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FRIENDSHIP NEVER ENDS




Chapter One


Carmen


I was doing what any sane staff member would do halfway through their Saturday shift; watching the clock, desperately, praying for 6pm – which was ‘buggering off’ time, as I liked to call it. I could have sworn five minutes had passed, yet somehow the second hand had only bothered to tick past ONE lazy minute. That couldn’t be right? Honestly, I wouldn’t put it past the Sainsbury’s managers to fiddle with the clocks just to keep us here. I checked my phone. No, it was, somehow, right. I was in luck today though, it seemed. Before the boredom got too much and I was left with no choice but to suffocate myself with a Bag For Life, I saw there was a commotion in aisle three. My colleagues – read: fellow zombies who spend all day pricing aubergines – were rushing over, with the kind of speed you don’t usually see at our Sainsbury’s. The biggest Sainsbury’s branch in Huddersfield that is, management always remind us, as if we’re meant to beam with pride about it… I strained my neck to try and see what was going on. Definitely something. Five people had rushed over, even Pat who’d worked here since the dawn of time and could barely walk.


An old codger must have croaked it. Wouldn’t be the first time. We lovingly called our branch ‘Geriatric Sainsbury’s,’ as the customers were pretty much exclusively all one bunion-covered foot in the grave. Heart attack this time, perhaps? Or maybe someone had slipped on a broken jar of Branston Pickle?


‘Excuse me, love, are you serving?’ An old lady – no shock there – had shuffled up to my till.


‘I am indeed.’ It couldn’t be a death I realized, as I started scanning. The staff looked too excited for that – thrilled, even. They were now getting their phones out as if to take pics. And yes, admittedly, we were starved of entertainment, but we hadn’t quite started getting our rocks off over OAP corpses. Yet. Although the store was so cold it practically felt like a morgue, half the time.


My chubby-cheeked manager, Harry, was shuffling past me, his face red and shiny with glee.


‘What’s going on over there?’


‘Well, Carmen.’ He covered his mouth like this was top secret, and spoke in a loud whisper. ‘We’ve only got a celebrity in the store!’


I smiled a proper smile – one of only a handful of times I’d managed that in this place, surely. ‘Flippin’ heck. Who is it?’


Harry looked like he was going to burst with excitement. ‘Guess!’


I groaned. Does anyone ever genuinely enjoy guessing? ‘Really?’


He nodded, eyes closed, lips pursed. Harry loved to make people guess things, regardless of whether they wanted to.


‘Right. Um. Patrick Stewart?’


Chuckling, he shook his head. It was a fair guess though. Paddy boy was one of the only properly famous people to come from Huddersfield. And didn’t we just know it. He was forever cutting ribbons for new shops and making endless speeches at the uni. He would have been a major letdown.


‘Erm.’ Who else was likely in West Yorkshire on a weekend? ‘Someone from Emmerdale?’


Again he shook his head, barely able to contain himself.


‘Excuse me!’


I quickly beeped through a year’s supply of crackers. ‘For God’s sake, Harry, just tell me who it is!’


‘OK.’ He wiggled. ‘It’s Darryl Kenny! You know, from Man United!’


I went cold. No. Darryl Kenny. A name I was all too familiar with, and not just because he was super famous. Little did Harry know, I actually knew him. Personally. Not that I’d seen him since we were at school together, a million years ago, mind you.


‘Oh,’ I said to Harry, who looked disappointed with my lack of reaction. ‘Well, erm, better get back to work, eh?’


Harry waddled off to play guessing games with someone else.


I did NOT want to see Darryl. It had been forever. And he was a millionaire, famous football star, and I was working…here. Maybe I should take my break early?


Imagine the shame of him seeing me.


‘Carmen?’


I turned my head. And there he was. Superstar Darryl Kenny, from school, stood in front of my till. With a bunch of flowers – yellow roses – in his hand, wearing a grey Adidas tracksuit.


My heart took a nap. ‘Darryl?’ I played dumb. ‘Is that you?’


In reality, how could anyone not recognize him? Even if they hadn’t been to school with him. The man played for England, almost leading the team to victory in the last Euro Cup. Or World Cup? Whatever. I didn’t follow football. But he was seriously famous. In the tabloids, partying, appearing at charity gigs, pundit-ing on Match of the Day, he did it all. Worth £35 million, apparently, last I read.


