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      ‘Lie back,’ he breathed, sliding his warm hand along my thigh. I did what I was told, and lay back on the sunlounger, the sun beating down under a foreign sky. His fingers were now expertly smoothing fragrant oil onto my warm skin, creating an electric sizzle on contact. I pulled down my shoulder straps provocatively and adjusted myself on the lounger so he could enjoy me in my best possible light. I looked at him from under luxurious eyelashes, my bronzed skin glowing in the sun, now high in the sky, the air laced with Hawaiian Tropic. I closed my eyes and relaxed as the gorgeous man applied factor 20 with the enthusiasm of a sex-starved Swedish masseur.

      This is how I like to see it anyway, and the above description is pretty close, except for the bit about my skin being bronzed and my eyelashes being luxurious. My skin was more of a faded orange over mottled pink and my eyelashes were spiky and itchy and didn’t belong to me. They’d been glued on by Mandy the beauty therapist, who used me like a bloody guinea pig at the salon where I worked. As soon as a new treatment appeared on the horizon, she’d whisk me into her Heavenly Spa above the salon and ‘inflict’ it on me. She’d once vajazzled a cougar onto my private parts (not, I must add, at my request) and I was shocked to discover two very lifelike cougar eyes staring back at me when I’d looked down. Not, it has to be said, as shocked as Dan, my boyfriend who’d come face-to-face with the spectacle in the dark during a passionate encounter. He took it like a man but joked about being traumatised by it for some time after. Mandy had assured me these innovative new lashes I was now batting were all the rage in Hollywood and I’d look like a ‘hot film star’, but by the time I’d left the salon I looked more like a surprised drag queen.

      So there I was in a small hotel in the Spanish hills, lying by a pool, with Dan, the love of my life. We’d been together for three years (with only a small gap in the first year when we’d hit a problem) and I’d never met anyone quite like this rather wonderful Australian Adonis who’d turned up in my local deli when I’d thought my life story was over. Free-spirited, with the spontaneity of a teenager, Dan climbed the highest mountains, dived into the deepest oceans and jumped on planes like other people jumped on buses. He’d seduced me with his tales of new worlds, hot sunshine, different flavours, and amazing people, and now we were sharing that journey together.

      When I’d first met Dan, I’d been unhappily married to Craig, a career plumber who loved toilet pipes and flange fittings more than he loved me. Plumbing was his passion and nothing and no one could compete with a dripping valve or a faulty ballcock where Craig was concerned.

      ‘Shall we sit in the shade?’ Dan was asking me now, his eyes twinkling, not a murmur of faulty ballcocks, just sunshine and white wine.

      I nodded, wordlessly, as he took my hand, his own still warm and slippery from the sun oil, and we lay under a huge palm and gazed into each other’s eyes. I still couldn’t believe this was my life, that Dan and I were together. I was a grandma now, as well as a university student – how crazy is that? Dan and I lived apart but close by, which is why these lovely snatched weekends were so special. After selling the marital home following my divorce, I was lodging with Emma, my daughter, a single mum. I say, ‘lodging’, but really I had moved in to help Emma look after Rosie, my gorgeous granddaughter. I was happy, and felt like I was almost having it all, but only too aware of how easy it might be to slip back into a life of domesticity, with no goals, and no dreams, just an endless loop of waking, sleeping and working. I’d been there and done that before, having to abandon my own degree as a teenager when I fell pregnant with Emma. So, the first thing I did after Rosie was born was to enrol on a degree course in English Literature again, some twenty-odd years after the first time.

      I loved this new life and now, at the age of forty-five, was enjoying all the challenges thrown at me, and was excited about my future. I wasn’t sure exactly what I was going to do with my degree, but I had more options than with my previous job as a hairdresser, which I still did part-time to supplement the student loan.

      So here I was, a grandmother with a student loan, a lover and a full and busy life. I had my family, my dream course and my dream man. Freshly divorced, I had no plans to jump into marriage again any time soon, but if and when I did, it would only be with Dan. Neither of us had talked of marriage – I think perhaps for both of us it was way into the future, if at all – but I had that comfortable feeling that even if a ring wasn’t involved, we’d always be together. We were just meant to be. Despite being crazy in love (as Beyoncé would say), I didn’t want another relationship made up of arguments over the washing-up and heated debates involving which colour bin to put out that week. I wanted to preserve me and Dan, keep us special and our time together precious, so we lived apart, but minutes away – which was lovely. We also went away together whenever we could. From a night in Devon to a weekend in Rome, we were doing it all and enjoying our mutual passions: travel, food – and each other.

      This weekend we were sampling the delights of Spain, from the weather to the food to the flamenco, and as I gazed at Dan over a glass of red, I felt like my heart was going to burst. His blue eyes were sparkly in the early evening sun, the dimples in his cheeks appeared as his eyes landed on mine and caught like fire. We didn’t speak, we didn’t need to; we just sat in silence, happy in each other’s company, we had the rest of our lives to talk. For now, we just enjoyed being together.

      ‘Is drinking red wine as the sun sets with a brilliant and handsome Australian on your living list?’ Dan asked now, the twinkle never leaving his eyes.

      When I’d been unhappily married to Craig, I’d kept a list of things I wanted to do, but I couldn’t bear to think of it as my bucket list because it reminded me of dying, and this was a list about living. So that’s what I’d called it – my living list.

