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			Praise for Fanny Blake


			‘Fanny Blake has the gift of creating wonderful page turners from very domestic situations; and then making them warm and funny as well’ Penny Vincenzi


			‘A delicious read’ Elizabeth Buchan


			‘A thoughtful, funny and warm read, full of wry and well-observed detail’ Daily Mail


			‘The characterisation brims with life, and the plotting is full of suspense and pace’ Daily Mirror


			‘[A] warm, funny read’ Marie Claire


			‘Full of insight with a sharp wit, this is about real women in realistic situations, entertaining and thought provoking. Kept me reading far too late’ Katie Fforde


			‘Wise, warm, funny and wonderfully observant’ Cathy Kelly


			‘I love the way Fanny Blake proves that women just become more and more fascinating’ Adele Parks


			‘I love that she writes about women our age, and the painful and wise truths we know’ Marian Keyes
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			Chapter One


			Maggie Blackburn looked up as another customer entered the otherwise empty nail bar. The woman had come up from the treatment rooms in the basement. Maggie’s first instinct was to tidy her hair but that was impossible. Both her hands were dipped in nail soakers. If she had known that a facial would leave her looking as if she had been dragged through a hedge, she would never have had one. She didn’t feel right facing the world with her hair all oily and on end. As soon as she could escape to go home and have a shower, the better she would feel.


			Phil, her husband, had given her the gift voucher to Beauty Unlimited as a Christmas present. ‘Treat yourself,’ he had said, although she knew he didn’t really expect her to. Worse, she suspected he didn’t really care whether she did or not. However, she wanted to look her best for their anniversary dinner that evening.


			Phil had promised he would be home on time for once. He often stayed late at work these days. He was working extra hard to earn the promotion he so badly wanted, so she didn’t like to complain. Instead, she had persuaded him to book a table at the new Italian restaurant on the High Street. This would be the first time they had gone out together for ages. She was determined to make the evening a success.


			The new customer was shown to the seat beside Maggie’s. She sat down with a relieved ‘Oof.’ Smiling at Maggie, she straightened the skirt of her dress. ‘I shouldn’t groan like that. It makes me sound so old.’ She studied Maggie for a moment. ‘Just had a facial? Plays havoc with your hair, doesn’t it? I always go for the full body massage.’


			‘I’ve never had one before. I didn’t know.’ Maggie said. The idea of her plump neighbour lying naked on a massage bed struck her with some horror. Maggie would never remove her own clothes in front of a stranger. And she certainly wouldn’t have them touch her all over.


			She had chosen the facial because it was the least embarrassing option. But now she was embarrassed that the state of her hair had been noticed. She gave her hand to the girl who was waiting to treat her nails. She was struck by the contrast between her own skin and the girl’s smooth tanned arm. The word ‘STRIDENT’ was tattooed on it.


			‘Really! Never?’ The other woman sounded surprised. She was studying the nail varnish samples. ‘I treat myself to a massage whenever I can afford it. Makes all the difference. You should try it.’


			Maggie studied her neighbour. She had a round, rather pretty face, friendly eyes and a wide smile. Her shiny brown hair lapped the collar of her mauve dress which was slightly too tight. On her feet was a pair of deep violet suede heels. Did other women really dress like this every day, and not just at parties?


			‘Gorgeous aren’t they?’ The woman lifted one foot and turned it in a circle. ‘I couldn’t resist.’


			‘Mmm. I’d love to wear something like that.’ Maggie remembered her own wardrobe – dull, some might say – and looked at the shoes with envy.


			‘Why don’t you, then?’ The woman held the varnish samples against her fingers one after the other, as she searched among the pale pinks and neutrals for the right colour. ‘You only live once, so you might as well choose the shoes you like. We’ll all be in those awful “natural” things and hanging on to Zimmer frames before we know where we are.’


			Maggie laughed, warming to the woman. ‘Don’t! But I’d feel too self-conscious.’


			‘Nonsense. Don’t worry about what other people think. You’ve got to dress for yourself.’ She pointed to a soft peachy pink. ‘Nude Peach. That’s the one.’