‘Aye!’ He grinned, flashing straight white teeth, the kind only truly rich people have. Really, he looked gorgeous. I knew that anyway, from following his career over the years but, in person, as a grown man: Wowzer. He was breathtaking. ‘I can’t believe I’ve bumped into you, this is mad!’ He sounded genuinely excited. ‘I haven’t seen you since we left school! How’ve you been?’


I bit my lip, for a moment, as I tried to think of something – anything – impressive to say. But how could I impress him? I was in a purple and orange Sainsbury’s uniform, sat at a till, with hardly any make-up on, for crying out loud.


‘I’m good, great. Fab!’ And breathe. ‘Between jobs at the moment, you know, so just working here to tide me over before the next project.’ That was a lie. I’d been working here for fifteen years. God, even thinking the fact privately to myself was like a knife in my stomach. ‘And you!’ I was stuttering a tad. ‘I don’t need to ask how you’re doing, do I? With the footie, and all. Congrats!’


He shrugged, modestly. ‘Well, we aren’t having the best season. Still, we’re in with a decent shot for the FA Cup.’


I stared blankly at him. He might as well have been speaking Mandarin. Then I laughed, a bit manically actually, in case it was a joke. He looked confused. Better change the subject, I told myself.


‘What are you doing here, anyway?’ I twirled my hair, hoping I could keep his eyes on the blonde curls – that were washed, thankfully – rather than on my unfortunately under-made-up face. ‘I wouldn’t expect to see someone as, like, rich as you shopping here?’


I cringed at my own words. Was it tacky to mention how rich someone was? But fortunately he just laughed, warmly.


‘Just popping in to buy some flowers for my mum. She’s in hospital, I came straight over after training.’


‘Oh no. Is she OK now?’


He waved his hand dismissively. ‘Nothing serious. Plastic surgery. She wanted it for Christmas…’


I laughed again – less manically – still unsure if he was joking. He placed the flowers down on the belt, and I dragged my eyes from his – where they’d been locked – and beeped the roses through, enjoying the floral whiff I inhaled as I did.


‘So.’ His smile was just as cheeky as it had ever been. ‘You going to the reunion?’


Did he just stare at my boobs? My heart skipped a beat.


Reunion? I scrunched my face, then un-scrunched it, remembering that it was not an attractive look. ‘What reunion?’


He looked surprised. ‘Our twenty-year reunion… It’s next month. You must have heard about it?’


Well, obviously I bleeding well hadn’t…


‘Oh yes, course.’ I made out I’d suddenly remembered, as he handed me a twenty-pound note. Our fingers grazed as I took it, and a jolt went through me. A good jolt. ‘Yeah, I might pop by, if I have time. I’m guessing you won’t be going?’


He grinned. ‘No, I’ll definitely be there. Wouldn’t miss it.’ He took the change from my hand. Another jolt – then placed the coins in the RSPCA charity box. Cute. ‘Can’t wait to catch up with all the old crew. I hope you can make it. Would be great to spend some time with you, properly, after all these years.’


My heart was doing flips. Spend time. With me? And then, just when I thought I’d have to put myself in the recovery position, he winked at me. A sexy wink, too, not a sleazy one.


‘OK, Darryl.’ A real smile spread across my face. ‘See you there then, I guess?’


I now noticed my colleagues had crowded round, I’d been too puppy-eyed to notice them before, whispering and taking pictures. With one last bit of – enjoyably intense – eye contact, he flashed his blinding smile at me again, before walking out. ‘See you there, C.’


Wow. That was unexpected. My whole body was tingling. I’d just served one of the most famous men in the country. And, technically, my first ever boyfriend.


And was it just me or…was he flirting with me?


See you there, C.


That night, I was at home on the couch, alone as usual, with the Britain’s Got Talent results show on in the background. I wasn’t really watching it. Some annoying pop star called Daisy Dee was performing her new single before they announced which wannabe was getting axed. Watching was bittersweet; mainly because when I was younger, I always thought I was going to grow up to be a pop star, for real, instead of what I had become: a full-time Nectar point dispenser.


Curled up, I had my laptop resting on a cushion on my knee, open on Facebook. I’d checked my Events and, sure enough, I had been invited to the reunion, but must have missed the notification. Facebook had gotten really complicated in recent years; you practically needed to take an evening course to keep up with it.


June 8, the event was happening, at the actual school. That was just four weeks away. And there was going to be a talent show – it said – just like they used to do when I was a student. They were asking ‘alumni’ to get in touch and enter, as well.