      I giggled. ‘Not exactly. The specific wording on my list is drinking spicy Rioja while the sun sets behind a mountain in Spain… followed by amazing sex with a brilliant and handsome Australian.’

      ‘Oh… but we’ve ordered tapas. Where does that figure in your list?’

      ‘Between the Rioja and the sex, I’m just waiting for the brilliant and handsome Aussie to turn up,’ I joked.

      He laughed, and before he could retaliate the waitress appeared with our tapas – spicy sausage, salty squid, warm pastries with melt-in-the-mouth cheese filling and sun-dried tomatoes, sweet as caramel, with a savoury tang.

      Our first trip together had been early on in our relationship, three years before when we’d spent a summer in Santorini together. While there, Dan had introduced me to all kinds of new dishes – white aubergines in olive oil, with garlic and lemon juice; lamb with herbs; a fresh Greek salad, crunchy and light with the saltiness of feta. He made my mouth water in so many ways. But it hadn’t all been plain sailing, and when Emma discovered she was pregnant and abandoned I had to leave Dan on our paradise island and head home to be with her.

      We split up, then reunited a year later on a rooftop in New York City, where we ate pastrami on rye and salty pretzels, washed down with bright cocktails. Later, as we lay in my hotel suite, we’d watched the flames of the sun reflecting on glass skyscrapers and Dan had told me he still wanted to see the world, but not without me.

      ‘Let’s add to your living list and tick places off, one by one,’ he’d said, handing me a plane ticket to Rome. Before Dan I’d only dreamed of foreign cities, faraway beaches and foreign suns – my ex Craig was happy with a fortnight in a caravan in Bognor. And so it began. Dan and I started on our quest to tick off my living list and conquer the world. Our trips were short, but always packed with lovely places, magnificent meals and cake. There was always cake.

      We’d eaten gateau in a chateau, chocolate torte in a moonlit port, and stöllen kisses in a sparkling Christmas market… and don’t get me started on gelato in Milano. And now, here we were enjoying tapas sitting at a table under a palm tree, the sun slicing through the long, structured leaves, the nearby pool as blue as the sky.

      ‘I love this,’ I said, lifting my sunglasses onto my head so I could look into his eyes.

      ‘The tapas?’

      ‘No… us.’

      He reached his hand across the table and, squeezing mine, he smiled that wicked smile. ‘Me too.’

      Then he looked intently at my face like he was scrutinising it. ‘You okay, babe?’

      ‘Yes… Why?’

      ‘You look… I don’t know, surprised?’

      ‘Do I?’

      ‘Yes… You look permanently surprised.’

      ‘That’ll be the Botox.’

      ‘Oh yeah, performed by Dr Mandy Frankenstein,’ he laughed.

      I nodded, and rolled my eyes… which to my relief I was able to do again, despite the two huge spider-like weights attached to my upper eyelids.

      ‘Do you know what one of my fellow students said the other day?’ I asked, trying to move my face while biting into a juicy shrimp covered in spicy tomato. Mandy’s ‘salon doctor’ had given me quite a dose of Botox, I wondered if I’d ever be able to express myself facially again.

      Dan was concentrating on spiking a huge queen green olive from the earthenware bowl, and missing so that it slid away in its oily garlic bath.

      ‘No, what did she say?’

      ‘She said, “Faye’s having a series of one-night stands throughout Europe with a toyboy.” When you’re nineteen, that’s quite the compliment, not a judgement, and the response was a clutch of high fives and murmurings of “You go, girl!”’

      Dan laughed. ‘When you put it like that, I feel like quite the stud.’

      ‘Yeah, and I feel like quite the cougar.’

      ‘Girl, you got it goin’ on,’ he laughed, offering me a high five.

      ‘Hell, yeah,’ I said, slapping his palm and sipping my wine.

      Despite me being ‘the older woman’ in this relationship, I was like a teenager with Dan. He was the worldly one who’d seen more of life and had a wisdom beyond his years. I would drink him in, listening to his stories of a wasted youth on the beaches of Sydney – a life of girls, surfboards and beer as the sun went down. I longed to chase the waves with him, drink cold beers in his backyard and watch fireworks over Sydney Harbour. When you love someone, you just want to know everything about them, live their lives, and one day I would go with him to Sydney. Until then we’d talk about it and I’d imagine a Christmas filled with sunshine, a place where everything was upside down and inside out and an adventure I was yet to experience. The more he told me about his country, the more I wanted to go. It was now number one on my living list, but the time wasn’t right to visit yet. A holiday on the other side of the world would involve longer than a couple of weeks, and I couldn’t leave little Rosie.

      

      Too soon our Spanish weekend was over and we were heading for the airport in a beat-up taxi, stealing last-minute kisses on the back seat as the car trundled over the bumpy road.

      ‘Where to next time?’ I said, snuggling into his arms as he kissed the top of my head. We always climbed into our little bubble on these weekends away and as much as I wanted to get back to Rosie and Emma and ‘real’ life, it wasn’t easy to leave these wonderful locations. Dan would go back to working his job at the deli and my life would overwhelm me and despite living close to each other, the passion and intensity faded once back. One of the ways we coped with this was by looking forward and planning our next getaway.

      ‘I was thinking…’ he started. ‘I reckon sometime in April is the anniversary of our first kiss, and I was thinking… it’s only fitting to celebrate in the City of Love.’