			Maggie looked over. ‘That’s the same one I’ve chosen.’ Not the colour she would have imagined this larger-than-life woman would choose at all. She would have expected her to go for something much more brazen.


			‘Really?’ The woman held out her hand so that the other manicurist could work on her nails. ‘To be honest, if it was up to me, I’d have one of those – Strawberry Crush or Ruby Rose. But my boyfriend hates them. He thinks they’re tarty.’


			‘So you do care what he thinks.’ Maggie winced as the manicurist clipped at her cuticles.


			‘Well, of course I want him to appreciate me and if that’s what it takes …’ She gave Maggie a crafty smile. ‘Well, it’s not much is it? I’m Carla by the way. I’d shake hands if you weren’t busy.’ Her laugh reminded Maggie of a machine-gun. Rat-a-tat-tat.


			‘Maggie.’ Maggie introduced herself, liking the instant rapport she felt with this woman. She rarely made new friends these days.


			‘My husband doesn’t like those hot pinks or reds either.’ Maggie looked at them. If only she had the nerve to try one of them. Classy Coral perhaps. But how the children would laugh at her. How her mother-in-law would look down her nose. Phil would do the same. ‘Mutton dressed as lamb,’ he’d say. Just as he had when she tried wearing a skirt that stopped a couple of inches above her knees. Once upon a time he had admired her legs.


			‘Men are funny,’ Carla said. ‘I don’t know why we try so hard to please them, really. Makes life easier I suppose. Been married long?’


			‘Twenty-five years. Since we left school.’ Even as she said it, Maggie felt weary. Twenty-five years and what had she got to show for it? Two children who had left home as soon as possible. A husband who barely seemed to notice her. These days, Phil never asked what she thought about anything or inquired how her day at work had been.


			The twenty-five years had been spent looking after the family, doing housework or homework, and being polite to the school parents. As school secretary, she often had to cope with people who thought nothing of being rude to her.


			‘We only had ten years together.’ Carla looked thoughtful.


			Divorce was hard. Maggie had seen too many of her friends go through it. Besides, ten years wasn’t that bad for a marriage. Maggie was about to sympathise but Carla went on.


			‘He was a builder. A breeze block fell off some flats where he was working and hit him square on the head. He was dead before he hit the ground. He was only thirty-five.’ She sank back into her chair and sighed. For a second, the life seemed to go out of her.


			There was a moment of silence only broken by the click of nail scissors. Outside a car horn hooted.


			‘Bloody waste,’ Carla said, before appearing to regain her energy. ‘But what can you do? Just got to pick yourself up and get on with life. You’ve only got one. That’s what he taught me.’


			‘How dreadful.’ Maggie didn’t know what to say, especially since Carla didn’t seem to be looking for sympathy. ‘Did you have children?’ she tried.


			Carla roared with laughter. ‘God no! We never got round to that. Too busy enjoying ourselves. The only sensible thing Ian did in his life was to buy us a flat. I had to sell it after he died though. I couldn’t live there without him. So it’s thanks to him that I’ve got my house now. It’s small mind, but it’s nice. And it’s mine. So the poor sod did look after me – just not in the way he thought he would.’ She gave a little shrug of her shoulders. ‘Have you got children?’


			‘Two. But they’ve left home. Jack’s married now.’ Maggie thought of her tall, athletic son with a pinch of sadness. ‘We hardly see him any more. He’s too busy with the garage, and with Gail. She’s his wife,’ she added. They had moved to live near Gail’s parents. Gail didn’t want to share him with Maggie and Phil.


			Maggie stopped herself. That wasn’t fair. Gail was a nice girl really. She just wanted the best for her husband.


			‘And Kelly’s just started studying nursing at uni in Swansea. She wants to be a midwife.’ She said this with pride. Kelly was doing something with her life. That was exactly what Maggie wished she had done with her own. But instead, she and Phil had met at school, married as soon as they left and she fell pregnant soon after. She had gone from part-time job to part-time job for years – dinner lady, typist, hotel receptionist – until Miss Fletcher, the head teacher of the local primary school, suggested she took a maternity cover for the school secretary. Maggie’s somewhat rusty secretarial skills and love of organisation had helped a lot, and she was still there.


