mind starts to race. I’ve already booked the bouncy castle and Josh’s favourite entertainer, Mr Magic. The invitations went out a couple of weeks ago and Josh has been very clear about what he wants in the party bags so that was an Amazon order around the same time. It’s just the food left to arrange.
My heart rate begins to return to normal. It’s all okay. I have it all under control. I might have had a momentary blip, but Carrie Bradley is nothing if not organised. I let myself return to the moment.
‘You can’t uninvite Harper,’ I say. ‘That would be mean and we don’t do mean, do we?’
‘She was mean to me,’ he says indignantly, and I flinch inside. I don’t want my decisions to impact on his life. ‘But I’ll tell her that it’s a p-r-o-t-e-s-t . . .’ he concentrates on the word, making sure he’s got it right.
‘That’s right,’ I say. ‘Your mum is on strike.’
When we get home, I sort out a snack and a drink for Josh. This is definitely one of those grey areas I’m struggling with. I’m not about to make him make his own after-school snack. He’s only eight – well, nearly nine I suppose – and there are some things that your mum should do for you.
But what am I going to do about the party? How is that going to sit with my strike?
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Man/woman cannot live by takeaway pizza alone. But if this is going to work, we need a system in place for what we are going to eat. By rights, Mark should have had this idea himself, but I can see that having to think about how the household runs is all very new for him and he’s having to unpick more than a decade’s worth of learned behaviour, so in the interests of family harmony I decide to draw up a rota.
I grab my iPad and start designing. I pick a fancy font and type ‘Who’s cooking tonight?’ across the top, making it nice and big so it’s easy to read from a distance. We can’t have them claiming that they didn’t see it. Then, down the left-hand side I start typing the days.
And then I stop.
How far into the future should I go? Until the end of this month? Next? Until Christmas? The prospect is dizzying, both exciting and terrifying at the same time. I decide that until the end of the month will do for now. That’s long enough to show I’m serious and the end of October is a logical stopping point. If I need to draw up a rota for November then I can do that when we get there.
I pause for a moment and think about the logistics of meal preparation. Josh is too young to make a meal on his own and Mark often gets home just in time to eat. If he starts preparing the food at that point, we’ll all get ‘hangry’, which is no fun for anyone. He’ll definitely need a sous chef.
And then there’s Bex to throw into the mix. We haven’t talked about the ins and outs of her stay with us yet, but she’s getting free board for a month. The least she can do is help out a bit in the kitchen.
I decide to split them into two teams – Mark and Amy, and Bex and Josh. Amy is old enough to get things started before Mark gets home and I think Bex often works from home so without any commuting time she can hit the kitchen earlier than Mark can.
Pleased with this division of labour I begin to add names to the days, alternating teams as I go. For a moment I consider whether I should add my own name to the list, but splitting the task between all of us is where I’m trying to get to. We are a long way off that destination at the moment so there’s no need for a compromise at this stage. I am on strike after all. I keep repeating this in my head like a mantra, an affirmation to remind me of the status quo. It’s not easy to step away when for years I have done everything.
I draw in a third column, which I label ‘Meal’, and leave it blank so they can fill it in, like a planner. Then I copy and paste a few cartoony drawings of vegetables and dot them in the margins. The finished list looks great, even if I do say so myself.
I print it out and stick it on the fridge in plain sight. It’s Mark and Amy’s turn tonight, although they will have to think of something on not much notice. There is enough in the fridge to rustle up a carbonara though, so I can point them in that direction. Job done.
I’m just admiring my handiwork when the front door bangs and Amy trudges into the kitchen. She drops her bag onto the floor with a thud and throws herself into a chair, slouching so far down that she’s almost horizontal.
‘Good day?’ I ask cheerfully.
‘I hate my life,’ she says with great pathos.
‘That’s not true, now, is it?’ I reply gently. ‘Is this just end-of-the-week tiredness or did something happen today?’
‘Jade Longbottom is an absolute bitch and . . .’
I raise a warning finger.
‘Language.’
‘Well, she is. She got me in trouble with Mr Street today. She poured a beaker of saline all over Robbie’s Chemistry book and then said I’d done it, and he made me clear it all up and apologise for making a mess of Robbie’s stuff. And he wouldn’t listen when I said it wasn’t even me. And Jade just laughed. I could hear her whispering about me the whole time.’
Anyone who has ever been a teenage girl understands how traumatic it can be, how best friends can become arch rivals in the course of one afternoon and the world can turn against you on a penny. Teenagers need all the support they can get, but it’s not always easy to get it right.
‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘That’s not fair. And was Robbie’s stuff okay?’
The look she throws me is laced with venom and I know that, yet again, I have managed to say totally the wrong thing.
‘I don’t care about Robbie’s stuff,’ she spits. ‘She humiliated me in front of everyone. And she did it on purpose. I hate her.’
I’m tempted to say that we had Jade over for a sleepover just last month when they were great friends and she’s a perfectly pleasant girl, but I decide against.
‘What’s for tea?’ she asks, swiftly changing direction and leaving Jade in her slipstream.
I point at my new rota.
‘Ta dah!’
Amy peers at it and then when she can’t make out the detail, gets up and has a proper look.
‘What is it?’ she asks scathingly, even though it is perfectly obvious what it is.
‘New tea rota,’ I say brightly. ‘You and Dad are cooking tonight. I thought you could do carbonara.’
She scowls at me, but I hold my ground and smile back.
‘What even is carbonara?’
She knows full well, so I don’t answer that.
‘It’s tasty and very easy to make. And it’s good to learn how to cook.’
‘Why? Because I’m a girl?’
‘Because you’re human,’ I reply evenly. ‘I’ll text your Dad to tell him and you can get things rolling by chopping up the bacon and weighing out the spaghetti.’
She pulls a face.
‘Chloe is going vegan.’ She says this like it’s a threat.
‘That’s nice,’ I reply. I can’t cope with vegans on top of everything else.
I do a search on my iPad and pull up a recipe for carbonara which I ping over to her phone.
‘There you go,’ I say. ‘Easy.’
Feeling pleased with myself, I go to ponder the prickly question of what to do about Josh’s party but the doorbell rings before I get a chance and there stands JayJay’s boy Marco on the doorstep in his football kit. He has the remains of a jam doughnut in his hand and most of the rest of it seems to be smeared over his face.
‘Hi Marco,’ I say, looking over his head for his sixth-former childminder, but he must have scarpered the moment he saw the door open. ‘Come in. We’re nearly ready.’ And then, ‘Josh! Marco is here. Are you sorted for football?’
And in and among the busyness of after-school activities, the party problem slips out of my head.
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BEX
Bex Archer Current Status Report: Almost no job, no loan to set up own business, a home that’s uninhabitable and the prospect of a massive chunk of cash going out every month for something I currently don’t pay for and can’t afford.
Whichever way you look at it, it adds up the same: things are grim. And on top of that, there is the ongoing domestic dispute at Carrie’s that has me feeling like I need to tread on eggshells. How is a girl supposed to have an existential crisis when she’s living in the middle of war zone? I exaggerate on both issues but you take my point.
I need someone to talk to, so I pick Betsy from work. She’s perfect for adding a heavy lacing of drama to any situation, which will make me feel like I’m not overreacting, and while I won’t tell her about having the silver spoon wrenched from my delicate rosebud lips, she will get the significance of Prisha’s threat and my plans to go solo.
I get up and dressed as quietly as I can and sneak downstairs, hoping that I won’t bump into one of Carrie’s lot. I can’t face early morning jolliness today, but as I approach the kitchen the noise levels suggest that someone’s already in there. Whoever it is opens and closes the bin a few times and then the back door. Then I hear Mark’s deep voice chuntering under his breath and realise he must be clearing away the detritus from the pizza night.
Really, I can no longer afford to have breakfast out, but I can’t face Mark either so I decide I’ll have one last Pret splurge on a Bircher muesli bowl, almond croissant and large latte with caramel syrup, and then worry about my dwindling income as I consume it. I message Betsy when I’m on my way.
Need advice. Breakfast in Pret? Please!
Betsy loves to feel useful, so I know she won’t be able to resist being called on for help, and, true to form, she’s there when I arrive, having purloined a couple of the comfy chairs towards the back, well away from the queue of potentially earwigging coffee seekers.
As I approach her with my ladened tray I see her face melt into an expression of concern and she taps the cushioned chair next to hers as if we were at her flat and not in a busy café.
‘Oh hun,’ she says. ‘What’s happening? Tell Betsy everything. Is it the Prisha thing?’
That’s as good a place as any to start, so I sigh and nod sadly.
‘She’s going to sack me, isn’t she?’ I say.
‘She might not,’ replies Betsy, so brightly she almost convinces me.’ ‘But I think she probably will,’ she adds and my spirits crash again. ‘The thing is, once she makes up her mind about something there’s no pulling her back. She’ll just be biding her time until she can do it.’
I know this is true. I’d hoped Betsy might say something different but I’m not surprised she hasn’t.
‘If I were you, I’d think about resigning before she pushes you. That way you can probably get her to write you a decent reference.’
‘I’m hoping I’m not going to need a reference,’ I say and this, predictably, has exactly the effect I’m looking for on Betsy. Her eyes and mouth both open wide in synchronicity as if a puppet master just pulled both strings at once.
‘No!’ she says, all drama. ‘What’s happened? You sold those jewels and now you never need to work again.’
I have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about.
‘That jewellery,’ she clarifies, obviously reading and correctly interpreting the confusion on my face. ‘Those things Jakub found in your chimney.’
Oh those! So much seems to have happened since then, I’ve forgotten all about the little wooden box. I think about its contents, allowing myself a small lottery-winning moment, but I’ve seen enough episodes of Antiques Roadshow to know that they barely ever uncover a hidden fortune. Although I suppose they might be worth enough to keep me going for a month or so, and that would be great at this point.
‘Sadly, it’s not that,’ I say. ‘Nice idea though. No. I’m hoping to start up on my own.’
Again, Betsy’s face displays delight, although it’s maybe slightly more subdued this time.
‘That’s exciting. What did you have in mind?’
I run through the bare bones of my idea in much the same way as I’d intended to share it with the ferrety small loans adviser if he’d given me the chance. Betsy nods encouragingly so I keep going, getting more and more honest, until finally I’m telling her all about my bruising encounter with the adviser and my lacklustre business plan.
‘He said I needed to go away and start again,’ I say, reaching the end of the tale. I’ve been feeling quite buoyed up by her enthusiasm as I’ve been going along, but now I realise I’ve hit exactly the same wall as before and still have no idea how to get over it.
‘Well, I know we don’t have restrictions in our contracts,’ she says. ‘I checked when I was looking at that job with JKA, remember? So that’s something.’
I’d forgotten that Betsy had also contemplated leaving a few months back.
‘Well, that’s one thing off the list,’ I say, ‘but it’s all the financial reports he wanted. That’s the real stumbling block. I don’t know where to start.’
‘Can’t you just ask your dad?’ she asks, not unreasonably. Dad is, after all, a self-made man with a string of successful businesses behind him.
I screw my nose up, and she adds, ‘You don’t want to. I get that.’
She taps a finger against her lips thoughtfully.
‘Who else do we know who could help?’
I watch her face, hoping that she will be sent some divine inspiration where I have had none, but moments later her shoulders slump as she reaches the same square I’d already got to. None of our friends are running their own businesses. Everyone is busy learning their trade. No one is ready to jump yet. Or, no one has been pushed.
‘Would it be so awful to just ask your dad?’ she asks.
A week ago, I would probably have come round to the idea, but that was before last night. The time to tell him what was going on and to ask for his help was, as I’d intended, over dinner. But he’d thrown me a curveball with the paying rent business, and now I feel like, if I ask him for help, he’ll think I want him to feel sorry for me and reduce the amount of rent I’ll pay.
Betsy looks at her phone. Time to go. I take the final slurp of my coffee. I haven’t even started on my Bircher muesli. I can’t waste it, so I put it in my bag. It’ll do for lunch. As we walk to the office and Betsy chatters on, I think about the hidden jewellery. Maybe she’s right. It might be the answer to all my problems. Now wouldn’t that be too good to be true?
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It is, of course, too good to be true, but I don’t find that out until later in the day. Before then, I sit as quietly as a mouse at a desk I don’t claim as my own fiendishly working away on the accounts Anzu has passed my way, and hoping that Prisha doesn’t notice I’m there.
Thankfully, the day passes without incident and soon enough I’m released back into the cool evening. Sudden proximity with the chilly air has me pulling my jacket tight around me and wishing I’d worn something a bit thicker. Until now, October has been unseasonably warm but there’s a real autumnal feel to the air tonight. Time to get out the woolly jumpers and big scarves. And hopefully a drop in overnight temperatures will bring Carrie back indoors and her silly protest to an end, which would be great. I have enough to worry about without all that going on too.
Betsy’s idea about the found jewellery has been buzzing round my head all day. More than once, I’ve allowed myself to imagine that the emerald ring is Fabergé or something equally fabulous and that soon I’ll be at Sotheby’s watching the bids for it going through the roof. I know that’s not entirely helpful, but it’s good to dream.
Rather troublingly, I’m not entirely sure where I put the box containing the jewellery. In the rush of having to pack up all my stuff, I’ve lost track. I’m pretty certain that it isn’t at Carrie’s though, so it must be packed away in my bedroom at home. The thought of working my way through those dusty and hastily packed cardboard boxes isn’t appealing, but needs must. And I haven’t been to the house for a few days. I need to go and check up on Jakub to make sure he’s not reduced the place to rubble.
The front door is standing wide open when I arrive. So much for security. I know I don’t have much to steal but I still don’t want any randomer from the street helping themselves to what little there is. I step inside and bang the door closed behind me loudly for effect.
‘Hello? Jakub?’
There’s no reply but I hear movement overhead and then footsteps down the stairs. Jakub appears wearing his customary black t-shirt and those workman trousers with the pockets everywhere.
‘Hello,’ he says gruffly. ‘I not expecting you today.’
He makes this sound, like I’m not welcome in my own home, but I ignore it.
‘I was passing so I thought I’d call in and see how you’re getting on.’
I do a quick scan of what I can see from where I’m standing but there is no discernible change from when I last saw it on Wednesday. I suppose it’s only been a couple of days but I’m still expecting some signs of progress.
‘Getting on fine,’ he says with his trademark loquaciousness.
He has a disconcerting habit of looking me straight in the eye when he speaks to me. He has those captivating pale green eyes that people from Eastern Europe often have, and very dark hair. He also has a wonky nose and his chin is quite weak, just in case you thought he was devastatingly handsome. I am prepared to concede that he does have lovely eyes though.
‘Oh?’ I reply, casting my gaze around emphatically, searching for evidence of improvement.
‘We work on heating,’ he says. ‘Many pipes to check.’
I suppose he might be right. I have no clue. Then his mobile rings and he steps to one side to answer it, slipping easily into his native tongue. He’s only a builder yet he puts me and my GCSE French to shame.
Feeling dismissed, I head upstairs to locate the jewellery box. I find it easily enough, stuffed into the last box that I filled. I sit on the dusty floorboards (carpet removal also being something that has happened since I was last here) and open the box, taking the pieces out one by one and examining them. I’m just looking at the emerald when Jakub appears at the door.
‘Was plasterer,’ he says. ‘He come next week.’
It’s hard to imagine that we will be ready for a plasterer by then, but I trust that Jakub knows what he’s doing.
‘Good,’ I say. ‘And everything else is . . .’ I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be asking here. ‘On time?’ I add, a bit weakly.
The look he gives me is somewhere between contempt and disgust with a side order of scorn for good measure.
‘Yes. Is all on time,’ he says. ‘That stone is fake,’ he adds, nodding at the ring I am now holding up to the light to admire.
I look at the ring and then at him.
‘Fake? How do you know?’
‘I know stones. This one is fake. What you say? Paste. Nine carat gold setting. Paste stone.’
I let my hand drop back to my lap.
‘Oh.’ I sound disappointed, despite trying to pretend that I don’t care. ‘Are you sure? It’s not worth anything?’
‘Neetz,’ he says, or something that sounds like that. I translate this as meaning ‘nothing’. My language skills are coming along leaps and bounds.
I sift through the box and pull out the Cartier watch, which now may or not be Cartier. I hold it up to him.
‘And this?’
‘Is real. Worth some thousand pounds.’
This is better. My spirits perk up a little.
‘How many thousands?’ I ask.
He shrugs and I see him doing calculations in his head.
‘Maybe two. Or one and a half.’
Oh. Well, I suppose it’s better than a poke in the eye with a blunt stick, but it’s not really going to tide me over for long. I don’t bother asking him about the diamond solitaire but I can feel my dreams of Sotheby’s drifting away like so much cigarette smoke.
‘How do you know about jewellery prices?’ I ask him, annoyed that he knows more than me but still curious.
‘I pay attention,’ he says. ‘My grandfather, he teach me. I interested. I listen. I learn.’
And then, for reasons that aren’t immediately apparent to me, let alone Jakub, all the stresses of the last few days choose this moment to make their presence known. It comes on me so quickly that there isn’t even time to stand up and leave the room. Hot tears start pouring down my cheeks.
I don’t know who is more embarrassed, me or Jakub. I’m usually so controlled. No one has seen me cry since I was a little girl, I’ve made sure of it. But suddenly here it all is, gushing out of me. It’s as if emotions of volcanic proportions have built up inside and, having found one tiny hole in my defences, can now force their way out, ripping me open in the process.
Jakub listened to his grandfather and learned what he had to share. For some reason, this feels more poignant than I can bear. I can picture a much younger (still surly) Jakub looking up intently at his grandfather with those pale green eyes, absorbing his sound advice.
I never listen to anyone, least of all the wisest people in my world. God, I don’t even listen to Carrie. And now look what’s happened. Everything has fallen to pieces around me and I’m having a breakdown in front of my builder.
Much to the surprise of both of us, I begin to howl.
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Whichever way you swing it, having an emotional breakdown in front of your builder isn’t ideal, and even as the snot is cascading off my chin, I am aware of this truth.
But I can’t seem to stop.
I swallow, and cough, and try to pull myself together, but control escapes me. God knows how many months’ (or even years’) worth of backed-up emotion has chosen this moment to work its way free of whatever has been restraining it to gush out of me.
To give him his due, Jakub doesn’t look thrown. In fact, he doesn’t look anything at all. His face is entirely passive as he watches me dissolve before his disconcertingly pale green eyes.
I hear myself apologising to him, although I have no idea why. This is still my bedroom, despite the boarded window and the torn-up carpet. If I want to weep myself into oblivion here, then I’d be entirely within my rights.
But I don’t want to do that. It’s embarrassing and it makes me feel exposed and more vulnerable than I ever want to feel.
‘I’m so sorry,’ I say again. ‘I don’t know why this is happening. Ignore me.’
I wipe my nose with the heel of my hand like I’m six.
‘Is the watch?’ he asks. ‘You want more money?’
I don’t know what he’s talking about to start with, but the Cartier box is still in my lap.
‘God, no,’ I say, desperate not to give the impression that I’m crying over something as silly as that. I close the box and put it, and the emerald ring that isn’t an emerald at all, back into the jewellery box, dropping the lid which closes with a snap. ‘No, it’s not that.’
Betsy or my other girlfriends would have been demanding a blow-by-blow account of my every emotion at this point, but Jakub just watches me, his head cocked to one side. He doesn’t look even vaguely embarrassed, which is good because I’m embarrassed enough for both of us. I get the impression that he’s ready to listen if I want to talk but that I’m under no pressure to explain my outburst if I don’t want to.
And, of course, I don’t want to make myself look any more stupid than I already do. And yet I start talking.
‘I’m going to be sacked from my job,’ I blurt. ‘I mean, it’s not definite yet but it’s on the cards. And my dad – he owns this house – he says it’s time I stood on my own two feet, so when you’re finished he’s going to start charging me rent, which he’s entirely entitled to do, but if I have no job . . .’
Then a sob escapes, one of those huge ones that shake your whole body. I try to talk through it, sniffing and gulping to get enough air. I’m a hot mess, I really am.
‘But the worse of it is I’m supposed to be setting up my own business, which would get rid of both problems in one go. I’m good at what I do. I have great ideas and I know I can make it work. But I need a loan to get started.’
I think of the ferrety bank man, of how small he made me feel. Do I really want to display my ignorance again so soon, and to my builder?
I’m sure the answer to this question is no, and yet my mouth just keeps running on like I have absolutely no agency over it whatsoever.
‘I know you need a business plan to get a loan, so I wrote one. And it’s great. It shows all the amazing new things I’m going to bring to market, all the ways I can improve projects for my clients and do stuff that no one else is doing. But it’s got no numbers in it.’
Jakub gives me a single nod, like he wants to show me he’s listening.
‘The man at the bank said I needed forecasts and balance sheets and all kinds of stuff that I know nothing about and until I have all that they won’t lend me the money. And I could ask my dad, but he’s always helped me out. I wanted to do something without him, so he’d be proud of me.’
My words all come out in a rush and I can feel the tears trickling down my hot cheeks. Lord only knows what my make-up looks like. I try to remember whether my current mascara is waterproof or not. I suspect not.
‘And my house looks like this and I’m living with my mad sister who has left her husband to move into her shed. So you see,’ I say, looking directly at Jakub for the first time through my damp eyelashes, ‘everything has gone wrong.’
Then I stop, because what else is there to say?
Jakub rubs his chin.
‘I builder,’ he says.
I assume he’s going to say that all this financial stuff is a mystery to him too, and I open my mouth to say that, of course, I know he’s just a builder and what the hell does he understand about this stuff anyway.
But then he keeps talking.
‘Building is business. I know building so I know business. I know numbers. I don’t know this “business plan”. This I do not know. But I help you with numbers.’
For the first time in our short acquaintance, he looks unsure of himself. His eyes flick up to mine and then back down to the filthy floorboards.
‘If you want, I help,’ he adds.
And that’s when I realise just how many prejudices I’ve been gathering up. He says he is a builder but just a minute ago I told myself he was only a builder, like that was something lowdown and not worth bothering with.
But, of course, I’ve been miles wide of the mark. Building is his business and not only does he appear to be perfectly competent – the issue with the windows aside, which I suspect was probably my architect’s fault, not his – but he’s also been project-managing this whole thing efficiently, on budget and on time. And he’s doing all that in a language that isn’t his own and away from the country where he was born. Whichever way you swing it, it’s bloody impressive.
Thank God he can’t read my thoughts and know just how much I have maligned him in my head. But then, actually, I bet he can. It’s not as if I haven’t made how I feel massively obvious. The contempt I felt for him must have been as plain as the nose on my mascara-smeared face.
And yet, despite all that, here he is offering to help me.
I feel stupid and ashamed and overwhelmed. But most of all, I feel grateful.
‘Yes!’ I say, nodding at him like a mad thing. ‘Yes please.’
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CARRIE
Despite an unpromising start, with a degree of tutting and under-the-breath complaining, Amy and Mark manage to serve a pretty presentable carbonara. The spaghetti is a bit stodgy and the sauce isn’t that far off being scrambled egg in places, but the seasoning is good, and I didn’t make it so that rockets it skywards no matter what it tastes like.
Bex doesn’t appear for tea, which is irritating. She and I are really going to have a chat about expectations on both sides, particularly given her starring role in my cooking rota, but for today I can let her absence pass.
I spear the last piece of bacon with my fork, pop it in my mouth and then present my clean plate to the chefs as evidence of success.
‘Well done you two. That was very tasty. You did a really good job.’
Amy and Mark high-five one another and Mark’s smile has a soupçon of pride in it, which is lovely to see. He has to understand that what I’m asking of him isn’t that difficult to achieve. And it really looks like the two of them had fun working together.
The concept of clearing up as you go along appears to have passed them by, however, and as I’m still on strike, they are going to learn this lesson the hard way.
Before I make this clear, I decide to capitalise on the general feeling of bonhomie and bring up the subject of Josh’s party. But then I change my mind. It is a conversation Mark and I really need to have in private. So instead, I decide to break my strike to at least help with the washing up. After all, I ate the meal. It’s only fair.
But then I hear Mum’s voice in my head – ‘Don’t, Carrie. They can wash up just as well as you can’ – and so I get up and leave the room, which is precisely what Mark and Amy would have done if I’d made the carbonara.
My chest tightens as I settle in the sitting room with my book. The guilt is appalling. But why do I feel so bad? Have I been so socially conditioned that I fall apart if I don’t help clean my kitchen? I bet it never crosses Mark’s mind to feel bad when I’m washing up without him. I need to be more Mark.
After a while he comes in and settles himself on the sofa. He has a beer and I notice with a twinge of sadness that he hasn’t offered to get one for me. But then I can’t have it all ways. If I’m not doing anything for him then it’s not unreasonable of him to treat me the same way. Still, it is hard.
I give him my brightest smile to compensate.
‘That meal was great,’ I say. ‘Thanks so much.’
He gives a little shake of his head as if it was nothing, but that grudging little smile of pride sneaks across his lips again.
‘Listen,’ I say. ‘You know it’s Josh’s party on Sunday . . .’
I can tell from the look of panic that crosses his face that he knows no such thing.
‘So, it’s over to you,’ I continue, ‘given that I’m on strike.’
He opens his mouth, no doubt about to point out that he can’t possibly rustle up a party on less than forty-eight hours’ notice (although of course he could if he had to) but I interrupt.
‘It’s mainly all done. The bouncy castle is booked, and the weather forecast looks a bit chilly but dry so we’ll probably be fine outside. Mr Magic is coming and I’ve sorted the party bags already. All you need to do is the food. And the cake.’
I grin at him, emphasising just how easy this part is. Mark still looks horrified.
‘It doesn’t need to be anything fancy. Sausages in buns will do. And then crisps and some fancy biscuits and cakes for afters.’
‘But . . .’ he begins. ‘I don’t know, Caz. It’s not really my bag, kids’ parties. I have no idea where to start.’
Neither did I when I had to do Amy’s first birthday, I think, but I just worked it out.
‘How many kids are coming?’
‘Twenty,’ I say. ‘Give or take.’
He blanches.
‘I’d probably work on two hot dogs each. It always feels like that won’t be enough but if you serve any more they don’t finish them and we’ll be throwing half-eaten food away. And boys can be very creative in what they do with any food they don’t eat. We’ll be finding hidden sausages for weeks if we’re not careful.’
Mark looks at me doubtfully.
‘Are you sure about this? I mean, we wouldn’t want to do anything to spoil Josh’s party . . .’
Ooh, that’s a low blow. Of course I don’t want my actions to spoil anything for Josh, and Mark knows that. He will also know how hard it is for me to relinquish control of this party. Plus, by suggesting I might spoil things he’s playing straight into my maternal guilt.
But I refuse to stoop to his level. And I’m strong. So I beam at him.
‘It’s a few sausages and some crisps, Mark. I’m sure even you can manage that.’
Then I turn my attention to the television.
‘Shall we carry on with that Scandi drama? It’s so tense! I love it!’
(In my head, I’m trying not to think that you started us watching this in order to scare the living daylights out of me in my little bed in the shed, although I think you probably did.)
I pull my knees up under me so I’m super comfortable and look ready to enjoy a few choice murders.
Mark takes a swig out of his beer and changes the channel.
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It’s amazing how quickly a change starts to become normal. Take me sleeping in the shed. As I stroll down the garden path towards the welcoming yellow glow of my fairy lights, it’s hard to believe this is only the fourth night I’ve slept here. It feels natural to me now, like a hotel room at the end of a two-week holiday. The little things about a place that feel disappointing when you first encounter them have a habit of becoming a quirk you’re quite fond of by the end.
It’s chillier tonight, though. I’ve been lucky with the weather until now, but I can definitely feel the temperature starting to drop. I do have my hot water bottle though, and I can keep my socks on in bed if my feet are cold.
I can’t say that I no longer hear the little scuffling noises that are inside the shed with me, or that I don’t notice the weird whistling coming from the roof when the wind blows. But they have just become the sounds of the space and I don’t feel frightened by them anymore. I drift off to sleep on my blow-up mattress without a care in the world.
Except maybe one. It sneaks around at the edges of my mind, and I don’t like to look at it full on in case it does something unspeakable to me, like Medusa in the myths I read to Josh. And that is, am I enjoying myself a bit too much? I have lifted myself out of my family life and, instead of being heartbroken and bereft, I am relishing the time spent on my own. I’m even getting used to not being the glue that holds the household together, a role that I always thought had my name written right through it like a stick of rock.
