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To my daughter, Ariana, my world.
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Chapter One


‘Is it bad form to flirt at a funeral?’


I vaguely recognise the loud voice as I lean against the wall away from all the mourners. I watch the man at work and see a head of dark curls, familiar long ago, looking as unruly now as they were when he was a cute fifteen-year-old. My stomach drops.


Surely not! Why is he here?


The last time I saw the back of that head was as I was dragged away from it almost seventeen years ago at Sally Morton’s summer party. Now he has the gentle, confident swagger of a football captain, the way he is leaning with one arm on the mantelpiece, trapping his prey who looks more than happy to be there. It’s the swagger of an alpha male who should come with a neon sign saying ‘lock up your daughters’. His target hasn’t noticed the swagger or the bright lights; either that or she is caught in them like a rabbit and is blissfully unaware of her impending doom.


‘Oh, Nick, stop it,’ the girl giggles, obviously not wanting him to stop.


Nick? It is you!


Nick Forster. My not-so-secret crush. A boy who used to stay behind in class because he enjoyed being there, certainly not this neighbourhood Tom who is purring so loudly I think he might self-combust. When did he become the cool cat of Haverley, the small town in Norfolk I had escaped from as soon as I could – and want to again right now. I feel as if I don’t know anyone in the room, and I can’t exactly go up to people and ask them who they are. A funeral is not the time or place for mingling. And it is certainly not the place to be flirting.


I roll my eyes at Nick’s persistence, shuddering at the thought of being single, let alone being single and hit on at a funeral of all places. As if the thought of cold, prone bodies, teary spoken poems, and ‘Abide With Me’ could make anyone feel randy!


My sister, Gwen, is doing the rounds amongst the mourners, thanking people for being here, crying real tears when the guests offer their condolences for our mum who drank herself into an early grave. I knew my mum, which means I also know their condolences must be as real as the champagne Gwen is offering them.


‘What do you mean, you want to pass around the Buck Fizz? Like at a wedding?’ I had asked her. ‘What are you celebrating, Gwen? She liked you!’


She had hissed in my face and cried some more.


I had drawn the line at a buffet.


Gwen has the room covered. No one will notice if I sneak off. As the younger daughter, I’ve always been good at keeping a low profile and I really don’t want Nick to spot me and come and talk to me. Today is not the day I want to be reminded that I am a heartbreaker as well as the black sheep of the family.


My hand hesitates on the doorknob. Mum’s room was her sanctuary and I haven’t been inside since I was banished as a child for spilling her loose powder all over the carpet in a game that may or may not have involved a teddy’s seaside picnic. Where else was I supposed to find sand in the middle of the Norfolk countryside? As an adult, Mum’s cutting tones and scathing side-eye still made my heart stop for a fleeting second. But she’s dead now – and the dead can’t look down their noses at the living, can they? Not from that angle.


The smell of her perfume, lingering long after she has vacated, hits me right in the stomach. But that’s not what clasps a hold of me and drags me inside. Through the bedroom, into the dressing room that Gwen and I used as a den before Mum banished me and Gwen decided I was her mortal enemy, I can see a swathe of white gauze.


No!


I inch forwards, afraid that I might be right. But it is there, in all its glory, hanging in the middle of the wardrobe like a great big knife into my heart. Mum’s wedding dress. The one she told me was missing only a few weeks ago when I asked her about it, thinking Ed might be about to propose because our anniversary is impending. It’s there. Right there, like a shrine to Miss Havisham, only with less cobwebs.


I step carefully into the room, my feet with a life of their own walking me towards it. I reach out a hand to stroke it; the lace is stiff and cold, the sewn-on embellishments hard and sharp. Trust Mum to pick a dress as welcoming as she was. Pinned to the waistband, like a dry-cleaner’s tag, is a thin piece of paper, yellowing with age. I untack it carefully, the paper ripping slightly at the punctures, and flatten it out to read it. It’s a handwritten note and the blue ink has bled slightly into the fingerprint of the parchment. It reads simply:


E, je t’aime. LS x


E? Elizabeth, my mum. LS? Could be anybody.


Bloody mother, I think, and I burst into tears.






Chapter Two


‘You never told me Nick Forster had turned into some sort of an action hero with a jaw to rival Captain America. I barely recognised him.’ I sit cross-legged on the flat roof outside my old bedroom window, my tears long dried up.