      ‘Paris?’ I asked, excitedly.

      ‘No… Ormskirk,’ he teased.

      ‘Oh my God, Paris!’ I squealed, sounding like an excited child. We’d been to many capital cities in Europe, but Paris was special, somewhere neither of us had been. We’d always said we’d go there when the time was right, so I was beyond excited. Finally, everything was coming together and life was almost too good to be true. I should have known then that’s exactly what it was – too good to be true.
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      Two months after our trip to Spain, Dan and I booked into a lovely chateau on the outskirts of Paris. I know this sounds terrible, but I didn’t even feel guilty about using the money from the house sale to pay my half. All those hours I’d slaved at work and all those nights I’d sat alone with Craig waiting for something – anything – to happen. If I hadn’t had the courage to cut myself free from my marriage, I would still be there, paying the mortgage, worrying about a pension while waiting for life to happen. Instead I was with Dan, two lovers in Paris. This was true independence, and I loved it.

      Paris with Dan was magical and we had the most wonderful weekend. It was spring, and blossom covered the parks and pavements like confetti; the weather was warm with a tingle of freshness. On the first night, we ate alfresco at a restaurant by the Seine, watching the early evening sun fill the sky with blood orange and melt into the water, turning it into a million shades of red. We ate salty, garlicky mussels, drank very cold white wine and never took our eyes from each other… except to gaze longingly at the dessert menu.

      That evening we clung to each other in the big, ornate double bed, entangled in crisp white sheets, overlooked by a glittering chandelier. Once again, I had to pinch myself: life had changed so dramatically since the end of my marriage. I’d never in a million years imagined myself at forty-five in a Parisian hotel room with my boyfriend. Funny where life can take you, especially if you give things a little push.

      Later, I took a shower, and lost myself under hot, steaming needles of water, imagining what it would be like to live here, in Paris, together. I loved the idea of sleeping in the same bed as Dan every night, waking up together each morning; it just felt so free holding hands and heading out into the city for croissants and culture. One day we would live together permanently, side by side, reading to each other in bed, sharing crosswords over breakfast and making love in the afternoons…

      I was suddenly shocked out of my daydream at the feel of his strong arms around me, his face in the back of my neck, kissing me under the steaming water. I turned, and within seconds, my legs were wrapped around him, as he gently pushed my back against the tiles. He lifted me higher, his hands on my naked buttocks as he thrust himself inside me, making me cry out in ecstasy, hot water pulsing down, the urgency increasing until we both reached a crescendo. I tried to hold on but almost slipped on the tiles, which made us giggle as I screamed ‘Don’t drop me,’ the water still cascading, my heart still beating.

      We finally left the shower, my legs weak, my body exhausted and my heart full. He took the white hotel robes from their hangers and wrapped me in mine, tying the knot around my waist and kissing me again on the lips. He slipped into his robe and we lay on the bed, looking up at the huge ceilinged room, the rosette architrave, the crystal chandelier with its million lights.

      ‘I never imagined I’d stay in a real French chateau,’ I whispered into the darkness. ‘I didn’t even have it on my living list – it hadn’t even entered my head to put it on. I feel like I’m in new territory, unbelievable things keep happening to me. I blame you,’ I laughed.

      ‘Amazing what life will bring you, if you let it,’ he said, and we fell asleep in each other’s arms.

      

      I was awoken suddenly the next morning by the alarm on my phone and wondered for a moment where I was. Then I saw Dan and realised my phone was reminding me about something important.

      ‘Rosie!’ I said. And he opened his eyes, knowing immediately what I was talking about.

      ‘Wait there,’ he said, ‘I’ll get the laptop. We can’t keep her waiting, you know what she’s like,’ he laughed, as he reached into his bag.

      ‘Hang on, you need to put a T-shirt on; Madam would not approve of you Skyping naked,’ I laughed. Rosie would have definitely had something to say and I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it. She was three going on thirty and happy to share her thoughts with everyone and anyone.

      Wherever we were and however long the stay was, my granddaughter insisted we Skype her while we were there. I’d like to say it was because she missed me, but I think it was more about her being a mini control freak – she just liked to check up on me. Regardless, we loved talking to her, and Dan always brought his laptop along, and was a dab hand at Skyping. For a man in his thirties he wasn’t perturbed by playing the role of granddad; he did it brilliantly, enjoying time with Rosie as much as I did.

      Five minutes later, we were virtually in the living room at Emma’s, with Rosie regaling us about her new boyfriend she’d met at nursery. ‘It’s Josh,’ she announced, while nodding agreeably.

      ‘I thought your boyfriend was called Noah?’ Dan said, referring to the last conversation we’d had only the day before regarding her busy love life. Today she was wearing a feather boa around her neck and a tiara, her usual headwear of choice for a Sunday.

      ‘No, it’s not Noah, you silly boy,’ she shook her head so vigorously she made herself dizzy and almost fell off her chair. Emma was smiling in the background ready to catch her, or the laptop if it fell off her knee as she often became extremely animated during these Skype chats.

      ‘Oh sorry, it’s just that when we left the day before yesterday I’m sure you told me your boyfriend was Noah?’

      ‘Dam,’ she said, reprimanding him for his questioning, her eyes opening wide – she wasn’t cursing, she always called him ‘Dam’.