Does this mean there is something wrong with my life? Well, obviously – or I wouldn’t have gone on strike. But I don’t mean at the day-to-day domestic chore level. I mean something deeper, more fundamental.
And the follow-on question must be, is there something wrong with my marriage? Does the fact that I am having fun being out of our matrimonial bed suggest that there’s a problem within it?
Marie-Claude’s warning is still ringing in my ears. Be careful. Was she talking in general or was there a specific danger that she could see down the path but I couldn’t? Was this it, a change in how I feel about the relationships at the heart of my life?
But I’m jumping the gun here. It’s been four days, hardly long enough to decide whether I like a new shampoo and definitely not long enough to re-evaluate my entire life.
But still . . .
When I wander into the kitchen the following day, the room is abuzz with an electric atmosphere that I can’t quite identify. It’s very positive though, so I’ll definitely take that, after all the moaning of the previous few days.
Mark has his laptop open on the table and is surrounded by the novelty cake books I have collected over the years. As I get closer, I can see there’s a YouTube video playing. A young man in full chef’s whites is icing what looks like a scarily complicated football cake. There is a little image of the finished thing in a box at the top of the screen as inspiration for what you are aiming for. A tiny squeaking sound slips out of my mouth quite involuntarily when I see it.
The cake itself is in the shape of a football. I don’t just mean a flat round cake decorated to look like a football. It’s actually football shaped, with the classic patchwork of black and white hexagons, just like a real ball.
But that’s not all. There is a slice on a plate, so you can see that the layers inside are bright grass green and black, with the white of the ball being picked up in butter icing.
And still there’s more. The central core of the cake has been cut away completely and filled with little foil-wrapped black and white chocolate footballs.
I swallow hard. Now I have made a fair few kids’ birthday cakes in my time, so I have a pretty clear idea of what is realistic and what is just a pipe dream. This cake most definitely falls into the second category.
‘Morning,’ I say.
‘Morning,’ replies Mark without taking his eyes from the screen. And then, ‘Sorry, we’re just at a tricky bit.’
I want to say that the whole thing is too tricky and he should abandon it straight away in favour of a cake shaped like a pitch with flat green fondant icing and some Subbuteo players strategically positioned on it.
But I can’t say that. I am on strike. I have delegated responsibility for Josh’s birthday cake and thus have lost the right to interfere, even though I know it means that Josh will end up with a hastily bought supermarket cake before the day is out.
‘So I see,’ I say. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it. I’m going for a shower.’
Mark is so engrossed in the video that I doubt he’s even noticed that I’ve left the room. On my way out, I see a shopping list and I can’t help noticing that it doesn’t say sausages, buns, ketchup, crisps, biscuits, fairy cakes, like it would if I had been making it, but for the reason mentioned earlier, I can’t get involved so I don’t let my eyes rest on it and instead I head upstairs.
Bex’s bedroom door is ajar and I wonder if she didn’t come home at all last night, so I peer round it to check and there she is, sitting at the dressing table and staring at herself in the mirror. She looks shocking. Usually my sister is glamour personified, but this morning she is far from that. Her hair falls round her face in ratty knots rather than the usually immaculate curls, and her make-up-less face is red and blotchy, her eyes puffed up so much that you can barely see them.
‘Bex!’ I say, pushing open the door and going in uninvited. ‘Are you okay? What on earth has happened?’
She jumps at the sound of my voice. Then I see her reflection in the mirror go from surprise to something approaching anger.
‘Nothing,’ she snaps, wiping at her cheeks with her hand. ‘Nothing. I’m fine. And don’t you ever knock?’
This takes me aback. She’s my sister and it’s my house, but I suppose this is her private space and I shouldn’t invade it without her permission.
‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘It’s just that I wanted to say good morning and then . . .’
I tail off. What can I say? And then I looked in and saw you sitting there looking like shit.
‘Well, you’ve said it now so you can leave me alone,’ she says.
I need to talk to her about how her living with us is going to work out, tell her about the tea rota, warn her about the hordes of children that will descend on us for Josh’s party tomorrow, but I judge that this is not the moment.
I retreat, at speed.
‘I’m just here if you need me,’ I say, backing out of the bedroom and closing the door behind me. Whatever is wrong with her, I suppose she’ll talk to me when she’s good and ready.
Or at least, I hope she will.
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Mark is on it all day. Usually on a Saturday I don’t see him because he’s out doing football or golf or whatever, but today he’s racing around the house like a blue-arsed fly.
I’m not allowed in the kitchen, which is ironic when you think about it. Normally, I’m not allowed to leave – or that’s how it feels.
All day long, I smell delicious aromas seeping under the door and into the house. And it’s not his turn to cook. Tonight, it’s Bex and Josh, although I’m not sure Bex realises this because I heard her going out earlier and she’s not come back.
I find myself at a bit of a loose end. There is plenty to do: the house needs cleaning, the school uniform needs washing and someone needs to go to the supermarket. But these tasks are all on my banned list.
To start with, I sit in the lounge with a magazine that I bought especially to give me something to do with my new-found leisure time but just sitting there when there’s so much to do feels beyond weird, so I decide I have to go out.
But where? Marie-Claude will be off on some fabulous, family-orientated adventure, JayJay has so little chance to spend time with her husband that I wouldn’t dream of interrupting her at the weekend, and I’ve only just seen Mum. I’m not sure I’m quite ready for her picket line battle cries just yet.
The paradox doesn’t escape me. All those years I’ve spent longing for free time at the weekend and now I have it, I don’t have the first idea what to do with it.
My feet take me along the familiar pavements and, before I realise it, I’m outside Tree Tops. A chat with Mrs Chivers would be just the ticket.
Methuselah is stretched out, half on and half off the front step, some miracle of gravity that I can’t comprehend preventing him from falling. I bend down to give him a stroke and he purrs loudly. At least he’s pleased to see me.
I punch the code into the front door and let myself in. Charlene on reception looks up when I enter.
‘Hello. Wasn’t expecting to see you today,’ she says, but she seems pleasantly surprised and not put out by my presence.
‘I was passing,’ I explain. ‘I just thought I’d call in on Mrs Chivers. Is she in the small lounge?’
Charlene’s expression says where else would she be?
I make my way through and sure enough she’s there, sitting in her favourite chair by the window, her head in a book. I don’t recognise it but it has an extremely handsome man wearing a cowboy hat and no top on the cover.
‘That looks good,’ I say as I approach.
She looks up, smiles, and then flips the book over to examine the front.
‘Not very high brow, I’m afraid, but no less enjoyable for that.’ Her mouth turns up into a remarkably mischievous smile for someone her age. ‘My niece brings them in for me. She seems to have an almost inexhaustible supply.’
I pull up a chair and sit next to her.
‘I’ve never read anything by that author,’ I say in an attempt to be non-judgemental. I didn’t spot the name but I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I had done. ‘Is it any good?’
‘That depends on your definition of good. They are all the same, but that’s what I like about them. That and the sex.’
I’m so surprised that a little ‘oh’ escapes.
‘Even old ladies like sex, you know,’ she adds, and I just know that I’m blushing like the prude I am.
‘May I join you?’ I ask, and she gestures at the seat opposite her and puts the book down, pages splayed open to mark her place in a way that makes me want to sweep it up and rescue its poor spine.
‘By all means,’ she says. ‘It’s nice to have a bit of company. We don’t generally see you here at the weekend.’
‘I’ve been banished.’
I wrinkle my nose and she looks at me quizzically, which makes me run on with more of an explanation.
‘Well, not banished as such but I’ve gone on strike at home. I’m having a break from my domestic duties for a while until it feels like my services are more appreciated.’
Mrs Chivers nods her approval.
‘Good for you, my dear.’
‘It’s Josh’s birthday party tomorrow and I’ve delegated responsibility to Mark so he’s currently cooking up a storm in the kitchen and I am surplus to requirements.’
‘And what else does your strike cover?’ she asks.
I count up the things that I’m currently boycotting on my fingers.
‘Cooking, cleaning, laundry, supermarkets, birthday parties . . .’ My eyes glance down at the cover of her book. ‘And sex.’
‘Excellent,’ says Mrs Chivers, clapping her hands together with distinct glee.
‘And I’m sleeping in our shed,’ I add, at which point her face falls a little.
‘No, it’s good,’ I say quickly. ‘Having my own space feels liberating, even if I am sharing it with a few spiders.’
‘Like Virginia Woolf,’ she says, and loses me entirely.
She must see my confusion written on my face because she shakes her head in what I suspect is despair at my lack of knowledge.
‘A woman should always have her own space,’ she says. ‘It’s as vital as oxygen.’
At the beginning of the week I would have had no idea what she was talking about, but now I get it.
‘Yes! And I’ve made it my own. I mean, it’s still the shed, but I have a proper bed with bedding and a little bedside table and lights and a kettle.’
‘Everything you need, in fact,’ she says, and I nod enthusiastically.
‘Precisely. Although a shower would be nice.’
‘And what does Mark think?’ Her smile drops and her wrinkled forehead wrinkles even more.
I touch my fingers to my lips.
‘I don’t think he gets it. I worry that he assumes I’m angry either with him or the kids, but it’s not that at all. I’m perfectly happy. Not cross at all. I mean, I was at the start but now I’m just waiting for the penny to drop with him.’
‘And it hasn’t?’
I shake my head.
‘Not yet. But he has picked up the mantel for Josh’s party and seems to be running with it.’
‘That’s a good start,’ she says. ‘I think women can be their own worst enemies sometimes. We take control because it’s the best way of getting everything done, and then we complain when no one helps.’
I know I’m guilty of this.
‘But no one does things properly.’ My words come out with a distinct whine to them. ‘If I leave Mark to clean the bathroom he makes such a bad job of it that I have to do it again afterwards.’
‘And then you complain about it, I don’t doubt,’ she says.
I nod, feeling a tiny bit told off.
‘And so he doesn’t offer to do it again?’
‘Well, no.’
‘And can you blame him?’
She pauses, allowing her words to sink in.
‘Have you ever shown him exactly how you want the job doing?’ she asks.
I’m starting to feel annoyed now. I came here for some solidarity but that is most definitely not what I’m getting.
‘No. But how hard can it be to clean a bathroom properly? He can surely just see what needs doing?’
‘Evidently not,’ she says. ‘Unless he’s doing a bad job on purpose. But that seems quite calculating for a man. Men don’t tick like that, in my experience.’
Reluctantly, I have to accept that she’s spot on. Mark really wouldn’t mess it up on purpose.
‘Who taught you to clean a bathroom? Let me guess. Your mother.’
She’s miles wide of the mark there. I’m not sure my mother has ever cleaned a bathroom in her life. I leap on the chance to set her straight.
‘I taught myself,’ I say defiantly. ‘It’s not hard.’
‘Unless you’ve never done it before,’ she says. Her white eyebrows twitch upwards.
‘Okay,’ I concede. ‘I take your point. But it’s not just the cleaning. It’s everything. He lets me do it all.’
‘Have you always done it all?’ she asks.
I have her on the ropes now.
‘No! When I worked full-time, we used to share all the jobs. But since I gave up nursing, he doesn’t lift a finger. I think he sees the domestic chores as my contribution to the household. It’s been like that for years.’
‘Until now?’
‘Yes. I’ve had enough. We should share the weekend tasks at least. It isn’t fair that I work seven days out of seven.’
She runs her hand over her mouth thoughtfully, her old fingers swollen with arthritis.
‘Mark must have had the rug pulled out from under him,’ she says. ‘I imagine he thought it was all working perfectly.’
‘It certainly was for him,’ I mutter.
‘He’ll need time to adjust to the new regime, no doubt. And he’s in the kitchen now you say?’
I nod.
‘So he’s making an effort at least. I wonder how the party will go.’
It’s like she’s musing to herself rather than asking me. Then she puts her head back against the headrest of the chair and closes her eyes.
In moments she’s asleep.
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I leave feeling distinctly nonplussed. I came to Tree Tops to find some female solidarity but I’m leaving with my nose most definitely out of joint. And I’m not sure what to do with myself next.
I decide to go into the city centre for a wander around the shops. Normally, this would be a luxury I don’t have time for, but I am mistress of my own clock now and can do as I please.
However, being in Leeds is a bit unsatisfactory. I don’t need anything and I’m not in the mood for browsing. I wander round the circuit of my favourite shops, but it feels like I’m on a treadmill, and it’s so busy that there’s very little pleasure to be gained, especially on my own.
What I really want is to be front and centre at home, organising Josh’s party. I try not to let myself think of how efficiently it would be progressing if I were doing it, or what is going to happen when Mark realises that he’s bitten off more than he can chew with making that cake.
I settle in Costa with a latte that I don’t really want, and consider what Mrs Chivers said to me. She’s right, but only up to a point. Yes, I do complain when Mark tries to help but that’s only because he does such a poor job of it. And it’s not rocket science. He knows that uniforms need washing and ironing, food needs buying, meals need cooking. And yet he is quite happy to spend his weekends playing football and golf and fishing, with barely a backwards glance at me stuck in the house.
I leave Leeds feeling quite peevish and make my way back home. Maybe Bex and I can catch up. She’s been with us for a few days now and what with everything I’ve barely spoken to her at all.
When I open the front door, I’m hit by a raft of delicious smells and I can’t resist going into the kitchen to investigate. Mark again appears to have used every utensil we own, without any attempt at washing up as he goes along, but there’s no denying that the results are impressive. Racks of food are cooling on the table and much of it is football themed. There are little ball-shaped dim sum in a pistachio green, some bite-sized sausage rolls with tiny Leeds United flags stuck in them, some bao buns that look like footballs, complete with mini bits of grass (probably cress) sticking out, as well as gingerbread men shaped like football players and some little cupcakes with green icing.
My heart sinks. It’s all so much more ambitious than the hot dogs and crisps that I had planned. Mark has made far more effort for a ninth birthday party than would ever have occurred to me.
‘Ta dah,’ he says, gesturing at the feast. ‘Not bad, eh?’
Part of me is delighted that he’s done so well, but part of me had hoped he’d try and fail. In fact, he has made the whole party catering thing look like a piece of cake.
I bury the appalling realisation that I wanted him to fall flat on his face. It’s our son’s birthday party. What does the fact that I’d hoped he would mess it up say about me?
I don’t want to go there, so I shift mindset and, thinking about pieces of cake, albeit metaphorical ones, realise that the football birthday cake is nowhere to be seen.
‘It all looks amazing,’ I say as enthusiastically as I can manage given my disappointment. ‘And the cake?’
He grins at me and rolls his eyes.
‘Oh, that was a total disaster. I had to abandon it. I’m going for a football pitch instead.’
Silently I give myself a little high five.
There’s no sign of Bex until late afternoon, which is a bit of an issue because she’s on tea duty. When I hear her arrive, I brace myself to tell her that it’s her turn to cook, but there’s no need because, as soon as she comes in, Josh is on her.
‘Auntie Bex,’ he says, before she’s even got the front door closed. ‘You and me are making tea. There’s a rota and it’s our turn. Shall we have fish fingers and chips with ketchup and no peas? I hate peas. Do you hate peas?’
And with that Bex is swept away. Feeling entirely like a spare part in my own home, I wander upstairs and lift the lid on the laundry basket.
Full.
I can tell from experience that an entire week’s worth of school uniform is in there and we don’t have enough spares to get through a second week. Someone is going to have to put a load on.
Mark is still in the kitchen, washing up, while Bex and Josh flit about him creating their fish finger banquet. Amy is also in there, sitting at the counter and directing operations. They look like they’re having fun. In fact, it looks just like the kind of family togetherness I have been craving.
Except I’m not part of it.
Now, I don’t want to be a nag, and I know that my strike means not thinking about what needs doing as well as not actually doing it, but I can see disaster looming on the horizon if I don’t address the laundry issue.
‘Is anyone going to do the washing?’ I say and immediately the happy atmosphere seeps away. It’s like I popped it with a pin. Mark’s smile disappears and his eyes narrow. I swallow and decide that, as I can’t go back, I’d better press on. ‘The uniforms need to be clean for Monday. Washed and ironed. And it’s Josh’s party tomorrow. There probably won’t be time to do it then.’
‘It’ll be done,’ says Mark shortly. ‘No need for you to trouble yourself.’
He turns back to drying the baking trays and I feel about two inches tall. I try to brazen it out.
‘Good. Just don’t forget.’
‘That’s unlikely with you going on at me every two seconds.’
Wounded, I leap, probably unwisely, to my own defence.
‘Well, it’s a big job. It takes longer than you’d think. Each wash is the best part of an hour and then you have to get it dried before you can iron it and put it away.’
‘I do know that, Carrie. I have done laundry before you know,’ he says like I’m testing his patience to breaking point.
One day. He’s been in charge for one day and already he’s throwing his weight around.
‘I’m just saying,’ I reply, and then I have to leave the room so they can’t see my tears.
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BEX
Today is my nephew’s ninth birthday party and, apparently, part of my duty as his aunt is to be present. I had planned to spend the day working on my business plan so that I don’t look quite so stupid when I go through it with Jakub, but it seems like that will have to wait.
I get roped into setting things up, which is actually more fun than it sounds. Mark is most definitely ‘in charge’ and he gives us all tasks to do. All except Carrie, of course, who is maintaining her ridiculous protest.
My job is setting the birthday tea table. Mark thrusts a bag into my hands.
‘Can you sort that lot, please?’ he says.
That’s it. There are no accompanying instructions like there would be if Carrie had delegated the task. I’m left to use my own initiative.
Inside the bag I find a long paper tablecloth, packets of paper plates and cups and some paper napkins, all of them covered with black and white footballs. There are party poppers too and a couple of football-festooned Happy Birthday banners. There’s no missing the theme of this party.
‘How many party guests?’ I ask him, as he races past me to open the front door.
‘Twenty,’ he calls back over his shoulder.
It appears to be the bouncy castle company at the door, and he begins directing them to the back garden. The house is a proper hive of activity.
Twenty excitable eight and nine year olds! The mere idea makes me shudder. It’s not so much a party as a siege!
I set the table (which is made up of the dining table and a wallpaper pasting table joined together) and take care with spacing so it all looks neat. I even have a go at folding the napkins into little fans. Chairs have been retrieved from every corner of the house to accommodate all the guests. I spot the dressing table stool from my room and what was once a highchair, now on its lowest setting. The overall effect is a bit chaotic but I’m not sure Josh will notice.
Then I hang the banners, attaching their strings to the wall lights. They are a bit too long for the space, so they droop in the middle and read Happirthday. I could stick the middle part to the wall with a bit of blue tac so all the letters are visible, but I don’t think Carrie would approve. Never mind. I put a party popper at each place as a final flourish and step back to admire my handy work. Not a bad job even if I do say so myself.
‘That looks great,’ says someone behind me. It’s Carrie.
‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘It’s most definitely a football party. Mark’s really gone all out.’
‘Yes,’ she says, her voice not much above a whisper. ‘He’s done a great job.’
She gives me a weak smile that looks more brave than joyful. I’ve got no sympathy though. Organising a birthday party is not her sole domain. Other people can do it just as well, it seems. And there’s nothing stopping her from stepping up and getting involved if she wants to, but if she’s still hellbent on not helping out then she can hardly mope about the place like she’s upset she’s excluded. You can’t have it both ways, sister dearest.
I toy with the idea of telling her this but am just deciding that I can’t be bothered when we’re summoned by a joyful shouting from the garden.
‘Mum. Auntie Bex. Come and see.’
I follow Carrie out to the garden where the bouncy castle is up and, judging by the height that Josh is getting with his jumps, very bouncy. It’s more of a bouncy stadium than a castle, designed to look like a football pitch with images of footballers and the crowd on the walls. And it’s huge! It takes over the entire lawn.
‘That looks great!’ Carrie shouts over to him. ‘Don’t bounce too high, though.’
I thought that was the point of a bouncy castle.
Josh’s guests start to arrive around three o’clock and immediately make a beeline for the back garden while their parents make a swift getaway. Are parties just free childcare? Carrie positions herself right next to the bouncy castle and watches the kids like a hawk. Mark gets down and dirty in there, bouncing with the kids, and sometimes on the kids, and totally ignores Carrie’s protests that he’s too big and should come off. Amy lasts for less than two minutes before announcing that it’s all a nightmare and retreating to her bedroom.
As the afternoon progresses, the party splits into factions. The boys all stay on the bouncy castle, shedding clothes and getting pinker and more sweaty as time goes on.
The handful of girl invitees soon give up trying to hold their own against the more boisterous boys and leave the bouncing to find other things to entertain them. I see one little girl swinging the door to the shed open like it’s Aladdin’s cave. I watch her as she takes in the blow-up bed and the fairy lights with wide eyes, and then she slips inside, quickly followed by the other girls.
It takes less than a minute for Carrie to spot them, and she hurries over to intervene. I watch as the girls and Carrie leave the shed together, Carrie with a steering hand pressed firmly into a little shoulder. Then Carrie closes the door behind her, but as there’s no lock she can’t secure it against further invasion. Instead, she creates a diversion by announcing loudly that tea is served, and I almost get trampled in the stampede of sweaty little bodies as they charge for the kitchen.
There’s some bickering over who gets to sit next to Josh but finally they are all seated and the anticipation of that kind of party food that has no nutritious value whatsoever and so is totally irresistible begins to build.
‘It would have been better if the food had been on the table before they sat down,’ mutters Carrie under her breath. I don’t point out that, as it was her that called them all in for tea, this is hardly Mark’s fault.
But, as Mark brings the plates to the table, the atmosphere changes. There’s some scuffing of feet and a bit of whispering. Then one little boy points at the bao bun footballs.
‘What’s that?’ he asks. ‘I don’t like that.’
‘They’re football bao buns,’ says Mark with great gusto. ‘Delicious.’
He places the plate down in front of the children but no one takes one. They eye the plate suspiciously and then look to see what’s coming next. It’s the dim sum, which are met with an equal lack of enthusiasm.
‘They look like brains,’ says one boy. ‘Or snot,’ says another.
Charming.
‘Isn’t there any real food?’ asks a third.
Mark produces the tray of sausage rolls and there’s a collective sigh of relief as the kids pounce on them. The tray is bare in seconds, whereas the bao buns and dim sum sit untouched.
Carrie is looking anxious. She goes to a cupboard and takes out a multipack of crisps, which she decants into a couple of bowls. There are nowhere near enough crisps for twenty kids, and a couple of minor scuffles ensue as the greedier guests pile up more than their fair share on their plates.
I watch as Carrie sidles up to Mark.
‘I can rustle up some ham sandwiches,’ she says under her breath. ‘Or some cheese ones.’ But then something akin to panic skits across her face. ‘Did you go to the supermarket?’
Mark shakes his head.
‘Only for the ingredients,’ he says, and Carrie rolls her eyes.
‘That’s that plan scuppered then,’ she says.
I watch to see whether Mark tries to blame her for the lack of food but to give him his due he doesn’t. Instead, he produces the gingerbread men and cupcakes and the kids, instantly forgetting that they have had no savoury food to speak of, tuck in. Soon everyone is happily eating something and the mutinous atmosphere lifts.
After that, it’s the birthday cake with candles and singing. Amy appears for this part of the celebration and Josh’s face lights up as everyone sings to him. He’s a sweet kid.
Then they all race back outside for the last fifteen minutes of bouncing, blood sugar levels restored. There is still a lot of rejected food sitting on the table. Mark picks up a dumpling and pops it in his mouth.
‘These really are good,’ he says, but it sounds like he’s trying to convince someone else. ‘Maybe I’d have been better doing the hot dogs after all.’
Because I know my sister so well, I can see just how hard she is trying not to say ‘I told you so’ out loud, but it’s written all over her face.
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By six o’clock, the last sweaty-but-happy guest has left the building and we adults fall into a slump around the kitchen table.
‘Gin?’ asks Mark and starts to assemble the wherewithal for gin and tonics without waiting for a reply. ‘I think that went pretty well,’ he adds as he chops a lemon straight onto the countertop without using a board. Even I wince a bit at that and I see Carrie clamp her jaws tight to stop the complaint escaping.
‘Yes, it did,’ she says, shifting her attention from Mark’s knife crime to the wreckage of my beautifully laid table. ‘Well done you.’
Mark grins at her, and she grins back.
‘There’s quite a lot of food left over, though,’ she adds, casting an eye over the plates of rejected dim sum and bao buns. Mark’s smile slips.
‘We can have them later,’ he says, seemingly determined not to get caught up in Carrie’s unspoken agenda. ‘I’m knackered now, though. You forget what hard work it is, all that bouncing.’
He distributes the drinks and then flops into a chair, head thrown back, and shuts his eyes.
Carrie doesn’t miss a beat.
‘There’s still all the clearing up to do, though,’ she says. Her gaze drops to the floor where some of the food has ended up and is now trampled beyond recognition. ‘All the cups and plates can go in the recycling though, so that shouldn’t take long.’
She doesn’t move. Mark opens his eyes and stares first at the table and then at her. His face is saying ‘Really? You’re still not going to lift a finger to help?’ but his mouth doesn’t utter the actual words. Instead, he pulls himself to his feet and goes to get a black bin bag out of a drawer and starts to throw the used plates and cups and the odd half-eaten dumpling in it.
Carrie screws her face up and bites her bottom lip. There’s obviously more to be said.
‘And the kids’ uniforms are still in the laundry basket.’
It doesn’t feel like she’s trying to score points. She seems more worried that they haven’t been laundered than gleeful that Mark has failed to do it. ‘And is there anything for the packed lunches?’
We all know the answer to that. The lack of emergency sandwiches at the party spoke to the emptiness of the fridge.
She doesn’t say it like it’s a criticism, but Mark takes a sharp breath in anyway. There’s a brief pause before he speaks, and I wonder if he’s counting to ten. Or at least five.
‘It’s too late for all that now,’ he says eventually. He’s not shouting exactly but his voice is clipped and sharp.
Carrie winces and tears gather in her eyes. She presses a hand to her mouth to stop herself crying, and for the first time I actually feel a bit sorry for her. I know how high her standards are and how tightly she holds onto the reins. No ball is ever dropped on her watch and yet right now stray balls are bouncing around all over the place.
To be fair, she could be relishing Mark’s shortcomings at this point. The contrast between how she would have done things and how he has couldn’t be clearer, but she really isn’t relishing. She’s actually trembling, and I can see that it’s taking every ounce of her strength to stick to her guns and not just leap into action to do it all for him.
And then suddenly, I get it.
In a flash of understanding, it all makes sense to me and I see the point she’s been trying to make. If she hadn’t been on strike, Carrie would have done it all. She’d have arranged the house for the party, made plenty of child-friendly food and no doubt tidied up as she went along so that by this point, we would all be relaxing with our drinks, happily chatting about what a success it had been. And on top of that, the fridge would have been full, the rest of the house sparkling and everyone’s clothes for the coming week clean and ironed and hanging up in the right places all ready for Monday.
And would anyone else have offered to help her do all that? Well, this is only my first weekend here so I can’t say for sure, but I feel like that would be unlikely.
Suddenly I’m feeling a whole new respect for my big sister.
I get to my feet.
‘If you write me a list, I’ll pop to the garage and pick up what we need for the packed lunches and then I can do a proper shop tomorrow night after work,’ I say.
The gratitude on Carrie’s face is almost enough to set me off crying. Mark, however, just shrugs.
‘Well, I’ve done enough for today,’ he says, dropping the last plate into the bin bag. ‘I’m going to watch the football.’
And with that he stalks out of the kitchen.
As soon as he’s gone, Carrie drops her head into her hands. Her shoulders heave up and down as she sobs silently. I go and put an arm around her.
‘What about the uniforms?’ she sniffs. ‘Everything has been worn already, and it’ll be creased as well because it’s been sitting in the laundry basket all weekend. What are the kids going to wear tomorrow?’
I rub my hand up and down her back, aware how odd it feels that it’s me comforting her when it’s always been the other way around.
‘It won’t kill them to wear dirty uniforms once,’ I say. ‘I’ll pick through and pull out the cleanest stuff and if I hang it up the worst of the creases will be gone by morning. No one will notice.’
Carrie looks at the clock on the wall.
‘There’s still time,’ she says. She sounds a bit manic. ‘I could do a couple of washes and dry things overnight.’ She starts to stand up and rush away to begin but I pull her back down.