With a shudder, I remembered the last time I’d taken part in one, in 1998 – me and my four best friends, The Huddies we called ourselves, during our last year of school. I winced. Two decades on and the memory of that day still hadn’t faded.


After hesitating for a few seconds, I clicked attending. Usually that would be the last thing I’d do. But Darryl was going. And he’d said it ‘would be good’ to see me there. His words, not mine.


I mean, in a way, he’d kind of asked me to go, hadn’t he? Like, a date? Sort of. The thought made me feel giddy, so I got lost in it for a few moments.


Imagine if I went, and me and Darryl ended up together (!). Me, with one of the richest and most famous footballers in the country. Or world, probably! I glanced over at the pile of bills in the corner. The warning letters were pouring in, thick, fast and in red bold font – which was the worst. I was really behind. It had been stressing me out no end this year.


I was behind with the mortgage on my home, which was the house I’d grown up in, the beloved pink haven – yes, it had pink walls outside, making it practically locally famous – that my parents signed over to me when they moved to Australia five years ago. I thought it’d feel a bit sad to move back in, alone, but it didn’t. I loved the place, three bedrooms, a conservatory, a sprawling garden – which since they’d left, was untended, sadly – and so many happy memories. And it was, as far as I knew, the only pink house in Huddersfield. And that was pretty damn cool. But what was not cool was my spending. And low wage. And how I’d struggled to make ends meet lately.


Still, I had to think positively. Today for the first time in…well, ages I felt like something amazing might be about to happen to me. Darryl was a sign. A sign that this slump I’d gotten into lately might be coming to an end. There was a light at the end of the tunnel. I was going to be spending an evening with my high school boyfriend, two decades on. And – plot twist – it very much seemed he still liked me. Yes, Darryl Kenny, Man United superstar, still liked moi, despite me having hardly any make-up on and wearing a rotten Sainsbury’s uniform. Imagine what he’d think of me all dolled up, looking my most Victoria-Beckham-glamorous?!


I looked at myself in the reflection of the laptop. Yes, I was definitely still hot. Not as hot as I was ten years ago, granted, but I knew I still turned heads. Fat lot of good that was in Huddersfield, mind you, where most of the men made Quasimodo look like Magic Mike, but there was no denying I still had ‘it’, technically.


But just before I treated myself to too much ego rubbing, that annoying voice in my head had something to say: But Darryl only dates models, TV presenters and pop stars, Carmen…


That was true enough. I’d kept an eye on his love life since school, reading about it in the red tops during work breaks. I’d never known him date anyone ‘normal’. There had always been a string of glamorous stars on his arm, stepping out of wanky parties, private clubs and snooty restaurants. Oh, how I’d love that to be me!


If only I actually was a pop star, like I’d always dreamed I’d be. Then he’d definitely think I was good enough to parade around London. I sighed. Lord knows, I had the voice to make it. And the look. But now I was probably too old. Almost thirty-six. Not that I looked it, but still.


If only there was a way of showing Darryl that even though life hadn’t given me the breaks, that even if on paper I wasn’t necessarily WAG-material, really, deep down, I was secretly more glamorous and worthy of a celebrity lifestyle than all the other pop stars and D-listers he’d dated before.


I had an idea. Maybe there was a way I could show him that…


Yes. That could work, I thought to myself. But I’d need some help to pull it off. I’d be too afraid to do it alone. And I knew just the people who would be able to help me.


Finally, after twenty years, it seemed it was time to reunite The Huddies.




Chapter Two


Ellie


‘Don’t forget to stretch, Mel.’


Mel managed to hold a steady glare, which was fairly impressive, really. It was a nice day for it out in Somerset Park, as long as we avoided the empty cans of Tennent’s Super.


Mel – who I’d known since school – had signed me up as her personal trainer six weeks ago, and we were definitely making progress with shifting the weight she’d put on after having her second baby.


‘Now, make like Taylor Swift – and shake it off,’ I said.


Being a PT, you can’t help but have a few go-to phrases you end up using on every client.


‘So, what you up to tonight, Ellie?’ Mel asked breathlessly, wiping her brow with a towel.


She shook, and I tried not to look at the excess skin around her belly. If she saw me looking, she’d think I was staring out of judgement, when nothing could be further from the truth. If I was looking it was, in fact, out of jealousy.


‘Nowt.’ I sipped from my water bottle. ‘Gonna head home. Make dinner for Egg.’