Squeezing out the double-hung sash windows had been a darn sight harder at thirty-two than it had been when I was a teenager. But I had followed the smell of vanilla tobacco wafting down the corridor from my mum’s room and around into my old bedroom. Flashbacks of my best friends, Phillip and Perdita, nearly decapitating themselves on the window, struggling to get out before my mum noticed they were smoking made my stomach turn to liquid as I opened the door to my old room and saw the pair of them sitting out on the roof waiting for me.


‘Oh my God!’ Perdita screeches at the mention of Nick’s name. ‘I know, right? He’s gorgeous, grown well into his looks – and some.’


Phillip laughs and I coax out of my oldest friend what has happened to the quiet boy from high school who I not-so-secretly had a massive crush on.


‘His jawline and the way he has that girl entranced at a funeral makes me think he’s probably got a rep as a Haverley Boris Bike,’ Philip says knowingly.


‘A what?’ I snort.


‘Come on, you’re a Londoner now.’ Philip speaks as if he’s auditioning for a part in Oliver!, elbow dance included. ‘A Boris Bike. Access for everyone, the first thirty minutes free, otherwise he’s yours for twenty-four hours for a small fee of a broken heart and probably a case of the clap.’


I lift an eyebrow. Surely not my Nick?


‘Or, you know? Maybe not,’ Philip adds, shrugging his shoulders. ‘Maybe I’m just jealous.’


My heart sinks at the thought, then I remember Nick has just been hitting on someone at my mum’s funeral.


‘Oh,’ I say, taking the roll-up from Perdita and drawing deeply on the vanilla tobacco.


I am about to add that he certainly looks good enough to be a local community asset, but I’m rendered speechless because I can’t breathe.


Nope, still not a smoker.


‘Will you never learn, Burnett?’ Philip says, peeling the roll-up from my spasming fingers and drawing on it himself. ‘Still trying to inhale the bloody things even though you’re not cool enough.’


‘It’s my mum’s funeral,’ I cough. ‘I can smoke if I want to. And drink until I’m passed out over the loo. And hop on the Haverley bike if I feel like it, which I think I do – he’s lush and he made my bits go tingly when I saw him!’


I feel light-headed and invincible and totally not at all myself because I’ve been necking fake champagne since I arrived back at my mum’s house this morning.


‘Don’t be a dick. You’ve got Ed. People would kill for what you and Ed have, you’re so hopelessly in love.’ Phillip makes a gagging sound. ‘Wind it in. You’re drunk and emotional and don’t want to end up with chlamydia – how would you explain that away to Ed?’


He’s always to the point, is Phillip, that’s why we’re such great friends. The three of us have been best friends since middle school. Then Perdita had gone off to Oxford to study medicine and can be found these days tweaking the noses and breasts of people with more money than sense – her own words. She is the sort of cool who hangs out in the Groucho Club and doesn’t surreptitiously want to photograph all the people in there because she knows what they look like naked and unconscious. Draped in Dalmatian fur (faux) and sky-high Louboutins (real), with a white-blonde bob, she looks as out of place as ever and I love her for it.


Phillip, on the other hand, has never left Norfolk, except for his family’s annual holiday to Minorca. He had got weirdly attached to our local village as we were all preparing to leave for university and is now married with a young daughter and living in a chocolate box cottage on the outskirts of the village, writing horoscopes for women’s magazines under the pen name Myrtle Marigold. He’s dressed appropriately for a funeral; it is just his wayward orange hair and slightly dishevelled shirt that makes him look like a member of the Weasley family having just returned from battling Voldemort and not the upstanding member of the community that he actually is.


‘Seriously, though, Mags, you don’t really want to take the bike out for a ride, do you?’ Perdita asks, taking the roll-up back from Phillip. ‘I thought you and Ed were happy? You’re what we all aim for in our hashtag relationship goals; don’t ruin that by putting the image in my head that you want to go somewhere else! Every time I go on a first date, I hope it’ll end up in a relationship like the one you guys have. Mostly, anyway. Sometimes I’m just hoping for some fun where nobody mentions buttplay or ballgags.’


I sigh and lean back on my elbows. The heat is making the tar on the roof sticky. I have no idea how many Topshop skirts I ruined by sitting out here in the summers of my youth, but now I’m older I am slightly more cautious to avoid the glistening back spots underneath me.


My head swims with champagne and cigarettes.