‘And break your strike?’ I say. ‘No way! Mark can do it tomorrow. This is his fault. He knew what needed doing over the weekend and all he’s done is the party.’
Carrie runs her hand through her hair and her eyes meet mine. She looks absolutely dreadful.
‘I should just do it,’ she says. ‘It’s my job.’
Her shoulders sag and tears trickle down her face, making the little bit of make-up she’s wearing dislodge itself.
I tear off a piece of kitchen roll and pass it to her. She blows her nose noisily.
‘You could do it,’ I agree. ‘But then what would be the point of everything else this week? Mark’s had it easy so far. He’s made a couple of meals and hosted a kids’ party. But that’s not the same as running a house day in day out. If you give up now, he’ll never learn to appreciate everything you do. I know it’s hard but you have to stick to your guns. This is exactly the point when you mustn’t give up.’
I surprise myself. Get me, with my grown-up wisdom all of a sudden!
Carrie wipes her eyes on the kitchen roll.
‘Yes, you’re right. I can’t give up now,’ she agrees. Then something seems to change in her and she sits up straight, pushes her shoulders back and raises her chin. ‘I am on strike until things change. Nothing has changed so I’m still on strike.’
‘You go girl,’ I say. ‘Now. Let’s make that list. Tell me what I need to buy.’
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CARRIE
Even though it wasn’t done quite as I would have done it, I think we can declare Josh’s ninth birthday party a success. Everyone seems to have had a great time and the most important thing is that Josh is delighted. When I tuck him up in bed, he’s so sleepy he can barely keep his eyes open, but he still manages to grin at me.
‘I loved my party, Mummy. It was the best.’
This sustains me through the pangs of guilt I feel at sending nineteen children home hungry.
The next day I try hard to ignore the fact that Amy and Josh’s school uniforms don’t have quite the crisp fresh look I’d like. Neither of them complains. I doubt Josh even notices! But I want to attach a sign to their backs that reads ‘My Dad is responsible for the dirt’.
I don’t though – obviously.
A brief and largely unscientific study of the other children we see on the way to school seems to confirm that not wearing perfectly clean and pressed uniform is far from unique to just the Bradley household. I’ve never noticed this before. And I have to say that none of the children look any the worse for the fact that their clothing could be cleaner.
Marie-Claude and I chat about our weekends, as we tread the well-worn path to school. I tell her about my not quite satisfactory trip to Leeds. I don’t mention Mrs Chivers’ input. I’m still smarting a little from that. Marie-Claude had been to an art exhibition where all the exhibits had been created entirely out of different light bulbs. Last week, I was so envious of their family weekend outing. This week, the concept has lost its shine a little.
‘Odile enjoyed Josh’s party,’ she says. ‘But she said there was too much football.’
‘She’s quite right,’ I agree with a grin. ‘Far too much.’
‘And Mark?’ Marie-Claude searches my face for clues. ‘Did he help at all?’
‘He did the whole thing,’ I say proudly, and then realise that, actually, one parent organising a party isn’t really that big a deal.
‘You are still en grève?’
I assume this means on strike in French and I nod.
‘I am. And still sleeping in the shed.’
I glance at Josh’s slightly grass-stained trousers and Marie-Claude follows my gaze.
‘Mark hasn’t quite got the hang of what needs doing,’ I add.
‘He will,’ replies Marie-Claude. ‘Or maybe he won’t. The things that are important to you, they may not be important to him.’
‘Well, food is important to everyone,’ I say. ‘And it’s his turn to cook.’
You know when it’s like you’re being watched, like you’re the focus of attention? That’s what it feels like when I walk into the playground. Mothers who have already dropped off their children are hanging around in little groups, still chatting. One or two look over in my direction, a couple even nudge each other as if to point me out. I give them a hesitant smile and wave.
‘What’s going on?’ I whisper to Marie-Claude. ‘Has something happened?’
She gives me her trademark Gallic shrug.
‘There is always something,’ she says.
I kiss Josh goodbye and watch his crumpled sweatshirt (with him in it) race off towards the cloakrooms and then I turn to make my way back home. As I head for the gates, I could swear I hear someone whisper ‘That’s her,’ and I think I see a head nodding in my direction. I turn round to see if they could be talking about someone else, but Marie-Claude is talking to the teacher and there’s no one anywhere nearby. It must be me.
I throw the group an uncertain smile and press on, but one of the mothers, a woman whose daughter is in Josh’s class and who I think is called Louise, calls out after me.
‘Is this right?’ she says. ‘Are you really sleeping in your shed?’
A cold shiver runs through me. How did she find out? I think about denying it. It is, after all, a private matter between me and Mark. But didn’t Josh say he’d told his entire class? Then I think of the little gaggle of girls I’d pulled out of there at the party and decide that I don’t want to get caught out in a lie on top of everything else.
I pull my face into my brightest smile.
‘That’s right,’ I reply.
Louise nudges her friend and raises an eyebrow.
‘See. Told you.’
‘Seems a bit drastic,’ she continues. ‘Had a fall-out with your hubby?’
I can’t see how this is any of her business, but all the mothers are now staring at me expectantly. God, I hate the playground.
‘No, not at all,’ I say as confidently as I can. ‘Actually, I’m on strike.’
I hear someone giggle.
‘On strike from what?’ asks Louise.
Again, none of her business, but I seem to be too far into this to get out now.
‘From my life,’ I say, trying to make it sound like it’s the most obvious answer in the world.
Another of the women who I don’t know speaks.
‘So, are you refusing to do anything?’
She winks at me lewdly. Is sex all anybody thinks about? It was the last thing on my mind when I started this but given everyone else’s reaction to my strike I’m beginning to wonder whether there’s something out of whack in that department as well! I push the thought out of my mind. Surely no one with young kids at home has a decent sex life.
‘I’m not doing any housework,’ I say.
There’s a murmur of appreciation.
‘And I’m sleeping in our shed until my demands are met.’
I sound like one of those trade union leaders you see on the news.
‘Good for you,’ says Louise, but something about her expression makes me doubt she really means it. ‘And when you say shed. Is it one of those posh garden room things? Like a home office?’
I shake my head.
‘No. It’s just a shed.’
‘Like a garden shed?’ She sounds incredulous.
I nod. ‘Yep.’
I move away from the group, anxious not to be forced into telling them anything else, and I hear the whispering resume as I walk away. The words ‘ridiculous’ and ‘entitled’ float through the air and into my ears. I don’t think either of those caps sits well on my head but this isn’t the time to defend myself.
So, I just do what I tell the kids to do and rise above it.
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By the time I get back home, I’m feeling a little bit battered and bruised. Over the weekend I seem to have gained support from Bex but lost it from Mrs Chivers, and I have no idea what Mark is thinking. He left this morning before we had a chance to say much more than good morning, but that isn’t unusual. He isn’t much of a morning person.
I think he was on a little high having run a successful party, but this isn’t about the out of the ordinary, exciting bits. My complaint is about the day-to-day grind, the relentless stumbling on through the mundanity of making a house run smoothly, the bits that no one else even notices need doing. Anyone can storm in, do the glamorous parts and then leave. But that’s not what needs correcting here.
The kitchen looks like there’s been a minor explosion in there. Bowls, plates and juice glasses sit where they were used on the table, and the countertops are strewn with cereal packets, a milk bottle and an upturned carton of juice, which is now sitting in its own little orange puddle.
Automatically, I start to put the crockery in the dishwasher.
And then I remember.
I force myself to extract the bowls and put them back where I found them. This is hard enough but not putting the milk into the fridge and not wiping up the juice spillage requires super-human levels of self-control. Who knew that not doing the housework could actually be harder than doing it?
Well, that makes the kitchen off limits for today. I can’t possibly be in here among all this mess. And this leads me to another problem. If I’m not spending my day doing housework, then what exactly am I going to do with my time?
I stand in the lounge with my eyes shut so I can’t see the cushions scattered across the floor and the wrapping paper torn from Josh’s presents yesterday and then just left where it fell, but I know they’re there. It’s as if the mess vibrates with an energy of its own.
The irony is not lost on me. Usually, I spend at least a portion of most days wishing that I had time to myself to do something fun or enriching. And now, when I have all the time in the world, the only thing I want to do is clean my house.
I imagine upstairs looks much like it does down here and won’t provide any kind of refuge from the chaos. Possibly the only safe haven is my shed, and that’s far from perfectly tidy.
Maybe I just need to go out. Browsing the shops is unappealing. It was hardly a roaring success on Saturday so I can’t see it working any better today. I could go for a walk but that’s not much fun on my own. I could go for a run. I mean I could, but, honestly, things haven’t got that bad yet.
I’m sure there are endless interesting things to do in Leeds, museums and art galleries and the like, but I’m not that fussed about culture and all that. It always makes me feel a bit stupid.
Maybe I could take up a new hobby, something that I didn’t need to do in a group and could pick up at any time to suit myself. Trainspotting, perhaps. Or ornithology. Knitting? I shake my head in despair and because I still have my eyes closed, I immediately lose my balance.
There are no end of box sets I could watch on Netflix. I try to picture myself settling down on the sofa in the day with a pot of tea and a packet of biscuits but it’s no good. I just can’t make my imagination go there, and definitely not when I’m surrounded by all this mess.
Yet again, I doubt myself. Shouldn’t I just give this up? I’ve made my point. Mark saw this weekend how much I normally do by how much he didn’t manage to get done. Surely, he must understand my complaints more than he did before.
Then I remember our lovely little holiday in Whitby and how he chose going to Las Vegas over us, and I realise that there is more at stake than a few unwashed-up bowls.
And I’m due at Tree Tops later today so that’ll pass some time. I might seek out someone other than Mrs Chivers to talk to, though. I’m not sure I’m up to that again. And I’ll ring Marie-Claude and a couple of other mums, see if I can organise a coffee date for later in the week, and it’s yoga tomorrow. All is not completely lost.
My mobile vibrates in my back pocket and I fish it out and check the screen. It’s not a number I recognise. Generally, I won’t answer an unknown call, letting them leave a message if they are genuinely trying to get hold of me, but today I answer. Even a conversation with someone trying to sell me roof insulation is better than staring at the mess.
‘Hello,’ I say, slightly cautiously.
‘Hello. Is that Carrie Bradley?’
‘It is . . .’
‘Hi. My name is Tammi Brooks. I’m a reporter with the Yorkshire Evening Post. I hear that you’ve gone on strike and are currently living in your shed. Is that right?’
This is weird. How has a reporter found out what I’m up to? But then I think of the party and all those gossiping women in the playground this morning. It really doesn’t take long for news of anything out of the ordinary to get round.
‘Kind of,’ I reply. ‘I am on strike but I’m only sleeping in the shed, not living out there.’
‘Great! I was wondering if you might like to talk to me about it for a piece I’m writing. It won’t take long, maybe an hour or so of your time. And perhaps I could come to the house, take a few snaps of the shed. How would that be?’
My head is spinning. How would that be? I try to run through the advantages and disadvantages of speaking to her, but it’s hard when she’s right there on the other end of the phone.
‘Er . . .’ I say, not sure of the best thing to do.
‘Is that a yes?’ asks Tammi eagerly. It must be a slow news week.
I let out a deep breath. In for a penny and all that.
‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘Okay.’
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BEX
It’s amazing how helping someone else with their crisis makes you feel better about your own. Racing to the garage on my mercy mission last night, I felt like I suddenly had a purpose. Carrie needed me and I leapt into action. All I did was pick up a loaf and some sliced ham, but it might have been life-saving medication carried across the Amazon rainforest for the buzz it gave me. Doing something kind for someone else can do that. I think I’d forgotten.
But now I’m back to my own problems, at least for a while. I haven’t had time to revisit my business plan. I wonder if I can sneak half an hour or so on it at work, but when I get to the office on Monday morning there’s a whole new drama playing out.
I walk in and the place is deserted. There’s not a soul at any of the desks. It’s so weird that I have to check my watch to make sure I’ve got the right time, day etc. But no. It’s definitely Monday at 9am. Someone else should be here.
Then I realise that someone is here. Prisha. My heart sinks. I mean, of course she was going to be in. She’s the boss. But I was relying on there being others to take the spotlight off me.
As soon as she hears me, she comes flying out of her office.
‘Oh, Bex, thank God.’
This is not the kind of greeting I’m used to, and I have to admit I quite like it.
‘Morning,’ I say, and then add ‘Is everything okay?’ because it’s clear that something weird is going on.
‘No! It’s today,’ she says, her eyes wild and her normally supremely calm face all panic. ‘And they all have norovirus. All of them!’
I have no idea what she’s talking about. What’s today and who has norovirus?’
Quickly, I decide this is the wrong time for questions and that my best bet is to wait until she explains herself.
‘Can I help?’ I ask, hoping that I’m not putting myself forward for something too dreadful.
She looks me up and down, literally like she’s assessing a mannequin. Luckily helping out Carrie with her packed lunches made me feel so good about myself that I made a proper effort this morning, putting on my smartest jacket and spikiest heels. Bravely, I withstand her scrutiny, trying to hold my head high.
‘You’ll have to do,’ she tuts, ‘but we need to go now.’
I daren’t ask where. I just follow her out to her Porsche which is parked on double yellows right outside the office. She unlocks the doors as I peer inside. The passenger seat is strewn with sandwich boxes, chocolate bar wrappers and lots of those little plastic wallets that they stick parking fines to your windscreen with, the yellow penalty notices still inside. Prisha clearly doesn’t believe in paying.
‘Just move them,’ she says, waving her hand at the mess in an irritated fashion and starting the engine.
She starts to rev and, fearing that there’s a real danger she’s going to drive away without me, I sweep all the litter onto the floor and hurl myself at the seat. I’ve barely closed the door before she moves off at speed.
She starts talking. I think she’s talking to me but actually once I tune in it’s clear she’s talking to herself.
‘Bloody typical. What were they all doing? Literally spitting on each other? Idiots. Betsy would have been okay, Rich even. But no, it had to be all of them. God, what a mess.’
I assume from this that the issue is that I am the only healthy employee and therefore it is me she is being forced to take with her to wherever we’re going. I try not to take offence, although it’s not that hard because I’m very excited about why we’re having to drive at such speed across Leeds.
Prisha seems to come back to herself.
‘Right,’ she says. ‘This is not ideal, given . . . Well, it’s just not ideal but we’ll have to cope. We have a meeting this morning with Faraday Holt.’
I give a little gasp. I can’t help it. Faraday Holt is Yorkshire’s equivalent of a Kardashian. She started as a model but branched out into designing clothes and now has her highly successful ranges of handbags and jewellery and is just moving into make-up. She’s a big deal round these parts because, instead of gravitating to London to be at the centre of things, she chose to stay north and make things come to her.
‘She’s changing her marketing team and she has heard good things about us. She’s asked for a meeting to see what we can do for her.’ She turns her head to look at me when she should be looking at the road. ‘Of course, I say ‘us’,’ she clarifies. ‘But I mean ‘me’. You are only there to make up the numbers. Don’t say anything. Just smile and try to look like you know what you’re doing.’
This is a bit harsh. I know Prisha has taken against me recently, but I am perfectly capable, just as capable as Anzu who would presumably have been the number one choice. But I don’t want to mess up my chance to meet Faraday Holt so I just agree with her.
‘Yes, Prisha.’
She goes on about what we can offer, all of which I obviously know. I suspect she’s really just delivering a practice pitch, so I listen as runs through the list of our services, speeding and jumping red lights as she goes.
I’m expecting the meeting to be at one of Leeds’s flash hotels, but we pull up on a cobbled road outside the Corn Exchange. It’s an iconic round building down near the market and is occupied by lots of quirky independent businesses. It’s not at all where you’d expect a meeting like this to happen. I’m liking Faraday Holt already.
Prisha checks her make-up in the vanity mirror and then leaps out of the car. It looks like we’re just abandoning it here. I battle my way through the discarded parking tickets to get out.
Then I straighten my jacket, settle my trousers back in place and toss my head. (This last part is unnecessary but it makes me feel important.) And then I positively strut into the Corn Exchange behind Prisha.
Bring it on.
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If you’ve never been to the Corn Exchange in Leeds, it’s definitely worth a trip. It’s Victorian, I think, and kind of round with a beautiful domed roof. Then sitting around the edges on two floors there are little shop units with brightly coloured frontages. The central space is huge and open all the way up to the dome. It’s gorgeous, like being inside a giant chocolate box.
I wonder which of the shops is the venue for our meeting. There are a few designer boutiques and some lovely independent jewellers in among the coffee shops and vintage clothing places. There used to be a shop selling roller skates in beautiful pastel colours. This was my personal favourite, although I never went in. I can’t skate but I love the idea of it. I make a mental note that, when this is all over, I’ll learn.
Prisha strides confidently down the twisting open staircase to the basement. There aren’t any shops down here, so I can’t remember ever having been down before. A tiny woman dressed entirely in black is sitting at a table outside one of the units, more shadow than woman. She’s focused on a laptop but, as soon as she hears us clip-clopping across the stone floor, she looks up.
I assume she’s Faraday’s assistant and is going to be one of those types who’s too cool to smile, ever, but that particular prejudice is blown out of the water immediately. She gives us a huge grin as we approach.
‘Hi. You must be Prisha. I’m Flora, Faraday’s PA. Thanks for coming. Faraday is so excited to meet you. She’s just finishing off with her nine o’clock, but she’ll be free in a moment. Can I get you anything? Tea? Coffee? A super-juice?’ She cocks her head at a glass of vibrant green something on her desk and wrinkles her nose. ‘I can’t recommend that particular one. Kale, avocado and lime. What was I thinking? But some of the others are really tasty.’
I look around to see where this seemingly endless supply of drink options is coming from but there’s nothing open down here. She must see my confusion.
‘Moses upstairs,’ she says and points heavenwards. Her hands are tiny like the rest of her and her tiny nails are painted black to match everything else. ‘He’s a magician with all things liquid. I swear he makes the best coffee in town. Although I can’t say the same for this particular super-juice.’
She throws her smoothie a suspicious look and then giggles to herself. I like her already. I’m about to say that I’d love some coffee but Prisha gets in first.
‘No, thank you,’ she says.
It seems Flora’s charms have passed Prisha by because she’s barely civil. I put it down to nerves. I suppose this is a big deal for Lion Media Solutions. I can’t help thinking that when I have my business, I’ll make a point of being nice to everyone. It seems like helping Carrie out last night has fundamentally altered my personality. This idea tickles me and I’m just trying to suppress a smile when a door opens and a man wearing a velvet three-piece suit in a vivid turquoise emerges.
‘Thanks Faraday, darling,’ he says. ‘Let’s stay in touch, yeah.’
He waves at Flora and then sweeps off up the curving staircase.
Flora disappears inside the door and Prisha turns to me. She looks very stern and points a manicured finger so close to my face that I think she’s actually going to poke me on the nose.
‘Remember. Not a word.’
I nod obediently.
Flora emerges carrying a tray of dirty coffee cups.
‘Please go in,’ she says. ‘Are you sure I can’t get you a drink.’
I really want some coffee. My new economy drive means that I didn’t buy any on my way to work and now my body is going into withdrawal. But Prisha seems adamant.
‘No, thank you,’ she says again, even more curtly than before, and so I push my coffee cravings out of my mind.
Behind the door is a room that looks like it used to be a restaurant. There’s a bar to one side, all silver mirrors and chrome. There are glass tables and some chairs too, but they have a kind of dingy look about them, as if no one has cleaned them in some time.
Sitting at one of them is the most beautiful person I’ve ever seen in the flesh. She’s old, older than Mum I’d say, but her skin is smooth and taut across high cheekbones. There’s none of that slightly too tight look that you get with Botox or when someone has had work, though. She just looks great for her age.
Her hair is a soft white and all piled up on her head, tendrils framing her face, and she has clear periwinkle blue eyes. The blue is the only real colour about her and that makes her eyes stand out even more. Her make-up is perfect. I suppose all those hours of having it done for her must have taught her a thing or two. She’s dressed head to toe in winter white, with simple silver jewellery. She’s effortlessly stunning, and immediately makes Prisha in her formal tailoring look like she’s trying way too hard.
Faraday is just as smiley as Flora and stands to greet us, although her body language makes it clear that we’re not invited to get too close.
‘Prisha,’ she says. ‘How lovely to meet you. And this is . . .’
She looks at me but I’m forbidden to speak and am also a bit too starstruck to form words.
‘Bex,’ says Prisha grudgingly.
I grin at her like an idiot.
‘Please, sit down. Has Flora offered you both a drink?’
‘No, but I’d love a coffee,’ says Prisha.
Faraday looks a little disappointed that her PA hasn’t dealt with this. Prisha is such a bitch. I want to leap in and defend Flora’s honour but I don’t. I simply nod when I’m asked if I’d like one too.
Faraday calls the coffee order through to Flora and then gestures at the chairs.
‘Please sit. As you know, I’m looking for fresh eyes on my accessories business. Your agency has been highly recommended to me by someone I trust, so I wanted to have a chat about what you could offer me.’
Prisha sits a little taller in her seat. I swear if she could crow about being recommended then she would but even she can see that that’s not appropriate. She begins her spiel and is in full flow when Flora arrives with the coffee, which she puts down without any sign that she’s annoyed. What a pro.
Prisha goes on about how our unique and insightful client-led solutions can help Faraday develop her brand. Faraday’s lips give a little twitch and I wince internally. Whatever help Faraday needs, brand development probably isn’t part of it. Her brand is already massive.
Prisha seems oblivious to her faux pas and continues to witter on about solidifying market position. It all sounds horribly waffly, even to me.
Faraday lets her chatter on for a while and then she says, ‘And do you use celebrity influencers?’
Prisha doesn’t miss a beat.
‘Absolutely,’ she says. ‘Our connections are such that we can find the perfect celebrity for whichever brands of yours we’ll be working with.’ She gives a smug smile. ‘Obviously, issues of confidentiality prevent me from naming names at this stage, but you can rest assured that they are most definitely A-list.’
I’m not so sure about this. We do sometimes use celebrity engagement but they’re often the reality TV kind and only A-list if you watch Love Island.
As I’m thinking about this, I realise that Faraday is looking straight at me.
‘And how about you, Bex? What’s your view on celebrity endorsement?’
This is awkward. I’m expressly forbidden to say anything but I’m damned if I’m going to miss my chance to speak to Faraday Holt.
‘Well,’ I begin.
Prisha sticks a sharp fingernail into my thigh, which I assume Faraday doesn’t see. I ignore her.
‘Actually, I’m not sure I agree that celebrities are the way to go. It’s often more about integrity and being authentic. A recent study showed that consumers are more likely to trust an ordinary influencer’s view because they think celebrities are just paid to say they like a product.’
I look up and see that Faraday is nodding encouragingly. I press on.
‘Even though celebrities have bigger numbers, a niche or nano influencer has more loyal followers and they’re far more likely to try a brand if the influencer recommends it. So, I’m not sure I agree with Prisha about celebrities being the way forward for your campaigns. And, if you don’t mind me saying, surely you’re a big enough celebrity on your own.’
I raise my head and risk looking Faraday straight in the eye and I find she is watching me with a curious interest, her mouth almost smiling. Prisha is going to kill me but then, as she’s already pretty much said that I’m for the sack, I don’t really have anything to lose by undermining her. And anyway, it’s such good fun!
‘Using a strategy like this is also likely to develop trust between you and your audience,’ I continue, ‘because the people recommending your products are more like them, more relatable if you like.’
Faraday does like. I have her in the palm of my hand and so I press on with my ideas for a campaign like hers. Prisha keeps trying to interrupt and eventually manages to wrestle the attention away from me and back to her, and by the time the meeting is over it’s as if I never contributed at all.
But when we stand to leave Faraday makes a point of saying goodbye to me. She tells Prisha that Flora will be in touch and then we are dismissed. As we leave, there is another beautifully dressed woman waiting to go in.
‘She was nice,’ I say as we climb the stairs back up to the ground floor. ‘Really down to earth.’
Prisha doesn’t reply but as soon as we’re back on the street she turns to me.
‘You’re sacked,’ she hisses. ‘As of now.’
‘But . . .’ I begin.
But what is the point. I know that legally she can’t just sack me but she’s hardly going to change her mind, not when I’ve made her look like she doesn’t know what she’s doing in front of Faraday Holt. Faraday Holt! I can’t believe I was just talking to her about how to run one of her campaigns. It almost makes up for the fact that I just lost my job.
An ominous yellow and black ticket is stuck on the windscreen of the Porsche. Prisha rips it off, throws it on the cobbles, climbs into her car and roars off, causing a truck and another car to sit on their horns in disgust.
Looks like I’m getting the bus home.
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So that’s it. I am no longer employed.
I should be terrified, but I’m on such a high after the meeting that I float my way down the road to the bus station. Faraday Holt liked my ideas. She was engaged and interested in what I had to say. So screw Prisha. What does she know anyway? I can do this. I just need a little bit of luck.
And a business plan.
As I no longer have a job, my time is actually my own instead of me just pretending it is and then feeling guilty that I should be working. I try to let this newfound positivity sink in, but after the rush from my encounter with an A-lister, it doesn’t take long for the doubts to creep in, and by the time I reach the bus stop I’m knee-deep in gloom.
There’s a woman there already. She has a pram with a tiny baby all swaddled up inside. It’s just starting to make that grizzling sound that they seem to make before they start to cry proper. She has a toddler too, a little boy who wants a comic. I know this because he’s screaming at her to get him one and she’s trying to placate him while rocking the pushchair to get the baby to sleep. She must have been to the market because bags of fruit and veg are hanging from both arms and the pushchair.
I watch her as she negotiates with the toddler. If he’s good on the bus, then she’ll get him the comic from the supermarket. Her skin is very pale except for the dark circles under her eyes and her hair looks like it could do with a wash, but she’s pretty – underneath that veil of exhaustion.
I don’t want kids. Or at least I don’t want them anytime soon. The whole parenting thing looks like one of the seven circles of hell to me.
Then the toddler hurls himself on the floor and starts pounding his little fists on the pavement. The woman gives me a ‘what can you do’ kind of look. I bet she’s barely any older than me. I throw her a ‘I know what you mean’ smile back, even though I don’t really, and then the bus arrives. I offer to help with something but she says she’ll manage and then struggles on alone.
Carrie slips into my mind but I bat her out again. Is this what her life has been like? But I don’t have time to worry about my big sister. I have my own crisis to deal with here.
I settle myself on the top deck where I can barely hear the woman’s kids, now screaming in unison, and assess my situation.
Things are not good. Yesterday I had options. There was a chance Prisha might have changed her mind about sacking me, and if not, I had a month’s grace to get my ducks in a row for my new business before she pushed me. I could even have resigned.
Now I have no income and no notice period to get myself set up. I’m sure this must count as unfair dismissal but a fat lot of good knowing that is going to do for me right now.
I message Betsy.
Guess what? She sacked me because I made her look stupid in front of Faraday Holt. So I’m out.
I can see Betsy typing her reply at once and I watch the screen intently, eagerly awaiting the questions that I know will be bursting out of her. But when it comes, her reply just says:
Too pukey to type.
Shit. I’d forgotten about the Norovirus.
So sorry. That sucks. Hope you feel better soon. x
Next I text Jakub.
Hi. Did you mean it about helping me with my business plan? If so, when can we meet?
I phrase the message carefully so he can’t wriggle off the hook. Though it’s hard to admit, I really need his help. Jakub is my last hope.
His message takes slightly longer to come through than Betsy’s.
I did mean. Tonight. 7. King’s Head.
Well, that’s nice and positive, and meeting in a pub is much better than sitting in the scene of devastation that used to be my house.
So now what? I don’t have anything to collect from the office. The hot-desking business put paid to having any actual belongings there (not sure my chewing gum/box of tampons are worth returning for). I could go back to Carrie’s, but I half-remember promising to go to the supermarket to do the big shop today and I’m not up for that right now.
I google ‘how to write a business plan’. About halfway down the first article it suggests that my local library may be a source of resources and, just like that, my day has a shape. Another google search shows me where my local library actually is. It surprises me because I walk past there all the time and have never noticed it.
I haven’t set foot in a public library since I was at school, but they still seem to be working to the same blueprint. It’s warm and smells of books. No surprises there.
