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Chapter One 
My name is Shirley Langford. I’m one of those people. You know, a mum.  I stay at home and look after the youngest of my four children while the other three attend school. 
Some people at the school—you know the type, those career women— they 
 look at me funny, like they know  I stay at home so therefore I must be lazy. 
I could tell them I’m far from idle. That keeping house is a full time job in itself. I could surmise if they are out at work all day then their house must be filthy dirty if no one is there to clean it. But I suppose those women have themselves a fancy cleaner who does all the housework for them, so they can just swan in from work, find the house pristine, and whack a microwave dinner in the oven. Oh, I know all about those types of people. 
Anyway, it hasn’t got anything to do with them why I choose to stay at home. For all they know, I might not need to go to work. My husband could be as rich as that Queen of Sheba, whoever the hell she is. The fact that he isn’t is beside the point. 
We manage, you know? I’d rather be at home with my kids when they are too young to go to school. I can’t imagine bustling them off to a child minder—not that I’m against that kind of thing, far from it—it just isn’t right for me. Oh I know that some women would go crazy stuck at home, but I don’t. I love it. 
I must check my emails now that the housework is done. Well, it’s done for the moment. I still have an ironing pile the height of Godzilla, and the dishes are soaking. 
They were left out overnight. Too exhausted to wash them up, see, and the lasagne stuck to the plates like a crusty bogey. Anyway, the Internet is calling! 
I sit down in my office chair. I’d like to buy another one, you know the kind that doesn’t make your back ache when you’ve been sitting in it for eight hours flat. Did I say eight hours? I didn’t mean that. I can’t sit in it for eight hours, of course. I have things to do around the house, so eight hours was really just an exaggeration. I meant two. Yes, after two hours, my back aches, and I’m more than happy to get up and polish the furniture and get rid of the cobwebs. Cobwebs? Did I just say that? What I meant was dust. There are no cobwebs in my house. After all, I’m a stay at home mum, right? No reason to have cobwebs at all. 
My monitor lights up, and I smile. It’s not that I’m excited or anything. No, I’m just smiling because I have to write to my best friend. She’s moved away, and I miss her. I hardly speak to anyone these days. I tend to keep to myself, so emailing Kathy is just great. 
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Chapter Two 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Anal bleaching 
If you’re having problems, Kathy, you know I’m here! 
Well, you wanted to know what I’ve been up to. Nothing 
interesting, I can tell you. Lately, I’ve been feeling a 
bit pooped. You know, thirty-one, four kids, enough to send 
anyone batty. I find myself wondering what life is all 
about, and what the hell I’m here for. Well, we all know 
what I’m good for, washing, cooking, cleaning, and a bit of 
the old how’s your father, but I want something more, yet 
end up going on a guilt trip about it. 
I mean, I chose to have the kids and, don’t get me wrong, 
I wouldn’t change them for the world, you know that, but, 
every now and again, I want something for me. It’s not the 
kids’ fault is it that I choose to keep myself at home like 
a recluse, steering clear of any invitations to go and have 
a cup of tea at another mother’s house. I really don’t want 
to hear how Felicity from number forty-two went to 
www.sortingoutyourprivates.com and bought some anal 
bleaching cream because her husband didn’t like going 
‘downstairs’ and seeing her brown bum-hole. I mean, what 
kind of conversation is that? 
What are your thoughts on it—the bum bleaching? I would 
imagine it’d sting, and why go to all the trouble of 
showing a doctor your private eye when you could do it 
yourself at home with the regular stuff you clean the 
toilet with? No, no, that isn’t a good idea really, scrub 
that last thought. 
So, as I was saying, nothing of much import has been going 
on here. Oh, apart from my nosey neighbours spying on me! I 
pretend I haven’t noticed, but I know their eyes are 
burning into me as I leave the house to take the kids to 
school. I think they must be bored or something, and have 
nothing better to do. Still, whatever floats their boats. 
I just wonder if the rest of my life will be like this, 
you know? Living down this street with weirdoes for 
neighbours. Kids sapping my energy and demanding more from 
me than my patience can give, trying to fit in my marriage 
as well as everything else. 
I wondered when I woke up this morning what the day would 
bring. Not a very promising start, I must admit. Child No.3 
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decided just as we were about to walk to school that he 
needed to go to the toilet. I waited outside with a 
disgruntled No.4 in her pushchair who began shouting 'Why 
we not move!' at the top of her voice. I heard the toilet 
flush, and after shouting up the stairs from the front door 
for No.3 to wash his hands, we finally left for school. 
With No.3 safely dispatched to his teacher, I nipped to 
the shop to get No.4 some sweets and headed home. Waylaid 
by one of my neighbours, who told me everything her son had 
done that weekend, including painting the kitchen walls 
with her nail varnish, I was quite relieved when I got 
home. 
After taking off No.4’s coat and shoes and putting The 