‘No, of course not. I was just ruminating,’ I say. ‘I love Ed, he’s my rock; I literally have no idea what I’d do without him. And even after thirteen years, he still makes my bits tingle too, sometimes, and that’s not just from the thrush I get wearing the tiny polyester knickers he still thinks I like.’


We all curl up in hushed giggles. I love this about my best friends. We barely see each other these days, even though Perdita and I are both in London and Phillip’s only a two-hour train ride away. What with work, life, relationships, trying to decorate a flat that has mildew because of the damp patches that the landlord can never see when he comes around to inspect, there is never any free time to do the other important stuff. Even so, when we get together, we always revert right back to our comfortable teen friendships.


‘Thank you for coming today, guys,’ I say, when I stop laughing at the point happy tears threaten to become sad.


‘Don’t be ridiculous, it’s your mum’s funeral, of course we were coming,’ Phillip says, twirling his empty glass by the stem. ‘It’s weird, isn’t it? I mean, it’s your mum’s funeral. I thought we’d be in our sixties with grandkids of our own and happily whiling the day away pottering about in the shed when our parents finally popped it. Not early thirties.’


The mood quietens as we mulled over Phillip’s drunken philosophy.


‘I guess this makes me an orphan of sorts now, doesn’t it?’ I feel the weight of his words and the softness of the love letter from Mum’s dress I had tucked into my cleavage.


‘I wonder if your dad will come crawling out of the woodwork now your mum’s gone,’ Perdita says. ‘He might be after a bit of this – and seeing as they never got divorced, he’s entitled to it.’


She motions to the large house underneath us, but the mention of the word divorce has my eyes leaking again.


‘I asked her if I could borrow her wedding dress once,’ I say, picturing the pristine dress hanging pride of place in her room. ‘Recently too, not in a dressing-up way when I was younger. I thought maybe I could wear it when Ed and I get married.’


‘What? What haven’t you told us?’ Phillip interrupts.


‘Nothing,’ I say, smiling. ‘But you never know, do you? It’s our anniversary in a few days and I think he might have a surprise up his sleeve because he’s been acting a bit strange, secretive, almost. And a girl can dream.’


Perdita stretches up to the sky; her Dalmatian fur looks hot in more ways than one.


‘I didn’t think you wanted to get married?’ she says. ‘I thought that was one of the things you were just in sync about?’


I cringe as Perdita says in sync. Phillip laughs. I’d been hit by the love bug as soon as Ed and I had locked eyes over a bar in the Cambridge club, Fifth Avenue. Me with my blue WKD, Ed with his Snakebite and Black, both of us with the innocence and excitement of Freshers’ Week. We’d locked lips soon after, hips a few hours later, and had been inseparable since. At the time I had been one of those annoyingly in love people who banged on about finding the right person at the right time and how all my friends would see that soon enough. My university friends had been too intent on creating a wall chart of how many people they’d snogged and which member of S Club 7 they were to be interested in settling down with the right person. I had soon found myself spending more and more time with just Ed, and in our second year we moved into a flat we only had to share with each other. I don’t see many people from my university days any more.


‘I don’t necessarily want to get married but, you know, it’d be nice to have the same surname as our kids,’ I say, only half-teasing my friends. ‘Anyway, Mum said she had no idea where her old wedding dress was and I really only asked because I wanted her to be a part of my day in some form or another, because who knew if she would even turn up? But I’ve just seen the bloody thing hanging, pride of place, in her dressing room with a love note attached from what could be my father. Way to kick me in the teeth from beyond the grave.’


Perdita places a sun-warmed hand on my arm.


‘I am so sorry, Mags. I know she wasn’t always the nicest person in the world, but she was still your mum, and mums are supposed to be there unconditionally,’ she says, sitting up and giving my arm a squeeze. ‘You know you’ve always got us; you won’t be alone just because you’ve got no family left. We’ll never leave you.’


‘Thanks, Perdie,’ I say, my throat thick with emotion. ‘But don’t forget about Gwen.’


Phillip and Perdita groan in unison. I feel a twinge of loyalty to my older sister.


‘Like Perdita just said,’ adds Phillip, ‘now you’ve got no family left, we’re here for you more than ever.’


The window rattles and Gwen herself pokes her head out, her hair lacquered with so much hairspray it barely moves when she bashes the beehive on the upper sash.