      ‘So, Rosie, what’s going on?’ he asked, seriously. ‘You breaking hearts at the nursery again?’

      ‘Dam… you’re streshing me out,’ she lisped, raising her still-baby hands in the air.

      I could see Dan was trying not to laugh, the dimples in his cheeks were straining to appear, but he continued to speak to her like she was in her mid-thirties. Which she thought she was.

      ‘Sorry, Rosie, I just get a bit confused. You’re so popular and…’

      ‘Yes, I am,’ she nodded, ‘it’s ridicluss,’ she added, folding her arms awkwardly over her tummy. I had no idea where this little diva came from, Emma and I were far quieter than her and I couldn’t imagine it was from Craig’s side, but her confidence was amazing. I was a very proud grandma and just took her in, aware I had a beaming smile on my face whenever she was around. Then she changed the subject: ‘Dam, where are you, where’s Nana?’

      ‘We’re in Paris, darling,’ I said, leaning into the screen.

      ‘Pawis?’ she said, like I’d just suggested we were in a running sewer.

      We both nodded eagerly at the same time; this three-year-old princess had us in her thrall and she knew it. But then she turned to Emma and asked for her phone, apparently the thrall wasn’t mutual.

      ‘You’re talking to Nana and Dan, you can’t speak to someone on your phone too, that would be rude,’ Emma was saying.

      This caused a major eye-roll: ‘Mum, you’re being very silly, I want my phone so I can make a selfie!’ She looked back at the webcam and shook her head in despair at her audience.

      Emma told her to finish her conversation on Skype first.

      ‘Nana, hugs,’ she said, reaching out her chubby little arms and pouting her lips into a kiss. I was being dismissed, which didn’t stop my heart from melting over the keyboard, but before I could enjoy this moment she’d moved swiftly on.

      ‘Dam… when are you coming home to play Dowa the Explowa?’ she lisped, referring to her Dora the Explorer video game.

      ‘We’ll be back tomorrow, get the iPad ready,’ he said.

      ‘Can we play for ages and ages and ages, and AGES?’ her little arms expanding wider and wider. It seemed Dan was in for a marathon session.

      ‘Yeah… stop swiping swiper!’ he said, alluding to the sneaky orange fox in the story.

      ‘Oh man,’ she giggled, they had their own language.

      ‘Have you been to Millie’s party today?’ I asked, but she was suddenly distracted by Katy Perry… the cat. ‘Katy Pewwy wants her tea now,’ she announced, unable to hide her boredom with us.

      ‘What’s she having for her tea?’ I asked.

      ‘Chips and chocolate,’ she answered, ‘bye,’ and with that, shut down the computer before Emma could stop her or speak to us.

      ‘Rosie, hang on…’ I started, but too late, she was gone.

      ‘We have been dismissed,’ Dan said, closing the laptop.

      ‘Classic Rosie,’ I smiled.

      ‘She cracks me up,’ he laughed and we giggled about how Dan had recently decorated the living room at Emma’s and Rosie had basically become his boss.

      ‘Every five minutes it was “when’s Dam coming to help me with the walls?”’ I laughed.

      ‘Yeah, and when she was stood next to me “scraping”,’ he used his fingers to indicate the speech marks, ‘she said, “Thanks, Dam, for helping me with the decowating.’

      Age three, my granddaughter had more sass and confidence than I’d ever had and basically ruled the house. She adored Dan – I suppose he was the only father figure in her life as her real dad had dumped Emma when she was pregnant and Craig didn’t see much of her. He just carried on with his life after I left – nothing changed, he just stayed in the same routine. It suited him, and didn’t affect me anymore, but it meant he saw less of Emma and Rosie – he popped round sometimes when he knew I’d be out, but they weren’t close. I met Dan while I was married to Craig, but I was never actually unfaithful, our relationship started once I’d left. But I think Craig still felt betrayed; I don’t blame him, he just never expected me to walk away, he thought we could go on living side by side like grumpy siblings for the rest of our lives. I wasn’t prepared to do that. And now, with Dan in this lovely, easy relationship where things happened because we made them happen, I knew I’d done the right thing. I looked over at Dan, who was still laughing about Rosie’s commandeering of the wallpapering.

      ‘There was paint and paste everywhere. Katy Perry was licking wallpaper paste off her bum for days,’ he said, smiling at the memory.

      ‘I bet that’s a sentence you never thought you’d say.’

      ‘That’s kids for you,’ he laughed. ‘You find yourself doing and saying the craziest things… At the park the other day, she made me chase her up the slide as she came down, pretending to be the Hulk. God knows what the other mothers thought, especially as she’d insisted on wearing her tutu and cycle helmet.’

      ‘Darling, it’s what they’re wearing on the catwalks of Paris this year,’ I smiled. ‘You’re so good with her, you’d be a lovely dad.’ I leaned into him, putting my head back on the luxurious pile of pillows. Dan being a dad was something I’d often thought about, and it made me feel sad and a little guilty to think if he stayed with me, it wasn’t something I could give him.

      ‘I’m happy with what I’ve got… I don’t need any kids of my own, Rosie’s a full-time job for anyone,’ he said. ‘And I have my nephews back home.’

      I noticed a shadow crossing his face.

      ‘Have you heard from your brother?’ I asked.