Tweenies on, I went upstairs to collect the day’s dirty 
laundry and make the beds. I didn't get round to doing said 
jobs, Kathy, as No.3 had filled the bloody toilet liberally 
with the toilet roll earlier, and flooded the bathroom. 
This is what gets me down. One thing after a-bloody-
nother. I could do with a good night out. Hey, any chance 
of you coming here to stay for the weekend? 
Right, I must be off. I’ve got to pick the kids up from 
school. Let me know if you’re having any problems. Auntie 
Shirley will help you out. And if you’re embarrassed about 
anything, and I mean anything at all, just pretend you’re 
writing to one of those agony columns. 
Speak soon! 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Three 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Anal bleaching 
I know! That’s what they’re like round here! Whitening bum 
holes is all the rage, according to them. 
So, you’re down too, eh? I doubt very much he’s having an 
affair, sounds to me like it really is job related, the 
late nights and such. I don’t think following him would be 
a good idea. No, no, no, I really wouldn’t recommend you do 
that. I mean, what if he spots you and he isn’t doing 
anything naughty? He’ll know you don’t trust him then, and 
it’ll put a strain on your relationship. 
Please tell me you won’t follow him? 
Shirley xx 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Anal bleaching 
What do you mean, I don’t sound like an agony aunt? I know 
I said I’d be one for you, but bloody hell! I didn’t mean 
it literally. 
Christ, I’ll give it a go. Next email will be from Auntie 
Shirl. 
The things I do for friendship! 
Shirley xx 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Query to Shirley’s office 
Due to the high level of mail Shirley receives each week, 
she cannot possibly reply to every email personally. 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Query to Shirley’s office 
What do you mean you didn’t find that funny? 
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I met Kathy and Mark when I worked in a pub. Yes, I did have a job at one time. It is highly unlikely (in my opinion) that Mark would cheat on Kathy. I mean, he really isn’t that kind of man. He loves Kathy, for God’s sake! I think she’s being a little bit silly about all this. Some men do work late, don’t they? It doesn’t mean they’re giving the receptionist, or God forbid, the office junior, a piece of their love pole. I just can’t see Mark doing that. I can’t even imagine him doing it with Kathy, so anyone else… 
That doesn’t mean I go around imagining my friends having sex. No, I don’t indulge in that kind of thing. It was just a turn of phrase… you know, something you just say. 
Okay, so now I have the image of my two friends in a rather sexy position and I’m not comfortable with this scene playing in my head. Quick, quick, think of something else… 
Okay, I didn't think I deserved anything bad to happen to me today, after yesterday’s toilet debacle. However, I'm always wrong! The day itself went fine until after school. 
The children were getting a little over excited at the prospect of Christmas being just around the corner and came home from school extremely hyper-active. No.3 and 4 were diving around all over the place, and when No.2 came home, he decided to lay down the law. Being a teenager and full of 'Mormons' as he calls his hormones, he walked in and stood with hands upon hips like an old man and told the other two kids off. 
I rolled my eyes and continued making dinner while listening to all of them arguing in the living room. Having had enough, I went into the lounge after No.2 informed me in his over loud voice that No.4 had decided to disrobe the Christmas tree. Meanwhile, No.3 
was telling No.4 in his six-year-old way, that decorations belonged on the tree, not in her hand. No.4 doesn't like her personal space invaded at the best of times, and what with No.3 'in her face', she whacked at him with the wooden snowman she had been swinging around. 
Nose bleed and a bit lip later, wet wipes at the ready, and trying to mop up the mess, I had to ask No.3 to imagine No.4 had a hula-hoop around her. That he mustn’t go past the imaginary hula-hoop if he valued his face—or body—at all. It was difficult to explain to a just two-year-old No.4 that wooden snowmen hurt when struck against the face. 
All the while, No.2 was prancing around with hands on his hips, muttering that children in this house are so badly behaved, if he were the parent he would do something about it. 
No.2 got an earful from a very stressed mother indeed. Times like this drive me absolutely mad as when I checked No.3’s lip, I saw he had a hole in it where his tooth had embedded itself. Oh joy! 
I need someone to talk to, an adult. Bar going and speaking to one of the dreadful neighbours, I have no one until Simon comes home. 
I know! I’ll put on my glasses, adopt an agony aunt pose, and write another email to Kathy. I can imagine her sitting at her desk at work clicking her inbox to check if I’ve replied yet. Probably biting her nails down to the quick and muttering ‘reply already, bitch!’ 
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Chapter Five 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Query to Shirley’s office 
Okay, okay! 
Dear Kathy, 
What a terrible dilemma to have found yourself in. I can 
sympathise. However, I would urge you not to follow your 
husband as he leaves work, especially while wearing the 
long beige mac and dark sunglasses you wore in 1984, as you 
described. This will only make you stand out, and he will 
spot you. 
My advice would be to sit him down and explain what your 
emotions are, that you have doubts and are convinced you’re 
unloved. Tell him why you think this, but be sure not to 
make it appear his fault. This may cause him to be 
defensive and make matters worse than they are. 
I have no idea why he would have the smell of perfume on 
his shirt. Perhaps a work colleague brushed against him, or 
she got a little hot in the office and fainted, and your 
husband was there to catch her and the scent transferred on 
to him. Ask him if he has a new aftershave. (Maybe it’s the 
deodorant you bought him last week? You said yourself you 
had yet to pinch any as yours hasn’t run out.) 
I also have no idea why he would be itching his crotch as 
frequently as you say. He may have an aversion to your 
washing powder. Try using a non-bio variety and note if the 
scratching stops. Buy him some new underwear; pants are out 
of fashion anyway. A few pairs of figure hugging boxer 
shorts might perk him up, in more ways than one. 
I do hope the note you found turns out to be a prank, and 
the text message describing how Mark made her fanny tingle 
was sent to a wrong number. After all, Mark is a very 
common name, and mistake texts happen quite often. 
I hope I have been of some help. 
Auntie Shirl xx 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Query to Shirley’s office 
I swear to God, I’m not taking the piss. 
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Kathy, it’s because I don’t know what to say. I don’t want 
to say it out loud, because if I do, it somehow makes it 
all true. I don’t want that for you. I don’t want to hear 
about you being so unhappy. 
When you noticed things were a little amiss last week…it 
might have only just started then. See, I’m admitting it; 
it does sound like he’s playing away. Part of me wants to 
rant that he’s a selfish bastard who needs his gonads 
chopped off, but who am I to criticise his actions? The 
other part of me wants to find excuses for his behaviour 
(okay I know the note and the text message points to him 
being a naughty boy but…) because this just doesn’t seem 
like him. He adores you. I don’t know what to think. 
I wish we didn’t live so far away from one another. 
Listen, you haven’t got any kids, so no ties there, and you 
must be due some holiday from work? Why not come here and 
stay with us. Okay, I know my kids are a handful and they 
give you a headache, but they’ll be at school during the 
day, except the little one, of course, and Simon will be at 
work. We’ll have all day for a week or so to thrash this 
out. And it might worry Mark if you go away without him. 
Think about it? Please? 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Query to Shirley’s office 
Yes, yes, I understand if you leave him for a week they 
might do it in your bed. Yes, I realise you wouldn’t like 
the idea of some tart sleeping on your Broidery Anglaise 
pillows. And yes, I do know you love me and no, I haven’t 
taken offence. 
Okay, you go and have a drink, just a small one mind, no 
getting blotto on your lunch break, and email me when 
you’ve had a chat with him. 
Good luck, love. I mean that. I’ll keep my fingers 
crossed. 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Six 
Good grief! That doesn’t sound very good at all! I just can’t begin to imagine it—and no, I’m not imagining it this time—Mark having an affair! No. There must be some other explanation. 
I can’t sit here dithering about Kathy’s predicament all day. I’ve got the dust to attend to and I must wash those dishes. The hours have flown today, and it’ll soon be time to pick the kids up from school. 
Dressing my youngest—I know, I forgot to dress her alright?—I know I must accomplish something today other than replying to emails. 
While polishing the dining room table, I think about my own relationship. I’m so lucky to have Simon. It’s like I’ve been with him forever, and I don’t think I’ll ever find a nicer, kinder man. But if the price is right, wouldn’t any man stray? If temptation is handed to them on a plate with a guarantee they won’t be caught, wouldn’t any man succumb? These thoughts won’t do me any good at all. 
There’s a stubborn stain on my table. It looks like dried tomato ketchup. I must have missed it last night when tidying the dinner things away. My eldest three children had a food fight, much to my chagrin. I mean, I turned my back on them once and when a blob of mashed potato sailed past my ear from behind and found a new home on my kettle (our kitchen and diner are one room), I realised happenings to the rear of me were probably getting out of hand. 
I was right, of course. 
“Stop that or I’ll get very cross!” I snapped. 
Using the words ‘very cross’ is what that child expert woman on the TV said to say. I know some parents would yell ‘pack it in you little shits or I’ll get fucking angry!’ but no, I don’t do that. I’m not one of those parents. 
The children all laughed at me for sounding like The Expert and continued flicking food at one another. 
“I mean it! The next person to flick food will go and sit on the naughty step!” 
Child No.1—aged fifteen—guffawed. “The naughty step? What’s that?” 
“It’s a new thing I’ve made up. You’ll go and sit on the stairs until you can behave. 
Now all of you, stop it!” 
Four faces peered back at me, solemn. The food fight continued. 
I might have to write into that programme and have The Expert visit us. But that’s really not a good idea. The viewers will see my cobwebs and know that I spend far too much time online when I could be devoting that time to sorting out my children’s unruly behaviour. 
Getting a knife, I scrape the ketchup from the table and sigh. Tonight I won’t allow any shenanigans at the dining table. Tonight we’ll eat like civilised people. Hopefully. 
No.4 tugs at my trousers with a chocolate-covered hand. Great. Reaching for the wet wipes (what would we do without them?), I clean her hands and then attend to the stain on my trousers. 
“Mummy, come read me a story?” 
I glance at the clock and see it’s two p.m. Just enough time to read a story and check my emails again. Kathy may well have replied. 
“Yes, I’ll read you a story, love.” 
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I should be dusting and washing the dishes, but The Expert comes to mind. 

Housework can wait. Time with the children is more important. 

That’s my excuse anyway. 
By the time I’ve read the story, what with No.4 interrupting and diving about on top of me, it’s time to collect No.3 from school. I catch up on the housework when I get back home, cook the dinner, ensure no food fights, and welcome Simon home from work where we chat about our day. I supervise the children with their homework, allow them to watch a little bit of TV, and ensure the youngest two are bathed and into bed. It’s nine p.m. by the time I get around to my emails. Sometimes I am just too busy! 
I need a break! 
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Chapter Seven 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Mark’s explanation 
Sorry I’m so late replying! 
Ok, so it didn’t go too well when you confronted Mark 
after work. That’s to be expected. No one likes being 
accused of having an affair, even if they are! You say he 
went red? Well, that’s okay. It might have been from anger 
or something. Mind you, from what you’ve said, it didn’t 
sound like he was angry, more puzzled and hurt. 
Right, so the perfume thing has been cleared up. It 
smelled similar to the deodorant, similar enough for you to 
have maybe made a mistake. That’s good. And the text and 
note were a joke from someone called Bob that he works 
with. Good. 
The main thing is that you believe him, and you’re happy 
with his explanation. I should take up this agony aunt lark 
as a career! And you’re cooking him a special meal tonight? 
Great! 
The thing is though, because of what you told me earlier, 
I’ll admit to sniffing all of Simon’s clothes before I 
washed them today and tried to discern whether or not they 
smelled peculiar. Apart from the usual whiffy underpants, 
skid marks R us, they just reek of fading fabric softener 
and sweat. Phew. It’s made me paranoid though, I must 
admit. When his texts have been going off, I’ve been 
watching him read them to see if he goes red or runs to the 
toilet to have a secret wank. Disturbing. 
No.2 son caught me looking through Simon’s briefcase 
earlier this evening. The two youngest kids were in bed, 
and I thought the two eldest were out. I knew Simon was in 
the bath, so decided I’d be safe. I had a good old rummage 
and jumped a bloody mile when No.2 said, “Got any bread, 
mum?” 
I got flustered and explained I was looking for a pen, 
making it more obvious that I wasn’t, but you know No.2, 
teenager with nothing but himself on his mind, he didn’t 
bat an eyelid. There’s me, waffling on about pens and 
having to write a cheque to the book club because I haven’t 
paid them for weeks and there’s them keep sending me 
editor’s choice each month and the bill was mounting up. 
No.2 looked at me like I was neurotic, repeated, “Bread?” 
as if I were thick as shit, so I got the hump and said, 
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“Breadbin?” in an equally teenage manner, and he stropped 
off to check. 
It turns out the bread was bloody mouldy, and he leaped 
back in alarm as if the fuzzy green stuff was catching, 
like he’d become infected. “What’s with the green specks?” 
he said, so, me, thinking I’d be hip and funny, said, 
“Green? My glasses are tortoiseshell!” He slumped off 
muttering that he was “going to Click’s. His  mum buys fresh

