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Chapter 1


‘Are we really related to her?’ I nudge my sister, Lauren, in the ribs.

She looks up from the glass of champagne that she’s staring into, seemingly mesmerised by the bubbles.

‘I can hardly believe it,’ I add.

‘Me neither,’ she agrees, and tips more champagne into her mouth.

Chelsea is gliding across the dance floor in the arms of her husband while her guests smile on benignly.

It is our elder sister’s fortieth birthday party and, as always, she is a vision of loveliness. She’s wearing a floor-length Vera Wang gown in white that’s drenched in Swarovski crystals which burst into tiny rainbows whenever they catch the light. It fits like a glove, hugging every inch of her tiny frame. Her auburn curls are piled high and her head is thrown back in uncontained and joyous laughter, showing off the delicious creaminess of her throat and her perfect teeth.

Her husband Richard is tall, tanned and has the rugged-jawed looks of a classic romantic hero. He’s something fabulous in the City, is stonkingly wealthy, is kind to small furry animals, remembers to empty the bins and puts the lid down on the toilet when he’s finished too.

‘What star sign is Chelsea?’ Lauren wants to know.

‘Gemini.’

‘And that means you’re the luckiest bitch in the world, does it?’

‘I think it means you’re a good communicator with a sunny disposition.’ With a tendency to be two-faced and selfish on occasions if you believe in the stars, but I won’t tell my sister that.

Lauren tuts and throws back her drink. ‘What are we?’

‘Scorpio.’

‘And?’

‘We’re the most murdered star sign.’

Another tut. ‘Fabulous.’

This isn’t your usual fortieth birthday party. For mine – next year – I was thinking of having an At Home with a few family and friends, a readymade cake from Asda and some balloons – if I could summon up the necessary energy. Chelsea’s birthday party – like the rest of her life – is exquisite.

We’re at the Dorchester Hotel on London’s Park Lane in the main ballroom, along with about 300 other people. Already I’ve spotted Jodie Kidd, Jamie Oliver and Richard Hammond – just a few of the celebrities that our sister counts among her closest friends.

‘Where did we go wrong?’ Lauren asks, as she slides down on her pretty silver chair. She sounds a little drunk. In the same manner that Gordon Ramsay uses a little bad language. Oh – and he’s here too, somewhere.

I sigh before I answer, ‘I don’t know.’

Needless to say, Lauren and I haven’t gone down the Vera Wang route of haute couture. I have chosen vintage Next – in other words, a dress that’s at least three years old. Not even a good vintage, I feel. My sister has opted for a little number from Coast that will be owned by her credit-card company for the next year or more and, I don’t like to mention it, but there’s some of the raspberry coulis – from our bitter chocolate mousse with raspberry coulis dessert – down the front of it.

I’m Annie Ashton and my sister, Lauren Osbourne, is the one swaying slightly in her chair next to me. Lauren and I are twins. I’m the elder by five minutes and we have now both recently reached the grand old age of thirty-nine years.

Our sister Chelsea didn’t buy into the whole Life Begins at Forty thing. Her life started when she slipped effortlessly from our mother’s womb and into an existence that has, ever since, been charmed.

Lauren and I, born a scant year later, were breech twins who entered the world bottom first and, somehow, I think that set the tone.


Chapter 2


Lauren stifles a yawn. ‘I need to go to bed.’

My sister twirls her long, dark hair languidly round a manicured finger. We have spent our entire lives fighting not to look exactly like each other. That explains my ultra-short pixie crop. Though I did stop short of dyeing it blond – mainly due to the expense rather than a submission of individuality. I’m a little softer round the middle than Lauren – something I blame on my two children, rather than my penchant for cake. Lauren looks more sporty than me – that’s because she is. Other than that, we’re two peas in a pod. Annoyingly, despite our advanced years, we still find we turn up in the same outfit to parties sometimes. This time, we took the precaution of co-ordinating our limited wardrobes well in advance by the medium of several dozen text messages. We had no intention of committing our usual fashion faux-pas at such a splendid do.