What is surprising is just how many other people are inside. What are they all doing? Do they not have jobs to go to? Some of the patrons are women with small children so I’ll let them off. And there are old people reading newspapers or on the computers. But there are quite a lot of young people too, hunched over laptops. Maybe this is working from home when you’re sick of your flat? Not a bad idea, especially when I no longer have an office or a home to work from.
I ask the woman at the main desk about business plans, keeping my voice low partly because that’s what you do in libraries, but mainly so I don’t have to signal my ignorance to all and sundry. She directs me to the Business section and gives me a few websites to try, then I find myself a spare desk out of the way of anyone else and start googling.
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CARRIE
Why did I say yes to this? An interview with the press? Me?! I must be mad. They’re bound to portray me as either a bra-burning militant or someone slightly unhinged. Or possibly both.
Tammi the journalist is coming at 1.30pm, which means I can get back from my stint at Tree Tops and be able to leave to collect Josh on time. I mean, how much can there be to say?
Despite my misgivings, the visit to Tree Tops passes without incident. Mrs Chivers has a hospital appointment, so we only have time to say hello as we pass in the corridor. I promise myself that I’ll talk to her properly again next week. On reflection, I’m prepared to concede that she might have had a microscopic point about me expecting Mark to know how to do everything and complaining if he tries and fails to reach my standards. I’m not quite sure I’m ready to admit that just yet, mind you.
Back at home, I look at the carnage that is my house. Usually, if I’m having someone over, particularly if they’re not Marie-Claude or JayJay, I will make sure that the place looks pristine – fresh flowers, fresh baking, freshly made coffee – all that. I suppose I take pride in demonstrating that I am in control of my environment. Look at me. I may only be a housewife, but I’m the best bloody housewife on the block.
But I can’t do that this time. Firstly, I’m on strike. Obviously. And secondly, my strike wouldn’t make that convincing a story if she turns up and my house looks like it fell straight out of the pages of Ideal Home magazine.
So, I sit on my hands and try not to look at the mess while I wait for her to arrive.
It’s VERY difficult.
The doorbell rings bang on half past and, even though I’m expecting it, I still jump. My stomach is churning. Is it too late to send her away? I could say I’ve changed my mind, that I’m sick, that I haven’t had a chance to chat it through with Mark. (I know this isn’t a reason. I do have agency over my own actions, although the thought that I am about to expose our family to who knows what and I haven’t even mentioned it to them, let alone discussed it, does make me feel a tiny bit queasy.)
But it’s too late for all that. She’s here.
The doorbell goes again.
‘Coming,’ I shout and hurry to answer it.
There’s a child on my doorstep. Well, maybe not a child but the young woman standing there in a huge puffa jacket and a scarf wrapped around the lower part of her face has to be younger than Bex. The weather conditions, while chillier than they were a week ago, really don’t justify the extreme outdoor wear but then I suppose as a journalist she might spend a lot of time hanging around in the cold.
‘Hi. I’m Tammi,’ she says brightly, ‘and this is Brad. He’ll be taking the photos.’
I hadn’t even noticed Brad but he steps forward, cap pulled down low over his eyes, camera slung around his neck and a huge bag on his hip. This looks a lot more serious than taking a ‘few snaps of the shed’ and my hand shoots to straighten my hair as I try to remember if I put on any make-up this morning. Well, it’s too late now.
I smile through my doubts.
‘Come in, come in. Don’t mind the mess,’ I add with what I hope is a comedy wink, but then they have no idea what my house usually looks like. What I consider to be a scene of chaotic devastation could look perfectly acceptable to them.
I usher them into the lounge.
‘It was my son’s birthday party yesterday,’ I say waving my arm in the general direction of the discarded wrapping paper. ‘Obviously I’m not clearing up, so there it still all is until someone else does it. Tea? Coffee?’
I see Tammi share a moment with Brad and imagine that they’re thinking that a bit of screwed-up wrapping paper isn’t much of a story. I feel the need to justify myself.
‘I like to keep things tidy,’ I add. ‘When I’m not on strike.’ Then inspiration hits me and I add, ‘Come through to the kitchen.’
In there, my striking status is more apparent. The orange juice puddle has now congealed and while the milky cereal bowls aren’t anywhere near being health hazards, they don’t look that appealing.
‘Let’s hope there are some clean mugs,’ I say, ‘or you’ll be washing your own. Obviously, I can’t do it.’ I hear a tinny little giggle come out of my mouth and it doesn’t sound like me at all. They are going to think I’m deranged.
‘Let’s hope so,’ agrees Tammi, warming to my theme.
She sits at the table, finds a space between the debris to set her phone up to record and offers me a warm encouraging smile.
‘Tell us a bit about you and your family.’
So I tell them that I’m a stay-at-home mum with two children, a husband and now a sister living here. I explain that I gave up my job as a nurse when Amy was two because I thought it was important to be at home with her and that I’ve done everything around the house since then.
‘It was part of the deal, you see,’ I say. ‘I stopped bringing any income into the house and in return, I . . .’
In return, I became an unpaid skivvy and general dogsbody, the bottom of the heap. Loyalty to Mark prevents me from saying this. I switch tack.
‘In return, I looked after the children and made things run smoothly here,’ I say instead. When I say it like that it sounds like a cushy number. I’m sure it will to Tammi who is far too young to have any idea what I’m talking about.
‘And you don’t have a cleaner or anything?’ she asks.
‘Well, no,’ I say, slightly taken aback by the question. If I gave up my job to be a housewife and then employed a cleaner what would be the point of me? No. I do it all. Or I did.’
‘And what changed?’
Good question. I can’t tell her about Mark and Las Vegas and how he put his own wants in front of ours. That’s a private matter for us. But I have to give her something. God, I really should have thought this through better before I began.
Then I remember the magpie feather.
‘My son brought a feather back from the park,’ I say with a smile so huge I fear I might look demented. ‘It was a big one, a tail feather, I think, and all a bit mangled and mangey . . .’ Too much detail Carrie. Stick to the point. ‘And he put it on the countertop, just there.’
I nod at the spot as if the precise position is highly significant.
‘I asked Josh not to leave it there. It was disgusting with God knows what bugs on it. I didn’t want it on my kitchen surface. But he ignored me. So, I decided to see how long it would take one of my family members to move it, bearing in mind how unhygienic it was.’
Neither of them winces at this thought, so I screw my whole face up and give them a comedy shudder to really get my point across.
‘And they didn’t move it?’ prompts Tammi.
I shake my head.
‘And that, coupled with a few other things that made me feel taken for granted, gave me cause for thought.’
Tammi nods encouragingly. ‘I see. And what about the shed? Where did that fit in?’
This is trickier. I can’t explain about the shed without mentioning my argument with Mark. Thinking on my feet, I decide it’s easier to pretend the row was about the feather and not Las Vegas.
‘We had a row about it, my husband and I. It got a bit heated and I stormed off. But I had nowhere to go, so I went to the shed. All quite melodramatic really.’
I realise that I’m downplaying the very thing that they are here to report but I can tell that Tammi is managing to sniff out the story from my somewhat feeble telling of it. ‘This is more like it,’ I see her think. ‘Now we’re getting to the juice.’
Then I tell her about that first night, and how scary it was to be out there all alone in the dark, how my imagination ran riot about what else was in there with me. Her eyes go wide when I tell her about the scuffling noises and how I thought there were spiders in my sleeping bag.
‘But you went back on the second night?’ she asks encouragingly.
I nod proudly, as if I’d gone back into a shark-infested tank after I’d had one leg bitten off.
Then I talk about how I kept improving things in the shed night by night until it was quite cosy. She seemed impressed with the lamp being operated by a smart plug, and she said the fairy lights were a nice touch.
‘Do you want to see?’ I ask, which is a stupid question given that that’s why they’re here.
We all traipse out into the garden and I show her my little space. In the daylight it looks a bit woebegone. After all, it is just a blow-up mattress in a shed. I feel the need to explain how lovely it looks when it’s dark outside and it glows with warm yellow light, a welcoming haven at the bottom of my garden. They don’t look that convinced but I suppose seeing the space in the cold light of day makes it look more surprising that I’m actually sleeping in there.
Brad snaps a few pictures of the shed and me sitting on my bed. And then they leave.
‘Thanks for your time, Carrie,’ says Tammi on the doorstep. I can’t tell whether they have enough from what they’ve seen or if they think it’s all a storm in a teacup.
I hardly dare ask what happens next, but I don’t want to have to keep checking the newspaper indefinitely.
‘And when will you publish the story?’ I ask casually, trying to make it sound as if this is of only passing interest to me.
‘It’ll be in the Lifestyle section tomorrow,’ she says. ‘And online later today.’
Not News then, I think. But that’s maybe a good thing. Fewer people I know might see it if it’s tucked away at the back of the website.
They leave in plenty of time for me to be at the school gates to collect Josh, Tammi calling her thanks as she walks down the path. And then, thrown straight into the business of after-school, I forget all about it.
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Bex hasn’t been to the supermarket. Her flash of sisterly solidarity was simply that, it seems. A flash. As a result, there’s nothing for Mark to cook when he gets home, and he has to turn around and go straight back out again to do the shopping. There’s a degree of huffing and puffing to accompany this but if he’d gone at the weekend as I suggested then the problem wouldn’t have arisen.
I don’t point this out.
However, I’m starting to become a little irritated by his failure to step up, and it seems I’m not alone.
Amy wanders into the kitchen groaning. I’m sitting at the table among the breakfast detritus with my laptop open. I have to have something to do instead of the housework and so I’ve started sorting through all the family photos. It’s a big job and one that I’ve never had time to tackle before, but I’m enjoying working my way through the years, seeing how Amy and Josh have grown. So many happy memories. The Bradleys may not manage something exciting every weekend like Marie-Claude’s lot, but we definitely have our moments.
I lose myself in each captured snapshot, soaking up the rounded curves of their faces, so much younger and plumper than they are now. Mark looks younger too, although I can’t quite put my finger on exactly how. A little more hair maybe, a slightly leaner profile.
I’ve never been very keen on photos of myself but I can’t help examining the ways in which I’ve changed too. In the early days, I look beyond tired but my eyes shine with the joy of having a young family. I seem to be saying, ‘Yes, I haven’t slept for a month but it’s all worth it because look what I get in return. These beautiful children. This amazing life.’
But, as the years go on, my face changes. I’m not just older – although there’s no denying that time is catching up with me too – but I also look ‘less’, somehow. My smiles seem a little forced, as if someone has taken too long to click the shutter. And my eyes. There’s something about my eyes that holds my attention. They’re not wary exactly, but it’s as if I can’t quite commit to the moment, like I’m thinking about the next thing I have to do.
I recognise that look. I am always thinking about the next thing I have to do because I’m the one that has to plan for it and make sure everything is in place to make it run smoothly. I’m always doing something. I never go upstairs without carrying something that needs putting away up there. If I’m out for a restorative walk, then my route will be dictated by the things I have to do while I’m out rather than where is the prettiest. My head is always full of the next chore. But I hadn’t realised that this was actually written on my face.
Where has she gone, the Carrie Bradley who could take joy from being in the moment without thinking about what was just around the corner? I miss her. I . . .
‘Why is there no food?’ moans Amy loudly, pulling me rudely from my thoughts. ‘I’m starving and there is literally NOTHING to eat.’
Normally I would tell her off for exaggerating, but this time she’s right. The cupboards are bare.
‘Your dad’s gone to the shop,’ I say. ‘He’ll be back soon.’
She looks up at the clock.
‘But it’s half six. He has to get home and then he has to cook something so we’re not going to eat until, like, midnight.’
‘I’m sure it won’t be quite that late,’ I counter, but she does have a point. It’ll be Josh’s bedtime before there’s any food on the table. And the washing machine still hasn’t run so there’ll be no clean clothes for tomorrow. I remember with a sinking feeling that Josh’s football kit is still in the basket, although at least it won’t be sweaty as he’s too young for that.
Amy stalks around me looking for anything she can eat, literally anything. She settles on a dry Weetabix which she consumes as if it’s a biscuit. I watch little flakes of Weetabix break off and flutter to the floor and fight against the urge to get the dustpan and brush.
‘Can’t you stop being on strike now, Mum?’ she whines. ‘Nothing works. Dad is like totally crap.’
‘Language!’ I reply automatically. ‘And don’t say that about your father.’
‘Well he is. He knew we needed to eat and it’s his turn to cook but he didn’t bother buying anything. He doesn’t care about us.’
‘Of course he does,’ I counter, although she’s right. Mark’s lack of engagement with his new domestic duties does smack of a lack of concern. ‘He’s just been busy and he’s not used to having to think about household stuff.’
‘He’s crap!’ she says again and this time I let it go because we both know that it’s true. ‘Oh, come on, Mum. You’ve made your point. Can’t we just get things back to normal?’
Back to normal.
My heart sinks. My daughter thinks it normal that her mother does everything around the house and her father does nothing. How have I let that become her reality? Then again, I am not the only capable person living in this house. It wouldn’t kill her to step up.
‘I’ll go back to work when I can see that things have changed,’ I say. I gesture at the orange juice puddle and the dirty bowls and plates. ‘So far, nothing has.’
Amy glances at the disarray and then back at me.
‘What?’ she says, her tone suddenly defensive. ‘Well, I’m not clearing it up. It’s not my mess.’
Then she stops, thinks, and picks up one bowl, one spoon and one glass, which she puts in the dishwasher. ‘There! Done my bit.’
She looks at me like she’s wanting praise, but I just shake my head.
‘That’s not how it works, Amy. Imagine if I only ever cleared up after myself and no one else. I’m not the one who leaves fake tan all over the bathroom or little balls of mud from the bottom of football boots. But I still clear it up. We’re a family and keeping things running smoothly should be a team effort. Why don’t you clear up the rest of the breakfast things?’
‘Because I didn’t make the mess,’ she says. ‘Josh spilt the juice and I don’t even drink coffee.’ She nods at a mug which must be Mark’s. ‘And all that wrapping paper in the lounge is Josh’s. Why can’t he clear it up?’
‘He can, and you can clear up in here, and Dad can make the tea, and someone can put the washing on,’ I say calmly. ‘Because it all needs doing and you are all capable. And until you start working together to help out, I’m staying on strike.’
The thing about teenage girls is that the gap from calm to incandescent can be remarkably small.
‘Well, I think it’s ridiculous,’ Amy spits, her voice getting louder and louder. ‘And you’re ridiculous too. What kind of a mum are you anyway, sitting around all day playing on your laptop? You’re just as bad as Dad. Plus, you’re behaving like a child. It’s pathetic.’
She’s shouting by the time she gets to this last part, and then she storms out of the kitchen.
‘Don’t you speak to me like that,’ I shout after her, but what’s the point.
My heart is hammering in my chest and my throat starts to close up, so I struggling to breathe. What on earth am I doing? I’m causing all this trouble and there’s no need. I could just stop and go back to how it was. Soon all my family will hate me, and I’ll have done harm that I can’t undo.
Trembling, I grab my phone and ring Marie-Claude.
‘I don’t know how much more of this I can bear,’ I say, keeping my voice low so I’m not overheard. ‘There’s no food, the house is a mess, no one has done any laundry. Amy keeps shouting at me and Mark and I aren’t speaking.’
There’s a pause at the other end and I know at once that if I was looking for unfailing support, I’ve rung the wrong friend.
‘I told you this,’ she says calmly. ‘I said it is dangerous. You are, how do you say in English, playing with fire.’
She’s right. She did warn me but I didn’t understand what she meant. It’s starting to make more sense now.
‘Shall I just give up? Tell me what to do.’
My heart is desperately heavy as I say this. I’ve tried so hard, but it’s impossible. I can’t watch my house go to wrack and ruin and my family fall apart around me while I do nothing – Nero fiddling while Rome burns.
I prepare myself for her answer. I stand up and I’m virtually loading the dishwasher already, so sure am I that she’s going to tell me to get back to my life.
But she doesn’t.
‘This isn’t about the dishes,’ she says. ‘It’s not about who washes the dirty clothes. It’s about you.’
I’m not sure I understand what she means.
‘Who is Carrie Bradley? Or where is she? You gave up your career for your family. This is okay. You did it for good reasons. But now you are lost.’
My breath catches in my throat.
‘You don’t know who you are. So, you clean your house, and you bake cakes and everything is just so. But you are a robot.’
Because her English isn’t perfect, what she says often comes across as very stark without anything to sweeten it, but this is brutal. A robot? Is that what she really thinks? And more importantly, is she right? But she hasn’t finished.
‘What you do, the strike, it is not about making your family help. It’s about making your family see you as a person. Not Carrie, mummy, or Carrie, wife, or Carrie, homemaker. They need to see Carrie, Carrie.’
And then I burst into tears because, as ever, Marie-Claude has hit the nail on the head.
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BEX
My day in the library turns out to be pretty productive, and by the time I emerge, starving-hungry and a bit dazed from all that screen time, I feel like I finally have the makings of a half-decent plan. However, I still can’t see how I’m supposed to work out any numbers when I have no idea how many clients I will have or what they will want me to do. Maybe I can hire a crystal ball and take that with me to the bank on Friday.
There’s no time to go back to Carrie’s before I’m due to meet Jakub so I decide he’ll just have to take me as he finds me. He’ll probably have come straight from my house so he’s unlikely to be a picture of sartorial elegance himself. And he’s a builder. I doubt he’ll even notice that my eyeliner has worn off and my clothes are a bit more creased than normal.
The King’s Head is one of those places that tries to look like an old traditional pub but is actually new. They probably ripped out all the old authentic features to replace them with flimsier fake versions that look similar but have no soul. Pointless. In any event, it’s not the kind of place I’d generally venture into, and I feel my pulse racing a little as I push open the door, unsure of what I’ll find on the other side.
It’s quite busy for a Monday night but as my eyes dart around the room it looks like I’m the only woman in here. I pull my shoulders back and raise my chin while I decide whether to make for the bar or the Ladies, but then I spot Jakub sitting at a table by the window. He sees me and raises a hand. He has a drink already, so I point at the bar and then go and order myself a slimline tonic because it’s Monday and, even if I’ve lost my job, certain standards need to be maintained.
As I make my way over to his table, I notice that, while he’s still dressed in black, it’s actually a nice Boss polo shirt and his workmen’s trousers have been replaced by clean jeans.
He has made an effort, then. I run a finger under my lash line self-consciously hoping that what’s left of my mascara hasn’t settled in a black smudge on my cheeks. I should definitely have gone to the Ladies first.
I choose a seat sitting opposite him, but he frowns at me.
‘You have computer?’ he asks.
I nod, confused.
‘Then sit here so I can see.’
He taps the stool next to his and, reluctantly, I sit on it and get my laptop out. At least getting down to business straight away means that there’s no small talk to slog through. If I were seeing one of my girlfriends, then at least the first hour would be taken up by a minute-by-minute chronicle of my meeting with Faraday Holt. No detail would be too small to be shared.
But I can’t see Jakub being interested in any of that, so I skip straight to the main event. My heart is banging against my ribs as I pull up my new and improved plan for him to see and then am put out when he gives the first beautifully designed page a cursory glance and dismisses it.
‘So. What is business about? What work you do for clients?’
I explain about how a digital marketing agency works and he nods along and doesn’t look lost. I step it up a gear so it’s more like the pitch Prisha and I delivered this morning. He still seems to be with me. The uncomfortable realisation that I might possibly have underestimated my builder growls inside my stomach.
Then we get to the parts where I failed so spectacularly with the ferret bank man. I’m slightly better prepared this time, in that I do at least know now that I’m supposed to have some numbers in the plan but, despite my day in the library, I’m still not altogether sure that I’ve got the right end of the stick. My spiel stutters to a halt.
‘This is the bit I need help with,’ I say. Luckily, because we’re sitting shoulder to shoulder, I don’t need to meet his eye.
Jakub takes a drink.
‘Okay. Plan is for how long?’
‘A year?’ I say.
‘Three is better. How you charge for your time? By hour or by job?’
I’ve never really thought about how Prisha calculates this other than having a vague idea of how it works. By the hour might mean that my quotes are more expensive and so less attractive. By the job could have me out of pocket if I don’t do my sums properly at the start. I can see both might have advantages.
‘Both?’ I say, only becoming aware that I’m biting my bottom lip when it starts to hurt.
‘Okay. How many clients?’
How long is a piece of string? I could become the hottest ticket in Leeds or I could spend my days eking out work for just one client. How on earth am I supposed to be able to estimate it?
‘Ten?’ I suggest and it really is just a figure plucked from the air.
Jakub is nodding.
‘How many hours per client?’
This is impossible. There is no way I can predict how much work I’ll have when I’m starting from nothing. I slump down on my stool, shaking my head. Yet again I feel totally defeated by this whole business.
‘I have no idea,’ I say. ‘How do I know until I try, but how can I try if I don’t have any money to back me up? It’s total chicken and egg territory.’
He might not get this metaphor but he’s got my gist.
‘Is a guess, not fact. But has to be good guess. Not made-up rubbish.’ He flicks his fingers in the air to indicate pie in the sky figures. ‘So, you make a package of things clients want. You work out price. You sell same thing to ten clients. You make this much money.’ He puts his fingers together to show something small. ‘Then you do it again. And again.’
I see what he’s suggesting. I’d been thinking I’d offer a bespoke service to each client who came through the door, but it makes much more sense to put together a standard package and sell that. That way I’ll be able to predict how much work needs doing for each one and how much money I am going to make.
I burst into a wide grin.
‘You, Jakub my friend, are a genius,’ I say.
‘Not genius. Just smart.’
Together we start to pull together what the package might look like, adding the standard things that most clients ask for. Every time I start to flag Jakub cracks the whip and makes me pull my attention back to what we’re doing. By the time they call last orders, I have drunk four slimline tonics, have a cashflow forecast that looks quite realistic and need a wee really badly.
‘You show this to man in bank. He like.’ Jakub nods as if this is a self-evident fact.
‘Yes,’ I agree. ‘He like.’
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Mark comes back bearing Chinese takeaway instead of a supermarket shop and I’m so ground down by the lack of food business that I don’t have it in me to complain. Amy sets the table and Josh helps with dishing it all out. There’s no sign of Bex so we assume that she has made other arrangements and eat her share, although I ring-fence a couple of spring rolls just in case.
Amy has also put a load of washing on. I imagine that the different colours and types of fabric haven’t been separated quite as I might have done it, but she knows enough not to put whites in with anything else so I don’t suppose anything will be ruined.
It feels reassuring to hear the hum of the machine again. It’s like a comfort blanket of sound, a sign that the house is functioning as it should. I hadn’t realised how invasive the silence had been until it is gone.
The kids chat through their days and it’s almost like old times except that Josh should be in bed and no one should be eating food that came in a silver tray. Still, bearing everything in mind, it’s not a bad compromise. Mark even promises to actually go to the supermarket after we’ve eaten if the kids clear up, and as there are only dirty plates and no pots or pans to deal with, they agree without too much fuss.
This is progress and I should be pleased. But I can still hear Marie-Claude in my ears. Where is Carrie’s Carrie? Who is she? Is she really a robot?
A gap opens up in the conversation, which I could fill very nicely with my news about Tammi and the story in the paper, but I don’t. I have no feel for how my encounter with the press will go down and I’m reluctant to spoil what is the first pleasant evening we’ve had since my strike began. And anyway, the chances are that the piece will be tucked away in the recesses of the website and none of them will ever see it. I would be confessing for no reason. It’s only the Yorkshire Evening Post after all, not the New York Times.
Mark doesn’t check the cupboards before he heads off to Tesco’s, and making him a list would probably be in breach of the self-imposed terms of my strike so I’ll just have to trust him to buy the wherewithal for actual meals and not spend this week’s money on BOGOF doughnut offers and anything else that might catch his inexperienced eye.
I supervise Josh going to bed. He’s less bouncy than usual and I worry that all this disruption is starting to take its toll on him.
‘Is everything all right?’ I ask him quietly, as I tuck him in.
‘My tummy hurts a bit,’ he says.
That’ll be all this dreadful food I’m making him eat by refusing to cook. The knife twists even deeper inside me.
‘I’m sure you’ll feel better in the morning,’ I say. ‘Go to sleep now.’
As I turn off his light and kiss his lovely head, I hear the front door opening and closing. There’s the rustle of bags-for-life in the hallway. At least he’s managed to fill a couple of those. There must be some real food in and among what he’s picked.
The temptation to go and see what he’s bought is strong. I’m starting to understand how Frodo Baggins must have felt when the ring was burning to be put on his finger. But I must resist. It’s none of my business what Mark has bought. He and Bex are the ones who have to create meals out of it, so my opinion is of very little value.
I wait in the lounge for Mark to appear, and when he does he seems quite well disposed towards me.
‘All done,’ he says, flopping onto the sofa and pointing the remote at the TV.
Maybe now would be a good time for us to talk about everything that’s happened over the last week. Up until now we haven’t done much more than dance around the subject of my withdrawal of services.
‘Thanks,’ I say because I feel like it’s needed, although when has anyone ever thanked me for going to the supermarket for them? That’s not the point though, I remind myself. This isn’t tit for tat. While being appreciative of what each other does would be nice, the main aim here is that the labour is more evenly distributed. And what was it that Marie-Claude said? I need to be sure of who I am and not be so lost.
I take a deep breath.
‘You do understand why I’m doing this, don’t you?’ I begin.
Mark doesn’t shift his attention from the television screen. In fact, there’s no indication that he’s heard me at all. I try again.
‘You can see my point, the reason for the strike?’ I try.
I couldn’t tell you what changes in the room, but the atmosphere takes a distinct plunge. I’m holding my breath, waiting for him to respond. The longer the gap stretches on, the more I worry that I’ve just kick-started another row.
And then, just when I’m about to try for the third time, he speaks.
‘You feel badly done to. You want some more help around the house.’
His tone is flat, like he’s intoning his reply for the tenth time. My heart sinks.
‘Well, yes,’ I reply, unsure of myself now. ‘But it’s not only that.’
When this conversation has played in my head, Mark sits up at this point, turns to face me, takes my hand and looks meaningfully into my eyes, as if to say, ‘Tell me, Carrie. Tell me how I can make this work better for you.’
Of course, none of that happens in reality. He doesn’t look at me. He flicks the channels over so fast that it’s impossible to see what is showing on each one. I’m forced to press on without any of the conciliatory gestures that my imagination has provided.
‘Something Marie-Claude said today made me think,’ I say. I pause, searching for any sign that he’s listening. ‘She thinks I’m lost, that I don’t know who I am anymore.’
Just saying these words out loud makes my throat start to thicken. I swallow down my emotion because crying now isn’t going to make anything better.
‘When I was working as a nurse, I felt like I had value as a human being, like there was a purpose to me. And I was a wife and a mother too, but if anyone asked me what I did I could tell them that I nursed for a living. I was proud of that. It was part of my identity, who I was.’
Mark is sitting very still which makes me think he is listening, but the TV is blaring out between us.
‘Could you turn that down?’ I ask, frustrated.
He mutes the TV but doesn’t switch it off and continues to watch the screen without sound rather than turning round to face me.
‘But now, or recently, it feels like I’ve lost that identity. It feels like I’m something for everyone else but nothing for myself. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?’
Mark takes in a noisy breath through his nostrils and sucks on his bottom lip. I wait. It takes him a moment or two to speak. When he does, his tone is cool rather than understanding.
‘So, being my wife and the kids’ mother, that’s not enough for you anymore? Is that what you’re saying?’
It is what I’m saying but not how he means it. I try to think of a way to express what I’m feeling without him taking it the wrong way. It feels like I’m on a precipice and one false step to either side will send me tumbling to my death.
‘Of course it is. I love you all. It’s just that looking after you and the house, it’s all I do. And by the time I’ve worked my way down the list of chores, there’s no time left over for me. You have your football and your fishing and the golf. I have nothing beyond the house. It feels like the house is my full-time purpose.’
‘Then take something up,’ he snaps. ‘Get yourself an interest.’
He says this like he means stamp collecting or some such, but even something as innocuous as philately feels impossible.
‘But when?’ I say, desperate for him to take my point now. ‘Looking after you and the house and the kids has expanded so it takes up every minute of my day, every part of me.’
‘Well, that’s hardly my fault. You’ve let that happen. Maybe you just need to be more efficient, use your time more wisely.’
I recoil. His words feel physical, like he’s actually slapped me.