bread.” 
I got a bit indignant at that because I buy fresh bread 
too. It just happened to not get eaten in time and acquired 
a few buddies, and anyway, what kind of name is Click? 
Doesn’t his mother realise the poor sod will be tarnished 
for life having to go round with that name? 
So, I took myself off to the shops while No.2 was at this 
Click’s—hoped he choked on the bread—and No.1 was round at 
her friends house getting dolled up for the party she’s 
going to tonight (tell you about that later). As I left, I 
shouted up to tell Simon where I was going. I had to get 
out of my house on my own! I thought I was going to go 
nuts! 
So, I’m back from the shop now, having stocked up on 
cigarettes, because if No.2 continues with the way he’s 
acting, I’ll need the nicotine to calm me down and prevent 
me from committing either murder or hari kari. 
Oh, and the party No.1’s going to. Now she’s fifteen, I 
said she could go to this teenage nightclub. Not a real 
nightclub with booze and whatnot, but a similar thing, you 
know, makes them think they are adult. Let’s hope she 
behaves herself. 
Watching her getting ready sometimes, I think back to 
being a kid, what I did, what I got up to, and I know I let 
it slip me by without enjoying it properly. What I’d give 
to go out dressed up to the nines and dance my feet sore! 
Still, when the kids have grown, I’ll do it. Even if I will 
look like a geriatric who’s smoked too much weed. 
Got to go now, I need my bed. I hope the meal goes well 
tonight. I’m sure Mark will love it (although you’re 
probably in the middle of it now because I’m so late in 
replying!). 
Speak soon! 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Eight 
I really shouldn’t have doubted my Simon. I mean, when does he have the time for an affair anyway? Smelling his undies like that—it so  isn’t the done thing to do. 
I told him all about Kathy and Mark, and he was horrified. He was on Kathy’s side and got quite uppity that she had to go through this. It reassured me but made me think of my episode earlier with the laundry. I won’t do that again. I won’t check his pockets either, which was going to be the next thing on my list. I really don’t know what possessed me. 
No.1 is probably having the time of her life while I’m here lying in my bed with my cheeks reddening and worrying about Kathy and me sniffing pants behind Simon’s back. 
Should I tell Simon what I did? No, it would mortify him. Best to keep quiet. 
Sometimes when I lay in the dark and the house is all quiet and I just have my mind to entertain me—which, let’s face it, it’s nice to have some time to myself—I think about things that perhaps I shouldn’t. Like No.1 for instance. I’m jealous that she’s out having fun. Not that I begrudge her fun, you know, but I just wish I’d done those things when I was her age instead of rushing to grow up. 
I begin to imagine a scenario. That a friend—who that is doesn’t matter because I don’t have anyone worth mentioning except Kathy, but I need a friend that lives close by to call on me, you know, to make this scenario work—that a friend calls in and asks me to go out on the town with her, and we get all excited about what we’re going to wear, and I don’t have to worry about whether I can afford it, because in my dream, we can. 
We have oodles of money and we plan our evening out right down to the colour of our eye shadow. 
The night arrives, and we look sexy but not like tarts. I can’t be doing with looking like a trampy piece. We get a taxi into town and make it to the first bar and order a drink. 
We’re soon tipsy as we make our way from bar to bar, ending up in a nightclub. We dance the night away in our high heels, which we take off because our feet ache. 
Oh yes, that fantasy is a good one, but it makes me feel bad. I’m a mum for God’s sake. I shouldn’t be yearning for crazy nights out! Hot tears are falling into my ears, and when I move my head, the wet on the pillow is cold. I should be grateful for what I have. 
Those girls that go out only want to find what I have anyway, right? 
I snuggle up behind Simon and try to sniff quietly and be grateful for the life I have. 
Yet I still want to go dancing. 
I can’t sleep. I think I’ll go and email Kathy, try again to get her to come and stay. 
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Chapter Nine 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Mark’s explanation 
Oh shit. I’m sorry to hear that, I really am. I’d have 
been really pissed off having cooked all that food if Simon 
hadn’t come home too. Poor you. And yes, I think you’re 
totally justified in chucking the food at Mark’s chest and 
throwing the plate on the floor when he did finally roll 
in. Not good that it broke though, but still, what’s a 
smashed plate when you’re marriage has hit a tough spot? 
I hope you don’t mind, but I told Simon about it all. I 
kind of wanted to see his reaction. I’m happy to say that I 
don’t think he’s doing it elsewhere as he seemed quite 
affronted that Mark would do that to you. Now I’m full of 
guilt that you’re going through this and I’m not, as since 
we met, we’ve always done things together. I suppose I 
should accept that life takes us different ways. 
So, you’re going to have this break, him in one bedroom 
and you in another, for how long? A month? Then see if you 
can sort it out after? Shit, I hope that works out. I 
really do. You and Mark are like, well, breadsticks and 
dip! Not pleasant without one another. And I didn’t mean 
you’re only nice when you’re with Mark, or that one of you 
is dry and the other sloppy by yourself. I meant, oh, you 
know what I meant. 
I can’t believe he admitted playing away. 
I’ll be off now before I put my foot in my mouth and choke 
on my toes. 
Speak soon! 
Shirl xx 
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Chapter Ten 
I wake up in a better frame of mind for emailing Kathy and having a good sob last night. It’s like my mind’s been vacuumed, all the dust has been removed and clear thinking is all that’s left. 
I mean, I don’t want to go dancing, not really. That was just silliness on my part. Who am I kidding? A little part of me hopes Kathy and Mark need a complete break from one another so she comes and stays here. So we can go out. Shit, I’m cruel. Anyway, enough of this self-indulgent rubbish, I’ve got mum things to do. 
Getting the four kids ready for school is exhausting on its own never mind the rest of the things I have to do during the day. No.1 and 2 walk themselves to school, but No.3 
still needs supervising. 
I get to thinking on the way to school that my life really isn’t too bad at all. It’s just sometimes that little inner voice nudges me into insane thinking. I just need to ignore it that’s all. I don’t want to go out, honestly. 
No.3 into school and settled, No.4 and I make our way home. Ah, my usual day where I clean the house from top to bottom…Well, that’s the general idea anyway. Whether I do or not depends on how many emails I have. 
While cleaning, I keep smelling poo and wonder if the chicken farm nearby has 
decided to muck out a day early. I go out into the garden to whiff the air, but it’s clear; I check No.4’s nappy, and it isn't her. Throughout the cleaning jobs, I can still smell it, and it begins to drive me mad. 
It turns out our dog, Murphy, had decided to foul on his bed. Nice extra job there today. No.4 is running around shouting 'Doggy poo pooed' over and over, while 
screeching in between. The dog hides under the table after I call him a few choice names and put his bed into the washing machine. 
The rest of the day before school ended is without incident, until No.2 comes in from school and decides that yet again he is roost ruler. A swift clip round the ear hole cuts him short, and No.3 and 4 snigger until they can't breathe. 
No.1 comes home in a bad mood. She's been to her friend’s house after school the past two days, so adding her foulness to the mix nearly has me pulling my hair out. Calling everyone a geek, and stating that life is 'so gay' sometimes (yes, I tend to agree with her sentiment there), I escape into the back garden for a quick ciggie to try and restore my sanity. 
No such luck. No.4 comes to the back door having stuck her hand into her nappy and discovering a prize there, and informs me in her baby babble that she has 'Dun a poo poo like Murty' and wipes said mess onto the nets that she’s been peering at me from behind. 
Jesus Christ, I need to write to Kathy before I go off my head. It’s times like this when I’m so lonely without her, when I’m lonely full stop. If she still lived near us, I could pop round to her house and chat the ears off her. Sadly, I can’t, so typing out my woes will just have to do. 
18 
Charade 



Chapter Eleven 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Single beds. 
I’m really sorry that you didn’t sleep too well last 
night. If it’s any consolation, I didn’t either. I tossed 
and turned like some demented nutter and woke up this 
morning surprisingly all right, if a little groggy. 
I keep thinking about life passing me by and I’m worrying 
that I won’t get to do all those things I want to do. That 
I’ll wake up one day an old granny and look back with a ton 
of regrets. I wish I had the money to do everything I want, 
but I don’t. I’d settle for a night out at least. Then 
again, I’d probably wear the most hideous outfit that went 
out of fashion years ago and look untrendy and so not with 