‘The night’s young,’ I remind Lauren. ‘You can’t be tired.’ The party is in full swing and the sounds of ‘It’s Raining Men’ pound out from the disco. There’s some dishy actor whose name I can’t remember from Holby City camping it up on the dance floor. The DJ is someone edgy and famous but, as I live my life under a rock, I’ve never heard of him. ‘Let’s have a boogie and see if we can bag you a celebrity boyfriend.’

‘I’ve already got a boyfriend,’ Lauren reminds me.

I look around, theatrically. ‘So where is he?’

‘That’s mean,’ my sister says.

It probably is.

To fill you in, Lauren’s boyfriend of five years was invited but couldn’t make it at the last minute. This is a regular occurrence. The small problem is that Jude Taylor has the inconvenient encumbrance of a wife and two children, which makes spontaneous socialising with his long-term girlfriend somewhat tricky. Clearly, whatever excuse he’d fabricated to be absent from the marital home on a Saturday night didn’t pass muster when push came to shove.

The reason my twin looks so toned is that she spends a lot of time in the gym pounding the treadmill out of sheer frustration.

‘I want to go back to the room,’ Lauren insists. ‘Jude said that he’d call and I’ll never be able to hear my mobile in here.’

‘That’s because we’re at the world’s most fabulous party,’ I tell her. ‘And everyone is having a great time.’

‘Everyone but us.’

She’s right. I’m also miserable due to a lack of male company. And that’s because my husband has – point blank – refused to come. Greg hates this kind of thing. He’d rather have hot needles poked in his eyes than put a suit and tie on outside of office hours. The thought of being in a room filled with beautiful people doing beautiful things would make him go cold with dread. So, instead of coming to my sister’s high-end, celebrity-loaded knees-up with enough champagne to float a ship, he’s chosen to go night fishing on the Grand Union Canal with his exceedingly dreary mate, Ray. That’s all he ever wants to do.

In twenty years of marriage, I have learned more about coarse fishing than I ever needed to. I could tell you the benefits of Dragon Barrel Pellets over Yellow Pop-Ups, if you cared to listen – or the differences between a waggler and a feeder rod. Call me sceptical, but carp, Greg frequently tells me, are very intelligent fish. I do not share my husband’s passion for fishing or his views on the tricksy carp – but that doesn’t stop him from regaling me with many tales of their wily ways.

We did have a tiny bit of a row before I left. If I remember rightly, I said something like, ‘I’m so sick of my small, dull life. This is the only excitement I’ve had in years and you’re not prepared to share it with me. You’re a selfish bastard and if you’re not coming I’m going to have a great time without you. I have to put up with all kinds of things for you and your stupid fishing, and yet you won’t compromise when it comes to my needs. Well, that’s it! I’m off.’

And Greg, I think, closed the door quietly behind him as he left. He didn’t even tell me to enjoy myself.

‘What a morose pair we are,’ Lauren says wearily. ‘Let’s clear off.’

‘Chelsea will be upset. We rarely see her these days.’

‘Our dear sister won’t even notice that we’re gone.’

Lauren’s right again. Chelsea is too busy socialising with all of her rich friends to notice if we slope away. It makes me sad that we’re not closer to her, but Chelsea now lives a crazy jet-set life, splitting her time between the UK and Dubai where her husband is for most of the year. She’s just swooped in for the party – if not on a private jet, then certainly first class.

‘Don’t drag me away, Lauren,’ I plead. ‘Let’s have some fun.’ I might just find myself a celebrity boyfriend. See what Greg would think to that.

‘I’ve got a headache coming on,’ my sister whines, and gives me her most pitiful pout.

So we head for the door – Lauren a little unsteadily.

We pass a table groaning with champagne and Lauren grabs a bottle and two glasses and we take those with us to continue the party on our own.

As we stand and wait for the lift, Lauren takes out her mobile phone. ‘Damn,’ she says. ‘I’ve missed Jude’s call.’

Quickly, she checks her voicemail and there’s a whispered message that I can just about overhear – even though Lauren tries to press her phone close enough to her ear so that she thinks I can’t.

‘Sorry, I couldn’t make it, darling,’ Jude’s smooth tones coo. ‘But you know how much I love you. I’ll speak to you as soon as I can.’