Be more efficient?
Move faster. That’s what he’s saying. Not ‘I can see that there’s a lot to do and maybe we should reallocate tasks a little more evenly.’ Not ‘I’m so sorry you feel lost. I didn’t realise. How can we help you get back to being you?’
Just ‘be more efficient’.
I have no words. I stand up, barely able to see for the tears streaming down my face.
‘I think I’ll have an early night,’ I mumble as I stumble from the room.
‘Okay,’ he says and turns the TV back up.
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I curl up in a little ball on my bed in the shed and sob. What have I done? I had a life that worked and I’ve destroyed it. I have single-handedly taken it and driven it off a cliff, and now it’s a wreck at the bottom of the valley with steam coming out of the engine and all its bits bent out of shape.
And for what?
Were things really that bad before? Granted, things weren’t perfect. If they had been, I wouldn’t be lying on a makeshift bed in my garden shed bawling my eyes out. But it was a serviceable kind of life. After all, plenty of other women seem happy to devote themselves to running everything for everyone else. It works for them.
So why did I have to mess it up? Couldn’t I have just carried on as I was, having the occasional hissy fit at my family and self-medicating with evenings of wine and moaning to Marie-Claude and JayJay when things got on top of me?
And it wouldn’t have been forever. Amy and Josh will leave home eventually, a moment which will be here before I know it, and then there’ll be far less for me to do. I could even go back to work.
My heart sinks at the thought. Going back to work. Like that could ever happen. I’m not a nurse anymore. I’ve obviously lost the part of me that cares about others. I must have, because here I am rebelling against having to care for my family, the people who mean the most to me in all the world.
In fact, what am I now?
No longer a nurse and now a crap homemaker on top.
What is the actual point of me?
I sob even harder. Normally when I cry, a little part of me is aware that I mustn’t make too much fuss in case one of the kids hears me and gets upset. But now I just don’t care. I let rip. I know the shed walls are only a plank-width thick and so anyone could be listening in but why does that matter anymore?
In the end, I cry myself dry, and hoarse. My face is sticky from the salt and I can feel how puffed up my eyes are. I’m going to look shocking in the morning. I wriggle under my duvet and lie there, still curled up, listening to the sounds of the night. I can hear an owl in a tree not too far away. His call is soulful, haunting. I wonder what he made of my noises, and the idea of an owl listening to me cry actually makes me smile. I picture him sitting on his branch, head cocked curiously to one side, contemplating how peculiar humans are.
I sit up because I think better when I’m not horizontal. The mists of misery begin to clear from my mind and I’m able to get some perspective back. Of course I haven’t destroyed my life. I’ve been sleeping out in this shed for less than a week. What kind of a marriage would it be if it fell apart with so little provocation? Not one I want any part of, that’s for sure.
The problem I have is that I’m not managing to get my point across. For whatever reason, either my poor explanation or Mark’s blind refusal to read the writing on the wall, the people I love are not taking me seriously.
But I am serious. I’m deadly serious. I just need to find a way of making them see that.
And then something happens.
It’s Tuesday so I puff my way through my yoga class and then Marie-Claude and I go for lunch at our favourite café. And by the time we drag ourselves out of there, it’s time for school pick-up. So, apart from the general lack of housework being done, everything in my world is pretty much as it normally is.
Until we get home.
Josh and I turn the corner of our road and there’s a van parked outside the house. I don’t think anything of it. There are always vans delivering something or other. But then there are a couple of people standing on our path and talking animatedly into their phones.
‘Who are they, Mummy?’ asks Josh.
‘No clue. Let’s go and ask them, shall we?’
One of them, a man with a very bushy beard and hair cropped to his scalp, looks up and sees us coming.
‘Hang on. I think she’s here now. I’ll call you back.’
He ends his call and smiles broadly, walking down our path towards us.
‘Mrs Bradley?’ he asks. ‘Mrs Carrie Bradley?’
‘Yes,’ I reply suspiciously, not quite sure if I should be giving my identity away to a stranger, but then again, he’s probably just delivering something in which case he does need to know who I am. That doesn’t explain who his companion is though.
‘Great. I’m Chris Watson, producer for BBC Leeds. We saw your feature in the Evening Post and would like to do a piece on you for this evening’s show. Would that be okay?’
‘What piece, Mummy?’ asks Josh.
‘Er, just something about me being on strike,’ I say vaguely.
My head is working hard to pull all this together. The story was going to be a little snippet tucked away in the back of today’s paper. How has this producer found it and why is it of any interest to him?
I suppose I must look confused because his companion speaks next.
‘Hi. I’m Sara,’ she says. ‘AD.’
I have no idea what AD stands for.
‘We thought, given the huge amount of interest there’s been in the story that our viewers would . . .’
‘What interest?’ I ask. My stomach is turning over unpleasantly.
‘Oh!’ She looks genuinely surprised. ‘Have you not seen? It’s all over social media.’
She taps on her phone and then turns the screen around to face me. There’s a post of the article and the picture of me sitting on the blow-up mattress in the shed. She looks at the screen again.
‘You currently have twelve thousand comments. Not bad for an afternoon’s work.’
‘Twelve thousand?’ I repeat.
‘Yes. And counting. It’s the biggest engagement of any story the Post has published since, well maybe ever!’
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Oh shit.
Twelve thousand comments and counting.
This wasn’t supposed to happen. My head goes all woozy and I feel like I might faint. I open my mouth and breathe through my mouth to get in more oxygen. Chris and Sara don’t seem to notice.
‘So, would it be okay if we came in?’ asks Chris. ‘For a little chat.’
My natural desire to be polite seems to have clicked onto automatic pilot, and before I can really think about it I appear to have invited them into my house.
No one drew the curtains this morning and obviously I wasn’t about to do it, so the lounge has that odd stuffy air of a sickroom. I flick the lights on and quickly scan the state of the place. It looks messier today than it did for the newspaper reporter. There are more tea-stained mugs and dirty glasses sitting on the coffee table and a plate with toast crusts is balanced on the arm of the sofa. Josh’s wrapping paper from Saturday is still strewn across the carpet and someone has scattered my beautiful scatter cushions all around the room. It might just be my imagination, but the house is starting to get a slightly musty smell to it too.
‘Sorry about the mess,’ I say automatically, and then, to pre-empt them, I add, ‘I’m generally very particular. I keep this house as shiny as a new pin. But I haven’t done any housework since . . .’ I count it back on my fingers, ‘last Tuesday. So that’s over a week now.’
I feel my eyebrows shoot up as I realise this and I smile, pleased with myself.
Again, I get the impression that they can’t see much wrong with the carnage of the room but it’s hardly my fault if other people don’t have my high standards.
‘We can have a little chat about what started it later,’ Chris says, ‘although I’ve got the gist from the Post piece. Are you surprised at the huge response? You seem to have hit quite a chord.’
Surprised is one word for it! And totally thrown off balance by the fact that the Instaverse seems to be talking about me without my knowledge.
‘I’m not quite sure what the response is,’ I say cautiously. ‘Obviously, I didn’t know anything about it until you just told me, and I haven’t had a chance to read what they’re saying.’
The implications of this dawn on me like icy water trickling down my spine. Everyone knows of at least one social media storm where something seemingly innocuous turns into a Frankenstein’s monster with a life of its own.
I chew at the skin around my thumb and ask, ‘Are they on my side?’ My voice is barely a whisper.
‘Well, apart from the odd troll, they are totally with you,’ says Sara. ‘One or two of them say they are going to go out on strike in solidarity. That’s why we’re here really. We wanted to get in first, seeing as how you’re on our patch. But I imagine you’ll have a few more calls now as the news spreads.’
I swallow hard.
‘Can I offer you a cup of tea?’
We move into the kitchen where most of the breakfast things have made it into the dishwasher at least, and I potter about making cups of tea. I’m just running through what I told Tammi from the Evening Post with them when the front door bangs shut and Amy flies into the room.
‘Josh says his tummy hurts, and why’s there a BBC van parked outside . . . Oh. Hello.’
‘This is Amy, my eldest,’ I say. ‘Amy. This is Chris and Sara. They’ve come to talk to me about my strike.’
Amy looks from one to the other.
‘From the BBC?’ she clarifies, her voice dripping with incredulity.
I nod quickly, not quite able to say the words out loud.
Amy doesn’t seem to want to take it from me and looks to Sara for confirmation. She gets it.
‘That’s right. We saw your mum’s piece in the Evening Post and wanted to talk to her about it.’
That Amy has no idea what Sara’s talking about couldn’t be more apparent, and I worry that I’m exposing us as a family that doesn’t communicate, which I suppose would be fair, given that I haven’t mentioned what I’ve done to anyone.
Amy has her phone out and is googling and in seconds has the piece on her phone. She scans the text, her lips moving silently as she reads. Once or twice, she looks up and nods approvingly at me and then goes back to the screen. When she’s finished, she grins at me.
‘Nice one, Mum.’
‘I bet you’re proud of your mum,’ says Sara and, although it sounds like an innocent enough question, I flick over into protective parent mode, conscious that, a bit like in a police interview, Amy might be tricked into saying something that they later use against her. I don’t want my kids getting caught up in whatever this turns out to be, especially if it all goes pear-shaped.
Amy takes her time to reply and my stomach twists as I wait.
‘Well,’ she begins thoughtfully. ‘It’s a pain in the butt having to do more stuff around the house, but I kind of get what she’s saying. I mean, just because she works in the home instead of an office doesn’t mean she shouldn’t get basic worker’s rights like weekends and holidays.’
My mouth literally drops open, and then I remember that our every move is being watched and so I turn my amazement into a broad smile and tip my head to one side as if to say ‘there you go’ to Chris and Sara. ‘My clever daughter totally gets it.’
But I am astounded. There has been absolutely no indication that she has had the first idea of how I’ve been feeling. Over the last week, all I’ve heard from Amy are complaints. Then again, I haven’t asked her what she thinks.
‘So, why are you here?’ Amy asks Sara. ‘Are you from The One Show or something?’
Chris and Sara glance at each other and Chris shuffles a bit. I get the impression that they get asked this a lot and wish that they were.
‘No. We’re from BBC Leeds,’ says Sara, her smile a little forced. ‘We’re wanting to film something for tomorrow night’s show, although if interest keeps growing at this rate, we might want you in tonight. We don’t want to miss the moment.’
I look at my watch. It’s already almost four but I assume they know what they’re doing. This is the news after all. They must be used to working fast.
‘What interest?’ asks Amy, her nose already back in her phone. And then, ‘Oh my God, Mum! You’re all over X.’
I didn’t know Amy even had an X account.
‘“You go girl! Up the workers!”’ she reads. And then, ‘“I hear you, sister. Strike for what’s right.” “I’d sleep in my shed but the spiders! Grim!”’ Amy wrinkles her nose. ‘I’m with her on that one. Has she shown you where she’s sleeping? It’s, like, totally minging.’
Chris shakes his head. ‘Maybe we could do that now,’ he says, ‘and get some shots and then get you down to the studio for a chat with Stacey?’
Stacey is the anchor for the evening BBC Leeds show. She’s quite famous, round our parts at least. My stomach lurches again. This is snowballing out of my control and I can’t seem to stop it.
‘God, Mum,’ says Amy. ‘You’ve gone, like, totally viral! There’s thousands of tweets.’
Usually when Amy uses the word ‘thousands’ I have to tell her off for exaggerating, but this time I fear it’s accurate. My heart is racing.
‘So, would that be okay, Carrie? In the studio?’
‘Well,’ I say, stalling for time. ‘I can’t just drop everything. I have Josh to think of.’
‘I can look after Josh.’
I turn and see Bex standing at the door. I don’t know how long she’s been there but she’s grinning like the cat that got the cream.
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BEX
I can’t believe it. My big sister finally did something interesting.
I’ve been out all day, back to the library to work on the packages of services that Jakub suggested. I decide to call them Bronze, Silver, Gold and Platinum services, a bit of a cliché I know but if it encourages clients to go for the most expensive one then I don’t mind following a tried and tested method. I can do something interesting with the artwork to make them look edgy.
Vaguely conscious that it is probably my turn to cook, I head back to Carrie’s place and discover the British press camping in the garden. Okay, that’s maybe a bit of an exaggeration. There are no paps with long lenses trained at the windows, but there is a van with BBC Outside Broadcasting on the side, and a couple of nosy neighbours have congregated for a chat about what might be going on.
Knowing that it’s unlikely the press would be onto me and my new business empire already, I assume that it must be one of the other family members that has done something noteworthy.
I let myself in and head to the kitchen where Amy is reading out loud from her phone. It takes me less than ten seconds to work out Carrie’s strike has made it onto X. I’ve no idea how. My clients throw everything they have at social media in order to get traction and here is Carrie, viral with next to no effort.
‘I can look after Josh,’ I say again. ‘It’s our turn to cook.’
The woman is on me at once.
‘And you are?’
‘Bex. Carrie’s sister.’
The woman looks me up and down but it’s so subtle that you’d barely notice. She must be one of those people that can take in a scenario and spot the angles almost instantaneously. Goes with the job, I imagine.
‘So, how is it living with a striking Carrie?’ she asks. ‘You’ve got a rota going for meals?’
See. She’s smart.
‘That’s right,’ I say. ‘We got tired of going hungry.’
I wink at Carrie who looks as if she wishes the ground would open up and swallow her. I know that she’s dying to leap in with an excuse for not providing three square meals a day for her family, but I’m not going to let her. She needs to be proud of what she’s doing, to own it.
‘And rightly so,’ I hurry on, so that Carrie doesn’t get a chance to undermine herself. ‘Where is it written that the woman needs to make all the food? It’s just one of those insidious things that creeps in without anyone noticing. I think it’s amazing, the action Carrie’s taking. And I can see how hard it is for her to stand up for her principles. She hates this mess. It’s not like her to have a single thing out of place.’
I have their full attention now. The woman nods at me, encouraging me on. Ideas are racing through my head as I speak. Is this an opportunity for publicity for me? Is there any way I can swing things round to mention my new business. I mean, it doesn’t even have a name yet, but still. I bet I can get myself a place on that sofa with Carrie, especially if she continues to be so passive.
I can’t tell you how tempting that is. But it’s the wrong thing to do, partly because this is Carrie’s circus, but mainly because I’m not ready yet. I don’t want to go off half-cocked and mess it up.
So, I give it ‘my sister the feminist icon speaking out for downtrodden women the county wide’ vibe and hope that I’m making a big enough impression on the woman that we can forge a mutually beneficial relationship after Carrie’s star has dimmed.
‘What Carrie’s doing is like a clarion cry to all homemakers who are being taken for granted by their families. It’s time to take a stand like her.’
I raise my fist in the air as if I’m a budding revolutionary myself and Amy lets out a very loud whoop. We all turn to look at Carrie who should be glowing in all this praise but in fact she looks as if she’s shrinking before our eyes. I’m not sure she could make herself look any smaller and still be standing. Her bottom lip is trembling and her eyes brim with tears.
‘Oh Carrie,’ I say, forgetting my own grand plan for a moment. I throw my arms around her and squeeze hard. I feel her burrowing her head into my shoulder. ‘What’s up? This is good, isn’t it? You’re getting your message out there.’
There’s a tiny bump of her head against my collarbone. She’s nodding.
‘So why the tears?’
She gives a little shudder against me. Amy joins in the hug, stretching her arms wide to try and encircle us both. I look over the top of Carrie’s head at the woman from the BBC, raise an eyebrow and mouth ‘it’ll be okay in a minute’. She gives me a tight smile back and I see the man glance at his watch. Shit. We’re going to blow this if we’re not careful. I push Carrie gently away from me and hold her at arm’s length. Her chin is dropped and she’s not making eye contact with anyone.
‘Come on, Carrie. It’s okay. Let’s get you sorted out and then we can take some footage of the shed . . .’ I look over at the woman and she nods encouragingly, ‘And then you can go to the studios and I’ll stay here with Josh.’
As if hearing his cue, Josh appears in the kitchen at that moment.
‘What’s the matter with Mummy?’ he asks, his little face full of concern.
‘Nothing!’ I reply. ‘She’s going to do some filming about sleeping in the shed and you and me are on tea duty. What shall we have?’
Josh seems far more interested in food than his mum.
‘Toad in the hole!’ he shouts gleefully.
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CARRIE
I am in a television studio. Me! Carrie Bradley, housewife of this parish, is in a TV studio sitting on a not-that-comfortable sofa opposite a minor celebrity – at least in Yorkshire – while someone applies a powder brush to my nose. Surreal.
The studio is just like the ones on the TV, strangely enough. Stacey and I are sitting in the full glare of the lights with the autocue monitor in clear view. Beyond us there are cameras and cables and people buzzing around efficiently in the semi-darkness.
Stacey gives me a little thumbs up and a big smile. There’s a VT running at the moment (get me with my newly acquired TV speak) and then we’ll be on when it’s finished.
The show is going out live. I’m trying not to think about who is watching right now but my imagination is full of people I know pointing at the tiny me on their TV screens and laughing. ‘Is that Carrie Bradley? Who does she think she is, flaunting her ridiculous ideas in public?’ They’re not really, I know, but it’s hard to keep my head steady when my nerves are doing their damnedest to wobble me.
I smile back at Stacey. My mouth is so dry that my top lip sticks to my teeth. I’d take a drink of water but I don’t want to risk spilling it, or worse, being mid-swallow when the camera comes to me. I have visions of it going down the wrong way and me having a massive coughing fit live on air.
This particular disaster movie is playing out in my head when I realise that Stacey has started speaking to the camera.
‘And now to a story that has got us all talking here in the office and, judging by the response on social media, has lots of you talking too.’
My stomach roils and I feel all the blood rushing out of my head and into my feet.
‘My next guest is Carrie Bradley from Leeds. Carrie gave up her job as a nurse to care for her family but, tired of being taken for granted, she decided to down dusters and go on strike. And not only that, but she’s been living in her garden shed to show that she means business. Welcome, Carrie.’
It’s obviously my turn to speak but I seem to have momentarily forgotten how to connect my mouth to my brain. There is a tiny gap before I reply, probably only a millisecond but in my head it feels like an epoch. I picture Stacey trying to cover for me and wild activity in the production box as they realise their guest is a nightmare and has frozen solid before she’s even been asked a question. In that moment, I’m living my mortification as I walk across the school playground and everyone nudges each other, pointing at the woman who is so hopeless she couldn’t even answer some simple questions.
And then, thank God, my mouth starts to respond. I smile my most approachable smile and say, ‘Hi Stacey. Thank you for inviting me.’
And then we’re off. Stacey asks me the now familiar questions about what kicked off the strike and I talk about the feather on my kitchen counter and don’t mention Las Vegas. And then we talk about exactly what form my strike is taking, what I’m refusing to do and how the family are coping. I’m conscious as I speak that I don’t want to paint Mark as the bad guy here and so I filter all my answers to check for anything that suggests he’s an unreasonable person or husband.
‘And the part I’m most fascinated by,’ Stacey continues, ‘is that you went to sleep in your shed. And this isn’t a smart home office kind of place?’
‘No,’ I say with a cheeky little grin, as I get into my stride. ‘It’s just your common or garden shed with tools and creepy crawlies and what have you.’
Stacey gives a stage shudder, the standard response to this part of the tale, and I tell her about all my shed improvements. They run the little film they made and I talk her through it all. I’m quite enjoying myself.
‘And let’s talk about the response,’ says Stacey. ‘I’m told that there are now . . .’ – she puts a hand to her ear as someone gives her the up-to-date figure – ‘thirty thousand comments on the newspaper’s original post and they’re mainly in your favour. Does that surprise you?’
Focus Carrie! Don’t get distracted by that frankly terrifying number and just concentrate on the here and now. I pause as I consider my answer.
‘Yes and no,’ I say. ‘Yes, because that is a lot of comments and it’s hard to get my head round so many people reading about me.’ I pull my mouth down into a grimace and then remember just too late that Amy always says that expression makes me look like a toad. ‘And no, because surely I’m not alone in feeling that the balance has gone awry in the house.’
Stacey nods at me, her head tipped to one side to show that she’s listening but is also empathetic to what I’m saying. They probably teach them how to do that at Journalism School. I press on.
‘Don’t get me wrong,’ I say. ‘I’m not some 1950s housewife. I’m not there reapplying my lipstick before my husband gets home or warming his slippers in front of the fire. And he’s no caveman either. He’s a perfectly lovely, forward-thinking, modern man. Yet somehow, the division of labour in our house seems to have skewed away from it being split between us and towards me doing everything. I’m not sure how or when that happened, but it has. And the more I’ve thought about it while I’ve been out there in my little shed, the more I’ve come to realise that, although society pays lip service to equality, and possibly even thinks we’re nearly there, actually having the woman do the bulk of the childcare and housework is so deeply ingrained in the way we think that it becomes the default position without us even realising.’
I take a breath and realise that this is the most eloquent I’ve been since I started my protest. It’s a real lightbulb moment. Suddenly my previously chaotic thinking shuffles itself into nice straight lines in my head and everything makes perfect sense. And I can see that Stacey has got it too because she’s smiling at me encouragingly.
‘So, to get back to your question, I think it’s hit a chord because it’s still an issue for so many. I’m just one woman doing my best to make life run smoothly for my family. At times over the last week, it’s felt like I was the only one who understood what I was trying to say. The guilt is terrible, knowing that I’m leaving them to fend for themselves when I’m just there and could do it all. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve decided to give up and just get things back to normal.
‘But this massive response on social media, it’s made me realise that it’s not just me. There are thousands of us, millions even. Women who are all caught up in the difference between what society says it thinks and how it actually functions.
‘And I’m not men-hating here. The men in our lives truly believe that they’re doing their bit because they’re doing so much more than their dads or grandads ever did. But I guess in many households, it’s a drop in the ocean compared with what we women are doing. And that’s what I think needs to change. And that’s why I’m sleeping in my shed.’
I stop talking and sit back a little, slightly stunned by my speech. In my head, I hear the nation’s women bursting into rapturous applause up and down the land, although obviously no one actually claps in the studio. Stacey is still smiling, but I can tell that she’s not going to agree or disagree with me. This is the BBC after all. But if I had to guess, I’d say she was with me.
I’ve had my allocated time slot and the show moves on. Stacey starts to wind things up and I feel a little tug of frustration. I’ve only just got going, but now that I’ve started I feel like I could talk for hours. But not here and not now.
‘Well, thank you for coming in to talk to us, Carrie,’ Stacey is saying, ‘and good luck with your strike. How long do you think you’ll be sleeping in your shed?’
I know the answer to this one. Expressly against the instructions I received when I arrived, I stop talking to Stacey and turn my face towards the cameras. I search for the one with the glowing red light and then stare directly into its lens.
‘Until things change,’ I reply boldly.
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‘And now, here’s William with the weather. How’s it looking, Will?’
While they do the weather forecast, a runner rushes over and ushers me away from the sofa, pointing out the trip hazards that I need to avoid as we go. We leave the gloom of the back of the studio and he starts fiddling with my microphone. I’m trembling as he removes the wires, and even though the interview is over I’m still a ball of adrenaline. Part of me is thoroughly relieved that it’s done and I got through it without freezing or stumbling over my words and making myself look stupid, and part of me wants to go straight back out there and do it all over again.
‘You were great,’ the runner is saying. ‘If you make your way back to the green room you can collect your things and then you’re free to go.’
And just like that, I am dismissed, my fifteen minutes of fame over. I walk purposefully to where I vaguely remember the green room being but it’s my body that’s taken control. My mind is somewhere else entirely.
I did that. Me. Carrie Bradley who hasn’t done anything much to speak of for over a decade. I have done something that made lots of people sit up and take notice. And even though my children are dressed like urchins and probably haven’t eaten any fruit or veg for a week, and my husband is barely speaking to me, I have made a difference. I have a voice and I’ve used it to try and change things.
Okay, let’s not get carried away here. It was a five-minute slot on a local news programme, but still. How many people ever get a platform to talk about something that’s important to them? Not that many I bet. And that feels great.
I collect my coat and bag from the green room and head downstairs, smiling so broadly at the security guard on the door that she must think I’m a bit odd. I’m on a high and I want to celebrate, but I’m on my own in a backwater of Leeds and my options are decidedly limited. Also, I want to get back to share my success with . . . who? Mark? Will he even have seen me on the BBC sofa? He might not have been home in time and even if he were, he might not have bothered to tune in. A little bit of my excitement breaks off and floats away into the chilly night air.
I dig in my bag to ring a taxi to come and collect me. My phone has been turned off in accordance with the runner’s instructions. I wasn’t going to be the one whose phone could be heard ringing at an inopportune moment. I turn it back on and am met with a flurry of messages and missed calls. It’s Bex. I grin. So sweet of her to be so supportive. It’s a shame I didn’t see them all until now. I click on the top one.
‘Am calling an ambulance.’
What?!
My body goes cold. I scroll through the messages, reading the latest one first.
‘Please ring me!! I don’t know what to do.’
‘Josh has been sick. He says his tummy hurts. Mark isn’t answering his phone. I’m going to ring Mum.’
‘If you get a chance, could you ring me, please. Josh says he feels hot.’
‘I hope it’s going well there. I’ve made the tea. Josh says he feels funny so let him off cooking. (Winky face) He’s watching TV. Hope that’s allowed!’
Thoughts career around my head all crashing into one another and I can’t work out which one to follow first. I need to get home. I need to get Mark. I need to speak to Bex. What if Josh is already at a hospital? I look at the time of the last message but it was only sent three minutes ago.
I ring Bex and she answers on the first ring.
‘Carrie. Thank God!’ She sounds really panicky and that makes me feel even shakier.
‘What’s going on? What’s wrong with Josh?’
‘I don’t know. It’s awful. He was fine and then he just wasn’t. He said his tummy hurt and then he was sick. And he’s so hot. He’s crying for you. Where are you?’
I’m walking fast but I have no idea where I’m heading. I stop and reevaluate.
‘I’m just outside the BBC. I’m going to call a taxi. I’ll be there as fast as I can. And you’ve called an ambulance?’
I’ve never had to call an ambulance before. Nothing has ever been that serious.
‘Yes. They’re on their way. You should maybe head straight to the hospital.’
I can’t bear the idea that Josh needs me and I’m not there. In fact, it’s worse than that. Not only am I not there but I’m not there because I’ve been on this stupid personal crusade. Out being stupidly self-obsessed when my son needed me to be there for him. I feel sick.
‘Yes. Okay,’ I stammer into the phone. ‘And I’ll keep trying to get Mark. He must be in a meeting. Is Josh . . .?’ But I don’t know what to ask. Bex doesn’t know anything about kids. She has no benchmark to compare his symptoms against. Josh might be barely unwell with a little tummy upset or at death’s door. I’m not sure Bex would be able to tell the difference.
If I were only with him, I would know. A mother does. A mother can look at her child and tell with one glance how serious things are. But I’m not there. I left them. And this is the consequence.
If anything happens to Josh . . .
I bring myself up short. I can’t think like that. The chances are Bex is overreacting and it’ll all turn out to be a storm in a teacup. But as I ring Mark’s number all those much, much darker thoughts are descending in my mind like a storm cloud. Mark doesn’t answer and the call goes to his voicemail.
‘Josh isn’t well. I’m in Leeds but Bex has called an ambulance. I’m going straight to the hospital from here. Ring me when you get this.’
And then I start to run.
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BEX
Waiting for the ambulance is the scariest thirty minutes of my life. I’m an aunt and not a very good one at that. I know next to nothing about children. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do or say to make this hellish situation any better.
Josh is curled into a tight little ball on the sofa, moaning and sobbing. Every few minutes he cries out as if someone stabbed him. His little face is so pale and his skin feels clammy to touch. And he’s so hot, so very hot.
When I was little, I never understood how Mum knew if I was truly ill just by touching my forehead. On the rare occasions that I genuinely wasn’t well, I would watch her expression change from impatience to concern when she placed a cool palm across my brow. I’d thought it was some kind of maternal second sight.
But now I know. Josh’s skin is red hot, as if there’s a furnace burning away inside him. There’s no way you couldn’t feel it. Amy stands over me and sees my face as I realise how ill he must be.
‘I’ll get him a cold flannel,’ she says, so much more practical than me.
She races up the stairs and seconds later comes thundering back down and then gently lies the wet cloth across Josh’s forehead. He quietens for a moment as if the sensation is welcome but then seconds later he starts up with the moaning again.