Mel shook her head. ‘You want to make the most of your life before you have kids.’ I tried not to flinch at the words. ‘You should be in the pub, getting as much Pinot down you as you can. I tell thee. I’d sell both me parents for a white wine spritzer right now, Ellie, honestly. They don’t tell you before you get pregnant that you can’t have booze when you’re breastfeeding, you know!’


I smiled politely. ‘I’m pretty sure they do, Mel...’


She made a ‘pfft’ sound. ‘Well, hopefully our Rihanna will be off the boob in time for the twenty-year reunion. I want to get shit-faced.’ I nodded, keen to get home. Or just away. She’d had her session now. Time was up. ‘You are coming to that, by the way, aren’t you?’


I shrugged. ‘I dunno. I don’t think I’ll be up for it, really.’


She looked at me like I was the world’s hugest bore. ‘It’ll be a laugh, Ellie.’


With a tight smile I said, ‘Well, I don’t know if my idea of a laugh is hanging out with people who used to call me Ellie-phant and Ellie the Belly at school.’


Mel giggled. ‘Oh, forgot about that. Well, you know, you weren’t the only one with a horrible nickname that stuck.’ She wasn’t going to say it. I think her nickname still haunted her even now. ‘And anyway, forget about Ellie-phant, look at you now!’ She gestured at my body, as if I hadn’t seen it recently. ‘You look like bleeding Elle MacPherson, for Pete’s sake. I’d want to show all of that off if I were you. I’m jealous, truth be told.’


Little did she know I’d swap my body for what she had in a heartbeat.


‘You’ll be back to your best in no time, Mel,’ I said, packing up my stuff, hoping she’d take the hint. ‘You’re doing grand.’


‘Cheers. I hope you’re right.’ She gazed into the distance, still showing no intention of leaving the park as dusk loomed. ‘Tony’s hardly touched me since we had Rihanna. Reckon another half a stone off and he might be back to bending me over the kitchen table like the good old days! Anyway, I’d better get off. See you next week, Ellie, love.’ I felt relief as she finally began strolling away towards the main road, towards her house. It’s not that Mel was ‘common as muck’, as my mum would say; after all, we’d grown up in a council house ourselves and were hardly eating caviar watching polo in our spare time. But Mel could be very off-putting, in truth. She called back: ‘And the reunion…seriously, be there! No excuses!’


‘I’ll think about it,’ I lied. I didn’t need to think. I didn’t fancy it, and that was that.


When I got home, relieved and exhausted in equal measure, I slumped on the couch. White walls, perfectly varnished flooring from Cornwall, charcoal drapes that elongated the windows. I’d done everything the designer had told me to, to make sure our central apartment – apartment sounded so much posher than flat, didn’t it? – was absolutely perfect. Just like out of an Ideal Home spread. Nothing missing. Nothing except…


I decided to torture myself and open Facebook. I clicked through the profiles of some of the people I went to school with. Ah, Jemma. One of my old best friends, who I was still close to, to this day. While munching on my kale crisps, I flicked through her pics. There weren’t many, but I gazed adoringly at the ones she had posted of her four-year-old daughter, Ivy. Gorgeous little thing she was, with her afro hair in mini-bunches and the cheekiest smile ever. There was a picture of Jemma – and her man Dave – with Ivy at the zoo, pointing at a giraffe like it was the most hilarious thing she’d ever seen. There was one of her finger painting, getting green smudged all over her adorable little face. So cute I could feel my skin tingling.


Solemnly, I moved on to Mel. Her profile picture had MILLIONS of pictures of her baby. Mel and I weren’t really friends at school but I think now I was her PT it felt like she was trying to force us to be. And that was the last thing I needed.


‘Love, stop that.’ Egg walked in, saw the screen, and wagged his finger at me, semi-jokingly.


I stuck my lip out. ‘Just five more minutes?’


He shook his head, defiant. ‘No way.’ He took the laptop from me, and then a big swig of Merlot. It was his second glass already, I couldn’t help but notice. ‘Hey, tell you what instead, why don’t I show you some Facebook pics that give me the green-eyed monster?’


I sat up. This was new. I was intrigued. He started tapping away on the keyboard next to me.


‘Here.’ He turned the screen so I could see it.