it that people would laugh at me. 
Oh, don’t mind me. Sorry to have gone on like that. You’ve 
got bigger problems than me. I really should learn when to 
shut my big mouth. 
So, Mark left for work before you’d even got up this 
morning? How weird it must have been to hear him moving 
about in the next room and not be there with him. I’m not 
surprised it was odd. 
I’m so excited! The best part of your email was to hear 
you’re coming over to stay with us! We can go out on the 
town! I’ll get to go dancing! Not that the situation you’re 
in is the best circumstance for your visit, but, you know, 
it’ll be good to go out together again, won’t it? 
I don’t think you realise how much I miss you. Maybe you 
two should move back here? Everything was all right for you 
and Mark then. 
Do you have the exact date when you’ll be arriving? Not 
that I’m going to be counting down the days or anything 
like that. No, I just need to know so I can plan the bills 
a bit better and we can afford to go out. 
Let me know soon! 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Twelve 
Of course, I couldn’t let Kathy know how zany I am about us going out. I’ll get to dress up and sing and dance. Whoo! The thing is, I don’t want her to be maudlin when we’re meant to be having a good laugh. I sound selfish, considering what she’s going through, but when we go out, I want to really let loose, throw caution to the wind, as they say. 
I’ll just have to give her a few stiff drinks before we leave the house and, providing it doesn’t make her melancholy, hope for the best. I could prance around the living room to loud music and get her in the mood for a good laugh. I’ll just pray my plan works. 
Then there’s Simon. He won’t mind me going out, no, not at all, but he worries that I’ll get accosted by leery blokes with nasty beer breath asking me to join them in their bachelor pads later. I don’t like to say this to Simon, as he says I shouldn’t put myself down, but who would want to take me off for rampant sex anyway? Apart from Simon, of course. What I mean is, I’m not exactly Beyonce in the face stakes though my arse is as big as hers. It’s not as if I go out all dressed up like mutton anyway. I’ll probably wear a pair of jeans with a nice top and some strappy sandals or something. You know, casual but dressy. I can hardly go out wearing what I usually do. Which brings to mind the fact that though I have plenty of jeans, I really don’t own any tops that are trendy enough to pass as recent fashion. I don’t have the money to buy a new one either. 
I know what I’m going to do and I really shouldn’t. If I go online now and order a top from my catalogue, it might arrive in time for Kathy’s visit. I’m meant to be paying the catalogues off. I used to be addicted to buying from them. Not anymore. Oh no. 
Just one little top won’t hurt, will it? 
Okay, so there’s a pair of jeans here, crying out on my monitor for me to buy them. 
They’re half price. I know I don’t need them, but you know how it is. A whole  new outfit makes you more confident, right? Besides, I can use them for everyday wear. And this top, it’d look nice with them. Oh, and these shoes! I just have to have the shoes! 
Oh my goodness me! Just look at those hats!  Shall I get one? Oh, I’m not sure… 
You know, I really don’t have much in the way of dress jewellery. I could do with one of those lovely beaded necklaces that are all the rage at the moment. At least I’d look semi-trendy if I had one of those to top off my outfit. Other women would know I’m with it and I can dig it like they can. Just because I have four kids doesn’t mean I don’t keep up with the latest trends, and I know what songs are hip—don’t I have to listen to No.1’s tunes beating through the ceiling? 
What was that one I heard the other day? By the Black-Eyed Wee’s or something. I know their name isn’t very sanitary, but their song was quite catchy once I realised they weren’t actually saying the word fuck. I really wouldn’t like No.1 listening to songs that tell people not to fuck with your heart. I asked her if I had heard right, and she showed me the CD cover. Phunk. Don’t phunk with my heart. I thought, They’re teaching my kids
to spell like that?  Then I realised I must appear so old and un-with-it so I said, “Cool song!” and started dancing. 
No.1 rolled her eyes and laughed, so I took it that she was happy I was a hip and cool mum. I get warm inside when that happens. I’ve never wanted to be an embarrassing mother. That would just be too awful. 
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There’s a nice handbag here, though I don’t usually take one with me when I go out. 
I’ve always hated seeing women dancing with their bags slapping their sides, or God forbid, down on the floor in front of them. I’m too scared of losing my bag anyway, so I stuff money in my jeans pocket and hold my cigarettes. But the bag, it’s in the sale…and I’d use it when I went to town, so it isn’t as if it would be wasted money if I bought it… 
I love those new skirts that everyone seems to be wearing these days. I wouldn’t wear one myself. No, it would make my arse look wider than it already is, and I’d be mistaken for a member of the LardBottom Society. Eldest and youngest would look nice in one though. The boys could do with some new socks too… 
I always have remorse when I press the submit order button. It’s too late to do anything about it then, isn’t it? Still, I got a new outfit, and the kids got something new too. 
It’s just a shame that it all came to two hundred pounds, really. 
Simon won’t mind. Not if I explain. 
21 
Charade 



Chapter Thirteen 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: My Outfit. 
Listen, Kathy. I know I’ve got another email from you in 
my inbox, but I’ve just got to tell you about my new 
outfit! 
I went online to order something to wear when we go out, 
and my conscience really poked at me because I got it all 
from a catalogue again. Simon didn’t mind, thankfully, so I 
just had to let you know that I’ll be incredibly groovy 
when we go out and won’t look like your sad poor relation 
or something. I mean, you always appear so stylish when 
you’re all dressed up, and I didn’t want to let you down. 
If you’re coming to stay here in a couple of weeks, that 
will give me enough time to go on one of those crash diets. 
I might try the cereal one, where you eat cereal for 
breakfast and lunch and a normal meal at night. 
If it fails, I’ll go online and order one of those granny 
girdles to hold my stomach in. It’s not like I want to look 
nice for men or anything, more for the fact I don’t want 
other women sniggering at me. You know how cruel females 
can be. Well, of course you do. We’re females and aren’t we 
a pair of bitches when we get together? 
So, I have some indigo jeans and a green top. I know green 
sounds a bit bogey,  but I promise it isn’t horrible. And my 
shoes! Wait until you see them! Stilettos! I know!  I hardly 
ever wear anything like that. I love my trainers, but sod 
it, we’re going to have a great time! And you’ll never 
guess what else I bought! A bloody cowboy hat!  I’m an 
adventurous and totally zany bitch, bitch! 
Right! I’m off to check your other email. 
Reply to it in a minute! 
Shirley xx




From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: I’m sorry. 
Hey, it’s okay! Really! It doesn’t matter that you’re not 
coming to stay. Much better that you stay at home and try 
to work it out with Mark. At least he’s willing to give it 
a try. The alternative would have been just horrible. 
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Listen, we’ll make a date for another time, all right? 
When you and Mark are more settled and you trust him enough 
to leave him at home! (sorry, bad joke) Or, you could bring 
him with you, and we can go out then. Hey, Mark and Simon 
could go out too. Or we could do a foursome. Really, not a 
problem. 
I think going away together is a really good idea right 
now. You can build bridges, maybe re-vamp your 
relationship, you know, ignite the old sparkle. Of course, 
it’ll be like walking on eggshells to begin with, but I’m 
sure it will all work out. 
Listen, I’ve got to go and cook dinner. I sent you an 
email just now. Just ignore it. 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Fourteen

I don’t know why I should be so upset about Kathy not coming over. After all, I’m happy and have everything I want. I’m only missing a night out for God’s sake! Not the end of the world, is it? 
So why am I sitting here crying? Why has all the excitement left my body as if I’ve been punched in the gut? Really, I’m so deflated. I know it’s daft to think like this, but I was so looking forward to, well, to being me. Don’t get me wrong, I love my life and everything in it, but I just wanted to go out and dance. 
Nevermind. Sighing won’t help, and it isn’t so bad, I can still wear those clothes. Or send them back to the catalogue. 
No, I’ll keep them and wear them. 
This is just silly. I’m crying so much I’ve got snot streaming out of my nose. What’s the big bloody deal? I think it’s because, lately with the kids growing older, I’m such a mum. Nothing else but a mother. It’s not the kids’ fault, I know that. They didn’t ask to be born, but… 
No, this isn’t going to do me any good. If I keep sobbing like this, Simon will notice my eyes are froggy when he gets home and he’ll ask what’s wrong, and I’ll have to tell him because I don’t lie to him—and he’ll get worried that I want to go out so badly that I need to get away from him. And that’s not true, that’s not what this is about. I don’t want to get away from anybody, I just…want some time for myself that’s all. Guilt—that’s what I’m experiencing now. Cruel that I want some me time. 
I’ve seen Oprah and Dr. Phil and I know they say we shouldn’t have bad vibes about wanting something of our own, that it’s actually healthy to get away from the people you live with every now and again, but still, their words don’t make me feel any better. 
That’s it, one last sniff, and I’m done. 
No more tears. 


*** 
I trip over the doormat on the way back in from the afternoon school run. I fall forward, causing the pushchair with No.4 in it to tip backwards and land on top of my prone body. My foot has landed in the dog’s water bowl in the hallway, and with the front door open, I try to ignore the sniggers from that silly cow who lives up at the end of the road as she goes past my open front door. 
I know my face has gone red and I want to cry. Instead, I sort the mess out and have a go at Murphy for even having a water bowl, which lightens my mood a little. He seems to be smiling at my misfortune, however, so I don't give him his biscuit like I usually do. 
That’ll serve him right. 
No.4 gets out of her pushchair once I’ve righted it, shouting, “Mummy fell ohber!” 
and giggling like a loony let out of the madhouse. Wet-footed, I walk through to the kitchen and slip yet again, banging my head on the corner of the wall, giving my coxic, or whatever it’s bloody called, a pounding. 
I don't cry, I curse and thoughts of being eight-years-old again assail me when I touch the lump forming on my head. No.4 begins screeching, “Buckin’ Ell!” rather too loudly for my liking, and I hope to God the neighbours can't hear her. 
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I look around while sitting on the floor and decide to have a nice cup of tea to make myself cheer up a bit. 
And a packet of chocolate digestives. 
Five packets of Skips. 
And a Fudge. 
In a bad mood for the rest of the day, the kids sense my upset and give me a wide berth. 