‘Oh Joshie,’ Amy says quietly. ‘Don’t worry. You’re going to be fine.’
She sounds so calm and I realise these are the things I should be saying to him but it feels so alien to me.
‘He’ll need some stuff,’ she says. ‘For the hospital. Pyjamas and that. I’ll go get it.’
And then she’s off again, busy, doing things to help as I sit there useless, worrying.
The doorbell goes and I think it must be the ambulance but then I hear the door open.
‘Only me,’ calls out Mum and I’ve never been so relieved to hear her voice. When something goes wrong your mum is always the person to fix it.
‘We’re in here, Mum,’ I say.
She comes in and is at Josh’s side at once, kneeling on the carpet but avoiding the damp patch where he was sick.
‘Oh, my little boy,’ she says. ‘What’s the matter?’
Josh screws his face up and squeezes himself into an even smaller ball.
‘It hurts, Granny. It really hurts,’ he manages to say through his sobs.
‘I know little man, I know.’
She lifts the flannel to touch his forehead and her expression confirms my concern.
‘The ambulance is on its way?’ she asks me quietly and I nod.
‘I’m wondering if his appendix might have burst. Has your tummy been hurting for a while, Josh?’
Josh nods. He looks so small and sad.
I don’t know how serious a burst appendix might be, but it feels good to have a possible cause and researching it gives me something to do. I google burst appendix symptoms and decide that he is showing the signs of that. I nod at Mum.
‘It could be,’ I say. Get me – Dr Google.
‘Where’s Mummy?’ asks Josh. He almost never calls Carrie mummy rather than mum.
‘She’ll be at the hospital when you get there,’ I say, and then another wave of pain seems to engulf him and he pulls himself into an even tighter little ball.
Then Amy appears with Josh’s schoolbag, stuffed full.
‘I’ve got pyjamas, his toothbrush, some clean pants and socks, his sticker book and Clarence the crocodile. I think he’s grown out of him a bit but everyone needs a teddy in hospital, don’t they Granny?’
She looks to Mum for confirmation, completely bypassing me, like she knows I am totally inadequate in this situation. Mum smiles at her.
‘That’s right. They do,’ she says, and she strokes Josh’s head which seems to stop his whimpering a bit.
Then the doorbell rings again and this time it’s a voice that I don’t recognise.
‘Paramedics. Can we come in?’
‘Yes. We’re in here,’ calls Mum.
Moments later a woman dressed in the dark green uniform puts her head around the door and then walks in confidently followed by her colleague.
‘I’m Emma,’ she says with a warm smile, ‘and this is my colleague Sanjay. And you must be Josh.’ She kneels at his side and fishes a thermometer out of her bag.
‘I’ll just take your temperature,’ she says. And then, ‘That’s quite a temperature you’ve got there, Josh.’
She checks his pulse and her partner passes her a blood pressure cuff which she puts on. Josh seems reluctant to uncurl from his tight little ball and she has to coax his arm free.
‘I wondered if it might be his appendix,’ says Mum. ‘It all happened very quickly, didn’t it?’
Mum looks to me for confirmation and I nod.
‘He was fine at teatime and then he said his tummy hurt and then he was sick.’
‘And are you Mum?’ she asks me.
‘God no. I’m just his aunt. His mum is in Leeds. She’s going to meet us at the hospital. We can’t get hold of his dad but we’ll keep trying.’
‘Not just his aunt,’ says Emma, emphasising the word. ‘You’re doing brilliantly.’
She has a smile that makes me feel calmer instantly.
‘Now, Josh. Could I just feel your tummy?’
Josh makes an effort to uncurl for her but it’s obvious how hard it is for him. She presses her hands to his stomach and he grimaces.
‘I can see that hurts a lot,’ she says soothingly. ‘Sanjay and I are going to take you in the ambulance to hospital so the doctors can take a look. Is that okay?’
Josh’s face tightens again as another wave of pain hits him.
I assumed they’d put him on a stretcher, but Sanjay gathers him up in his arms and carries him out to the ambulance.
‘Who wants to come with him?’ Emma asks, looking between me and Mum.
‘You go,’ says Mum at once. ‘I’ll wait here with Amy for Mark.’
I don’t feel even vaguely grown up enough for this, but Mum gives me an encouraging nod.
‘Is that okay, Josh?’ I ask him and, bless him, he manages a broken little smile before he closes his eyes again.
And so I clamber into the back of the ambulance with him.
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For the first five minutes or so in the ambulance, Emma focuses all her attention on Josh, and I just sit there on the fold-down seat and panic. Why did this have to happen when Carrie was out? Medical emergencies are definitely above my pay grade.
I run over the evening in my head, trying to work out if I should have done anything differently but I draw a blank. I really don’t think I could have, and I don’t think anyone, not even Carrie, could have seen this coming because it happened so quickly. One minute Josh was fine and the next he absolutely wasn’t. I can’t help feeling totally inadequate, though.
Emma makes Josh as comfortable as she can, reassuring him the whole time that everything is going to be all right. I watch on in admiration. It’s such a skill, being calm in a crisis.
‘You’re so good at this,’ I say when there’s a lull in activity. ‘I’m a complete nervous wreck when bad stuff happens, but you have just the right way about you. Calm, reassuring and totally on top of everything. That must come from years of practice, I suppose.’
‘For some people, maybe,’ says Emma, ‘but I only retrained as a paramedic a couple of years ago so I’m still learning. Before that I worked in shop window design and merchandising, if you can believe that. This is a bit of a contrast.’
‘You’re not kidding!’ I reply, trying to picture Emma halfway up a ladder in a window of John Lewis, with fabric draped over her shoulder and a staple gun in her hand. ‘What made you swap?’
She gives me a bashful smile.
‘A medical emergency very much like this one. I accidentally found the thing I was good at.’
‘Wow. That’s pretty cool.’
‘Yes, it was. It changed my life for sure.’
‘Three minutes,’ calls Sanjay from the front and Emma switches her focus back to Josh.
‘We’re nearly there now, Josh,’ she says in a soft voice. ‘When we arrive, we’ll take you inside and hand you over to the doctors and then they’ll look after you.’
To be honest, it doesn’t look as if Josh has really taken in what she’s saying. My heart lurches. I hope Carrie is inside. I’m not sure how much more surrogate parenting I can manage.
The ambulance comes to a stop and Emma leaps into action, unfastening the gurney from where it’s attached to the floor and checking on Josh. I just sit there, helpless. The back doors open and Sanjay lowers the ramp quickly, efficiently in well-trained movements. Emma wheels Josh out and I just stand there, not sure what I’m supposed to be doing.
‘You come with us, Bex,’ Emma says. ‘They’ll be able to tell you where to go when we get inside.’
I follow them, my head whipping left and right as I search for Carrie. I’ve lost all sense of the passage of time and can’t work out whether she could have got here by now, but then I hear her.
‘Bex. Bex!’
‘That’s Carrie,’ I say urgently to Emma even though I can’t see where she is. ‘That’s Josh’s mum.’
Carrie is at our side in a second, trying to talk to Josh, but Emma is firm with her.
‘We just need to get him inside. The doctors have to examine him and he might need emergency surgery. Follow us and someone will show you where to wait.’
Carrie looks ghost-white in the harsh overhead lights.
‘Okay,’ she says meekly. ‘I’m just here, Joshie. I’ll be right here.’
And then Emma and Josh are gone through the doors and into the hospital. Carrie and I exchange panicked glances.
‘Did you get hold of Mark?’ I ask.
‘He’s on his way,’ she says. ‘Oh Bex. Thank God you were there.’
I’m not sure what she means to start with. Of course I was there. He’s only nine and I was babysitting. Where else would I have been? But then I think I get it. She means, thank God you were there because I wasn’t, because I’m his aunt and a kind of substitute for her. It could have been anyone watching him this evening, someone who might have missed the signs or not acted on them.
But it was me. Despite all the cortisol coursing round my body right now, I feel a warm glow running through me too. I did something right.
Then the wailing siren of another approaching ambulance slices through my thoughts and we hurry in through the automatic doors.
The Accident and Emergency department is packed but there’s no queuing for us. Josh has been taken straight through, and a nurse ushers us along corridors to a waiting room.
‘The doctor is with him now,’ she says as we move. Her shoes are silent on the vinyl flooring and she seems to float along next to us. ‘As soon as there’s any news, someone will come and tell you. You can wait in here. There’s a coffee machine outside and the canteen is on the next floor.’
And then she is gone.
‘What is it?’ Carrie asks me as soon as she’s gone. ‘What do they think is wrong with him?’
‘Mum thought a burst appendix,’ I say. ‘And the paramedic said it could be, but she wouldn’t say for sure. I googled it and it did sound like that.’
Carrie nods very quickly, a tight twitchy movement.
‘It could be. He’s been complaining about his tummy but I thought it was just too much crap food. I should have taken more notice, taken him to the doctor’s.’
She’s chewing so hard at her thumb that I gently move her hand from her face before she does some real damage to it.
‘You couldn’t have known. He was fine when you went out, excited about cooking with me. It just happened really quickly after that.’
Then I remember where she’s been.
‘How did it go at the studios anyway?’
‘What? Oh, it was fine. Good,’ she says vaguely, but it’s clear I’m not going to get much more out of her.
‘We missed it, I’m afraid. Josh was sick and then all hell broke loose. We can watch it on catch-up tomorrow.’
But Carrie isn’t really listening. She’s on her phone googling.
‘It can be really serious,’ she says without looking up. ‘There’s a high risk of infection, peritonitis, all sorts. God, Bex. Do you think he might die?’
‘‘No,’ I say quickly. ‘‘No, not at all. He’s in the best place and if that is what it is then they’ll operate straight away. It’ll be fine.’ I try to sound confident but really I’m just as scared as Carrie.
She sits down on one of the hard plastic chairs and then springs back up again and starts pacing.
‘What the hell was I doing? Messing about in a TV studio with this stupid strike when Josh needed me?’
She’s talking to herself really but I answer.
‘You were out living your life. This could have happened at any time. It might have been when he was at school or at football. Anywhere. And would you be beating yourself up then? No! This is not your fault, Carrie, and it makes no difference to anything that you were out. You can’t let yourself think that way.’
But I can tell just by looking at her, her anguished pale face, the tears cascading down her cheeks, the way she’s wringing her hands together so hard that the bones will surely snap, that that is exactly how she’s thinking.
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Mark arrives next. He strides across the waiting room and straight to Carrie. She basically falls into his arms and I see her shoulders shake as he holds her close against his chest. He whispers softly into her hair and just then you wouldn’t know that they’ve barely been speaking for over a week.
After a few moments, he pulls away and holds her at arm’s length so he can look into her eyes.
‘Tell me what we know.’
‘Nothing,’ wails Carrie. ‘They haven’t told us anything.’
Mark looks over to me for more information.
‘He didn’t want any ice cream after tea, then he said his tummy hurt. Then he was sick and got very hot and then I called an ambulance. The whole thing took about half an hour. Really quick. There’s talk of a burst appendix but we don’t know anything for sure.’
‘And where’s Amy? Is she here somewhere?’ asks Mark, his eyes scanning the room.
‘No. She’s safe at home with Mum,’ I say and Mark relaxes a little, like he’s assessing the magnitude of what he has to deal with and it just got a bit easier.
‘And the doctors haven’t said anything?’ he clarifies.
Carrie shakes her head. ‘They just told us to wait in here.’
‘Okay,’ he says and steers Carrie to a chair. ‘Then we wait.’
When I’ve been in hospital before there have always been a pile of ancient magazines on a table somewhere, their covers torn and curling. In this post-Covid world they seem to have disappeared and I suddenly wish they were there. Not that I could read anything – my head is too full and I couldn’t concentrate – but it would give me something to do with my hands. I think about scrolling through my phone but that feels wrong too, so I just sit there and watch the second hand on the big, white wall clock as it ticks its way round, and round, and round.
A text buzzes in from Mum.
Any news?
Not yet, I text back and then I go back to my waiting.
Carrie and Mark are holding hands, both staring at the door, like they’re willing it to open. And then finally it does.
A doctor comes in, stethoscope slung around his neck and heavy dark circles under his eyes.
‘Mr and Mrs Bradley?’ he asks.
My heart pauses and then begins to race.
‘Yes,’ say Carrie and Mark together.
‘I’m Dr Barnes. I’ve just been with Josh and all is well.’
Carrie’s breath escapes from her in a rush and she doubles over, hugging herself tightly.
‘Oh, thank God,’ says Mark. ‘How is he? What was it? His appendix?’
‘Thankfully not,’ says Dr Barnes. ‘His appendix is still intact. No, he has diverticulitis. It’s an inflammation of the lining of the intestine, which often presents like a ruptured appendix but is generally far less serious. We’ve put him on a course of antibiotics which should clear it up pretty quickly. We’d like to keep an eye on him overnight, but assuming all is well he’ll be able to go home tomorrow.’
Colour rushes back into Carrie’s cheeks and she looks instantly more like herself.
‘Can we see him?’ she asks.
‘He’s asleep now and hopefully he’ll sleep until morning. The best thing you can do is go home and get some rest.’
Carrie is shaking her head.
‘No. I want to stay with him. I can do that, can’t I? I don’t want him waking up in the night and not knowing where he is.’
The doctor looks reluctant but Carrie is not taking ‘no’ for an answer. She’s giving him that lioness look mothers have when someone is threatening their children. The doctor caves in pretty quickly.
‘Okay, but you’ll have to sit in the chair next to his bed. There’s nowhere to lie down.’
‘That’s fine,’ says Carrie, and then, almost laughing, ‘I’ve been sleeping in a shed for a week. I can cope with anything.’
The doctor either doesn’t hear or thinks he’s heard wrong. Either way, he just turns to leave.
‘Follow me and I’ll take you to him,’ he says.
‘Is that okay?’ Carrie asks Mark and he nods.
‘Yes. You stay with him. I’ll go home and make sure Amy is okay. It’ll have been a shock for her.’
And so we go our separate ways, Carrie with the doctor and Mark and I through the rabbit warren of corridors to where Mark has left his car.
‘What a nightmare,’ Mark says as we walk. ‘Thanks for being there, Bex. You were great.’
I give a little ‘oh it was nothing’ kind of shrug but his words warm me. It’s so lovely to feel useful. Then it occurs to me that Mark won’t know why Carrie wasn’t at home. The whole TV interview thing blew up after school and there would have been no time to tell him. I steel myself ready to answer the questions that are bound to come about where Carrie was, but they don’t. Mark just seems content that all is now well and doesn’t delve any deeper.
We drive home in silence, with some programme about psychiatry playing on the radio that I don’t tune into. By the time the car pulls up outside Carrie’s house, I am drop dead exhausted. My body feels like lead and I could just close my eyes and fall asleep standing up, but I manage to stumble my way into the house.
Mum and Amy leap to their feet as soon as we walk into the sitting room.
‘Is he okay?’ asks Amy immediately.
She runs to Mark and he wraps his arms around her.
‘Yes, he’s fine. It’s just an infection. They’ve given him antibiotics and he’ll be right as rain in a day or two.’
‘We forgot his bag,’ says Amy. ‘I packed it for him but then we forgot.’
Her face crumples as if this is the end of the world. Mark smiles at her.
‘That was really kind, Amy, but don’t worry. I’m sure they have everything he needs and he’ll be coming home tomorrow.’
‘Where’s Mum?’
‘She’s staying with him, keeping him company when he wakes up.’
Amy takes this in, then her face brightens.
‘Did you see Mum on the telly. We missed it, didn’t we Granny, because of Josh.’
Mark’s brow furrows as he looks from Mum to me and then back again.
‘We’ll explain tomorrow,’ says Mum. ‘There’s been more than enough excitement for one day.’
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CARRIE
I have to say that my bed in the shed is considerably more comfortable than an NHS chair but I don’t care because all that matters is that Josh is okay. I watch him as he sleeps, his little chest rising and falling. He still looks a bit flushed but when I stroke his cheek, gently so as not to wake him, it feels normal and not too hot. The antibiotics must be doing their thing.
The ward is quiet at night, the lighting low, and there’s not much movement in the corridor beyond the doors. It brings back memories of my working life. Despite the exhaustion and disruption that the night shifts caused, there was something special about working through the small hours on quiet nights like these. I would be there, guarding my patients against the dangers, real and imagined, that the dark can bring with it. Calm, controlled, making them feel safe when they were at their most vulnerable.
I think about how it felt to make a difference, the gratitude from patients and their families – obviously not every day and not every family. To be truthful, some of them were vile to deal with. In the main, though, I’d arrive home exhausted but with a sense of achievement, knowing that I had made a difference to someone else’s life, and for that shift anyway I had mattered.
I don’t feel like that anymore.
There are four beds in the room, but only one other was occupied when we came in, a small lump in the bed, the crown of a little blond head just visible. I wonder why he is here and a long-forgotten habit almost has me on me on my feet and investigating for myself, but I stay where I am. That patient is none of my concern.
I reposition myself, trying to tuck my legs up, but the chair isn’t big enough to accommodate them. It doesn’t matter. I’m not tired anyway. My head feels far too alive, buzzing with thoughts and sensations. The panic has subsided, now that I can see for myself that Josh is all right, so I let my mind spool back to earlier in the evening. Stacey and the studio, my initial nerves and then how eloquent I managed to be. Appearing on the television show almost seems trivial now, but it wasn’t, not at the time. It was a big deal.
And then I’m curious. I search for my phone in my bag, scanning the ward walls as my hand digs around for any warning notices about not using your mobile but there aren’t any. As my fingers close around it, I wonder how I can bring up the post that Amy found so easily. It feels really icky to google myself but that must be the quickest way to find it.
I type my name and ‘shed’ into the search box and watch, my heart in my mouth. The Evening Post article comes up, as does X. Taking a deep breath, I tap X and brace myself for the barrage of posts that are bound to be there from trolls and perfectly nice people who just think I’m ridiculous.
As I scroll through the comments I begin to relax. Yes, there are one or two suggesting I get back to my kitchen and a bit of vitriol about the luxury of being a stay-at-home mum in the first place. Those ones make me wince because they have a valid point. I know it’s a privilege to be able to work in the home and one that many mothers can’t even begin to consider. Hark at her moaning about her good fortune.
Yet it is my reality. I am that privileged woman who can focus on their family’s needs rather than needing to bring an income in. And it’s not as if I took to social media myself. I was put there by someone else.
Most of the comments are supportive of my protest, some of them quite thoughtful on the conundrum of the balance of labour in the home. I become quite lost in their arguments, following the threads as they meander around the main points. Then a little voice cuts through my thoughts.
‘Mum?’
I look up at once, re-centring my attention on my baby boy. I reach over and stroke his matted hair.
‘Hi Josh,’ I say keeping my voice low. ‘How are you feeling?’
‘Better. My tummy still hurts a bit but it’s okay.’
‘Good. The doctor is giving you some medicine which will make it better. You gave us a bit of a scare back there.’
He grins at me, pleased by this idea.
‘Was it good being on TV? We missed it because I was sick at the wrong time.’
Bless him that in all the trauma of the previous evening this is the part he wants to talk about.
‘It was good. I enjoyed it. And it was interesting seeing all the cameras and everything.’
Josh nods but already his eyes are starting to droop.
‘You go back to sleep,’ I whisper, and it looks as if he’s already there. Then he speaks again, this time without opening his eyes.
‘I’m glad you’re here.’
Tears stream down my face and I’m grateful that he can’t see them. I wipe them away with the back of my hand and try not to sniff so he doesn’t know I’m crying.
‘I’ll always be here, baby boy,’ I say.
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Josh is discharged the next day with a course of antibiotics and permission to miss school for the rest of the week. He looks quite crestfallen when the doctor says this and she picks up on it at once.
‘But if you’re feeling well then you can go back tomorrow,’ she says with a wink. ‘Can’t wait to tell your friends about the ambulance?’
His smile is on the sheepish side as he nods his head. She looks over his head at me and gives me a tiny nod, as if to say, ‘Your call.’ I smile back. I’m a mum. I’ve got this.
I ring Mark, reassuring him that all is well and that there’s no point him taking time off today.
Then we gather our few belongings and make our way to the nurse’s station to say goodbye. The nurse is typing something up but she looks up when she hears us there.
‘We’re just going, so we wanted to say thank . . . Oh! Hi! Nicky!’
As soon as she looks up, I recognise the nurse as someone I trained with. We haven’t seen each other for over a decade. She looks just the same, a bit jaded maybe, more fuzzy around the edges. I wonder how I look to her.
‘Carrie!’ she says, face lighting up in recognition. ‘How are you?’
‘Good, thanks. Better now we have this one well again.’ I ruffle Josh’s hair and he wriggles away from my hand as if he objects, although I know he doesn’t really.
‘You feeling better now?’ she asks Josh and he nods shyly.
‘Where are you working these days?’ she asks me. ‘Not here surely?’
‘God no. I gave up to look after the kids. I have a fourteen year old too.’
‘That’s a shame,’ she says. ‘We need more like you. It’s manic and they don’t seem to be able to get people to stay.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Bet you don’t miss it, though. Long days. Crap pay. No thanks.’
Well, that sounds familiar.
I want to tell her I do miss it, that I miss it very much, but that feels a bit weird, so instead I smile and say it was nice to see her, and we leave to find a taxi to take us home.
There’s no one there when we get back, but someone has tidied up. All crockery is away rather than just left where it was used, and the wrapping paper has finally gone from the lounge floor. I can even see vacuum cleaner tracks in the carpet. Amy, I suspect, or maybe Bex. Either way, I’m grateful to be coming home to a clean house.
I get Josh established on the sofa and go to see if there’s any food to speak of. The fridge isn’t as full as I’d like it but there’s enough for the makings of a lunch for me and Josh. I peer at the rota. Mark and Amy on tea duty. I toy with messaging one or other of them to remind them.
Then it occurs to me that perhaps they will be expecting me to give up my strike, the shock of everything that just happened with Josh being enough to bring me back to my senses. And they might be right.
I consider this for less than two seconds.
No.
Nothing has changed.
The strike must go on.
I can’t go out because of Josh being at home and I can’t do any housework either because of the strike so I might have struggled for things to do, but I find that I’m inundated with messages. It seems that every woman and her dog was in and watching their television between half six and seven last night and those that weren’t have since found the interview on catch-up.
The messages are exclusively supportive – although, as these are women I know, I hope that if they didn’t agree they wouldn’t bother to tell me. However, these unprompted tokens of solidarity are so encouraging that I search for the interview myself and, with my face screwed up in excruciating agony at seeing myself on screen, I manage to watch it.
It’s actually not that bad! I don’t come across as an extremist, just a woman who wants things to change, which is what I am. In fact, I might even go so far as to say that I’m proud of myself.
But this can’t go on indefinitely. If things are going to change around here, perhaps I’m going to have to do some nudging in the right direction.
Sometime after lunch, Bex appears. I’d assumed she’d be at work so I’m surprised to see her.
‘Working from home today?’ I ask her and she pulls a face.
‘There’s been a bit of a development on that front. My bitch of a boss, ex-boss in fact, fired me on Monday.’
She looks very calm for a woman who now has no means of supporting herself. Then I remember Lloyd. He’s always been there to dig Bex out of whatever hole she has managed to topple into. I assume he’s going to be her knight in shining armour again now.
‘Why?’ I ask. I’m tempted to say ‘What did you do?’ but I hold back.
‘I undermined her in front of a potential client, Faraday Holt, and she didn’t like it.’ She shrugs, like this is something that happens all the time. I don’t know who Faraday Holt is, but something about the way she says the name makes me think that I should, so I try to look impressed, nodding and raising my eyebrows. Then I get back to the main issue where I feel I am on more solid ground.
‘She can’t sack you for that. I’m no lawyer but I’m sure she can’t. She has to give you warnings and stuff.’
‘I was already on a warning.’ Bex doesn’t meet my eye, focusing instead on her fingernails. ‘But she’s been gunning for me for a while now. This just handed her what she was looking for on a plate.’
My insides are churning at the thought of her having no money, especially given the current state of her house, but Bex looks supremely unconcerned.
‘What will you do?’ I ask. It’s not an unreasonable question, but Bex isn’t known for being reasonable and I brace myself against her response.
But she just smiles at me enigmatically and gets her laptop out of her bag. She opens it up and navigates to what looks like a very trendy website. It’s all coloured boxes that slide in and out across the screen as I watch. And across the top in a modern font, it says Bex Archer – Media Solutions.
‘Wow! Is that you?’
‘Well of course it’s me,’ she says. ‘Who else would it be?’
‘And you’re up and running?’
She screws up her nose. ‘Not exactly. I still need some funding from the bank. But I have a meeting on Friday. I have a business plan all ready to go.’
‘That’s great,’ I say, genuinely excited for her. ‘Handy to have an entrepreneur for a dad, eh?’
She narrows her eyes and her expression shifts.
‘Dad doesn’t know. Nor Mum. This is just me.’
‘Wow,’ I say again and then immediately worry that she’ll be insulted by what might look like my lack of faith in her. ‘I mean . . . I don’t mean . . . It’s a surprise that’s all. And it looks fantastic.’ I nod at the website, which does look amazing.
‘Jakub helped,’ she says and the tip of her nose goes pink.
‘Jakub?’
‘My builder.’
I’m lost now, but that doesn’t matter. I’m just happy that she seems happy.
‘Show me,’ I say and so she talks me through her proposal, me asking questions about the parts I don’t understand. She has a response for all of them. To give her her due, it really looks like she’s done her homework.
‘It’s all very impressive, Bex,’ I say, when she reaches the end of what I assume is her pitch to the bank and flips down the screen. ‘Well done.’
‘Thanks,’ she says, almost shyly.
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We don’t find out what Mark has been up to until later. Amy gets home from school a ball of energy after the double whammy of her mother being on television and her brother being blue-lighted to hospital. The two stories occurring simultaneously seems to have given her celebrity status and she’s riding that cloud for all it’s worth.
‘We talked about your strike in form period this morning,’ she says, all matter of fact, but I can tell that it’s an effort for her to play it so cool.
When I was at school, the first period of the day was when we chatted about the previous night’s soap operas and caught up on any interesting gossip. These days they use it to impart life skills to students. It seems that my strike has struck a chord.
‘I told Mr Cawood that you were on Leeds Tonight because you’re on strike, and then we discussed women’s rights. It was, like, pretty cool.’
She actually high-fives me at this point, although she looks as if she regrets it pretty much as soon as her hand is in the air.
‘Oh heck,’ I reply. I’m still not at all sure I like people talking about me in my absence. ‘And what did people think?’
‘Well, the girls all thought you’re right. And some of the boys did too. Milo said I should move into your bedroom so I can have an en suite. His dad doesn’t live with them so he forgot that Dad sleeps in there too. Idiot.’
Something about the way she says Milo’s name makes me wonder if there might be a budding love interest there, but I know better than to pry where affairs of the teenage heart are concerned.
‘It was good, though. We talked about it for, like, the whole of form period.’ She throws me a sidelong glance. ‘I was proud of you.’
High praise indeed.
‘Thanks,’ I say.
I can’t remember a time when my daughter has said this before. That she loves me, yes of course. But that she’s proud of me? That feels good, and I try to ignore that this has only come up now because she’s on the cusp of adulthood and will be leaving me soon. Then, hopefully, she’ll recognise all those years when I was quietly supporting her from behind the scenes as well.
‘And I’m glad you approve of my strike because Dad just texted. He’s going to be late home so you’re on your own making tea, unless you can rope your Auntie Bex into helping.’
Amy groans and then pulls a pleading face at Bex who, still on a high from telling me all about her new plans, lets out a comedy sigh and rolls her eyes.
‘Go on then,’ she says.
Just after six I get a cryptic message from Mark.
‘Turn the TV on at 6.30pm. BBC 1.’
I stare at my phone. What does this mean?
Then a cold dread creeps through me. I have Mark on the tracker app on my phone. I always forget it’s there, and it takes me a while to locate it, but when I do my fears are confirmed. Mark’s little face icon is sitting exactly where I was this time yesterday. The BBC building in Leeds.
What is he doing? My pulse starts to bang as I consider the possibilities. We haven’t had a chance to talk about my appearance on Leeds Tonight yet, so why is he going to be on the show? Surely it can’t be revenge.