It was a picture of us together – in a crowd of drunken folks – at a Halloween party in 2015. He was wearing a bear costume and had barbeque grills sewn into the fur – he was Bear Grylls: no one got it…and I’d dressed up as Madonna in her matador costume – the one she wore when she fell arse over tit at the Brit awards that year. I smiled looking at the picture, remembering that all night I kept pretending to stack it to make people laugh. By the end of the night, I’d drunk enough Jägerbombs that the falls gradually became real tumbles. Egg – I’d always called my husband, real name George, ‘Egg’ since we began dating, since his bald head is so perfectly egg-shaped – had his arm around me in the picture, and I was laughing at something that my childhood friend Benny had said. Benny was stood next to me, dressed as Caitlyn Jenner, which had caused a stir, telling me something apparently hilarious. Whatever he said usually was. Jemma was next to me too, dressed as Beyoncé, also cracking up. We looked like we were having such a laugh.


Egg looked at me. ‘See, this makes me sad. Remember when we used to go out? And have fun?’


I exhaled, deeply. ‘Well, sorry that I’m no fun any more. I’ll pick up some whoopee cushions and silly string first thing tomorrow, eh?’


He put his arm around me, laughing. ‘Don’t be silly. Of course you’re fun, Petey.’ Petey was his stupid nickname for me because I was a PT. Egg loved a pun, regardless of whether anyone else appreciated it. ‘But since we started trying for a baby, I don’t know... It feels like we’ve put our life on hold a bit.’ I tried not to bite my nails, though I really wanted to. ‘Hey! Look at me,’ he said and, after a pause, I did. His eyes were sad, but warm. ‘I know we thought we’d be expecting a Mini Egg by now…’ That was a joke we used to make that I no longer enjoyed since it turned out conceiving was way harder than we’d anticipated. ‘…but that doesn’t mean we have to be hermits until it happens.’


I shot him a fearful look. ‘If it happens, you mean.’


He sighed. ‘When, love. When.’


I wished I shared his confidence. It was hard to stay optimistic. You spend most of your adult life doing everything you can not to get pregnant. Messing up your body on the pill; spots, bloating or – with one bad batch five years ago – both. Then the minute you stop trying to prevent it you just assume it’s going to fall right into place. Like with anti-dandruff shampoo; the minute you stop using Head & Shoulders – boom – there’s the dandruff. I was obviously naive to think it would be that easy. But since I’d tried everything Google told me to: tracking my cycle, eating antioxidant-rich foods, avoiding trans fats, carbs, coffee and booze and upping my whole milk intake, vitamins and enough supplements to mean I should be rattling, really, yet still…nothing. Zilch.


‘I want us to go bowling next week. You and me.’ Egg spoke cautiously, like he was suggesting climbing Everest. Was me going out in public for pleasure really that rare now? Admittedly, I couldn’t remember the last time we’d done anything traditionally ‘fun’. ‘You know, like we used to.’


Bowling was always somewhat of a staple for me and Egg in the early days. Bickering about whether the sides were up or down, then him getting strike after strike while I would celebrate knocking even three pins down, at best. It was always a giggle.


‘I’m sure I can manage that,’ I said, feeling like a Make-a-Wish kid being taken on a charity trip to Disneyland.


He kissed me on the forehead. ‘Good Petey.’ Then stood up, to go re-fill his glass. I took the laptop back. He gave me a knowing look. ‘No more stalking babies. OK?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Eek, that sounds quite sinister!’ Chuckling at himself, he walked to the kitchen.


Of course I immediately went to go back to Mel’s page, to pore over more of her newborn baby pics, but stopped when I realised I had a notification waiting. Click. You have a new friend request.


Weird. That didn’t happen much these days. I was hardly the social butterfly of Huddersfield. I clicked on it: Carmen Hinton?


Now that was a blast from the past! My old best friend from school. I hadn’t seen her in… Well, since school, had I? Not since… Oh God. A wave of nausea washed over me at the thought of – give me strength – the talent show. Even now it still had to be up there with the worst, worst moments of my entire life on God’s green earth.


But – because I’m nosey, above all else – I clicked ‘accept’ against my better judgement so I could stalk her and see how her life had turned out. No doubt perfectly, I imagined.


Carmen had always been the pretty, popular girl at school. And then there was me... her fat sidekick. And best friend…who secretly wanted to be her.


Everything always fell into place for her. And there I was, just plodding alongside her to pick up the crumbs. Sometimes literally. My eating used to be seriously out of control: you name it and I’d be eating five different flavours of it. Often in one sitting without coming up for air.