‘What are you doing out here?’ she says in her usual clipped tone. ‘Oh, you’re here too, are you?’


She eyes up my best friends, who she seems to loathe more than me; no mean feat.


‘Nice to see you too, Gwen,’ Perdita waves coquettishly. ‘So sorry about your mum.’


Phillip just ignores her.


‘Gwen,’ I say, ‘I’m just taking a minute; I’ll be back down before any drunken uncles start the “Agadoo”.’


‘It’s our mum’s funeral and you’re out here acting like a teenager. Smoking and drinking.’ She nods towards the empty glasses and the ash and stubs collected in the only flute that remains upright. I feel guilt eat at my insides. ‘While I’m downstairs tending to our guests and holding the fort, as always. Even Ed is being more help than you are, and that’s saying something. Grow up, Maggie. Why can’t you just forgive Mum for dying and act like a normal human being for once?’


I bite my lip and shrug an apology at my friends. Gwen is right, though I would never be caught saying that out loud. I brush the rough bits of asphalt from my dress and follow Gwen’s head as it disappears back into the house.






Chapter Three


‘You’re late.’


I sigh and try to pull a smile on my face.


‘Only a few minutes,’ I say, shrugging, slipping out of my jacket and sliding into the chair at my desk.


I boot up my computer, ready to get on with whatever fun copy is thrown my way at Procter and Rowe this morning. I often wonder, on my less busy days, whether Mr Procter and Mr Rowe decided to set up a PR company because it was what they were good at, or because it was what their initials spelt out. I can probably hazard a guess given the collective social repute of our clientele. Still, it doesn’t do well to disparage one’s employer, especially when I’m not yet trusted with my own clients, I’m just given everyone else’s copy to write up when they’re too busy – read: can’t be bothered.


‘A few minutes add up if you’re late every day for a whole week.’


Oh! You’re still there.


My boss flips the dark curtain of hair out of his face in a movement that belies the fact the haircut went out of fashion before I was even born and was never in fashion for people over the age of puberty, which he must have hit, even if it was only a few years ago.


‘My mum has just died,’ I huff, staring up at him and hating myself for using that as an excuse. I’m tired and getting up every morning this week has been difficult, so he’s lucky I’m in at work at all.


He doesn’t even blink. The rest of the team have hushed to a deathly silence. All listening but pretending not to.


I feel my ears heat as my eyes prick with tears.


Not now, Maggie. Be strong. Be strong.


‘You had the funeral last weekend.’


I balk.


‘So, I’m supposed to be over the fact that she’s dead just because she’s scattered over the waters of the Norfolk Broads, am I?’ I know I am shouting now but I can’t seem to control the volume coming out of my mouth. ‘Am I just supposed to get on with things? Forget she was even alive? Not everyone has the emotional intelligence of a gnat, Mr Duncan. We can’t all be you.’ I have no control over the words, either, it would seem.


Mr Duncan turns a shade of berry that matches his shirt rather well. Kudos to him, though, he’s managing to keep his cool.


‘Perhaps you’d like to step into my office, please Margaret.’


It’s not a question. He hasn’t called me Margaret since I accidentally uploaded some inappropriate photos from my personal stash to a client’s Instagram account. Nothing naked or inflammatory – I’ve been with Ed for far too long to be sending him selfies of my wobbly bits, and his idea of sending me wood would amount to a picture of wonky shelves he’s proud of. No, this had been a screenshot of a meme I wanted to send to Perdita and Phillip of a cat playing a banjo with a pithy comment about sacking off work to follow your dreams. In all fairness, I thought the picture worked quite well with the ethos of the company I’d accidentally uploaded it about, but it turned out I was the only one who thought so.


‘Look, Maggie.’ Mr Duncan seems a bit more at peace with himself now he is safely tucked away in his office that smells like a pro-wrestlers’ dressing room, with the after hint of stale coffee. I eye up the spare chair but stay standing. ‘I know this has been a very difficult time for you. I can’t imagine losing a parent. But we are a business. Proctor and Rowe expect the best from their workers.’


I can picture the middle-aged men in their chequered sweater vests that barely cover their paunches. Whenever they come into the office, they have the added sheen of sweaty excitement that comes with being in a room full of women, most of whom are under the age of thirty. I think Proctor and Rowe were hoping for a lot more than the best when they hired the giggling girls straight out of university with no PR qualifications whatsoever. It was a hard truth the day I realised that I had been hired for my looks rather than my acuity and intellect garnered by three years studying English and American Studies at a low-key university. And now, when I catch sight of myself in the office microwave, I look less bombshell, more bomb-wrecked.