I wrack my memory for exactly what I said about him, but I’m pretty sure there was nothing bad. This protest isn’t about him, after all. Well, maybe he started it with his Vegas trip but I haven’t mentioned that to anyone I don’t trust. And this is the local BBC evening news. I don’t think they give airtime to aggrieved husbands.
I message him back, all exclamation marks and emojis, asking what is afoot, but of course his phone is now turned off, like mine was. We will just have to wait.
We all gather round the TV just before half six. Butterflies are holding a party in my stomach. I didn’t think I was too worried about what he might say but my body is telling me otherwise.
We sit through pieces about some skulduggery at the council, an argument over a new bus route, an animal shelter that needs more funding and new management at Leeds United. And then, in the slot just before the weather, Stacey stares straight into the camera like she’s talking directly to me.
‘Now, if you were watching last night, you’ll recall that we had Carrie Bradley on the programme. Carrie has caused a social media storm by downing tools at her home in Leeds and going on strike. Not only that, but to show she means business she’s been sleeping in her garden shed.’
There’s the minutest raise of an eyebrow at this. That’ll be those spiders again.
‘Anyway, today we were contacted by her husband, Mark, and we invited him to come and give the other side of the story, the male point of view if you like. We’re all about balance here at the BBC. Welcome, Mark.’
The camera pans out and there is Mark sitting next to Stacey. He’s wearing what he went to work in but someone has done something to his hair so it looks perkier than normal. The corners of my mouth turn up instinctively at the sight of him on the screen. He looks lovely.
‘There he is!!’ squeaks Josh.
‘Shut up!’ snaps Amy.
‘Shush both of you,’ I chip in. ‘We’ll miss what he’s saying.’
‘Hi Stacey,’ he says, all confident smile and relaxed shoulders. He looks much more at home on that sofa than I felt.
‘So, Mark. Carrie shared her side of the debate with us last night and now we’re interested in the male point of view. Do you think she was right when she said that what society thinks and what it does aren’t quite aligned?’
Mark pauses before he speaks, like he’s weighing the question up although I’m sure he must have the answer at his fingertips. Then he looks directly into Stacey’s eyes as if she is the only person in the room and he has no interest in anyone or anything else. It’s a talent he has. I’ve seen him do it loads of times, making people feel like they are all that matters in that moment. It used to make me feel a bit jealous when he turned his charm full beam on someone else, but now I can just see it for what it is – simply one of Mark’s life skills.
I can’t tell if it’s working on Stacey or not, but then he starts to speak so I tune into what he’s actually saying instead.
‘I do,’ he says. Head tilt. Pause for thought. ‘For far too long, society just assumed that it was the man’s job to hunt and gather and the woman’s to feed and nurture. And that can work. I thought it was working at our house.’ Small ironic smile. ‘But I can see it could pigeonhole women in a way they might not appreciate. Women might feel diminished as people in their own right by expectations that their role is supposed to be purely domestic.’
What is going on here? Has he swallowed a textbook? Stacey looks thrown. I assume she was hoping for a feistier defence of his sex. Mark simply agreeing with me isn’t going to make great telly.
But then he continues.
‘When I’m at work I’m entirely at work. It has my undivided attention. When I leave the office, I give my leisure pursuits the same kind of focus. That downtime doing the things I enjoy is what gives me the impetus to give my all when I’m at work.’
I tut. Well, that’s the same for all of us, I think, but some of us don’t have the luxury of time for ‘leisure pursuits’. That is the point here.
‘Carrie would do the same if she could,’ he continues, ‘but she would say that, unlike me, she’s at work twenty-four seven because her domestic duties are never finished. There’s no time left for her leisure pursuits.’
Okay, so he has been listening to what I’ve been saying.
‘So now we run into two issues.’ He counts them off on his fingers. ‘One. She likes things around the house doing in a particular way, and the rest of us just can’t quite match up.’
Ah, Mrs Chivers’ argument. Stacey perks up.
‘But surely the family could do the chores to Carrie’s standards,’ she says. ‘If she can do it, then why can’t the rest of you?’
Mark nods his head, conciliatory. Nauseating, maybe?
‘Indeed. And I’m sure we could, given practice. But the thing is, Stacey, there just isn’t time. Which takes me into my second issue. The reason why women might feel like their domestic job has expanded to take up every spare second is because they do everything so thoroughly.’
That’s a back-handed compliment if ever I heard one. I feel my irritation starting to flare. So, doing a job too well is part of the problem, is it? I press my lips together to stop my objections from escaping. I want to listen to him but it’s becoming increasingly hard to keep a lid on my responses.
‘What if, instead of doing everything so well, women were more like us men, cut a few corners here and there, settled for good enough instead of perfect?’
He’s used this argument on me before and it always annoys me. I have to live here too, and I don’t want ‘good enough’. I want things done properly. My chest starts to tighten.
‘So, you’re saying just lower the standards?’ clarifies Stacey. ‘Isn’t that a bit of a cop out?’
Mark graces her with his most self-effacing grin.
‘Maybe. But isn’t the whole of life a compromise? We can’t always have exactly what we want. That’s the same for men as for women. Imagine if I came on here and said that I work really hard all week and I need my weekends off to recharge my batteries. Or I’d like to be at home a bit more as well so I can spend more time with my children but I can’t because I’m stuck in the office.’
He pulls a face designed to show that he knows exactly how that would go down, here at least. Not well.
‘Imagine how that would be taken by my hardworking stay-at-home-mum wife. Both of those things are true, by the way. But men struggle to express those feelings because it makes it sound as if they believe that their work is either harder or more important than their partner’s. And we all know that isn’t true. It’s just different.’
You can see that Stacey is considering this argument but is finding it hard to counter. Mark jumps in again.
‘So, the only way forward is to compromise on quality.’ He says this as if it is a fait accompli, virtually sitting back in the sofa. QED.
‘But what about the saying “many hands make light work”?’ Stacey argues. ‘Surely if everyone in the household helped with the chores then they would be done more quickly, leaving extra time for everyone and not just you.’
‘True. It would. But then Carrie would go round redoing all the jobs until they were done to her standard.’
‘Then why not do everything to her standard in the first place?’
Precisely, I think. Go Stacey! But Mark is quick with his counter-argument.
‘Because that would take more time than we have available. I want to spend at least some of my free time doing the things I enjoy, which doesn’t include ironing and mopping the kitchen floor.’
At this point, Amy turns her head to look at me.
‘He’s got a point, Mum,’ she says.
An angry heat that’s been building inside me threatens to erupt. Is Mark saying that he’s married to a cleaning-obsessed lunatic who would rather scrub the kitchen floor with a toothbrush than spend time with her family?
And sharing the housework is only part of the argument. What about Vegas, the real cause of all this. How does the fact that he has chosen to go away with his mates and ditch his family fit into his wonderful world view? Where was the give and take there?
My jaw is so tight that I can hear my teeth grinding together.
‘So, you’re saying that the solution to Carrie’s strike is to compromise,’ says Stacey. ‘Who do you think has to compromise the most?’
I narrow my eyes. This is a tricky question. If he says me, then he’ll make my position look small-minded and petty in front of anyone who’s watching the news. If he says him, then he’ll never hear the end of it from his mates who’ll give him stick for landing them in it with their own wives. Either way, he’s going to upset someone.
But he doesn’t hesitate. He looks straight into Stacey’s eyes.
‘Me,’ he says. ‘I have to compromise.’
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The programme moves onto the weather but I remain frozen to the sofa. Mark’s interview has taken me to the brink of fury and then stuck a pin in me so I’ve just deflated.
What does he mean, he has to compromise? What exactly is that going to look like?
‘Dad was great, Mum, wasn’t he?’ says Josh, eyes shining, and I am for just a second resentful that, with all the drama of the previous evening, my son didn’t get the chance to see me live on screen. I like to think I was great too. The irony that my shining moment went unseen is not lost on me.
I snap myself out of it and smile brightly at Josh.
‘He was, sweetie,’ I say, through the lump in my throat.
‘Compromise, eh Mum?’ says Amy, her tone a tad on the wry side for one so young. ‘That’ll be a first.’
‘Yes, it will,’ I say bitterly, and then immediately feel terrible for bad-mouthing Mark to the kids.
I need time to process what just happened and I can’t do that with everyone there. I stand up and shift into brisk organising mode.
‘Josh, it’s time for bed. No arguments. Let’s get your antibiotics first and then you can go up and clean your teeth. Amy. Have you got any homework?’
Reluctantly, they drag themselves back into the here and now and set to on what needs to be done. I find the remote and turn the TV off, but I don’t move, just stand there staring at the black screen.
After a moment or two, someone touches my arm and I jump. It’s Bex.
‘Are you okay?’
I have no idea how I feel so I just nod.
‘Compromise sounds good,’ she says her tone optimistic. ‘And you have him on camera saying it. There’s no backing down from there.’
‘No,’ I say lightly and with a little laugh, but I feel anything but light.
Why did he have to go on television to say that stuff. Why couldn’t he just have talked to me? All he’s done over the last week is ignore me or snap at me. Where is the compromise in that? And the way he put it, it’s not even a true concession, not really. It’s like one of those awful apologies where the person doesn’t say that they’re sorry for what they’ve done but twists it round to say that they’re sorry you feel like you do.
I try to remember exactly what he said, what has left me feeling that things are not improved by this and might actually be worse, but his words have evaporated from my head. All that’s left is his final word when asked who was going to compromise, and that saccharine smile.
‘Me.’
And suddenly I need to get out before he gets home. I’m not ready to face him, not yet. I’m grabbing my coat and pulling my trainers on before I know what I’m doing, but I stop myself from leaving for long enough to get Josh settled in bed.
‘How are you feeling now?’ I ask him, touching his soft cheek with the back of my hand.
‘Better,’ he says.
‘Good.’
I kiss him on the forehead. ‘I’m just popping out for a few minutes but Auntie Bex is here and Daddy will be back very soon.’
‘Okay.’
No questions. No objections. Just trust that everything will be as I say it is and that it will be fine.
As I stride down the road, I WhatsApp Marie-Claude and JayJay.
‘On my way to pub for emergency alcohol. If you’re free, please come.’
They don’t let me down and within twenty minutes of my cry for help they are both there.
‘Did you see it?’ I ask.
They both shake their heads, not clear what I’m talking about.
‘Mark. On Leeds Tonight.’
JayJay’s eyebrows meet, confusion written all over her face.
‘Hang on. I thought it was you on Leeds Tonight.’
‘I was. Yesterday. And then Josh got taken into hospital, and when I got home this morning Mark had already left for work. So, I haven’t seen him. And then the next thing I know he’s on TV giving his side of the story. I don’t know if they approached him or the other way around.’
‘How is Josh?’ asks Marie-Claude.
‘Oh, he’s fine, thanks,’ I say, distracted. ‘Antibiotics. Amazing stuff. So, you didn’t see Mark?’
They both shake their heads. I fiddle with my phone to get the programme on iPlayer but then remember that it doesn’t upload instantaneously for live TV. Frustrated, I drop my phone into my lap.
‘What did he say?’ asks JayJay.
‘He said he had to compromise,’ I reply.
‘But that’s good, isn’t it?’
I sigh, because it should be.
‘It was the way he said it that was wrong,’ I manage, not clear how – in the absence of televisual evidence – I can explain what I’m getting at. ‘Oh, I don’t know. It felt patronising, you know. Like the way to solve this issue is to pat me on the head and do what I want for as long as it takes for things to get back to normal.’
‘Isn’t that how all marriages work?’ says JayJay.
‘Maybe, but he did it in public. He did it on live TV, for God’s sake. He made out that I have OCD and that he’s a saint for having to live with me.’
‘This does not sound like Mark,’ objects Marie-Claude.
I screw my nose up.
‘Well, maybe it wasn’t quite that bad, but I definitely feel like I’ve been played, undermined somehow.’
We all take a sip of our drinks, well more a gulp in my case.
‘Have you spoken to him since his programme went out?’ asks JayJay.
I shake my head.
‘Then maybe that’s where you need to start. You can’t keep this up forever, and if he’s used the word “compromise”, and in public! I’d jump on that if I were you. Milk it for all it’s worth.’
Marie-Claude nods. She’s being very quiet, I realise. I know she’s definitely on my side because she’s my friend and she will always support me, but I’m not sure she thinks I’m right.
‘Okay,’ I say and knock back the rest of my drink. ‘I’ll go now and have it out with him.’
They both let it be known that they think this is the right move.
‘Thank you for being here,’ I say as I leave. ‘I love you both.’
As the cold night air hits me, I suddenly feel as limp as a wet cloth. I always hate confrontation, never feel strong enough to deal with it, but with Josh’s hospital trip on top of everything else, I’m rapidly running out of reserves to draw on.
But I have to dig deep. I can’t just fold now or what would have been the point of the last week?
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As I walk up the street I can see Mark’s car on the drive. My stomach turns a somersault but I don’t know why. Is it because I think I’m about to start a whole new argument with him? I don’t think it’s that.
It could be because we haven’t yet had time to discuss the Evening Post article, let alone anything that’s happened since. That’s not ideal, certainly, but not enough to make adrenaline race through my system as it is doing right now. I’m not even particularly cross that he made me look like a cleaning-obsessed idiot anymore. The wine and the soothing chat with Marie-Claude and JayJay kind of took the steam out of my anger.
So, what is it?
I think back to what Marie-Claude said to me at the start of all this.
You must be careful. This is a dangerous path.
I’d assumed she meant it would be dangerous for our marriage. And she was right about that. The last eight days have been among the toughest of my married life so far. The distance between Mark and me feels all wrong. We aren’t a couple who argue or sulk. We just get on with life, taking the bumps in our stride, rolling with the punches as they come. Being at odds like this has definitely put a strain on us that wasn’t there before.
But it isn’t as if I’ve done it on a whim. I’ve examined my every motive, checking in on myself and what it is I’m trying to achieve every single day. This protest of mine has been nothing if not considered. And I really don’t feel like my marriage is in mortal peril. We are nowhere near that point. Nowhere near.
It occurs to me now, however, that Marie-Claude might not have been talking about me and Mark at all. Maybe she was talking about just me. That this was a dangerous path for me to tread.
I stand on the path, not quite ready to open the door.
Where am I in all this? Where is Carrie Bradley? What is it that she wants?
I want my family to help more around the house. I want my husband to acknowledge everything I do for the whole family. I’d like him to stick to our plans and not just drop them for a better offer.
But none of that is that important in the grand scale of things. As Mark has just said, those things are about compromise, and we can definitely learn from all this.
What about me, though?
I’m not expecting the answer when it comes. It takes me by surprise because it isn’t something I’ve ever considered before. But now it shines before me, suspended in the air like a lantern in the darkness and so very bright that I really can’t believe I didn’t see it before.
And then the front door opens and Mark is standing there with his arms wide.
‘I heard you coming up the path,’ he says. ‘But then you didn’t appear. What are you doing out there? You’ll freeze to death! Come inside and we can compare notes on what it feels like to be a Z list celebrity.’
His smile is as wide and open as his arms and I’m drawn to him by the invisible force of the bond between us. And before I know it, he has engulfed me in a hug.
‘I’m sorry, Carrie,’ he says. ‘I am really am. But can we sort this out now? Please.’
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BEX
I’m not sure what happened with Carrie and Mark last night. I was upstairs when I heard her come back and I decided I’d better stay there. I don’t want to get caught up in whatever is going on between those two.
Then this morning, I loiter in my room until I hear Carrie setting off for the school run with Josh before I dare venture downstairs. The kitchen is the tidiest it’s been since I moved in. Either the strike is over or the family are getting into their stride on the helping-out front. Either way, it’s nice not to have to pick my way through everyone else’s debris to make my breakfast.
This morning I’m going to go home and check in on progress with the building works. I’ve not been there for a few days and I tell myself I need to keep on top of Jakub to make sure that things don’t slide. I know this isn’t true though. For all that I’ve moaned about him at the start, he does seem to be the most efficient builder I’ve ever heard of, which is more than I can say for the architect, who hasn’t been in contact at all since she broke the bad news about the windows.
The prospect of seeing Jakub sends an odd little thrill through me, which is extremely disconcerting given that (a) he’s just my builder and not my new love interest, and (b) I might have mentioned, but you couldn’t call him handsome.
The fizz is undeniably there though. I put it down to his involvement in my exciting new business venture and try to ignore it.
When I arrive at the house, I can see that there’s been real progress since I was last here. There’s been some actual building work and, instead of everything smelling of dust and decay, there’s the more positive scent of fresh plaster in the air.
I call out as I go in and Jakub appears almost at once. He’s covered in plaster dust, which has settled in the hairs on his forearms and in his chin stubble, giving him a slightly ethereal air.
‘Hello Bex,’ he says, formal as ever. There’s nothing about him that suggests any greater relationship than just builder and client. Whatever it may be that’s making my stomach flutter doesn’t appear to be mutual.
‘Morning,’ I reply, taking any flirtatious tone that I might have been about to adopt out of my voice. ‘I’ve come to see how the house is coming along.’
And not to see you at all in any way whatsoever, I think but don’t say out loud.
‘Is good,’ he says. ‘You see.’
He sweeps his arm around and I nod to acknowledge the not inconsiderable change in the place.
‘And good news. The window factory had a big cancellation. They do your windows next job.’
This is good news. The sooner the windows are in, the sooner I can move out of the mad house that is Carrie’s place and back in here.
‘Great. When will they be here?’
Jakub shrugs.
‘Next week maybe?’
The windows going in will be great, but we’re still a long way off being done. I can see the underfloor heating pads in their boxes piled up against the wall, and they haven’t even started on the kitchen yet.
‘We finish bathroom too, except tiling,’ he says. ‘You look?’
I follow him up the dusty staircase, taking care not to step on the exposed carpet grippers or to focus on Jakub’s tight little bum which is just at my eye level. Honestly. What is going on here? I need to get a hold of myself.
When we reach the top, out of earshot of his men, Jakub’s expression softens.
‘The business plan is finished? Is tomorrow, the meeting with bank?’
I’m touched that he’s remembered this detail and so I drop the formal client relationship too.
‘I think so. I’ve built a website now as well. I know he won’t be interested in that, but I was on a roll.’
Jakub nods his approval.
‘Is good. I think this time he give you money.’
‘I hope so. If he doesn’t, I’m screwed.’
Jakub looks alarmed – after all, he’s in up to his neck on my house – but that’s Dad’s bill.
‘Don’t worry,’ I add quickly. ‘There’s money for you. You’ll get paid.’
Another nod and his face lightens. I know his chin is weak and his nose is kind of wonky, but he has a kind smile, not that he employs it very often.
‘Thanks for the other night,’ I add, feeling self-conscious and ever so slightly gauche. ‘It was really helpful.’
He shrugs.
‘Was nothing. Is good to help. And is good for my English. I learn business words. You help me too.’
‘If I get the loan I’m taking you out for dinner,’ I say. ‘To say thank you,’ I add quickly in case he thinks I’m asking him out on a date. That’s when I realise that I’d quite like to go out for dinner with him whether I get the money or not.
I can feel my cheeks burning and hope that he hasn’t noticed in the half-light from the boarded windows.
‘Come see the bathroom,’ he says without giving any indication of what he thinks of my dinner suggestion. God, he’s hard work.
The bathroom looks great and I can see that when the tiles go up it’s going to be my own little dream spa as I planned. I’m just telling him so when my mobile rings. I don’t recognise the number but I take the call because you never know, do you?
‘Sorry,’ I mouth at Jakub and head down the stairs towards the light.
‘Hello. Bex Archer.’
‘Bex, hi. It’s Flora, Faraday Holt’s PA. How are you?’
My heart stops and then starts beating extra fast to make up it.
‘Flora, hi. I’m fine, thanks.’
Shit, this is going to be awkward. She obviously doesn’t know that I’ve been sacked.
‘But I do need to tell you that I’m no longer with Lion Media. I can give you Prisha’s number.’
‘No, it’s you I want to speak to. I rang Lion and spoke to someone there, Anzu is she called? She explained that you’ve left and gave me your number. I hope you don’t mind. I know sharing it will be in breach of some policy or other.’
My mind is racing as I try to take in all this information and rework it into some coherent shape so I don’t sound like an idiot. And Anzu gave her my number. God bless her. It was probably guilt at the way Prisha humiliated me, but either way it’s pretty decent of her.
‘Faraday was very impressed with you at the meeting,’ Flora continues, ‘and she wanted to talk to you again about what she needs. But you’re not with Lion now?’
She pauses, clearly wanting me to fill the gap. I don’t have time to think through a strategy so I just tell her like it is.
‘No. I’m in the process of setting up my own agency. I want to go in a different direction and it was clear that I couldn’t do that and stay there.’
I wonder if Anzu has told her what actually happened, but there’s no time to worry about the finer details now.
‘That’s great news. To be honest, Faraday wasn’t at all sure about your boss and was hoping you might be able to run the account without too much interference from her. But if you’re on your own now, then that won’t be a problem. Would you be interested? Faraday has a window for a Zoom call late tomorrow if that suits. Then she can tell you what she’s looking for herself.’
‘That would be great,’ I manage to squeak. ‘Thank you.’
When the call ends, I feel totally stunned. I have no words. I can’t even close my mouth for a moment or two.
My first contract as my own boss, and with such a big brand. It’s the stuff of daydreams.
I know it’s not quite in the bag yet but it’s so close I can taste it.
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CARRIE
Josh went back to school today. His temperature is normal, he’s eating and drinking and, although he says his tummy ‘still feels a bit weird’, he’s desperate to go and tell everyone about his adventure.
We pick up Marie-Claude and Odile as usual. Josh starts telling Odile about the paramedic who looked after him as soon as he’s close enough for her to hear.
‘And so?’ asks Marie-Claude in a low voice. ‘What happened?’
‘We talked,’ I say. ‘He says he gets it, but he’s sticking to what he said in the interview. The only way we all get to have some leisure time is for me to be less fussy.’
Marie-Claude wrinkles her nose.
‘Fussy? He said that?’
‘Yep.’
‘Then he still doesn’t get it?’
‘Nope.’
We walk a few paces in silence.
‘What are you going to do?’
This is the million-dollar question.
‘Honestly? I don’t have a clue. But I did have one idea.’
This will be the first time that I’ve said my new idea out loud. The conversation with Mark felt so unsatisfactory that I didn’t want to muddy the waters with anything else.
‘I’m thinking about going back to work,’ I say, and shoot a glance sideways at Marie-Claude to gauge her reaction. ‘It came to me when I was in the hospital with Josh. It just felt so right being there, like I belonged.’
Marie-Claude claps her hands together.
‘Thank the Lord,’ she says.
‘But how can I?’ I ask at once. ‘I gave up work to look after Amy and Josh. Josh is only nine. We’re hardly out of the woods yet. He’s going to need me at home for at least five more years.’
As I say this, I feel the weight of the world back on my shoulders. I think I’ve found a solution to how I’m feeling, but that solution brings with it a whole new pit of snakes. How can I go back to work when our lives are totally set up around me being at home?
‘And what would I do after school or in the holidays? What about Josh’s football, sports day, the nativity play? If I’m working, I won’t be able to cover any of that.’
‘Lots of women work and manage to look after their children as well,’ says Marie-Claude reasonably. I get a vibe that she thinks I’m being precious here but these are genuine concerns for me.
‘But how?’ I ask. The sheer number of things that I’d no longer be able to do is terrifying.
‘They compromise,’ she says wryly.
‘Touché.’
‘You cannot have it all, Carrie, but you can choose which parts you want the most. And maybe you don’t have to work full time.’
This is true. I could investigate how feasible a part-time contract might be. That hadn’t occurred to me but it does make the idea of going back to work feel more accessible.
‘Did you tell Mark this idea?’
I shake my head and sigh. The moment hadn’t felt right, not with so many other things still up in the air.
‘Then talk to him. Tell him how you feel. Maybe he could work less so you could work more.’
Mark earns far more than I ever could as a nurse, but perhaps he might consider doing some kind of flexible working.
We reach the playground and I can see that the usual small gaggles of mothers (and fathers) have combined into one large gaggle. As I approach, they burst into applause. Someone wolf-whistles.
‘Here she is! Way to go, Carrie!’
I have no idea what’s happening and then it dawns on me that, since I was last here, I’ve been on TV, and no doubt they’ve all either seen it or at least been told about it.
I try to look bashful, which isn’t hard because all the attention makes me feel shy.
‘What you said, you were so right,’ says one mum. ‘It’s the same at our house. He says we share the housework and the childcare but in truth it’s yours truly who does the bulk of it.’
Several other mothers agree with her and then the crowd breaks into smaller groups as they all compare notes about the division of labour where they live. I look over at Marie-Claude and she gives me her insouciant shrug, as if to say, ‘See! No one has the balance perfect.’
We drop the kids off and it takes me a little longer than usual to leave because of all the people wanting to talk to me, either to share their view or to congratulate me on my strike. Eventually though, I escape and Marie-Claude and I walk home.
‘So, did you sleep in your bed last night? Is the strike over?’ she asks me.
‘No!’ I reply quickly. ‘I’ve always said I would stay on strike until things change. There’s been a lot of talk but no actual solutions. Nothing has changed yet.’
Marie-Claude beams at me.
‘Good,’ she says.
Things are definitely improving, though. The kitchen is straight this morning, with everything either in the dishwasher or put away. There is some food in the fridge and while the ironing pile is a mile high, the laundry basket is almost empty.
I’m not certain who is doing all this but I’m not sure Mark had anything to do with it. I suspect Bex did the shopping and Amy the laundry.
Which raises the question, what has Mark done that’s different from what he was doing before? My heart sinks. Nothing. He’s always sorted out his own breakfast and cleared away after himself. I’m not making him a packed lunch, but then neither is he. He must be buying himself something to eat. And there’s been no talk of abandoning Vegas in favour of a half-term holiday with us.
We appear to have reached an impasse.
Someone is going to have to back down. And for all his grand statements about compromise, nothing he said last night or has done so far suggests that it’s going to be him that does it.
I make myself a cup of tea and find his TV interview, now on catch-up for anyone to view. I rewatch it carefully, pausing in places to really think about what he is saying. He is not going to give up the golf or the football or the fishing. He will help me in order to free up more of my time, but only up to a point.
What he is really saying is that the fact that I want everything to be perfect is my problem not his and he isn’t going to step up to let my ideal life play out and put his in jeopardy.
And so, I realise with a heavy heart, we are no further forward at all and I have run out of road.
I am going to have to give up my strike.
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BEX
Today is a big day for Bex Archer. First, I have the meeting with the small business adviser in round two of my attempts to get a loan. And then there’s the Zoom call with Faraday Holt. I don’t know which I’m more nervous about but my stomach is turning somersaults from the moment I wake up.
I hear the back door open around seven. Carrie still seems to be sleeping in the shed and so, in an attempt to get my mind off what lies ahead, I decide to go and chat to her about what is going on. It seems really weird that, after Mark’s appearance on the TV and his very public promise to compromise, she is still not back in the marital bed.
I find her in the kitchen sitting at the table with a cup of tea.
‘Do you know,’ she says as I come in. ‘The longer this goes on, the easier it is just to sit down and do nothing. At the start, it was like I had ants in my pants. I couldn’t relax at all. Now that I can’t actually do any of the jobs that need doing, I’m getting quite good at being still.’
‘Well, that’s a good thing,’ I say, ‘isn’t it?’
I have to say, she doesn’t look as if it’s a good thing.
‘I suppose so,’ she says.
She sits, shoulders slumped in a most un-Carrie like way and it occurs to me that I might actually be a bit worried about her. She lifts her head and looks directly at me as she speaks. Her eyes are dull and her skin is sallow. All her sparkle seems to have gone.
She sighs so deeply that I can almost feel the rush of air. ‘I have a horrible feeling that I might have backed myself into a corner,’ she says.
No shit, Sherlock. I could have told her that on day one. But obviously I don’t say that.
‘So you’re just going to stay on strike and sleep in the shed forever, then?’ I ask.
Her chin wobbles and I see her swallow hard. She looks so very sad that it’s breaking my heart.
‘I think I have to give up,’ she says. ‘I can’t see any other way around it.’
Thank God for that! I don’t say that either.
‘I don’t see it as giving up,’ is what I actually say. ‘You’ve made your point really clearly. You’ve been in the papers and on the telly. It’s not like your strike has gone unnoticed.’