I don’t even bother checking my phone as I know that Greg won’t have bothered to call me. He wouldn’t coo sweet nothings even if he did. My husband is not a cooey sort of man. I’m more likely to get sweet FA than sweet nothings.

Lauren hangs up.

The desperation in her tired smile makes my heart want to break.

‘He said he loves me.’

I just can’t help a disbelieving tut at that. It’s out before I can stop it. If he loves Lauren so much, then where is he tonight, eh? Answer me that.

‘He does,’ she insists crisply. ‘And one day we’ll be together. You’ll see.’

‘I have to admire your optimism, sis,’ I say, as gently as I can.

Then, as we wait to be whisked away from the ball and back up to our bedroom, I marvel at how Lauren can be so optimistic despite the odds being stacked against her. I also take time to wonder where my own optimism has toddled off to.


Chapter 3


Chelsea has very generously booked us a suite in this outrageously posh hotel for the night – and paid for it – even though we could have easily gone back to Lauren’s flat in a taxi.

The room we’re in is truly gorgeous – an understated extravagance of cream linen and dark wood – and is bigger than my entire house. We have two bathrooms, a double bed each and a lounge with four sofas in it and a television the size of a multiplex cinema. The artworks look as if they’ve been lifted straight from the walls of Tate Modern.

I want to live here. For ever.

Though it’s not yet eleven o’clock, Lauren and I are washed, brushed and ready for bed. We’re sitting up, dwarfed by our vast neighbouring beds in our jimjams, a glass of champagne in hand.

Lauren knocks back her fizz and huffs, ‘She’s like bloody Cinderella and we’re the Ugly Sisters.’

‘Thanks.’ I don’t point out that we’re the ones who have scarpered from the ball before midnight. The Ugly Sisters were the ones who hung around till dawn having a fab time and schmoozing with the Prince, if I remember rightly.

‘You know what I mean.’

More’s the pity for us that I do know what she means.

‘So what are we going to do?’ I ask. ‘We’re both forty next year and I feel that our lives are slowly slipping away from us.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Lauren says as she swigs.

‘You can’t be happy with your situation.’

Lauren’s chin juts out. ‘It won’t always be like this.’

Unfortunately, this is a song I’ve heard before. Lauren has been with her married lover for over five years now and he’s not showing that he’s in any imminent danger of leaving his wife for my sister despite her blind optimism in the face of reality.

Lauren works for Jude Taylor at the web company he owns. That’s how they met. It’s called Happening Today and they send out funky daily missives about what’s ‘happening today’ in London and various cities round the country. Lauren is one of the sales executives who sells advertising on the site. And very good she is at it too.

Jude is as lavish with his money as he is with his love and helps Lauren pay the mortgage on her tiny flat in West Hampstead – primarily, I believe, so that she is close at hand and he can visit her whenever he wants. She has a great car too. The only thing she doesn’t have is her man’s full-time attention. Which, obviously, is the only thing that she really wants.

Much as it pains me, I have to admit that Jude Taylor is pretty hunky. He has dark and brooding looks, tousled hair and an astonishing line in trendy clothing for a guy. Almost the perfect man. Apart from the resident wife, of course. And the amount of heartache he’s caused my sister over the last five years.

‘It will all work out just fine for me,’ Lauren says as she glances surreptitiously at her phone again; I can almost feel her willing it to ring. ‘Jude and I are soul-mates. We both feel it. He will leave. The timing just has to be right.’

Perhaps that’s true, but there always seems to be some sort of feeble excuse that keeps him bound to his double life – a school play that must be attended, a visit from one or other set of grandparents, a forth-coming family holiday. Always something that couldn’t possibly be postponed or disrupted. As if walking out on your wife and children isn’t going to cause enough disruption.

Still, I wish the thought of a phone call from Greg could instil such excitement in me. But then he and I have been married for over twenty years. Isn’t it normal for some of the excitement to go? We’d be in a permanent state of exhaustion if love was still a frenzy after all that time. Am I right?

It’s just that now I feel like we’ve passed from excitement, to contentment, to rut. Quite deep rut. Borderline trench, if I’m truthful.