      ‘Yeah, he’s great…’

      ‘Really?’ I wasn’t convinced. His older brother John lived with Huntington’s disease, a hereditary condition that Dan had tested negative for. Their mother had died from the illness when Dan was very young and I know he found it difficult to talk about. He’d shared his feelings of guilt on discovering that he’d escaped the gene, but had problems facing his brother’s fate.

      And now, when I asked about John, he was doing his usual avoidance tactic.

      ‘One day we’ll live there, me and you…’ he said, skilfully moving the conversation away from his brother. I knew not to push this, and I was aware he found it painful to talk about.

      ‘Yeah, when Rosie’s all grown up and Emma’s CEO of her firm. So, for now, tell me again about those waves on Bondi Beach…’ I said, relaxing into his voice, filled with sunshine and lemon cake.

      ‘Big as skyscrapers…’ he started and went on to describe how he and his brother had spent whole days in the sea as kids. I’d heard it before, but never tired of his stories of home. He’d come alive when he spoke and I knew he missed it and the past he’d shared with his brother. ‘Wrinkled from the water we’d be… Mum had no bloody idea where we were, she’d send search parties out and they’d find us in the waves.’

      I looked over at him, his eyes shielded, but his mouth smiling as he spoke. This was a time before his mother’s death, and the later news that his brother also had the gene. I knew this was his happy place. Despite his wisdom, there were childlike aspects to Dan’s personality, and I wondered if in some ways he’d stopped growing up. He’d never really put down roots in his adult life, which I suppose for me was part of his charm, but there had to come a point when he settled down. Dan took his fun where he could, with little thought about tomorrow, perhaps because he’d seen the future reflected in the past and couldn’t face it?

      ‘What about your nephews?’ I said, thinking of the photo of two little blond kids in his wallet. ‘Do you miss them?’

      ‘Yeah, but they’re grown up now. They don’t need me as much, not like Rosie. I’m a sort of honorary uncle to her, aren’t I?’

      ‘Or the youngest granddad in the business?’ I laughed.

      Dan stayed over with me sometimes at Emma’s, but it wasn’t for the romance. The walls were thin, and the rooms were cramped, and Rosie often got into my bed in the middle of the night. When you’re three years old and you’re running from the bogeyman it’s actually even better when sometimes nanny’s fun friend is there too. The first time she’d clambered in between us at three in the morning I wasn’t quite sure how Dan would take it, but being Dan, he thought it was hilarious and told her silly stories until she drifted off to sleep with her arms around his neck. I remember lying there in the dark smiling to myself, filled with love for both of them, touched by the way these two people worlds apart communicated so easily and happily. That night we’d carried her back to her room as she slept, only to be awoken an hour later by an indignant three-year-old, standing at the side of the bed, hands on hips, saying, ‘Well, that wasn’t very nice!’ before clambering back in, uninvited.

      I told Emma the next day and she was mortified – ‘Oh, Mum, I’m so sorry, call me next time.’

      ‘Why, do you want to hear Dan’s bedtime stories too?’ I’d joked. I’d assured her it was all fine, and she could see by the way Dan played hide-and-seek and taught Rosie magic tricks that he was as good for her as she was for him.

      ‘So, you’re happy being granddad?’ I asked.

      ‘I’m… happy, yeah,’ he paused, and for a moment I wondered if he meant it. ‘I love Rosie, it’s just…’

      I suddenly felt a prickle on the back of my neck. ‘What?’

      ‘Nothing, I just feel sometimes like I’ve… given up, you know?’

      ‘Given up what?’ I looked at him questioningly. The concern must have shown on my face.

      ‘I love you and I love being with you…’ he said, touching my arm to reassure me, but his words had struck me and I wanted to know what he meant, what he felt.

      ‘So when you say you feel you’ve given up… what do you mean?’

      ‘I mean… sometimes I worry I’m not going anywhere. I’m thirty-six and I don’t want to be forty and still living in a little flat above my aunt’s business. I like working in the deli, and when I thought I was only there for a few months I was happy, but it’s been about four years, on and off, and I just keep seeing more years stretch out before me. It can feel a bit… predictable, you know?’

      Unfortunately, I did know, and I could see all the signs; he was feeling just as I had when I was married. I’d done the same thing: found work in a hairdressing salon, planned to stay a few months and twenty years later, realised I was still there. And the fact I’d broken out of the rut by leaving my partner and falling for Dan wasn’t exactly inspiring me now. Had karma come to get me? Was Dan seeing his forty-five-year-old grandma girlfriend as the reason his life was so predictable?

      ‘Do you feel… trapped?’ I asked. Wanting to cover my ears in case I didn’t like his answer.

      ‘No, no… not really.’

      ‘Not really?’ I said, my heart starting to thump in my chest. What was he saying?

      ‘I just sometimes wish we could pack a bag and run away, live on a beach somewhere, open a café.’

      The word ‘we’ calmed me slightly, but I was unnerved by this conversation – even if I wanted to, I couldn’t just up sticks like he wanted.

      ‘Perhaps you need to go off and find what you’re looking for?’ I said, deliberately using the single word ‘you’ instead of ‘me’ to see how he responded. If he wanted to run away with me or without me, I couldn’t hold him back – he’d already given up so much for me. He’d returned from Australia to be with me, and embraced my family like his own… and being with me meant he’d never have his own.