Mr Duncan is still talking. ‘And we can’t afford to have someone who is not on their game. We think maybe it’s best if you took some time out.’


I snort out a laugh. He surely can’t be sacking me for being half an hour late?


‘You’re giving me my P45?’ I ask, aware that Mr Duncan doesn’t look like he’s joking.


‘No, of course not. We can’t sack you for being late …’


Didn’t think so, I think, relieved.


‘But we can ask you to take some time away.’


I feel sick. This is so unfair. I am here, a week after scattering my mum’s ashes, and Mr Duncan is sending me away because I’m not up to my job. A job that I could do with my eyes shut because it is both tedious and idiot-proof in equal measure.


‘Don’t be silly, I’m perfectly capable of doing my job,’ I retort.


Sweat is gathering under my hairline. Don’t send me home, I need to stay busy.


‘That wasn’t a question. We are a PR firm; we need to protect ourselves against negativity and sloppiness. Nothing is sacred any more; nothing is private is it?’ He waves an arm around as if his stuffy office is the big wide world. ‘With the internet and social media. We can’t afford to not look our best. Our face is our business.’


‘So now you’re saying it’s my face that’s the problem, not my work?’ I can feel my problem heating with the embarrassment of being told I’m currently not pretty enough by a man who looks like a greasy teenager and is at least ten years my junior.


‘No.’ His arched eyebrows and pinkening face discredit his words. ‘We’re just thinking of you. We want you to be OK, and at the moment we don’t think you are.’


I’m fine. I’m sure I’m fine.


‘Just take a couple of weeks, that’s all. And come back to us fresh-faced and ready to go. Maybe get a haircut or your nails done as a treat to yourself. You never know, it might help your well-being.’


‘My well-being can look after itself, thank you,’ I say, my voice getting higher pitched with each word. I have a love/hate relationship with my pre-Raphaelite autumn-coloured curls. I don’t need Mr Duncan telling me to get a haircut to know I need a haircut.


‘Come back on the first of October, think of it like the start of a new school year.’ Mr Duncan claps his hands together and stands up from his chair.


Our meeting is over; I have to work quickly.


‘What about my copy for Janet?’ I say, pleadingly.


‘It’s sorted already; I’ve got the junior on it and she’s already downloaded some stock photos for the article. You don’t need to worry about your work while you’re gone.’


They had this planned! The junior? The girl with a glossy waterfall of chocolate-coloured hair that falls all the way past her gravity-defying boobs. Nothing to do with my face, hey?


‘Oh, and Maggie,’ Mr Duncan says, louder now the office door is open, ‘clear your desk before you go; we don’t want your mouldy mugs festering while you’re gone.’


‘Oh, shut up, Robert, you knob!’


I catch sight of myself in the window of a Savers, reflected amongst the rows of reduced bottles of shampoo, knock-off shower gel, and cheap wine. I fit in quite well with my frizz-ball of a head, cheeks like the red apple-scented bubble bath, and a shirt dress that had looked hip when I spotted it in the local Oxfam, but now looks like it belongs to a fat man.


I wonder if I should get an Uber back to Bexley from the office in Peckham, picked for its proximity to London City but with cheaper rent. Shoving my box of belongings onto one hip I rummage around in my bag for my phone and check my bank balance …


I clamber off the bus with my work life still tucked under one arm and the street I live on looks warm and inviting. Ed had picked Bexley because of its low crime rate and, handily for him, his accountancy firm is based in the centre of Bexley Heath. So, by way of bargaining, I had picked this road because of its wisteria-clad frontage. Our flat, the ground floor of a red-brick terrace house, has its own front door that is clambering with the stuff, beautiful for a few weeks in May, then green and twiggy for the rest of the year. I thread the key into the lock and push open the door with my free hip.


Luckily, I have a good few hours to bathe before Ed gets home. I can shave my legs and armpits and at least distract Ed from the fact I’ve been semi-sacked by offering him some sexual treats. I’m pondering the effectiveness of a blow job when a high-pitched squeal bursts from the far end of the flat.


I drop my box on the hallway table and check through the door to the living room to make sure I haven’t inadvertently broken into someone else’s home.