We got out of the habit of going out when the children were young because we didn’t have the money. Now we don’t have either the money or the inclination. Or one of us doesn’t. And I don’t think that it’s me. Is this grey monotony what I have to look forward to for the rest of my life? I have to do something or I might just go stark raving mad.

‘We’ve got a year,’ I say decisively. ‘Not quite a year before we’re forty. It’s not too late for us to turn things around.’

‘How are we going to do that?’ Lauren wants to know.

‘We have to decide exactly what we want first.’

‘That’s easy for me,’ Lauren says. ‘I want my man and,’ she turns to look at me, eyes misty, ‘maybe I want a baby too, Annie.’

‘A baby?’ This is the first time she’s admitted that to me. It could be the drink talking.

‘Christ,’ she says. ‘Let’s face it, I’m not getting any younger. It could be now or never. What if I leave it too late?’

I slip out of my bed and get in next to Lauren as we used to do as youngsters. We snuggle up together. It reminds me of when we were teenagers and I get a stab of regret that we don’t get the opportunity for all-night heart-to-hearts any more.

Sometimes I wish that we didn’t lead such separate lives, that we were still as close as we used to be. But the fact that Lauren is always hanging on, waiting for precious moments should Jude suddenly become available, means that she’s impossible to pin down. She only comes to our house at the weekend if Jude is going off somewhere else with his family as she always lives in hope that he might pop by on the off-chance. Not only is he messing up Lauren’s life, but I feel he’s coming between us and I resent that too.

‘I had no idea you felt like that,’ I say gently.

‘This isn’t an ideal situation,’ Lauren sniffs tearfully, ‘but I’m making the best of it. I love him, Annie. More than I’ve ever loved anyone. And that means that I want the things that other people have. It’s the simple things that I miss the most. I want him home every night so that I can make him dinner. I want to be able to wake up with him every day. And what if I do want his child before it’s too late for me? Is that so wrong of me?’

‘Oh, sweetie.’ I put my arms round my sister while she cries. At the moment, her wish-list seems like a tall order.

‘What about you?’ she asks, when her tears are spent. ‘What do you want?’

I lean back on Lauren’s pile of feather-soft pillows and sip at my champagne. ‘I want excitement,’ I say. ‘The kids are about to fly the nest and what will I be left with?’ I can’t even vocalise the fact that I find my husband of twenty years as dull as dishwater. He’s completely happy simply to be at home, watch television, go fishing. He seems to want nothing more than that. But I do.

‘These should be the best years of our lives, but we both seem to be making such a bollocks of it.’

‘Tell me about it,’ my sister agrees.

‘I want to grab life by the throat and shake it. I’ve never been anywhere, done anything. I want to do something different and worthwhile.’

‘Such as?’

‘I don’t know,’ I admit with a defeated huff. ‘But this year, I promise myself, I’m damn well going to work on it.’


Chapter 4


Lauren and I are having bacon, eggs, sausage, tomatoes, mushrooms, hash browns and toast when Chelsea breezes in. It seems that our late-night turnour-lives-round decision has given us both a great appetite – for life, of course, and a mega cooked breakfast. Or maybe we’re just going down the cholesterol route as a hangover cure. Whichever way, it feels good. Lauren’s normally in such a state of high anxiety that she hardly eats, whereas I always prefer the calorie route to comfort.

‘Today is the start of the rest of our lives, Lauren,’ I expound brightly. ‘And we’re going to go all out to get what we want from it.’

‘Don’t speak so loudly,’ Lauren complains, head in hands. She’s been glued to her mobile since she opened her eyes, but still no call from Lover Boy, so she’s irritable as well as hung over.

‘Sorry.’

‘We need more vitamin C,’ she concludes, and pours herself another glass of fresh orange juice. At five quid a throw. But, thankfully, Chelsea is picking up the breakfast bill too.

When our older sister sees us, she makes her way to our table and kisses each of us in turn on both cheeks. Chelsea doesn’t look like she’s had a night on the tiles – she looks like she’s had a full eight hours’ sleep and possibly an oxygen facial since we last saw her, so radiant is she. I’m glad that I put on some slap, a luxury that isn’t normally seen at breakfast – even though I did it because I thought Jamie Oliver might still be here.