      ‘I don’t know what I’m looking for though,’ he was saying. ‘I kinda thought I’d be doing something with my life by now.’ He turned to me, and still seeing the worried look on my face, touched my cheek. ‘Hey, it’s all good with us, babe. Everything’s great, I promise.’

      I gave him a sideways glance – was he really okay? And if everything was all good with us, why did he want to run away?

      I smiled, eager to believe he was happy and everything was fine; we were in Paris and we were in love. Me and Dan were bulletproof, nothing bad could ever happen to us… could it?

      The next day, we walked hand in hand to the Pont des Arts, where we tied a lovelock to the bridge, along with all the others tied on by lovestruck couples. I wondered what their stories were and I hoped they were as happy as us. Then with a jolt I remembered what he’d said the night before and tried not to think about the possibility that he might not be fulfilled. But then how could he be? He was working and living in a shop in the Midlands that sold fancy cheese, and as much as he loved cheese and everything about it, there was more to life. We both knew he had this dream of having his own café, and making something of his life, but it wasn’t going to happen here. His dream was a café in Sydney Harbour, life under a blue sky, near an even bluer sea, a surfboard under his arm, a million recipes in his head… I just hoped this feeling would pass and that he could wait it out with me until we could run away together one day when the time was right. And who knew when that would be? I wasn’t leaving Emma as a single mother or walking away from Rosie’s childhood. We threw our key into the river and I made a wish.

      ‘It’s a sign of eternal love,’ Dan said, gazing out onto the water where our key had just sunk. I stared out for a long time, wondering how many keys were lying on the bottom of the riverbed, belonging to couples who’d said goodbye.

      We stood for a long time, arm in arm, until dusk fell and the sun began bleeding into the river and I wanted the world to stop here and now by the swirling reds and oranges where we’d laid our hearts to rest. But it didn’t – the world moved on, and though I didn’t know it then, this had been a very precious weekend, because life as we knew it was about to change.
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            Pink Concubines and Frozen Pyjamas

          

        

      

    

    
      Arriving home late on Sunday evening, I unlocked the front door and crept quietly into the hall so I didn’t wake Emma and Rosie. But when I walked into the kitchen, Emma was sitting at the table, which surprised me; she wasn’t usually up this late. She looked up from her phone and smiled.

      ‘Had a good time?’ she whispered quietly.

      ‘Yes, I’m surprised you’re still up.’

      ‘Yeah, you look surprised.’

      ‘It’s the Botox… or is it the fake lashes?’

      ‘Mandy really went for it this time, didn’t she?’ Emma said, scrutinising my face.

      ‘It could have been worse – I’m just glad I only let her at my face,’ I whispered, and we giggled quietly, then Emma snorted and that made us giggle even more. Rosie was a scarily light sleeper and we automatically kept our voices low once she was in bed. Having to be quiet in the evening was something Dan could never quite get used to – he’d laugh loudly, shout through to me in another room and be generally noisy at all hours. Then Rosie would appear at the top of the stairs in her Frozen pyjamas with a cheeky smile on her face wanting to ‘play hide-and-seek with Dam’.

      I put the kettle on and showed Emma photos of the chateau, reliving every moment and longing to be back there with him.

      ‘Sounds wonderful,’ she smiled.

      She sipped her tea, the light from her phone shining on her face – still my little girl. And just like when she was small, I searched her eyes, looking to see if she was happy or sad, and if it was the latter, what I could do to change that? But as they grow older, it gets harder – it’s not just about kissing a grazed knee better, it’s often more complicated. She’d met someone recently through work, and I know he made her happy, but he lived in Scotland and it wasn’t easy for them. Still, I had to leave her be. It was hard enough having her mother live with her, let alone trying to impinge on her love life.

      Emma was starting a new job tomorrow, a really great promotion to executive in the PR company she worked for. This meant I’d need to be around more for Rosie, which I was happy to do, but Emma never took me for granted. ‘Mum, I don’t want you to give up your independence for my childcare,’ she’d said, but I assured her I wasn’t giving anything up, it was my choice to be there for her. I wouldn’t have it any other way and we had enrolled Rosie at the university crèche so Emma could throw herself into her career, I could continue with my degree and Rosie would be with me. Emma would work the long hours necessary in the week and spend weekends with Rosie, while I caught up on essays and worked at my old hairdresser’s, Curl Up and Dye.

      The salon had always been the craziest place to spend one’s days. From staff to customers, all of human life was there, and it wanted its hair done. My old boss Sue had left the salon a couple of years before to live in Spain with the toy boy she’d met on Tinder, who’d rinsed her harder than any shampoo and blow-dry, leaving her in Ibiza in nothing but the clothes she stood up in. Having sold the salon to the beauty therapist Mandy (who’d come into a little money on the death of her granddad), there was nothing left for Sue in the Midlands after the Ibiza debacle, so she’d headed to Devon, where she found work at an ice cream café. She kept in touch mainly by text and postcards, keen to describe her lovely new life, from the amazing ice cream to ‘the pink concubines’, which apparently grew up her trellis. She still hadn’t found love, and if those ‘concubines’ were anything to go by, it seemed she still hadn’t found a cure for those malapropisms either.

      I sipped my tea as Emma scrolled on her phone, both happy together in our own little worlds.

      ‘You okay, about tomorrow, first day?’ I asked gently.

      ‘Bit nervous,’ she smiled, putting down the phone. ‘I just hope everyone’s nice.’