Scanning Carmen’s page, I soon realised I was right. Everything looked peachy for her. Of course she was still gorgeous, as ever. That long golden hair, sparkly blue eyes and slim figure; I remembered how much I used to envy that body, and, well, everything about her, really. Some of that old jealousy stirred a bit again, as I clicked through the pictures of her, out of habit I suppose, even though it was stupid and pointless now; they were no longer the things I longed for.


There she was, sat on a beach, out with her other equally pretty girlfriends, drinking cocktails in Leeds, cuddling up to handsome men in nightclubs. Still on the town in her mid-thirties. Impressive.


Clearly adulthood was proving every bit of a breeze for her as high school had been. I suppose I was pleased for her. A little bit, anyway, despite everything and how we...left things. She had been my best friend for about seven years, after all, and it was all ancient history now.


Ping.


Oh. She’d sent me a message already. Keen, much?


But, again, curious, I opened it.


Long time, no see! I barely recognised you, you look AMAZING! You’ve lost so much weight since school! You look like a bloody model. For real! V. happy for you, babe. How have you been?? Oh and did you get the reunion invite? You gonna go? Be good to catch up, like old times! X


I felt a small tingle of satisfaction. It felt good to hear Carmen, the girl I was desperate to be through childhood and adolescence, acknowledging that I looked good now and was no longer the fat teenager that had blindly followed her around for years.


Still, I closed the laptop, almost recoiling from the message. I grabbed my phone. I didn’t have a desire to reconnect with Carmen right now. Or ever, really, come to think of it. But, immediately, I wanted to message someone to gossip about this. Someone else who’d really remember what a monster Carmen could be back in the day. I texted Laura, who also went to school with us.


You’ll never guess who’s just messaged me…




Chapter Three


Laura


I love my job, I love my job, I love my job...


If you repeat a phrase enough times in your head, maybe you can convince yourself it’s true?


‘Good heavens, Lara, are you secretly trying to sabotage me or something?’ The voice of Patience, my ironically named boss, was unnecessarily shrill and manic.


‘No, Patience, of course not!’ My voice, on the other hand, was weak and shaky, as I tried to ignore the fact that after nearly a year working together, my boss still regularly called me Lara rather than Laura. It was becoming increasingly hard to believe she wasn’t doing it on purpose.


On this occasion, Patience was giving me a dressing down from the comfort of her Mayfair residence because I had committed the cardinal sin of not having her kale, spinach and green apple smoothie (can you imagine actually drinking such a concoction intentionally?) ready and waiting for her for our 9 a.m. start. A mistake that I, perhaps, would have beaten myself up about…if, that is, she had actually remembered to ask for it!


But no. Patience not only wanted her every demand met, she also expected me to know in advance the details of her every want and desire, without ever actually, you know, telling me. Or even hinting at it; perhaps Derren Brown would have made a more suitable assistant to her than me?


We had a big day ahead. Patience had a full schedule of press engagements booked in this morning and afternoon in London ahead of the release of her new single, the ghastly dance track ‘Deep In Me’.


That’s right: the career that had allowed Patience the luxury of a long-suffering assistant – AKA me – was that of full-time pop star.


Her career had launched only a year ago and yet with just one Top Twenty hit to her name (impressive, yes, but she was no Lady Gaga, yet) Patience apparently already believed she’d achieved enough to start acting like a world-class diva. In part, no doubt, aided by the fact that she was already filthy rich before even setting foot in the recording studio. For her, this all seemed like merely some fun side project; not that I ever witnessed her having a great deal of fun with it, it has to be said.


Since the launch, I had been given the privilege of serving as her lackey, which is definitely not where I expected to find myself at the age of thirty-five. Especially given that only two years ago I was working as a solicitor. But – I swear – it was part of a grander plan. At least it was supposed to be. I wanted to be a songwriter, more than anything, and had been advised that the only way to get into the music industry – to even be heard – was to start at the very bottom.


I just hadn’t realised they meant ‘rock bottom’.


But, as ever, while Patience fumed, I pushed my feelings deep, deep down inside me, plastering on a smile so tight I feared it could pop off and ricochet around the room like an elastic band at any moment.


‘Erm. I could run over to Joe and the Juice, Patience?’


She rolled her eyes, scoffing at the sheer ridiculousness of me. ‘Don’t bother, Lara. It’s clear to me now that getting me a smoothie is just far too much of an ask. Perhaps it’s my fault? I really shouldn’t have put all of that responsibility on your shoulders…’


I put all my energy into maintaining my pseudo-smile. ‘Sorry, Patience... it won’t happen again.’