Our sister puts a hand on each of our shoulders and squeezes affectionately. ‘I hope that you both had a great time last night.’

‘It was wonderful,’ I gush. ‘I live my life vicariously through you.’

I always look at my elder sister and envy her. She is cool, calm, collected in every circumstance. Her husband is obviously a sex god as she permanently carries the look of the orgasmically sated. Not for her the once-a-fortnight fumble that I’ve sadly grown accustomed to, I’ll bet.

My niece and nephew are model children and are already seasoned travellers. Sophia is six and is an accomplished pianist and a promising ballerina. Henry, at the age of four, is fluent in French, a star at his stage school (he is the cherubic smiling face of Wheety Bites in the television advert), plays the violin and is probably now a Black Belt in karate as well, as I haven’t had an update on their progress for the last couple of weeks. Some days, I even daydream that they’re my own children. But then Chelsea would never have anything that didn’t come up to scratch – particularly not her kids. Even the dog’s a naffing top-ranked pedigree.

Yes, our sister’s life is perfect in every way imaginable. I don’t know why, but Chelsea’s never had to try hard like Lauren and I have. And we try very hard not to resent her for it – but we do.

‘It was cool,’ Lauren mumbles, pushing in more toast.

‘Look what Rich bought me.’ Chelsea flashes a sparkling eternity ring encrusted with diamonds. The brightness of it makes us both wince.

‘Gorgeous,’ I say.

‘Humph,’ Lauren manages.

Chelsea looks across the room to where her adoring husband is reading The Times at their table, a contented smile on his face.

Lauren and I were both pretty rubbish at school, whereas Chelsea was always top of the class. She was the straight A student while we, The Terrible Twins, had a permanent appointment with detention. We were both high spirited and, as twins can, egged each other on. It wasn’t that we were naughty, it was that we were particularly bad at not getting caught.

Chelsea went on to university and did part-time modelling to pay her own way as she knew that Mum and Dad were strapped for cash – well, no one really ever plans for twins, do they? After Uni, Chelsea abandoned an academic career – which she would, no doubt, have been brilliant at – and took up modelling full-time. From then on we saw her only on high days and holidays as she flew in from one exotic location or another. She married Richard King at thirty, then after a year or so of the London scene, bought a sprawling country farm in Woburn, Bedfordshire, over-looking the ancestral seat of the Duke of Bedford and its famous deer park, where she and Richard raised pigs and chickens and did sporty things with horses that I don’t begin to understand. A few years later and her perfect two children were born to order and, of course, she regained her figure about ten minutes later.

Now my sister spends a large portion of her year out in Dubai rubbing shoulders with the fabulously rich and famous. Not that you’d guess, to look at her. The desert sun hasn’t troubled her peaches and cream complexion. Chelsea’s time is filled both at home and away by organising charity lunches and doing good in various ways while looking effortlessly stunning. As well as their penthouse in Dubai and a country seat in middle England, my sister and her husband also have a six-bedroomed villa in Tuscany and a river-view apartment in Shad Thames for when they’re over-nighting in Town on Richard’s whistle-stop business trips. Unless, of course, they choose to take a suite in the Dorchester instead, as they did last night.

‘I can’t stay this morning,’ Chelsea says apologetically. ‘We’re lunching with some friends at the Oxo Tower.’

‘Nice,’ I comment. ‘I have to get back, anyway.’ I don’t, but I’m not sure what else to say.

‘Me too,’ Lauren chips in grumpily. I know for certain that the only appointment my twin has is with her treadmill at the gym.

‘But we must catch up soon,’ Chelsea is saying. Does a shadow cross her face? ‘We’re not going straight back to Dubai. We’ll be here for a little while.’

‘Wonderful,’ I say. ‘Are you staying in London?’

‘No. At the manor. We’ll be back sometime next week.’

‘Even better. We can spend some time together. Catch up.’

‘Yes, yes. We must,’ Cheslea says, but she’s clearly distracted. And I’m well aware that she has a dozen other guests to catch up with. ‘I love you both.’

I want to tell her about our revelation last night. That all the champagne we glugged was put to good and productive use and that it’s given us the momentum to pursue perfection and fulfilment in our lives, just as she has.