*** 
Dinner comes and goes without incident. No food fights, no complaints at what I’ve cooked. Usually, I make a couple of different meals to stop the kids’ whinging. I know from watching The Expert that I should make one meal and explain that this is all we have to eat today so deal with it. Hardly. Can you imagine four children, all in high-pitched voices, railing that they hate this and they hate that—they’re going to be sick if they eat that chicken or that sausage? 
Giving in. It’s what I’m good at. 
When the kids have finished eating, they scamper off to do their various things and leave Simon and me sitting at the table. It’s hard, you know? We rarely have time together, and if it means chatting to one another amongst dirty crockery and smeared drinking glasses, so be it. 
“So. Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?” he said. 
I’m shocked—I didn’t realise he’d looked at me that closely and the make-up I’d put on had made my face look better earlier. 
“Nothing’s wrong! Don’t be silly. Whatever gave you that idea?” 
He holds my hand, rubbing it with his thumb, and it takes all my resolve not to cry. 
“Shirl, I haven’t been married to you all this time to not notice when you’re upset about something. You always keep it inside. Just tell me what’s wrong.” 
“Like I said, nothing!” 
He sighs, and I get the guilts again as I’m lying to him. Okay, it isn’t like I’m lying
lying, but you know what I mean. It doesn’t sit well that I’ve fibbed, but at the same time…how can I explain things to him without it sounding wrong? 
“Okay. Have it your way.” 
Well, of course, I want to tell him all about it now. “Kathy’s not coming to stay.” 
“Oh, I’m sorry about that, love. Why?” 
“Her and Mark are going to patch things up.” 
“Well, that’s good. Isn’t it?” 
“Yes, yes, but…I wish they wouldn’t so she could come and stay, and we could have gone out and…I’m horrible thinking that, but shit, Simon, I really need a break.” 
“Awww, Shirl,” he said and pulls me towards him, a big bear hug enveloping me. 
“You were looking forward to that night out, weren’t you?” 
Well, I wailed then. Really loudly. A bit of compassion from someone who loves you, and it sets you off. Hiccoughing and snivelling, crying noisily like our youngest would, I tell him my woes in between sobs. 
I pull away to look at him, see my snot on his shirt. 
“Isn’t there anyone else you can go out with?” he said. 
25 
Charade 
I get guilty again  then. Haven’t I been thinking he’ll be glad I’m not going out? Come to think of it, why isn’t he sad I’m not going out? Does he have a fancy woman he’s going to let into the house when the kids are in bed and I’m out? 
Oh stop it, Shirley! Stop. It! 
Bloody hormones! 
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Chapter Fifteen 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: I’m sorry. 
Sorry I didn’t reply last night. It wasn’t because I was 
in a mood, honestly. After dinner, Simon washed the dishes 
and made me a cup of tea with instructions to put my feet 
up. I got a book and had a good read, finished it in one 
evening. Something Beginning With by Sarah Salway. You 
heard of her? Great stuff. 
Simon got the kids to bed too and came down to chat with 
me. 
You know, with so many kids, we only have a quick natter 
before we fall asleep at night. It was so good to talk 
properly with no interruptions. The kids have a habit of 
knowing when we’re discussing something, and, half the 
time, I could cheerfully bash them over the head with a 
saucepan or whatever else I have in my mind. Except for a 
knife. No, I wouldn’t use one of those. If I’m honest, and 
I mean really honest, it would be my keyboard they got 
twatted with. Aren’t I always surfing the ‘net? I’ve got to 
stop doing that so much. 
I think I’m bored. Why else would I find crossword and 
puzzle sites so interesting? If people had told me as a 
teenager that years from then I’d be ecstatic at the 
thought of completing an online crossword in record time, 
becoming Quizzerama’s highest daily scorer, I would have 
laughed in their faces. But I am. Quizzerama’s highest 
daily scorer. Isn’t that great? Whoo me! They put your name 
in this cool revolving star, and it stays up until someone 
beats you. Mine’s purple and shiny and, with each turn, it 
sparkles! Yay! I’ve got to remember to do the crossword 
mega quick tomorrow, so my star doesn’t get knocked down. 
I’ll do it first thing. 
Anyway, as I was saying earlier, we had a good chat. He 
suggested he and I go out on the town, so I get to wear my 
outfit that came today. Super fast delivery! To begin with, 
I thought it wouldn’t be the same. You know, going out with 
your husband is supposed to be for a meal or something, not 
to dance and get rat-arsed. You only do that kind of thing 
with them before you get married! 
I soon changed my mind when he suggested we do this thing. 
I’m only going to tell you because a) you won’t think we’re 
weird, and b) I don’t have anyone else to tell. Billy no 
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mates, my new name. Apart from Quizzerama Daily Star, 
mustn’t forget that. 
Well, promise you won’t laugh, but we’re going to go out 
separately and pretend we don’t know one another! Hahaha! 
What do you think of that then? Slightly off, but really 
whacky. I don’t think I’m going to be able to pretend I 
don’t know him. He’s going to chat me up, and how I’m not 
going to laugh is anyone’s guess. I bet we end up 
abandoning the charade before it even begins. I’ll let you 
know how we get along because we’re doing it tomorrow 
night! Not doing it doing it, well, I hope we will end up 
doing it but…shit, you know what I mean. 
Well, I’m glad you got along okay with Mark when he came 
home from work last night. I expect you have lots to talk 
about yourselves. Sorry for waffling on about our silly 
caper. Hey, maybe you and Mark should try it too? It might 
boost your sex life! 
Right, I must sign off now. I have to ring Simon’s mum to 
ask if she can have the kids over night tomorrow. I’m just 
hoping she agrees. We haven’t been out for a good couple of 
years now, so it’s not like I ask her for help all the 
time. Knowing our luck, she’ll have plans of her own. 
Still, there’s always another time! 
I’ll sign off now. 
Speak soon, 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Sixteen 
I’m so excited I could wee myself. The kids have gone to Simon’s mum’s, and I’m just about to get ready for our charade. I’m nervous! How stupid is that? It’s my husband I’m meeting, for goodness’ sake! I’m trying to pretend it isn’t though and, every so often, I get that guilty, sick feeling that I really am going out to meet another man. I keep thinking it would hurt Simon if he found out, yet he knows about it. Bizarre. 
What’s made it stranger is Simon didn’t come home from work. He said if he got dressed at the office and didn’t see me before we ‘met’, it would seem more authentic. I scrabbled through his clothes in the wardrobe and can’t think what he’s taken with him to wear. Even his ‘going out’ shoes are still at the bottom of the wardrobe. Okay, I’m lying. 
They’re under the pile of other shoes in the cupboard under the stairs. If he tried to put them on, he wouldn’t get his feet into them. They’re like a squashed banana, bent and out of shape. 
I’ve had a bath and even shaved! Being married so long, it isn’t often I tend to my privates in that way, but this is a special occasion. The only problem is I rushed the job, and the razor gouged out some of my skin. I’ve got a red rash on my inner thighs a measles sufferer would be proud of and I had to stem the flow with small pieces of toilet roll. I’ll nip to the toilet before we, you know, come home to do the rude business and take the tissue off. Hopefully, he won’t notice the cuts in the dark. 
My armpits are a bit sore too. I realised I’ve neglected myself a bit too much lately as I had enough hair under my arms to make a baboon’s wig. And then I went and sprayed deodorant just after shaving and ended up dancing round the bathroom, knocking my hip on the doorjamb. Though I’m well padded in that area, I bet it makes one hell of a bruise. 
So, I’m here in front of my mirror, dressed up—and do I feel happy? You bet I do. 
I’ve done my hair, and the make-up is next on the agenda. I studied some models on the 
‘net today to see how the latest make-up is done. They use liquid eyeliner on their top eyelids to create This Year’s Smoky, Sexy Look!  I only have the usual kohl pen, but it’ll do. If I try to use the watery version, I’ll end up looking like I’ve been punched by Lennox Lewis. 
I didn’t ask Simon where the money was coming from to pay for our night out. We might only be able to afford a couple of drinks each, but the illusion will be there just the same, and we can sip them, make them last. Just to be out of the house and in an adult environment will be enough. I didn’t realise how much I’d missed just thinking about myself. You don’t, do you? You embrace motherhood and all that goes with it and thoughts of your previous life fade. It’s what’s supposed to happen, isn’t it? 
I’ve done my face and got myself all hot and bothered. My bloody foundation came away when I applied some powder. I really should invest in one of those make-up brush sets. Using the pad that came with the powder isn’t a good idea. Shit! I’ll have to re-do my face. Why I’m so paranoid about what I look like when Simon’s seen me at my ugliest is beyond me. I mean, if your man stays with you after seeing you pushing the equivalent of a melon out of your fanny, your cheeks blown outwards, well, they must love you. I even feel ugly when I blow balloons up for the kids because my cheeks do that. You’ve still got to try,  haven’t you? When you let yourself go, that’s when the rot sets in. That’s what Rikki Lake said, anyway. 
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Splashing my face with cold water to cool myself down, and cleaning the make-up off, I start again. Deep breath, Shirl. This is not a real date.  Get a grip, woman! 
Right, I’m done. I’ve still got an hour before I leave the house. I think I’ll go and email Kathy. No, I’d better not. What if she isn’t getting on with Mark, and it kills my good mood? Oh, that’s just selfish of me, that is. I’ll go email her. The time will go quicker then. 
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Chapter Seventeen 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: I’m sorry. 
Well, I’m all ready to go! I’m so excited, Kathy! It’s 
insane! I’m going out on a date with my husband, but it 
doesn’t seem like it. It’s…oh I don’t know, sinful and 
deliciously naughty! 
Simon’s mum did have the kids, which was nice of her. We 
have the whole night and part of tomorrow to ourselves. She 
couldn’t have them all day tomorrow because she has to go 
shopping, but beggars can’t be choosers. 
My taxi arrives in just over half an hour, and I’m 
sweating already. I’m typing with my arms stuck out to the 
sides so I don’t get sweat marks on my top. If I’m still 
hot by the time the cab comes, I’ll look a right prat 
walking out of the house like some demented chicken because 
I can’t walk properly after having a fight with the razor. 
I’ll explain another time. 
It was lovely to hear Mark sent you flowers today. I know 
it’s an old chestnut, but at least he’s trying. I can’t 
remember the last time I had flowers. If Simon bought them, 
I’d think that the money he’d spent could have bought the 
kids some shoes. Then again, your idea of a bunch of 
flowers is different to mine. You get bouquets. I’d be 
happy with a bunch of stolen daffs from someone else’s 
garden, complete with bulbs. 
Right, time’s ticking on. I must go and spray some perfume 
and cool myself down. I’m so hot! 
Speak soon, 
Shirley xx 
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Chapter Eighteen 
The taxi’s horn sounds so loud it makes me jump. I’ve been fanning myself with a folded up newspaper, but my face is still burning up. I can feel the sweat balling in my pores and have to keep dabbing my cheeks, trying not to smear my foundation. 
Jabbing my cowboy hat on my head, feeling very daft in it, I leave the house, and while waiting for the taxi to turn round in the cul-de-sac, I note two of the neighbours are at my next-door neighbours door talking. Shit! My armpits are still wet, but I’ll just have to walk to the cab with my arms by my sides. 
“Oooh! Wonder where she’s off to?” 
“No idea, but her husband hasn’t come home from work yet. What the fuck has she got on her head?” 
“God knows! Silly bitch. Hey, maybe he’s left her? Aww, poor snobby, left all alone with four kids.” 
I feel like turning round and cuffing them, but I leave it. Let them think what they like. 
I’m going out on a date, which is more than can be said for that lot of slack arses! The day their ugly mugs get a night out with a bloke will be when I lose fifty pounds on a diet…it isn’t going to happen! Think bulldog chewing a wasp and you get my drift. 
Just as I go to close the cab door, my hat falls off into the gutter, and I hear, “She’s got black stuff all over her cheeks. Shall we tell her?” 
“Nah, let her go out looking stupid. Hopefully her fancy man will be put off. Shall we tell her husband she’s on the game?” 
Leaving my hat by the kerb, (my God that cost twenty quid but fuck it) I close their cackles off when I shut the car door. 
“Town, please.” 
The driver turns to me, “Did you know you’ve dropped your hat and you’ve got 
black…” 
“Yes!” 
Shit! 