Nope. There is the old brown saggy sofa and the gigantic flat-screen tv.


So why is there someone squealing in my bathroom?


Oh God, maybe someone is being murdered in there?


I pick up an old copy of the Yellow Pages, mouldering under the hallway table with the letters no one wants and a few years’ worth of dust. It’s heavy enough to maim if I throw it with the spine outwards.


The squeal turns guttural. Am I too late?


I edge down the hallway, past the open door to our bedroom. My head turns at the strewn duvet. I could have sworn I made the bed this morning.


I keep walking, the noises strained now. With just the kitchen between me and the intruders, my heart is racing. Then a weirdly familiar male voice joins in, ‘Yeah baby, is that good? Have I hit the spot? Shall I go harder?’


I stop on the spot, immediately embarrassed by what I’m hearing. It’s not murder, it’s sex, just sex – bad porn-style sex if the moans and groans are anything to go by. Cringing, I let out a sigh of relief and turn to put the Yellow Pages back before anyone sees me with it and asks what I’m doing.


Then the realisation hits.






Chapter Four


I clench my fists, now hoping that the weird noises are coming from intruders who have broken in just to make use of my bathroom. My mouldy, damp, unattractive bathroom that makes me feel grubby even if I’ve wallowed in a bubble bath until I’m wrinkly.


It could be true. More likely to be true than walking in to find Ed with another woman surely? My stomach contracts. Whoever it is in there can’t be with Ed: she is having far too much fun.


‘Yes, yes, that’s it, don’t stop.’


Ed is very much a man with vanilla tastes that don’t stretch all the way to the bathroom. Not until he’s finished at least, then he is always first to the bathroom even though I’ve drummed into him the importance of my post-sex wee to fend off any urinary infections. No, it can’t possibly be Ed in there. My heart is beating so fast I think it might bump its way up my throat.


‘Ooooohhhhhhhh’.


That could have been either of them.


Nope, definitely not Ed, he isn’t a moaner.


My hand is frozen on the bathroom door handle.


Do I want to do this? Can’t I just walk away and pretend I was never here? Ed’s not likely to be in there, I could just give these two people who are obviously really enjoying themselves their moment’s fun and get back to … where? To work?


My stomach contracts even harder. I can’t even escape back to work to get away from these law-breaking, indoor doggers. I’ve been forced out of my work and am now contemplating leaving home, there are no other options. No. Best just to get it over with. We’ll all have a jolly laugh about how punitive it actually is having sex in my bathroom, then they’ll disappear off into the sunshine, probably to find somewhere more romantic to finish off. Though it sounds like they might be nearly there now.


It’d be rude to interrupt really, wouldn’t it? Not at this crucial moment.


The embarrassment of intruding on a couple in the throes of passion is gluing me to the old worn carpet just outside the bathroom. I am trying to picture anything other than what is going on in the tiny space with a dripping shower over a yellowing bath, a sink smaller than my childhood Barbie’s bath, and a toilet that had a squeaky wooden seat with a nasty habit of sliding out from under me. But the visions of what could be going on are driving me crazy; that, and it is becoming difficult to breathe because my chest has restricted so tightly my diaphragm is suffocating me.


Shaking the tension out of my body just how my Pilates teacher had shown me in the one class I’d attended, I push open the door into something soft and yielding.


‘Oh my God!’ I gasp.


And the woman sitting on the sink opposite yells it right back at me.


‘Oh my God!’


‘Yeah, baby,’ Ed says, as he kneels on the floor in front of the woman, apparently unfeeling of the door pushing at his feet, or the fact he has a long-term girlfriend.


Ed’s head protects what is left of the unknown woman’s dignity as I stare at her, unable to process what I am seeing. A flicker of recollection pounds deep at the base of my brain. The woman looks mortified, her naked backside is perched on the edge of the sink, one impossibly long and tanned leg leans on the bath, the other is hooked over the towel rail. My favourite fluffy John Lewis towel is offering a soft perching place for her foot. The tumbler that holds mine and Ed’s toothbrushes is almost at risk of being touched by a naked backside that belongs to neither of us. For a single, jaw-dropping moment I have to hold in a giggle. It is all too much to process. My love, the man I thought might propose today of all days, is here in our bathroom with his face buried in a naked woman’s nether regions, something he hasn’t done for years with me because he says I give his tongue cramp.