			‘And your husband? What does he do?’ Carla stretched her fingers in front of her as her manicurist turned to get the moisturiser.


			‘Phil? He’s—’


			The other woman glanced at her. ‘Phil? How funny. That’s my boyfriend’s name.’


			Maggie smiled. ‘Well, there are plenty of them about. Mine works at Plums, the supermarket chain. Head office.’ She didn’t want her new friend to think he was a shelf stacker at their age. ‘He’s a buyer. Canned soups.’


			How proud she had been when he first began to work there. He used to come home every night and regale her with stories of what had gone on during his day and she would listen, entranced, admiring. The problems began when she had nothing to tell him back. Nothing that interested him anyway. The routine of her days was dull to him. What happened at school or to the kids was nothing compared to the politics on the trading floor or higher up the chain of command.


			‘He’s hoping for a promotion,’ she added.


			Maggie was surprised when Carla didn’t respond. She stopped studying her nails, now shining with the first coat, and turned to her. ‘And your boyfriend?’ she prompted. ‘What does your Phil do?’


			Carla was looking down. Although her hair had fallen across her face, Maggie could see that her face was flushed red. She sympathised. The menopause was hell to live with. She had had it early so she knew. She waited for a moment, knowing there was no point in rushing her new friend until the flush had died away. Then: ‘Where does he work?’


			‘I, er …’ Carla stopped.


			Maggie waited, watching the care with which her manicurist worked, painting each nail so precisely. ‘You haven’t forgotten have you?’ she joked.


			‘He, er …’ Carla shook her head as if trying to clear it. ‘Er, he works at Plums too.’


			‘Really?’ Maggie sat back in her chair and admired her finished nails. Nice. She would come here again. ‘How funny. Which department?’


			‘He’s in, er …’ The woman took a breath. ‘He’s a buyer too.’


			‘No! But they must know each other. I’ll ask Phil tonight. We’re going out to celebrate our anniversary. That’s why …’ She stopped. The same nail colour. The same name. The same company. And the woman she had befriended so easily looking as if she wished she were anywhere but in the next chair.


			There was a rushing in Maggie’s ears, a feeling of being lifted up and thrown down helpless in front of an express train that was thundering towards her.


			This couldn’t be happening …


			Not again.


			‘What’s his last name?’ she forced herself to ask, not wanting to hear the answer. But at the same time knowing she had to.


			‘Blackburn.’ Carla said the word so fast, Maggie almost didn’t hear it. The other woman was staring straight in front of her as if willing the manicurist to finish her nails in double-quick time. But both the white-jacketed girls were still. They were listening to every word.


			‘Blackburn.’ Maggie repeated. Perhaps she had misheard.


			Carla nodded, then swallowed. ‘I work there too – in pickles and sauces.’


			‘As a buyer?’


			She nodded again. ‘I’m sorry. He told me …’


			But Maggie didn’t want to listen to what her husband had told Carla. All she could feel was a terrible sense of shame. What an idiot, she had been. She had believed Phil when he said it would never happen again. She should have known better. Once a cheat … She pushed the table aside and stood up, waving her hands so her nails would dry faster.


			‘I’d like to pay.’ She crossed to the till and waited as the bill was printed, unable to speak. All she could do was concentrate on staying upright and breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Somehow she managed to fumble her gift voucher from her purse without smudging her nails. Funny how important that still seemed.


			Maggie didn’t listen to what the girl was saying to her. She ignored the shout of ‘Wait!’ from Carla. She only wanted to get out of there and get home. Phil had promised her. He had promised.


			A bell tinkled as she opened the door, and again as she slammed it behind her. In the street, the cold air felt good on her burning cheeks. But nothing could clear the red cloud of hurt and anger that raged inside her head. She leaned against the wall, feeling its chill through her jacket, and closed her eyes. The bastard!
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