      ‘I’m sure they are. And they’ll love you – how could they not?’

      She chuckled. ‘You would say that, Mum, you’re slightly biased.’

      I blew her a kiss across the table and she caught it.

      ‘I’d better go to bed – need to be fresh for the morning,’ she sighed.

      We caught hands as she left the kitchen, and not for the first time I felt that maternal pang, wishing she didn’t have to go through life’s tricky bits. It felt like her first day at school and I wished I could be there holding her hand at every turn. I knew I could be a bit of a helicopter mother, but Emma was my only child and I just wanted her to be happy and if I could help that happen, then I was happy too. But all I was feeling now was guilty because I couldn’t make Emma confident about starting a new job, I couldn’t help Dan feel fulfilled and I couldn’t afford to take Rosie to Disney World. Even remembering Sue’s advice about putting myself first for a change wasn’t helping. She was my best friend who always looked out for me and I missed her now. She’d been the one to encourage me to leave my marriage and it had transformed me, turning me into who I was now: more confident, more happy, more fulfilled and loved. Oh yes, I was to mis-quote Bridget Jones, one of the ‘smug unmarrieds’.

      I just wished I could shake the niggle in the back of my head that had been there since Dan had talked about how he felt like he should be doing something more. I hoped it was just a passing feeling, but it was his free spirit that had drawn me to him in the first place and I couldn’t blame him for wanting a change from the daily routine in the deli.

      He needed to be stimulated, inspired and the little deli on the little high street wasn’t doing it for him – I just hoped I still was. Dan needed something special to take him out of himself, and I thought about us both running away for a few weeks over the summer. I had a long summer off uni but reminded myself that with Emma’s new job, Rosie would be totally dependent on me.

      It would be fine, wouldn’t it? Everything would work out, and Dan had said it was all good, so I had to believe him and stop worrying. Then I suddenly remembered I hadn’t finished my essay, ‘A Feminist Critique of The Great Gatsby’, and it was due in the next day. I jumped up, my previous niggles and worries and guilt instantly wiped out by this more immediate concern, and silently chastising myself, I gathered all my notes, my laptop and my copy of the novel (a gift from Dan before I’d started studying) and went upstairs to spend a few hours with F. Scott Fitzgerald.

      

      The following morning I was woken very early by Rosie, who jumped on me from a great height, causing me to scream loudly.

      ‘Nanny… where’s Dam?’ she said, from her position sitting on my chest.

      ‘He’s at his flat, he’ll come over later,’ I said, rubbing my eyes.

      ‘I want to see Dam.’ Her bottom lip was torn between a quiver and a pout.

      ‘Yes, you will see Dan, sweetie,’ I said, reaching for my handbag near the bed with one hand and holding my granddaughter upright with the other so she didn’t fall. She was watching me like a hawk; I always brought her a little something back from my travels and this time it was a Parisian doll, wrapped in paper covered in outlines of the map of Paris. I could see the excitement in her eyes as she tried, in her three-year-old way, to do as Mummy and Nanny had always taught her and not ask for gifts, but wait to receive them. I had to smile, she was almost sitting on her hands as I gave her the present.

      ‘Look, this is what Paris looks like from the sky,’ I said. I should have known better, trying to explain a map to a three-year-old who only wanted what was inside, as all restraint was lost as she tore at the paper I’d lovingly chosen and wrapped, while squealing with excitement.

      ‘LOOK,’ she shouted, thrusting the doll at me, once she was released from her paper prison. ‘A nice lady,’ she waved the doll in her long, green frills and hat in the air, and pronounced her to be ‘a dancing Pawis lady…’ Eager to tell anyone and everyone of this new acquisition, she leapt off the bed and into Emma’s room, shouting, ‘MUM, Dam gave me a present, a dancing lady…’ She always assumed the gifts I’d brought back from our travels were chosen by Dan, which often they were. She couldn’t articulate this, but it was obviously important for her to be ever-present to him, and as she danced and twirled between mine and Emma’s bedrooms, I smiled at this.

      Rosie had now transformed the elegant doll into an aeroplane. She was making loud, wet, blasting noises as the flying doll crashed into ‘the mountains’, which were apparently formed by my knees under the bedcovers.

      Emma was standing in the doorway of my bedroom, already dressed in her suit and looking every inch the career woman I’d always wanted her to be. It was her first day in the new job and I was so proud. Yes, it would mean longer hours and a huge commitment, but I was delighted to be there so she could take this next step.

      ‘Do you think she’s a tomboy?’ my daughter smiled, ruffling her little girl’s hair as Rosie contorted the doll into an unnatural position I was sure no human could achieve.

      ‘Probably – you were, I bought you all kinds of girly toys when you were little, but they usually ended up in a war zone,’ I said. I was a little distracted about the role my knees were playing in this plane crashing scenario, as the doll ‘crashed’ face down on the ‘mountain’.

      ‘Do my knees look big in this?’ Emma giggled, nodding at the scene around my legs.