Of course, I couldn’t be sure of this. There was every chance that tomorrow she’d wake up deciding she wanted to unicycle to her appointments, and I’d be lambasted for not using my ‘initiative’ to pre-empt that.


‘Luckily, I’ve got used to being disappointed over the last year. I probably wouldn’t know what to do if someone actually managed to do their job around me. If they did, I might very well faint!’


I was often surprised she didn’t faint daily, in reality. In all the time I’d been working with her I could count on one hand the number of time I’d seen her eating solids.


The radio was playing in the background. It took me a second or two to realise whose song it was, and when I did I tensed.


Patience had noticed it too. ‘LARA. Get that God-awful excuse for a song OFF. Yas?’


I rushed over to the digital radio, where there were a million buttons that all looked the same. I just started randomly hitting them until the track – which was currently top of the charts, and quite catchy, really – stopped. I breathed a sigh of relief.


The song – ‘Loving Myself’ – was by the hottest new pop star Daisy Dee. She’d blown up this year, and Patience had been compared to her a lot, unfavourably. To put it in pop terms, right now if Daisy Dee was Kylie, then Patience was Dannii. Which filled her with resentment that I quite enjoyed witnessing, in all fairness.


‘Actually, Lara.’ She seemed keen to change the subject. ‘Although I’ve admittedly given up on the idea of any actual sustenance now, thanks to your sieve-like brain, you could run down to the car and pre-warn the driver it’ll be a no-no re small-talk on the way to the Rosewood.’ She looked at me through her reflection in the mirror as she spoke. ‘And also, it’s practically sub-zero outside. Is it really May? Honestly… So, you can also spend three minutes sitting on the right-hand side of the backseat of the car, so I don’t feel like I’m jumping bottom-first into a frozen lake when I get in. Yas?’


I laughed. Patience was a monster, no doubt about it, but there was no denying she could be quite funny sometimes. My heart dropped, however, when I looked at her face through the mirror, clocked the stony expression, and realised she was in absolutely no way joking. ‘Oh, erm, yes, Patience, of course...’


Mortified, I shuffled off. Unbelievable, I thought, as I made my way down to the car: she was getting worse by the day! God help me if this next single actually became a smash, considering one ‘hit’ in and she was already making Mariah Carey look practically humble with her diva antics.


On the way down the stairs of Patience’s flashy apartment block, I got out my phone, ready to text my husband the latest of her shenanigans. He wouldn’t be able to believe this. I had to keep him up to speed on her insane demands throughout the day, otherwise by the time I got home, I wouldn’t be able to remember all of it. Her tantrums and irrational outbursts were so common that by 8 p.m. – which is when I’d finish, on a good day – it would all feel like white noise.


Before I could start whatsapping him though, I saw I had a text. From Ellie, one of my best friends from high school.


You’ll never guess who’s just messaged me… Carmen! Can you believe it? x


I gasped. Carmen? Once upon a time, Carmen was my best friend. The person I looked up to most in the world. But, ultimately, she had been the first person to break my heart. Some of the things she’d said and done to me had affected my confidence so much, I was still dealing with the repercussions to this day, twenty years later. High school was not a happy time for me, on the whole, and I tried not to think about it if I could help it.


Luckily, my current job gave me plenty of fresh misery to occupy myself with. I decided I’d reply to Ellie later.


Feeling ridiculous, I clambered into the back of the Executive Addison Lee waiting outside on the millionaire road.


‘Morning, darling,’ chirped the Cockney driver, all teeth and winks. ‘How’s it goin’? Is Her Highness almost ready?’


I sighed, placing my bottom on the right-hand side of the backseat. ‘Good thanks and, yes, she is. But, erm, Patience isn’t in an, erm, talking mood today, if that’s alright?’


He chuckled. ‘Say no more, darling. I know how these A-Listers are. Why you sat on her side? She hasn’t asked you to keep her seat warm too, has she?’ With that he burst into a fit of cackles.


I smiled politely, eyes to the floor.


I love my job, I love my job, I love my job...




Chapter Four


Jemma


‘Come on, girls. Kick, spin, dip, kick, spin, dip. Yes, that’s it. Becky, less aggression with those kicks, this is dance class not karate. Good, Annabelle, good, nice spin. Head up, though – and smile... Smile, I said, don’t just bare your teeth, you look like you’re warning off predators. Sarah, are you chewing gum? No? Well, if you’re not, you’re gurning… I’m not sure which is worse. That’s it, yes, spit it out…in the bin, thank you. We don’t want to be cutting Hubba Bubba out of anyone’s hair like last term, do we? Not that your hair doesn’t still look good, Jess, no need to side-eye me...’