* * * 
With no handbag, therefore no mirror or spare make-up, I get the taxi driver to stop by the public toilets. Paying my fare, it isn’t until he’s driven off that I realise I don’t have 10p to use the toilet. 
How the bloody hell can I go and meet Simon with smears of newspaper print on my face? Keeping my head down, I cross the road to the car park and start looking at car hubcaps. Finding the shiniest ones, I kneel on the tarmac and bend down to examine the state of my face. 
My cheeks are smattered with ink smudges, and I resemble a coal miner. 
Great. 
Licking the end of my finger, I do the best job I can of cleaning up. Standing, I find dirty marks on my knees and want to cry. Marching self-consciously from the car park towards the pub we had agreed to meet in, I know my cheeks are red from the way they burn. 
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Entering the pub with my head down, I make my way to the toilet, nudging through the crowds of revellers. I need a stiff drink myself, but I have to sort my mush out first. 
The air in the toilet, though cool, smells of cat’s piss, and I stifle a heave. Breathing through my mouth, I look into the mirror. Two round patches of skin on my cheeks shine like a rosy apple amid the powder and foundation. Grabbing some tissue, making sure the top layer of the roll went down the toilet—you don’t know who’s touched it and with
what, do you—I bunch it up and attempt to blend the shine with the matt. 
Deciding I look as good as I can, I take a deep breath and go back into the bar, scanning faces for signs of Simon. My emotions have got the better of me, and I just want to see him, get a hug, sod this stupid game. He doesn’t appear to be here, so I sit down on the only available bar stool and wait to be served. 
Bar staff are practically running back and forth, pouring beers and spirits, snapping lids from alcopop bottles. Shouts and clicks of fingers for their attention have the tenders rolling their eyes and ignoring rude requests. Gazing down at my fingernails seems a suitable thing to do at this moment as I don’t have the courage to make eye contact with a server like I used to. God, there was a time when I was loud and rude, shouting, “Oy! 
When you’re ready!” But now? I can hardly bear to be in this pub. I’d go straight home if it wasn’t for the fact Simon will be here soon. Reduced to feeling No.4’s age, I hold back my desperate need to sob. 
“What’s up, darlin’?” 
Smiling, I turn to throw myself in my husband’s arms. 
But it isn’t Simon. 
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Chapter Nineteen 
“What’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?” 
God give me strength! 
My stomach flips with fright. I’ve been out of the game too long, am unsure what a good response would be, so I go with my instinct. 
“Waiting for my husband.” 
“Ah, like I’m going to fall for that one! My name’s Colin, by the way.” 
This guy is burly, looks like he goes to the gym too often. Arnold Schwarzenegger isn’t my cup of tea, but this bloke obviously thinks he looks lush. His face is chiselled, and his skin looks like he’s overdosed on raw carrots. 
Courage grows within. The way Colin  is standing, his whole demeanour suggests he loves himself with a passion. “I don’t care what you fall for, to be honest.” 
“Oooh! Get you! Bit stroppy, aren’t we?” 
“I can be.” 
I turn away from him, catching a glimpse of myself in the mirror behind the bar. My cheeks are as red as a post box, and my heart is hammering. Simon, hurry up for fuck’s
sake!  I briefly entertain thoughts of this being a set up, that Simon has enlisted one of those honey trap fellas to chat me up and see if I take the bait, but dismiss it. We can hardly afford to eat let alone pay for one of those. 
I see Colin’s reflection in the mirror. He is staring at the back of my head, his lips pursed like a chicken’s arse. Lifting his hand, I watch him point his finger at my back. 
Not thinking he will actually poke me with it, when he does, I jerk my hand out to my right, striking a male customer on the back of his head. 
“Oh shit! So sorry…he…” I gesture behind me to Colin, “poked me in the back and I…” 
The customer, his back to me, says in a gruff voice, “He poked you? Ooer! ” 
Is every man in here weird or what? 
I watch Colin push off into the crowd, using his burly arms as battering rams. Turning back to the man I’d assaulted, I take a good look at the back of his head. Brown shoulder length, wavy hair. This guy must work in an office as he is wearing a suit. 
“Yes. Fucking prat was trying to chat me up!” My ire is well and truly up. 
Suit Man gives no response. 
Feeling like a total dweeb, I smile sheepishly at the barman. He says, “Are you being served?” 

Does it bloody look like it? 
Before I could reply, Suit Man says, “I’ll get that,” like he has trouble with his voice box. 
“Oh. Well, thanks for the offer, but it’s okay, really. I’ll get my own.” 
“No, I insist. Vodka and bitter lemon for the lady, please.” 
How does he fucking know what I drink? 
Scanning the crowd for Simon, seriously shitting myself and feeling way out of my depth, I turn back and sneak a peek at Suit Man in the bar mirror. 
Smiling to myself on recognition, and biting my bottom lip, I thought, Simon, you
little fucker! You’ve cut off your lovely long hair! 
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Seeing the game is up, Simon tries hard not to smile. Twisting round to face me, he says in his silly new voice, “So. What’s a lovely lady like you doing in a place like this?” 
I am so relieved I could cry! I want a hug from the man I love. I move forward for a cuddle, but Simon steps back a little. “Bit forward, aren’t you, love?” He smirks. Shit. 
Looks like I have to play. 
“No! Anyway, I just dropped in for a quick drink. You know how it is.” 
“No, I don’t actually.” 
Aww. He isn’t playing fair! I feel ridiculously stupid. My own husband and I can’t speak to him like I want to. He’s pursing his lips to stop that grin I love. 
“Oh, well anyway, I came out for a drink. What about you? What’s a handsome…” I start laughing. There is no way I’m going to be able to play this stupid bloody game! 
“Here’s your drink… darlin’.” 
“Um, thanks.” 
I want to neck the whole bloody glass, but sip like a lady. My nerves are shot to pieces over that horrible Colin bloke, and, with Simon acting the part a little too well, I’m oddly at a loss and out of my depth. 
Simon appears at ease. Like he does this often. A thought of Simon chatting other women up in this way enters my head, and I get sick with worry. Stop it, Shirl. He isn’t
the type—doesn’t do this kind of thing. When has he got the time, anyway? 