      I laughed, and Rosie laughed along, always happy to join in, even if she didn’t understand a word of what we were saying. It was these moments I loved, just the three of us laughing together over nothing. I knew from experience that these moments were fleeting and precious – and I was glad to be there for my family. I wasn’t worrying about what the future held for any of us, just enjoying the here and now, because it isn’t here for long.
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            Nicole Scherzinger’s Bag of Cheese Balls

          

        

      

    

    
      The following Saturday I was in the salon wrestling with Mrs Johnson’s flaky scalp and thinning locks in a vain attempt to grant her wish to ‘make me look like that girl from The Pussycat Dolls’. I scrolled down my phone for pictures and we established that Nicole Scherzinger was the ‘doll’ Mrs Johnson wanted to be. This wasn’t an easy ask – she was the wrong side of fifty with a bad case of halitosis and a penchant for cheese balls, which she crunched throughout the process. I doubted this would be the snack of choice for any of The Pussycat Dolls, least of all the glamorous Nicole.

      I was thinking how much easier it would be to write my essay, ‘A postmodern critique of Frankenstein and the nature of the seventeenth-century scientific revolution’, than it would be to transform this chunky mother of five into a Pussycat Doll, when my phone pinged. I slipped my hand discreetly into my pocket and saw it was a message from Dan. Seeing his name on my phone never failed to give me a warm glow in my tummy, like someone had just put a string of fairy lights in there. I hadn’t seen him much since we’d returned from Paris and usually we didn’t get to see each other much in the week. This made our time together all the more special and I couldn’t wait to see him, but before I could read his text I had to try and turn Mrs Jackson into a Pussycat Doll. This was quite an ask, and the more I backcombed and curled, all I could see before me in the mirror was John Travolta in Hairspray.

      I continued with the ‘makeover’ and twinkled for a while as I put Mrs Johnson under the colour warmer. Sending a prayer that Sarcastic Scarlet would do something miraculous to her elephant grey, I disappeared to take a much-needed break. I sat in the dark little staffroom littered with the detritus of everyone’s lunch and opened the text message. When do you finish tonight?

      I texted back that I finished at seven and he asked if we could meet. We hadn’t arranged to see each other that evening, so this was an unusual surprise.

      Do you have something special planned? I texted.

      Sadly not : ( I need to talk to you, babe was his response, which was slightly ominous and didn’t sound like he had a fun evening in mind. I suggested he come over to ours, but he said he wanted to speak to me privately, which was a little odd. He was usually happy to spend Saturday nights at Emma’s with us all. I couldn’t think what he might need to talk to me about – the fact he wanted this to be a private conversation suggested something huge. But I didn’t have time to call and ask him, so I just texted why the cloak and dagger? I waited a few seconds and his response came back: Don’t want to text. Let’s talk later xxx

      I felt vaguely nauseous and agreed to meet him in the nearby pub later. A little tinge of worry marred my day now, but the show must go on and I headed back into the salon, putting a big, bright smile on my face.

      Greeting my ten o’clock like she was Beyoncé, I chatted about the weather, Britain’s Got Talent and Donald Trump’s hair, but my mind kept wandering to Dan: what did he want to talk to me about that had to be kept private?

      I spent the rest of the day trying to smile, cut, colour, and blow-dry – attempting to work miracles with the strange hair dyes and often even stranger clients. Women of every age, colour and sexual persuasion came through those doors. Today I would welcome Frida – seventy-two, blue rinse, side parting, husband with Alzheimer’s and a long-felt desire for Latin men (Frida, not her husband). Later, Thomas would arrive in his work suit and after only a couple of hours would leave with sequinned lashes and his hair teased to within an inch of his life. Mandy’s extreme make-up, lashes and tango tanning had made her into a goddess for local drag queens and ballroom dancers. The sights that walked up and down those stairs to the Heavenly Spa were scary and spectacular. I sometimes felt like I was working backstage at the Moulin Rouge, with all the hair and nails and tits and teeth – and that was just the men!

      Throughout this madness I trimmed, teased and cajoled hair into all kinds of shapes and styles, while trying not to think too hard about what Dan’s text could mean – but I couldn’t work it out. I even shared my concerns with salon-owner Mandy, the twenty-five-year-old slutdropping champion (she had the satin sash) whose proudest boast was that she could drink ten Porn Star Martinis and ‘still drop it like it’s hot!’ Apparently.

      ‘Why didn’t he just pop into the salon and talk to me “privately” outside, or in the staffroom?’ I said over her usual lunch of choice, a Big Mac with fries and a Diet Coke – which she said ‘killed’ the calories in the food. I wish! ‘And the text was so short and to the point – no heart emoji, no “I love you,” just that we need to talk,’ I added, absently dipping a chip into a pot of tomato sauce.

      ‘Uh-oh,’ she said, through a mouthful of burger.

      ‘What?’ I stopped dipping and looked at her.

      ‘Bitch, please?’ she said, like I knew what she was talking about.

      ‘What?’

      ‘It’s obvious, isn’t it?’

      ‘Not to me.’

      ‘Bruce has found someone else to play with his bush oysters… Do you think?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ I said.

      ‘He could be shagging someone else?’ she suggested. ‘Just putting it out there,’ she added as she chowed down.

      I looked at her, ‘Mandy, I… you can’t just say that.’

      She shrugged. ‘If he has… shagged anyone else… even if he’s only grinded on some slapper – then he’s a gonner.’ She took another huge bite of burger and wiped her whole face with her napkin.

      ‘Mand… I really don’t think—’

      ‘Seriously, babes,’ she said, emerging from a ketchup-soaked napkin, ‘if he has, and you want me to get someone to have a word with him, Jase knows a few blokes in Spain who’d rough him up a bit for you?’
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