‘All that public stuff’s not important, though,’ she says. ‘What really matters is how we live, us, in this house.’
I’m about to say something else, although I’m not sure what because how can I tell her that she’s been on a hiding to nothing from the start, when Amy comes in and begins to gather her breakfast. Then Carrie signals to me with a stretch of her eyes that she doesn’t want to talk about it in front of Amy, and I am off the hook.
‘I’ve got a meeting with the bank today,’ I say instead, ‘and then one with a potential client.’ A wish not to tempt fate stops me from telling them who but I know Amy at least will be impressed.
Carrie’s face changes from a picture of misery to one of genuine delight in an instant.
‘That’s great news, Bex,’ she says. ‘How exciting! And I’m sure when you explain your plans to the bank, they’ll give you the loan. Make sure you show him that fab website you’ve done.’
I don’t roll my eyes. She means well.
This time, sitting in the waiting area of the bank, I feel different. I’m still nervous – there’s a lot riding on this after all – but whereas last time I just assumed he would give me the money, now I know more and think that he really should.
When he appears, still quite ferrety, I give him my widest smile, confidently meeting his eye and ignoring the flakes of dandruff on his shoulders.
‘How nice to see you again,’ he says and leads me to the same little table where I faced total mortification before. ‘Please, sit down.’
I do, and get out my laptop. Something about knowing that I have the call with Faraday Holt this afternoon is giving me a certain self-assurance. I might be new to this running-a-business lark but I know what clients are looking for.
‘I hope you got my revised plan,’ I say. ‘Things have moved on since we last spoke. I have left my previous employer . . .’
There is the slightest flicker of surprise on his face. I imagine he’s thinking that I might be getting ahead of myself but I press on.
‘. . . so I’ve had plenty of opportunity to focus entirely on my new business. Not only have I reworked the plan to include the elements that were missing, but I have also built my website, and this afternoon I have a Zoom call with my first client, who wants me to handle one of their accounts which I understand has a six-figure turnover.’
He nods, taking this in, although I could be telling him anything. There’s no way of checking if I’m telling the truth but I hope he can see that I’m genuine.
‘I’ve worked through your new plan,’ he begins and my stomach lurches. ‘A great improvement on the last one, if I may say. Can you talk me through this series of packages that you’re going to offer?’
And with that we’re off. He asks questions about how I reached my projected figures and, thanks to the hours spent with Jakub, I can explain them with no problem. He nods and makes approving sounds and the tiny seed of confidence that I’m carrying inside me sprouts and little green shoots start to emerge.
When I’ve answered all his questions, he sits back in his chair.
‘Well, I’m satisfied that you have the makings of a business we can support,’ he says.
I fight to keep my smile under control so he doesn’t think I’m unhinged.
‘That’s great news,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’
We talk next steps and timings and by the time I walk out of the bank I’m feeling ten feet tall.
My phone buzzes in my pocket and there’s a message from Jakub. In keeping with his laconic style, it’s just one word long.
Good?
Very good! I message back.
The gods must be smiling on me today because the Zoom call with Faraday Holt goes brilliantly too. It’s amazing how much more easily my ideas flow when I don’t have Prisha sitting next to me scowling every time I open my mouth. We discuss what she needs and what I can provide. She is so open with me that, almost against my better judgement, I feel the need to return the favour.
‘I have to tell you,’ I begin, my mouth turning dry as I think about how badly the forthcoming sentence might go down, ‘that I have only just started out on my own. You would be my very first client.’
I swallow and try to meet her eye through the screen but I’m blinking so hard that it’s difficult. Faraday pauses, leaning back in her chair to contemplate what she sees – me, in fact. Her blue eyes are very still as she thinks.
The silence seems to go on forever and I know that I’ve blown it. In my clumsy attempt to set us off on the right foot, I have managed to scare her away. It’s all I can do not to press Leave Meeting and never contact her again. But, somehow, I hold my nerve.
Then she speaks, slowly as if she’s choosing her words carefully.
‘I did know that,’ she says. ‘Or at least I suspected it. But thank you for being so honest. There aren’t many who would have confessed so honestly.’
I can feel my cheeks blush. Is she going on to say that my naivety means that she will pass this time but that she’ll keep my name on file? I could kick myself for my stupidity.
‘It is a risk,’ she goes on. ‘Giving work to a start-up. But if I’d always played things safe, I wouldn’t have got to where I am. I like you, Bex. I like your energy. I like that you were prepared to contradict your boss to make sure that I got the best advice. I’m guessing, given where you are, that didn’t work out too well for you.’ She throws me a quizzical look and I give her a little ‘you’ve got that right’ shrug. ‘But it would have been easy for you to back her up and ignore the fact that you thought she was wrong. You didn’t do that. And this is impressive.’ I can’t see what she’s gesturing to but I assume it’s the package of services that I sent across to her. ‘I don’t know what’s been going on in the background or for how long, but you’ve turned yourself around from your setback pretty quickly.’
I hope my smile is modest and not cocky, and I resist the urge to tell her that I had nothing this time last week. We don’t need any more confessions.
‘So, I’m going to take a chance on you,’ Faraday continues. ‘We’ll start small. I’m not going to give you the whole of the Accessories business to work with to begin with. And it’ll be for a trial period of three months. But let’s see what you can do in that time. How does that sound?’
My heart is banging so hard against my ribs that I can barely speak.
‘That sounds perfect,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’
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CARRIE
The strike is over.
I strip the blow-up mattress of its bedding and carry the duvet and pillows back in the house with a heavy heart, but I can’t see any way round it. Bex is right. I can’t sleep out there indefinitely and I have to start pulling my weight in the house again too.
Next, I dismantle my little bedside table and take my tea tray inside. As I unhook the fairy lights from the wall, I think about leaving them up there. They’re so pretty. But what would be the point? Who needs fairy lights in a garden shed?
I will miss having my own space though. Mrs Chivers (or was it Virginia Woolf?) was right about that at least. Every woman should have a room she can call her own. Something for me to ponder on in the future. But for now, the shed must go back into shared ownership, even though I do this reluctantly.
The last task is to take down the mattress. I find the stopper and pull and at once the air begins to hiss its way out, and with it all my hopes and dreams of making something different happen. I watch the mattress deflate and know exactly how it feels.
But there’s no point in feeling sorry for myself. I have six hours before I need to be back at school. In the best Carrie Bradley tradition, I shall put them to good use.
I start with the cleaning and move round the house like a woman possessed, dusting, wiping and vacuuming until the whole place shines like a new pin.
It crosses my mind that, considering basically no cleaning has happened for ten days, it isn’t really in that bad a state. Before the strike, I would have cleaned some part of it every day. Do I really need to do that going forward? Mark’s words ring in my head. Perhaps I could cut a few corners here and there. Would the world as we know it end if I didn’t dust the skirting boards every week?
I tackle the ironing pile next. Again, it’s not as bad as I’d thought. The family must have been taking things to wear even though they were creased. Had I noticed? Well, to be fair, I haven’t been scrutinising their appearance while on strike because I couldn’t bear to look, but no lives seem to have been lost just because a couple of polo shirts and the odd pair of jeans weren’t pristinely pressed.
Might Mark have a point about not running the house as if it’s a royal palace? I’m not quite ready to concede that yet, but I’ll think about it at least.
Finally, I bake. There isn’t time to do more than a batch of flapjacks but it feels good to know that it’ll be there for Amy and Josh when they get home.
Just like the old days.
But isn’t that precisely what the strike was about, moving away from the old days? My head is in turmoil, but I quickly decide that baking for my family isn’t part of what I was trying to change. That’s one of the perks of my job.
Even though I’ve blasted my way through all those tasks, I still have almost an hour left before I have to pick up Josh. I find my laptop and google ‘going back into nursing’. Just doing the search feels like a betrayal, as if I’m doing something shameful. I keep wanting to look over my shoulder to make sure I’m not being overlooked. But what a guilty pleasure.
The first thing that pops up is a video featuring three ‘return to practice’ nurses. I click. They are people just like me who stopped nursing because it didn’t fit with their lives but were never quite able to let it go. One of them gave up nursing to look after her children just as I did.
As I watch them explaining the process of getting back into nursing, I can feel my excitement building. The film ends with the tagline ‘Once a Nurse, Always a Nurse’. That’s spot on.
Somehow, I’d forgotten that I am a nurse in my heart. It was when I was back in the hospital with Josh that I remembered the joy I used to feel as I was caring for people and helping them when they most needed it, or even when they didn’t. It dawns on me now that, even in the years I haven’t been in paid employment, I have been doing much the same job, just on a much smaller scale. And now that my tiny charges need me a little less, I’m ready to expand my world again and care for others on a bigger scale.
My fingers can’t work fast enough as I scroll through the pages, reading the requirements of what I need to do to pick up where I left off. I find some Return to Nursing courses. One is nearby and only takes three to six months to complete. There’s even a grant to help with expenses. I download the application for the course and have it more or less complete by the time three o’clock rolls round.
When Josh and I walk back into the house after school I’m hoping that he’ll notice all my hard work, but of course he doesn’t. He does spot the flapjacks sitting on the counter, though, and helps himself without questioning how their sudden appearance might mesh with my strike. Part of me longs to point it all out to him. ‘Look! I’m back! Isn’t it wonderful? Aren’t you delighted?’
But I don’t. I’m just happy that he’s happy.
Amy is more aware of her surroundings.
‘Is that furniture polish I smell?’ she says as she walks into the kitchen. She casts an eye around the room, taking in the gleaming countertops and sparkling taps. ‘You’re back then,’ she says to me. ‘Thank God for that. What’s for tea? I’m starving.’
I make lasagne for tea because I have the meat and cheese sauces already prepared and in the freezer. By the time Mark and Bex come in, the house smells not just of cleaning fluids but also of real home cooking.
‘Could you set the table please, Amy?’ I ask politely, and instead of tutting and eye-rolling she leaps into action. She makes a decent job of it too, not forgetting anything and even getting the knives and forks on the right sides of the plates. I don’t know how long this helpfulness is going to last but it’s a good start at least.
We sit down to eat together, all steadfastly ignoring the fact that life appears to be back to normal.
‘How did you get on today?’ I ask Bex, but I can tell she has good news just from the way she’s glowing.
‘I got the loan and the client!’ she says, with the widest smile I’ve seen in a long time.
‘What’s this?’ asks Mark.
‘Bex is setting up in business on her own,’ I say proudly.
Mark looks impressed.
‘Wow! That’s exciting.’
‘Yes. My own agency. Just me to start with but who knows what might happen in the future.’
She blushes prettily at her own ambition but it’s lovely to see. I’m certain she’ll do well. We both share a certain kind of determination.
‘Indeed,’ I say. ‘The world is your oyster. Well done, Bex. That’s great news.’
‘And they’re making great progress with the house so I should be out of your way pretty soon,’ she adds.
A little stab of disappointment cuts through me. I’m enjoying having her here, I realise suddenly, belatedly. It’s lovely having someone new to talk to, another adult in my world, even if she isn’t always the easiest to get on with. But then maybe, when I go back to work, I won’t be in quite so much need of company.
I could share my news too, but I don’t want to undermine Bex and I really should discuss it with Mark before I announce my intentions to the kids. This will be a family decision after all.
But the knowledge that I am moving forward glows inside me like a little beacon and for now I’m just enjoying its secret warmth.
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Mark stands up from the table.
‘That was lovely, thanks Carrie,’ he says.
I’m not saying my family never thank me for the meals I cook, but I probably have more pairs of knickers than I’ve had unprompted expressions of gratitude. But he’s making an effort and that’s the main thing. I smile graciously and say that he’s welcome.
He begins to stack the dishes in the dishwasher. Before you get too excited, this isn’t a new development post-strike. The bare minimum I would ever expect from my family is that they put their dirty plates in the dishwasher. Obviously, those expectations were confounded during my strike but we’re back on an even keel now.
‘And now I’d better get on with my packing.’
Packing?!
For one terrible, awful moment I think he’s going to leave me, but it can’t be that. Ignoring the sick feeling that the thought prompted, I try and work out what he’s talking about. And then I remember. It’s half term. The kids must have broken up today and, what with everything that’s been going on this week, it’s gone clean out of my head.
That must mean that Mark is going to Las Vegas. I don’t know the timings of his flights or anything else about the trip. I haven’t taken any notice of the arrangements. Quite frankly, I don’t care. He can do what he likes as long as he doesn’t expect me to be interested.
The knots inside me that had so recently smoothed themselves out start to tighten again. I try to hold onto that lovely feeling of positivity that I had a few minutes ago, but I can feel it slithering away from me.
He’s going to Las Vegas.
After everything I’ve said and done over the last ten days, he’s still going to go.
I don’t respond to his comment. At this moment, I feel he can go and pack everything he owns for all I care.
‘And the rest of you should probably do the same.’ He pulls an apologetic face at Bex. ‘Although not you, Bex. There isn’t room. But I’m sure you’ll enjoy some time here on your own to work on your new venture.’
What’s going on?
I stare at Mark and then at Bex, although it’s clear from her expression that she’s as confused as me. He grins like the cat that got the cream.
‘Whitby?’ he says, palms upwards in a questioning gesture as if this should be entirely obvious and I am being particularly dim to have to ask. ‘Family trip for half term?’
‘But . . .’
Josh is much quicker off the mark. He’s jumping up and down on the spot and punching the air.
‘Yay!! Whitby!!!’
Amy is, as you might expect from a teenage girl, slightly less enthusiastic, but she’s smiling and her face doesn’t say a family trip to Whitby would kill her.
Josh pelts out of the kitchen and up the stairs to start amassing whatever a nine-year-old boy thinks he needs for a trip to the seaside, and Amy follows him telling him not to forget his trunks (although that’s hopelessly optimistic) and then Bex, sensing that she shouldn’t be here either, leaves too.
I stand and gawp at Mark, still not quite understanding.
‘You cancelled your trip? For us?’
I can’t believe it. I’m thrilled and astounded and delighted. I feel victorious and cherished and vindicated all at the same time. He did take notice of what I’ve been saying. It made an impact. He thought about my points, and then he changed his plans.
He licks his lips and the pause before he answers is a little too long.
Ah. Not quite as I imagined, it seems.
I arrange my features into an expression that says ‘Come on then, out with it’ and wait.
‘Something blew up at Justin’s work. He can’t get away so the trip is off.’
I open my mouth to speak but he keeps talking.
‘And I’ve spoken to mum and dad. We can still have the cottage. So everything is back to how it was before all this . . .’
He pauses, circling his hands in the air, trying to find a way to describe my strike and failing.
‘. . . all this happened.’
I could be cross. In fact, I could be furious. It feels a lot like he is belittling everything I did during my strike into a non-descript hand gesture.
But I am not the woman I was ten days ago.
I have a clearer focus on what is important in my life. It’s like the camera has zoomed out from microscope mode to a full wide-angled lens and I can see the whole scene rather than just one tiny part of it.
And I have my plan to return to work. That’s shaping my responses too. Okay, we still seem to be coming second to Mark’s mates, but now I can see that that is only a question of unfortunate timing. Of course we are more important to him, me and the kids. Now that I have found some perspective, I can see that we always were.
I roll my eyes and grin at him.
‘Handy.’
He does at least have the good grace to look sheepish. He steps forward and wraps his arms around me.
‘I’d say so.’ He holds me tight and then squeezes me into him even closer as if he’s worried I might escape. ‘You do know that I love you, don’t you, Caz?’
‘I do,’ I say into his shirt. ‘But you have a bloody funny way of showing it sometimes.’
We stand and hold each other for a long time.
‘And I have news too,’ I say eventually. ‘But I’ll tell you in Whitby.’



EPILOGUE
‘It looks amazing, Auntie Bex,’ says Amy, her eyes wide and her face dreamy. ‘I want to live somewhere just like this when . . .’ She looks as if she was about to say ‘when I grow up’ and then thinks better of it, not wanting to admit that she still has a way to go on that front. ‘When I’m your age,’ she says instead. Then she drifts off to imagine herself living in another of Bex’s newly redesigned rooms.
‘Since when did teenagers care about interior design?’ asks Mark, incredulous.
‘Since Instagram,’ I reply with a wry grin.
‘That’ll be your fault, then,’ he says staring pointedly at Bex.
Bex points at her own chest and makes her face a picture of innocence before breaking into a huge grin.
‘Guilty as charged. Come and see upstairs. Oh, hang on. That’s some people from my old work arriving. I’d better go and say hello. Just wander around. Hey Betsy. Glad you can make it . . .’
And she’s gone into the throng of her guests.
‘It does look great, though,’ says Mark, admiration in his tone. ‘Do you think we should do something with our place?’
‘There’s nothing wrong with our place,’ I reply, with a touch of indignation. ‘And we have kids and our kids’ friends crashing around. If we did it up, it would only be trashed again in a matter of months. There really is no point yet.’
‘I suppose not,’ he says wistfully. ‘But it would be nice for a bit, wouldn’t it? To live like this.’
I follow his gaze to the huge bookcase, trendily dressed with luscious-looking plants, tasteful objects d’art and a few actual books, and I have to agree with him, if only for a nanosecond. I love our house, with its newly acquired scuffs on the paintwork and the odd stain on the carpet. Now that I’m not trying to eradicate every mark as soon as it appears, I’m much happier there. It feels like a real family home, a place where fun happens, where there’s love in every over-stuffed drawer and cupboard. I wouldn’t swap it for a world of Instagrammable interiors.
‘And he’s the builder, is he?’ Mark cocks his head at a stocky bloke dressed all in black with dark hair and striking pale eyes who is standing at Bex’s elbow. ‘Odd that he’s here. Wants to pick up a few jobs, I suppose,’ he adds.
‘Yes, that’s Jakub. I suspect there’s a bit more to it than that, though,’ I say just as Jakub’s muscular arm snakes around Bex’s waist.
Mark’s mouth forms into a perfect circle.
‘Oh. I see.’
‘Let’s go speak to Mum,’ I say.
Mum is standing by the door to the kitchen with Lloyd. Looking at the pair of them together it’s hard to imagine they were ever married; her in her tie-dyed dungarees with bracelets piled up both forearms and silver rings flashing from all her fingers, and him in a very well-cut suit that must have cost as much as my car.
Mum’s face as we approach might be saying ‘please rescue me’ but the lighting is dim so it’s hard to be sure.
‘Ah, Carrie, and Mark,’ says Lloyd. ‘How are you both? Your mum was just telling me that you’ve gone back to work, Carrie.’
I’m still so proud of this fact that I can’t help the grin that sweeps over my face.
‘Yes. Just three days a week but it’s great to be back doing something useful again.’
He narrows his eyes at me.
‘Surely you were doing something useful before,’ he says and I feel slightly chastised.
‘Yes. Of course. Looking after your family is one of the most important jobs in the world. But they don’t always need quite as much looking after as you think,’ I reply.
‘And self-care is very important, too,’ adds Mum because she just can’t help herself.
‘Bex is doing brilliantly as well,’ I add. ‘Her new business seems to have really taken off.’
Lloyd’s face alters again. ‘She did it all by herself, you know. Didn’t ask me for anything.’
I can’t decide if he looks proud or disappointed. I know that she didn’t do it quite by herself, that she had help from Jakub, but I’m not about to tell Lloyd that.
There’s the tinkling sound of a knife against a glass and the general chat in the room lowers and then stops. Bex is standing on the stairs looking down on us all.
‘I just wanted to say a few words,’ she says, beaming widely. ‘First, thanks to everyone for coming. It’s great to see you here, even if you have only come to have a nose at the house.’ She winks at the assembled crowd and a small jeer comes from the back.
‘Thanks to my architect Sasha and the project manager and master builder Jakub. I think you’ll agree that they’ve done a brilliant job, despite having the client from hell.’ She points at herself and grins.
I can’t see anyone who might be Sasha, but Jakub is nodding, his face impassive.
‘Thanks to my amazing parents who both helped in very different ways – Mum with kind words and succour, and Dad with cold hard cash.’
Laughter ripples around the room and Lloyd puts up a hand in the not-that-modest way he has about him.
‘Then there’s Betsy and Anzu from where I used to work. Betsy, you’re my rock and as soon as I have enough work for both of us, I want you with me. And Anzu. What can I say? If you hadn’t broken the rules and given my phone number out to a prospective client I might never have got off the ground.’
The woman I assume is Anzu looks horrified at having been exposed in public like this. I want to rush over and reassure her that none of us will tell!
‘And finally, my big sister Carrie who took me in when I needed somewhere to go.’ She raises her glass at me and pouts to send me a big kiss. ‘Although little did I know what I was getting myself into. Carrie on strike and sleeping in their shed, television interviews and my one – and hopefully only – ride in an ambulance with Josh. But I learned more in my four weeks in that house than I could ever have believed. How incredibly hard it is to be a mother, for one. Who knew, eh?’
More laughter.
‘But how much one person is prepared to give up to care for others, almost to the point where they lose themselves. It was very humbling to see that. I only have myself to think about for now . . .’ I think there’s a glance at Jakub but I might be wrong. ‘But I’m working hard on looking at life from a variety of angles and not just my own. It’s not that easy, let me tell you!’
There’s more good-natured laughter. The people who are here all know that Bex has a way to go on that score.
‘But I am trying. Honest! And so now, please raise your glasses and toast my newly renovated house. God bless her and all who sail in her!’
She lifts her glass and I notice that she’s wearing a new watch, or rather a very old one. It’s pretty and it sparkles in the light.
‘To the new house,’ everyone cheers.
‘And to compromise,’ I add under my breath.
THE END
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I’m SO sorry
‘Mel, what can I say? I’m SO sorry.’
I press my hands together in a prayer of sorts as I try to get across to my best friend just how very, very sorry I am.
Mel stands, arms folded and her head tipped to one side, and stares at me. In the twenty-odd years that we’ve been friends and over the very, very many cock-ups I’ve made in that time, I’ve rarely seen her look as cross as this. Even her hair looks cross.
‘You had one thing to do, Emma,’ she says. ‘One thing!’
I wish our grotty carpet would split and swallow me up so that I wouldn’t have to look at her anymore. It’s not so much her anger. I know that’ll pass. Mel’s temper is like a firework – all bangs and sparks and then lost to the night sky as quickly as it arrived. But it’s the disappointment that lies beneath that’s harder to deal with.
I’ve let her down.
Again.
I hang my head.
‘If I could turn back time . . .’ I try, which sounds pathetic even to me.
Mel is having none of it.
‘And it’s not only me that you wrecked things for. There’s poor Jonathan too. All that effort he made. Ruined.’
This isn’t entirely true. I didn’t ruin the entire evening. And actually, I bet this was the most interesting thing to happen to Mel’s new boyfriend in years. But of course, this isn’t the moment to point that out.
‘Well, at least you managed to salvage the end of the night,’ I say, and then, when I see Mel’s raised eyebrows, instantly wish that I hadn’t. I shake my head and look down at the swirls on the carpet again. ‘I know, I know,’ I say. ‘That’s not the point.’
‘What I don’t get,’ continues Mel, ‘is how you could have forgotten. It’s not like we didn’t talk about Valentine’s night. We’ve talked about virtually nothing else for days.’
This isn’t strictly accurate either. Mel talked about Valentine’s for days. I, having no one in my life to surprise me with a huge romantic gesture, just listened to her endless speculations about what Jonathan might have planned.
She’s right, though. I’m not sure how I could have forgotten. He’d sneakily passed me the card, all cloak and dagger, with instructions to hand it to Mel before she left for work on Valentine’s Day. And somehow the blessed thing slipped my mind.
How was I supposed to know that it contained all the instructions for the romantic night that he’d arranged? He should have mentioned that it was more than just your common-or-garden card when he gave it to me and then I might have taken more notice.
But no.
There is no excuse.
Whichever way you cut it, I am a rubbish friend.
‘I don’t know what to say,’ I try again. ‘I really am sorry. But I’ll make it up to you. I promise.’
This is a rash statement as I doubt there is anything I can do to fix her ruined night. It was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, the kind of story you’d be telling your grandchildren decades later, and I’d blown it for her.
‘I keep picturing Jonathan waiting on that train platform,’ Mel says, her eyes straying to the stained ceiling as she imagines the scene. ‘He must have thought I’d stood him up. And he had that massive bunch of red roses. It was all so romantic.’ And then she tightens her lips into a thin line. ‘Or it would have been. If you’d just given me the card.’
Suddenly, and I’m really not proud of this, I want to laugh. The desire to giggle is almost overwhelming, even though giggling now would be about the most inappropriate thing I could do. This is the time to be contrite, remorseful, repentant. I need Mel to understand that even though I am a crap friend and I let her down more often than Northern Rail, I am very, very sorry.
But my mouth doesn’t seem to understand the importance of this moment and my lips start to twitch. I bite them together, but I fear it’s too late. The giggle is building from my stomach. I can feel it making its bubbling way up my spine.
I tense my shoulders to try and stop it escaping, but it’s a determined little blighter and before I can say ‘sackcloth and ashes’ it’s out of my mouth. A full-blown guffaw made all the worse by my trying to contain it.
Mel looks at me as if I’ve just produced a steak at a vegan barbecue. Her jaw drops and she begins to shake her head slowly in disbelief.
‘God, I’m sorry,’ I say, trying to stifle my laughter with a futile hand. ‘But it is kind of funny.’
‘What is? You single-handedly wrecking my extraordinarily romantic Valentine’s night out? Oh yes, Emma,’ she says coldly. ‘It’s absolutely hilarious. Pardon me while I pee my pants.’
‘But Jonathan standing there at the station waiting for you,’ I splutter, ‘with all those roses and the table booked and everything, and you waiting here for him to turn up, getting crosser and crosser. You’ve got to see the funny side.’
And then Mel’s mouth creases a little at the edges. It’s not much, but it’s enough, and I know that it’s going to be all right. She rolls her eyes and lets out a sigh.
‘I suppose it is a bit funny,’ she concedes. ‘If you ignore the fact that you wilfully forgot . . .’
‘It wasn’t wilful,’ I interrupt. ‘A genuine accident.’
She looks at me down her nose like our headmistress used to do.
‘. . . that you wilfully forgot to give me a Valentine’s card that my boyfriend had entrusted to you. And on Valentine’s Day, which should have been a pretty big memory jogger.’
‘But you did get to the club,’ I say. ‘After he texted to find out where you were. I mean, I know you missed the candlelit dinner,
but the evening wasn’t a complete disaster.’ Mel holds up a warning finger.
‘Don’t push it, Em,’ she says, and I know that if I’m not entirely forgiven already, it won’t be far away.
‘Listen,’ I say. ‘What if I pay for you and Jonathan to go for a romantic dinner somewhere to make up for it?’
As I say this, I’m thinking of my meagre bank balance and the overdraft that I absolutely promised myself I wouldn’t dip into again this month. But needs must.
Mel considers my offer and nods slowly, as if it’s a good start. My mind is running into overdrive now as I scrabble for other ways to make it up to her, because I really am sorry, and I can’t bear the idea that I might have wobbled our friendship. Mel has a lot to put up with, living with me and my chaos. I want her to know that I really appreciate her.
‘And how about we go away for a girly weekend?’ I add. ‘Just the two of us.’
Mel is smiling at me now in the way you might smile at a puppy that’s just walked dirty paw prints all over a clean floor but is just so cute that you can’t get annoyed.
Encouraged, I press on.
‘How about the weekend of your birthday?’ I suggest, ignoring the fact that she’ll probably want to spend her birthday with boring Jonathan. ‘We could go to Edinburgh. We’ve always wanted to go there together. What do you say? Shall we do it? I can find us a nice Airbnb.’
It’s on the tip of my tongue to offer to pay for that too, but luckily I manage to restrain myself. I haven’t been that bad a friend.
I can tell from her face that she’s considering saying no because I’m not quite forgiven. But then she can’t resist, and she grins.
‘Okay,’ she says. ‘You’re on. Let’s do it! But if you let me down like that one more time, Emma Lewis, then I swear we are over. Finito.’
I nod vigorously. Mel’s birthday is a few weeks away. Plenty of time to clear my diary and get something booked in Edinburgh. It’ll be fabulous, just like the weekends we used to go on before grown-up life started to get in the way. I can feel excitement fizzing in my stomach already. This is the perfect way to make it up to Mel and show her how much she means to me.
And I’ll make sure that everything runs like clockwork.
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