“D’you fancy keeping me company then?” he says, jolting me out of my thoughts. 
“Well, I don’t know…” I shift on my seat. 
It’s his turn to be uncomfortable, and I give a small smile knowing he isn’t sure what to say next. His cheeks go pink; eyes look into mine sending me messages I can read but refuse to act on. If we weren’t playing the game, he’d have said, “Oh stop pissing about, Shirl,” but he’d started it, wanted to play… 
“Do you come here often?” 
I nearly spit out my drink. “Um, no. You?” 
“No.” 
It’s like I don’t know him. The usual ease of our relationship has vanished. He gazes somewhere behind me, and I wonder if he’s eyeing up younger, prettier women, who don’t have saggy tits like mine, whose stomachs are washboard flat, decorated with dainty belly bars. I risk looking behind me, but only a crowd of men are standing there. Is Simon longing for nights out with the boys? Does he wish he was with them right now, instead of me? 
Oh for fuck’s sake. This hasn’t been a very good idea. At home, I’m safe, know we’re happy, know exactly what is what. Here, in this place…why the hell had I wanted to come out? I don’t fit in this lifestyle anymore. I want to go home. 
Swallowing the rest of my drink in one gulp, I get off my stool and touch Simon’s hand. By instinct, his fingers curl into mine. I lean forward into his chest and rest my forehead on his shoulder. Seconds pass and I lift my head to kiss his neck, just above his shirt collar—a shirt I haven’t seen before. 
“New clothes?” I whisper, taking in the scent of him. I feel him nod. “Will you take me home?” 
Pulling away, he cups my face in his hands, looks right at me, and smiles. “Bit forward, aren’t you, love?” 
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Swatting him lightly on the shoulder, I say, “Shut your bloody mouth, you!” and lead the way out of the bar and into the cool night. 
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Chapter Twenty 
We walk hand in hand like teenagers towards the taxi rank. 
“Did you know you’ve got a black smudge on your nose, darlin’? That’s what made me fancy you. I like a dirty bird.” 
“Pack it in with that stupid voice, Simon.” I laugh; I’m so free and back to normal. So me. I even forget we have kids and just let our time together wash over me. We should do this more often. 
“Sorry, luv…” 
“Simon! ” 
The night is still young, and a fleet of taxis wait in line. Simon leans on the driver’s side door, his forearms on the half open window. He’s speaking to the driver in a quiet voice, and I wonder what the bloody hell he’s playing at. 
“Come on!” he says and opens the car door for me. 


* * * 
“Simon, this isn’t the way home.” 
“I know.” 
“Well…tell the bloody driver then!” 
“Shh!” 
Nausea creeps up on me. This could be one of those nasty cabbies I’ve read about on the ‘net. They kidnap you and kill you, pinch your wallet. “I won’t shh. If you won’t tell him, I will!” 
I lean forward to tap the driver on the shoulder, but Simon grabs my wrist. “Just relax. 
It’s okay.” 
“It isn’t bloody okay! Some bloke is driving us out into the countryside, to the middle of sodding nowhere, and you’re telling me it’s okay!  Fuc…” 
“Shirl! I promise, the driver is going where I told him to.” It’s dark in the back of the cab; the streetlights have disappeared along with the town. “So come here and give me a kiss.” 
“Simon! Not in here! He might see! ” 
I can hear him smiling in the dark. “Where’s that woman gone,” Simon whispers, “the one that used to climb on top of me in the back of taxis when she was drunk and hike her mini skirt up and…” 
“Shh! She’s gone and bloody grown up, that’s where she’s gone! Look, where are we going?” 
“I’m not telling you unless you give me a kiss.” 
“I’m not kissing you in here, so I guess I won’t know our destination until we get there.” 
“I guess you won’t.” 
Simon swoops down, his lips meet mine and, despite my reticence about snogging in the back of a taxi that was taking us fuck knows where, I go a bit silly inside. You know, my tummy rolls over and, even though I’m sitting, I know if I stand, my legs will be like jelly. 
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I relax and return the kiss, my tongue meeting with his, that familiarity we have making me know I’m safe. I forget my surroundings. He breaks away first. Keeping his mouth close to mine, he says, “I love you so much, Shirl.” 
My standard answer comes out. “I know.” 
I feel his smile against my lips, and a rush of love pulses through me as if it’s a tangible thing and will jump out of my chest. Right at this moment, I don’t care where we are going, so long as I’m with him. If he’s here, I’m safe. 
A shaft of light beams into the taxi, and we break apart to look out of the windscreen. 
The car has turned into a long gravelled driveway, flanked by lamps made in olden day mould. 
“Simon! What the fuck are we doing here? ” 
“We’re staying the night.” I see a smile touch his lips once more, and despite my confusion, my tummy rolls over again. It’s like I’m fifteen. 
“But we don’t have the money for this kind of place. We had the water bill come through the other day and…” 
“Mum paid for it, all right?” 
“Oh no!  That’s just not on…” 
“It’s okay, Shirl. She offered. It was her idea.” 
“But…” 
“Please. Let’s just enjoy ourselves for once. All right?” 
I purse my lips, shame about the cost of this place settling on my shoulders. We could have used the money for something else, to pay off a debt. Such an extravagance isn’t right. Sighing, I say, “Okay. But I’m not happy about this.” 
As the cab draws up to the front of the hotel, its Cotswold stone facing giving it an aged appearance, he says, “Just pretend we’re rich. Just for one night. Just…pretend.” 
He turns to look at me, and I know I’ll put my misgivings aside for him. I’ll do anything for him. Apart from the kids, he is my life. 
I touch his hand, and our gaze is only broken when the taxi driver says, “That’ll be a tenner mate.” 
Stifling a gasp—I can buy two meals for our family with that—I get out of the taxi, my ankle turning over on the gravel, nearly making me fall arse over tit. Fucking
stilettos!  Feeling so unladylike, I let out a “whoops!” like the wally I am and shut the car door, walking to the hotel steps with as much dignity as I can, cheeks burning. 
“You all right, love?” Simon says, clasping my elbow. 
As the taxi speeds away, tyres spewing that infernal gravel, I say, “Yeah. I just nearly broke my bloody ankle that’s all.” 
Laughing quietly, he says, “Come on, you. Let’s go inside.” 
Looking down at myself, I whisper, “But I’ve got jeans on! This place looks too posh for jeans!” 
“Oh stop it, will you? The room’s been paid for. It’ll be all right.” 
With me limping slightly, we enter the hotel, and, apart from marrying Simon, apart from giving birth to the kids, I’m guessing the best night of my life is about to begin. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 
The room is so lovely. It makes me wish we were posh. Swagged curtains dress the windows, their cream velvet complementing the beige walls. The bed, a king-size four-poster, dominates the left half of the room, its bedspread a sumptuous cream with embroidered beige flowers. 
“Oh bloody hell, Simon, this is lovely!” 
“I thought that earlier.” 
“You’ve been here already?” 
As he draws the curtains, and the light from the lamps outside disappears, I stand in this alien room, looking at my surroundings with the aid of a low light set on one of the bedside tables. 
“Yeah, had to go somewhere to get changed, didn’t I?” 
Touching one of the four mahogany posts on the bed that reach up to a canopy above, I say, “I thought you were changing at the office.” 
Turning to me, Simon smiles. The space between us disappears as our eyes meet. “Just think, Shirl. A whole weekend in this place.” He looks like he did when I married him. 
Happy, eager, in love. 
Sighing, for it would be lovely, I say, “Yeah, well, no point in wishing for what we can’t have.” 
Stepping up to me, he takes my face in his hands, bends his head to kiss my lips. My stomach churns with giddy excitement. He’s always been able to do that to me. Nipping at my bottom lip with his teeth, he speaks between kisses. “No, but we do have.” 
My heart beats faster as his fingers begin to brush my breast, and when he rubs the pad of his thumb against my hardening nipple, my chest grows tight. Down below gets a bit squiffy, you know, when the passion starts to build. “Have what?” 
He begins to unbutton my jeans, pulls the zip down with his free hand, and strokes my lower belly with the backs of his fingers. “The whole weekend here.” 
I frown, the kids coming to mind immediately. “But what about the…” 
“Mum’s having them, we don’t pick them up until Sunday night.” 
His mouth finds my neck, gives delicate kisses to my collarbone. 
Can I spend the whole weekend away from my kiddies? Will they be okay without 
me? What if Kathy tries to get hold of me with something important? Did I lock up properly when I left? More importantly, did I turn the bloody iron off? What if… 
“I love you, you know, Shirl.” 
When his tongue licks my earlobe, I’m a goner. My knees go, my bits flare as if on fire, and I put everything else to the back of my mind. I’m going to spend the whole weekend with my hubby. 
Whoo me! 