The girls were all shooting daggers at me, as usual. But, as any teacher at Almondbury High knows, if the kids aren’t scowling at you, you’re probably not doing your job properly.


‘You’re a proper slave-driver, miss,’ Jess, the victim of gum-gate last term, remarked.


Annabelle, the most well-behaved in the class, not that that’s saying much, nudged Jess with a horrified look. ‘You can’t say that in front of Miss!’


I sighed, shaking my head. Being the only teacher of colour in the school certainly meant I was privy to some, ahem, interesting discussions from the student body. I paid it no mind, though.


It was my responsibility to bring out their inner dancer, not to bestow racial sensitivities in them. And anyway, as a former student of this school myself twenty years ago, I could attest that the kids were certainly a lot more ‘woke’ than when I was the only black girl in my class.


Any frustrations I had with their attitude, I could take out of them in rehearsals, under the guise of motivating them. I was a tough teacher. But I’m sure they’d thank me one day. Probably. As a Scorpio, I usually knew how to get results.


With half an hour of class still to go, Becky piped up, which was never much of a shock. ‘Miiiiiisssssss. My feet are killing. Can’t we go home yet? I’m gonna have blisters, man!’


I gave her my sternest eye. I’d perfected it well over the years. ‘Well, let me ask you this, Rebecca.’ Full names only when the strict side of ‘Miss Lawson’ came out. ‘Do you want to be part of this year’s production of Swan Lake or not?’


She rolled her eyes; with significantly more effort than I’d seen her put in today’s choreography, in truth. ‘Urghh, yeeeeah, you know we all do. Still, not worth breaking my ankles over, innit?’


Becky was actually a young middle-class white girl, but you really wouldn’t know it from listening to her.


‘Rebecca, I want to see you all reach your fullest potential this year, but I’m afraid there are no shortcuts to perfection. There are only three ways to make it happen: Rehearsal, rehearsal, rehearsal. Trust me, in years to come, looking back on a successful performance, you’ll be glad you put in these hours.’


Boy, did I know about that. Rarely a day went by working in the dance hall when I didn’t have a nightmare flashback to the 1998 talent show I’d taken part in when I’d been a student here, many moons ago. All these years later, even the thought of that horror show gave me PTSD flashbacks…


So Lord knows how I ended up working back at the scene of the crime, in the auditorium we went through hell, barely updated, with the same black stage and dusty beige curtains. The big man upstairs definitely had a sense of humour. And to think, I was actually tasked with organizing a talent show for the upcoming twenty-year reunion. My reunion. That I don’t even have the choice of missing now, because of this.


Still, I enjoyed my job. Genuinely. Even if the Beckys of this world did make it a pain sometimes.


‘So…’ I continued, to a class that were all now scowling in unison (at least that was one thing they could do in sync...) ‘Sorry to break it to you, girls, but we will NOT be leaving here until this rehearsal is finished. 4.30 p.m., and not a minute before. If anyone isn’t up for that, then you know where the door is, alright? But don’t be expecting to be included in the number come June, that’s all I’m saying. Right, from the top, kick, spin, dip, kick, spin dip…’


As they were butchering my number, I could see a flashing light coming from my handbag in the corner of the room. I knew I wasn’t supposed to, but I dashed over to check it. These days I couldn’t really afford the luxury of ignoring my phone for an afternoon. Disasters at home, unfortunately, were way too common for that, lately.


Looking at it, I saw that it was my other half, Dave. Who else?


‘Everything alright?’ I was practically whispering. ‘I’m at work...’


‘Jemma, come home. NOW.’ He sounded like he was about to have a nervous breakdown. I could hear our four-year-old daughter screaming bloody murder in the background. That might be a cause of alarm for some mothers, but for me it was an all-too-familiar sound of late.


I sighed. ‘Dave, I finish in half an hour, OK. You can handle it ’til then.’


‘NO! No! You need to come home now! I swear, I’m going to lose it!’


I shut my eyes tight, and took a deep breath. One, two, three.


‘Dave, I can’t just leave in the midd—’


‘Jem, I’m not messing around – this is an emergency, the girl has driven me to the flaming brink!’
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