There is no way I am ever brushing my teeth in that sink ever again, is, weirdly, the only thought that crosses my mind as I resist the urge to lean over and rescue my night cream and floss before they succumb to the same fate as the toothbrushes.


The woman seems to regain her senses, wide-eyed, as she scrambles frantically, trying to pull her legs together which is hard with Ed’s head between them


‘Stop!’ she hisses, batting Ed over the head with a perfectly manicured hand.


‘Ow, what are you doing? Why should I stop? What is it, did you just … you know?’ Ed says, his voice muffled but unfamiliarly boastful.


‘No!’ The woman practically screams. ‘It’s your wife.’


Ed laughs. He actually laughs.


‘What? I’m not married,’ he says, getting up too quickly and stumbling backwards right into me. ‘Ooof!’


The pain as Ed stands on my bare toes is sharp and quick and has more bite to it than the dull ache that has punched me hard since I opened the bathroom door. But it is overshadowed by the pain I feel when Ed catches sight of me in the mirror hanging over the sink. My world comes crashing down around me as his eyes widen in shock.


‘No,’ I say quietly. ‘No, you’re not married.’


It’s ludicrous. This whole scenario is ludicrous. I wish it had been a bloodbath I’d walked into and not this. Anything but this. Ed and I haven’t even had the two, five, or seven-year itches, we’re simply Maggie and Ed. Ed and Maggie. As obvious and comforting as fish and chips, or maybe pie and mash. Beans on toast? We work together as a couple like a well-oiled cog, sometimes not even needing to open our mouths to communicate.


I feel bile rising up my throat at the thought of Ed’s mouth now.


He is my rock. At least, I thought he was.


‘It’s not what it looks like,’ he splutters, spinning on the spot and wiping his hand down his face.


He reaches out and grips my shoulders and I have to fight the urge to throw his dirty hands off my dress.


If looks could kill, then the girl scrambling down from our sink would have Ed gone in an instant.


‘Did you trip and your mouth just happened to land on her vagina? Because I’m trying to work out how this is not exactly what it looks like?’ I say.


‘Don’t be so crude, Mags.’ Ed is now looking at me like I’ve grown two heads. ‘What are you doing home, anyway?’


I am trying really hard not to lump him one.


‘Don’t call me Mags! And don’t blame me for being home and ruining your fun,’ I yell, surprised at the force of my voice. ‘I kind of got the sack … a temporary sacking,’ I add quietly.


This is so weird. I am admitting to Ed what I’d been scared of admitting, and even in this most awkward situation I feel guilty telling Ed I’ve been asked to leave my workplace because I’m not up the job. Yet here we are standing in our bathroom WITH A HALF-NAKED WOMAN and I’m the one feeling guilty.


Seemingly not having made enough of a mess of everything, the other woman pipes up.


‘Ed, are you going to tell her?’ she says, her voice as smooth as her legs.


I look between this gorgeous naked being and my Ed, eyes darting as though watching a game of tennis play out and not my life.


‘Tell me what?’ I splutter. ‘Ed?’


Ed’s face looks as though he’s just come back from doing a Park Run. Dread is building in me. Ed turns to the other woman and I feel my world tilt at the way she looks at him. That’s not a quickie at lunchtime look, it’s an I know you look. A look I remember from when Ed and I first met, the annoying loved-up-couple look that Perdita had been jibing me about at my mum’s funeral.


‘My mum’s just died,’ I blurt, as though this could make a difference to Ed’s moral compass.


It hadn’t worked in the office, and it isn’t working here. The only thing it is doing is reminding me of just how shit my life is right at this very second. The other woman bends down to collect her knickers from where she must have thrown them on top of the wash bin. There is an awkward – if it is possible to get any more awkward – moment where we all have to jiggle around one another to give the other woman space to leave the bathroom. Like a pack of lemmings trying to figure out the best solution. I ignore the obvious solution of me just leaving, but fear of my jelly legs not working properly stop me and the last thing I want to do is leave Ed alone with this woman, even if it is just for a split second.


How am I ever going to be able to leave him alone, ever again?


The thought makes bile turn over in my stomach. A washing machine of acid sloshing around with my breakfast.


‘I’ll see you soon, Ed,’ the other woman says. She reties her dress and straightens it over her legs, scrunching up her knickers up in her hand and heading towards the door.