* * * 
It’s funny how you get into a routine when you’ve been with someone so long. How you anticipate their every move, know what they’re going to do next. It must have been the change of venue because Simon is like some sex-starved nutter. Okay, so he probably was  sex starved. I mean, we don’t get to have it away very often, what with me being 39 
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tired by the end of the day. The kids possibly hearing us doesn’t really give you the incentive to have a good old bash at it, either. Don’t get me wrong, we have a jolly old time for the most part, but this weekend has been just brilliant. 
I don’t have to worry about the bed squeaking, because it doesn’t. And then I get to thinking of us maybe getting a new bed, but I doubt my catalogue credit could stretch to that. Mind you, I should have mentioned it last night at the time when Simon was vulnerable, shall we say. He’d have said yes to anything then. 
Of course, he asked me after that first union why my inner thighs were all red, why a piece of blood soaked tissue was stuck to my skin. I explained about the vigorous razor event, and we laughed ourselves silly. 
The lay-ins are heaven. I’ve been waking up at the usual time, but once I realise where I am, I snuggle back down behind Simon and fall back to sleep. Sex for breakfast is a luxury, and I find myself hoping that one day, one day we’ll have the means to do this more often. Even if it is  only once a year, we’ll have something to look forward to. 
Of course, when lying beside one another in the dark, we agree we’ll make more time for us. Not let the kids dictate what time we spend together. Make them aware that we are parents but also have a marriage that needs constant attention. It’s hard being older. Big sigh! 
Still, if my man can set my bits alight after all these years, we can’t be doing much wrong, can we? 
It’s the second morning, a sad one. We both know tomorrow we’ll be waking up in our own bed, one of the kids scrambling on top of us, wanting tickles and all sorts before the fact that it’s daytime has actually penetrated our brains. 
There will be Coco Pops in bowls; milk splashing on the table. Son of the teenage affliction mumbling he wants toast. Me telling him to make it his bloody self, and him stropping, talking in his alien language, probably calling me a silly old cow. The two youngest will argue that the other one had more cereal than them, waaaah! Our eldest will come down all tarted up as if she has a disco to attend when really she’s going to school. 
Me, dressing gown flapping open, swatting at kids’ heads, cup of tea going cold on the side shouting, “Hurry up, you lot!” or, if I was in The Expert mode, “Come along, children. There we go. Eat up! Time for school, dears!” 
But we’ve loved every minute of our lives, and if we don’t get to do this again any time soon, we’ll still have the memories, won’t we? 
As we leave the hotel room, holding hands, we stand in the doorway and look back at our little haven, then at one another. 
“We’ve still got this room for another hour you know…” Simon smiles. 
“I know…” I bite my lip and think about the kids. What’s one more hour away? 
As we race towards the bed, the door slamming shut, I think, Nothing. An hour is
absolutely nothing. 





*** 
When he touches me, it’s like I’ve arrived home—that I’m with the one person who makes me whole. He knows where to touch, where to kiss, where to feel. 
40 
Charade 
This last intimacy is a frantic coupling, all of our love expressed in minutes. I have an intense need to grab at him, hold his hair in my fists, scratch at his back, as if I’ll never see him again. 
Our clothes are discarded in seconds. Lips crush together, tongues duelling deeply at first, then in soft, teasing touches. A passion grows within me that I never knew could exist. I thought I’d felt it all with Simon, reached the highest peak I could—but my body proves me wrong. 
I’m not one of these sensuous women who exude sexuality like freshly sprayed 
perfume on skin. I don’t flaunt my body—after all, only Simon would want to look at it—but the last hour in our special room, makes me feel sexy. The way my husband treats me makes me believe I have the body of one of those lush birds on TV—you know the kind, perfect boobs and waist, flawless skin. In reality, my stomach looks like a road atlas from too many stretch marks, and my tits sag like a Neanderthal woman’s, but it doesn’t matter. Doesn’t matter at all. 
Standing up against the wall, Simon enters me, the length of him seeming to fill me up. Of course, it isn’t like the movies when the woman effortlessly wraps her legs round her man’s waist and the wall doesn’t chafe at her bare back, burning like mad. My weight prevents him from thrusting quite as vigorously as he wants to, and at one point, I think he’s going to drop me, but I still love it. 
We eventually give up on the silly antics and make it to the bed, where he licks and kisses my stomach, making his way up to my tits. Whoo! Why haven’t my nipples ever responded to his mouth like this before? Maybe it’s my age, but bloody hell, I’m enjoying every tingle that snakes from my boobs down to my tummy, meandering 
downwards to where Simon rubs me until I burn with the yen for release. 
“Get inside me,” I pant. Oh yeah, Shirley Langford has learned to pant and gasp along with the best porno stars. Except I don’t do the rude things they do. Not that I’d know, of course. I don’t watch sexy TV as a rule. I mean, that’d be so naughty! 
As Simon complies, my whole body tenses then goes lax as he gets in rhythm. I grab his ass to push him deeper inside. I want the whole of him in me—we just can’t get close enough. I know now, when the tears sting my eyes, and a smile touches my lips, that I’ll love this man until the day I die. I can’t imagine being with anyone else. 
Frantically kissing him as if this were the very last time, his hands are in my hair, my hands in his hair, he picks up the pace. I lift my legs and cross my feet at the small of his back, and he looks down at me, me up at him. 
Sometimes, words don’t need to be spoken to feel love from someone. When gazes connect, silent, unseen communication passes. A look conveys every single expression of love and passion. When I see that message from him to me, when the rest of my life is mapped out before me, I know I’m so incredibly lucky, so very loved. 
We come together, just like that, and I only close my eyes when the rush of intensity fades, long after Simon’s rocking stops—when a lone tear of happiness slides down into my ear. 
I’ll never want to go dancing again. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 
From: Shirley@rootmail.com 
To: KathyR@firstrun.com 
Subject: Re: Mark and me. 
Hey Kathy! 
I’m so bloody pleased you and Mark sorted things out. It’s 
bound to be a bit rocky every now and again, isn’t it? You 
seem so much better, and your night of pash—well, sounds 
you had a great time! 
I will bet, though, that it wasn’t as great as what I’ve

been up to. You just won’t believe it when I tell you! 
Well, you know Simon and me were doing that charade thing? 
We ended up in some posh hotel. Oh, I know, me in a snob’s 
spot! Hilarious! I did manage to behave and not let myself 
down in public places like the dining room. I’m so used to 
just being me at home that it was a struggle at one point 
to hold a blow off in. You know what I’m like, Little Miss 
Trumpet Trousers. 
Anyway, we had the best time! We stayed there the whole 
weekend and got to know each other again. I know we know 
each other, but you know what I mean. We had time to chat, 
reassess what we wanted in life. Even shared things we’d 
kept to ourselves. Try to remember everything you want to 
tell your husband when you’ve got kids round your ankles 
all the time. And if they’re not round your ankles, they’re 
in your face or ear. Jeez. Don’t get me wrong now, I still 
love them just the same. 
I won’t go into detail about what we actually did, even 
though you insisted on telling me all about Mark’s new 
trick with his tongue, and yes, I can understand you 
wondering if he learned it from That Stinking Whore. 
When we got home, the neighbours were out in attendance, 
as usual, gossiping outside their front doors. I didn’t 
care. D’you know, I’ve finally got so I have no interest 
whatsoever in what other people think of me. It’s great! 
Well, as expected, they stared at us when we all got out 
of the car. Had a good nose at the fact I had the same 
clothes on that I had when they last saw me. My face was 
cleaner, though. Oh, I didn’t tell you about that, did I? 
I’ll save the dirty face story for my next email. 
And the hat…suffice to say I didn’t wear it for very long, 
and I noticed as I looked up at the neighbours kids’, that 
one of them had it on her head. Good luck to her—she can 
keep it! 
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Anyway, my kids had a great time with Simon’s mum. She’d 
taken them away for a weekend break too, in her caravan. 
Bloody fibbed to me on the phone that she needed to go 
shopping Saturday, and we’d have to pick up the kids. They 
were full of their antics when we picked them up, so 
thankfully it saved us having to explain where we were, and 
what we’d been doing. 
Well, looks like we’re both happy, doesn’t it, love? We’re 
back on track, doing things together, except you’ve yet to 
have kids. Do you think you and Mark will survive this 
blip? I really do hope so. 
Well, to top it all off, I checked the quiz site on the 
‘net. And guess what? I’m still the daily star on 

Quizzerama!  Nobody was able to knock me off the top spot 
all weekend! Whoo me! 
Right, I’m going to have to love you and leave you. While 
I’m online, I’m going to have a browse through my catalogue 
for some sexy underwear. 
Don’t go telling me off in your next email. I’m only going 
to be buying one saucy set. Just one. I promise. 
Oh okay, maybe two or three, but by the time you reply, 
it’ll be too late, and I’d have already pressed the submit 
order button. 
Ner ner ner ner ner! 
Speak soon! 
Shirl xx 
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