Ed follows behind her and I’m behind Ed, staring at the back of his head that I know so well. Each swirl of blond parting, the way he’s flattened down the tufts at his crown with gel, it’s all so familiar. I want Ed to say something. Anything. That he won’t being seeing this woman soon, that he has no idea who she is and what she had been doing sitting on his face. But instead he nods sheepishly at her whilst glancing sideways towards me. The woman slides into her shoes at the front door as I peer over Ed’s shoulder.


Why didn’t I notice them?


And she jiggles the door handle in the awkward way it needs to get it to turn.


Oh God, she’s been here before.


Then she leans over to kiss Ed on the lips as she leaves. As though I’m not standing there watching. No Maggie at all. She kisses him. On the lips. It is too much for my brain to comprehend, it whirls like my stomach is. I reach out and clutch at the wall.


‘What the …’ I yelp as the door shuts quietly. Ed’s shoulders slump and he takes his time turning to face me. ‘What’s going on, Ed?’


‘I think we need to talk,’ he says, finally.


Those fateful words.


‘Too right we need to talk,’ I splutter. ‘Who was that?’


And then the penny drops. The other woman had been faintly familiar because I had met her last summer at Ed’s staff party. Except back then she’d had a man on her arm, but I can remember vividly how gorgeous I’d thought this woman was, and how much I had coveted her dress.


‘Annabelle,’ I say, wounded, slipping down the hallway wall slightly.


There is a huge gap in my knowledge. When had Annabelle gone from attractive work colleague to sexual fiend and boyfriend stealer? No, wait! More importantly, but much harder to comprehend, when had Ed gone from dependable long-term partner, the man who took out the bins without moaning, even when there was bin juice involved, to absolute fucking traitor?






Chapter Five


‘Here you go.’


Ed hands me a steaming mug of sweet tea. I cradle it between my hands as I perch on the sofa, unable to make myself comfortable.


‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ I ask, blowing on the hot liquid, not wanting to look at Ed because I don’t want his eyes to tell me what I’m already starting to suspect.


That is the problem with break-ups. It is always one party that is certain, the other is just doomed to heartache and pain. Even in the best of break-ups there is always one who is pushing for it more than the other. Yes, I’m sure even Gwyneth Paltrow and Chris Martin in their ‘conscious uncoupling’ were uneven in their wishes to unhook themselves from each other like carriages on a freight train.


Urgh, Gwyneth. Gwen.


My sister has never been a lover of Ed. She has always looked down on him in that particular way she does which no one really notices except me. The unsubtle eye-rolling and louder than needs be tutting.


‘I’m being nice to you because I care about you,’ he says, perching on the sofa next to me, but not quite close enough to touch.


The distance between us is as vast as a moon crater, with an anti-gravity repelling force to boot.


‘You care about me?’ I scoff. ‘What about love? What about not hurting me? What about the promises we made each other that we would never, ever cheat? That we would be those kinds of couples that can talk about anything and not have to resort to turning to someone else.’


‘Please can you not shout at me? I feel bad enough as it is.’ Ed says, moving as far away down the sofa as physically possible without falling off. ‘I never meant for this to happen.’


‘I’m not shouting!’ I shout. ‘And stop vomiting clichés at me and tell me what the hell is going on.’


Ed opens his mouth and promptly shuts it again. Obviously, it is too hard for him to tell the truth.


‘OK, let’s start with this. How many times have Annabelle’s flaps been in your face?’


‘Mags … Maggie, stop it, you’re just being rude now.’


‘YOU DO NOT GET TO TELL ME TO STOP!’ I am still shouting and I can’t stop, my heart feels like it is seconds away from a cardiac arrest. ‘You don’t ever get to tell me to stop. Not ever again. Now tell me the truth. How long has this been going on?’


Ed fiddles intently with the skin around his fingernails. ‘A while.’


I watch as Ed’s whole body seems to sink further into the ugly brown sofa that I’ve always hated. He looks relieved. I don’t want to contemplate what that means, but my brain has other ideas.


He’s glad it’s out in the open. Now he can go and live with Miss Perfect and not have to bother with Miss Hairy-Legs any more.


‘A while? So, you’ve been sleeping with lots of people, then?’ A plea for it not to be something important enough for him to end our relationship. I am hurtling towards a conclusion that I just cannot cope with.


Ed shakes his head. ‘No, just Annie.’
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