But I don’t say this as it seems somehow churlish after she’s been so generous to us and, if there’s one thing that Chelsea is aware of, it’s being slightly outside of our tight little unit of two. I wonder if she ever thinks about our lives? Does she know – would she care – that we find them wanting?

Standing up, I hug my older sister warmly. ‘I love you too.’

I want to tell her that we – The Terrible Twins – the ones who caused our parents to have a permanent roll to their eyes, plan to do something wonderful before we reach the impending milestone of forty. But, already, Chelsea is backing away, her hands slipping through mine.

She air-kisses Lauren and then turns back to her own table where Rich is beaming happily at her.

‘I want her life,’ Lauren mutters as she watches our sister go. ‘I so want her life.’

And, as I’m sure you’ll appreciate, I can’t help but agree with her.


Chapter 5


Greg sat on the bank of the Grand Union Canal. They’d set up by the busy car park at the Three Locks pub because his friend, Ray, liked to be able to keep an eye on his Mercedes while he fished.

‘I’ve got two and a half grand’s worth of tackle in the boot,’ Ray boasted as he flicked a thumb towards the vehicle. ‘I don’t want any of those thieving bastards getting their hands on it. Only last week, Davey Coleman had his back window smashed and his stuff lifted.’

Greg liked it best when he could park up, walk for half an hour into the middle of nowhere and pick a patch where there was no one else around – no dog walkers, no hikers, no courting couples, no people at all, just him, the fish, the birds, the quiet slap of line on water. But he’d been fishing with Ray since they were both boys and his friend was more forceful, more particular in his fishing requirements. And it was true enough that you were more likely to get your gear robbed if you went down the solitary route.

Ray already had three rods set up and in the water, always in such a rush to get the first bite. Whenever they fished together, which was more often than not, his friend would arrive at the bank in an explosion of activity, eager to be filling his keepnet, and his gear would be set up in a flash amid a flurry of expletives.

For Greg, taking his time over setting up was half the pleasure, part of the relaxation, the meditation. Yesterday, he’d been along and had ground-baited this pitch, encouraging the fish to come and feed in preparation for their arrival today.

Preparation. That was what it was all about.

As he always did, this morning he’d headed off to the tackle shop, Fishy Business, with the Tupperware for maggots that he kept in the fridge – much to Annie’s disgust. Then he’d spent a pleasant half an hour selecting his bait for the day, listening to Owen Earl who ran the shop enthusiastically prattling on about the very latest rods and gadgets that Greg could never in his wildest dreams afford.

‘You want to get one of these, matey,’ Ray said as Greg set up his old camping stool. His friend patted his new reclining fishing chair with fully adjustable legs and an extra-padded seat. Ray had all the gadgets. He was probably Fishy Business’s best customer. If Ray ever stopped fishing, the tackle shop would go bust. Not only was there the two and a half grand’s worth in the boot of Ray’s car, but an equivalent sum still stored in his garage in specifically designed cupboards. Greg sighed to himself.

He’d always had to make do as money was invariably tight at home. Not that he resented his friend’s equipment – as it were – but that didn’t stop him from envying him from time to time.

Greg unpacked his box next, laying out his maggots, sweetcorn, bread that he’d filched from the bread bin and some luncheon meat in pleasing symmetry.

‘Come on, come on,’ Ray urged, peering into the murky water of the canal. ‘Bite, you bastards! We might have to move if we’re going to get lucky today, matey.’

They hadn’t been there twenty minutes yet.

This was a good stretch of water; there was a bridge over the nearby road and weeds on the far side of the bank. Good places for canal fish – carp, perch, tench and bream – to linger.

Greg slipped his keepnet into the water and then assembled his rod section by section – the same one that he’d had for the last twenty years. Annie had bought it for him as a wedding present and there might be bigger and better rods with fancier names and certainly fancier prices, but this one would do for him. It was like an old friend. His hands fitted it perfectly. He knew all its nuances and it had served him well all these years. Besides, he firmly believed that it wasn’t having state-of-the-art equipment that mattered, it was the skill of the fisherman, the patience, knowing the water, learning which bait suited which fish, years of accumulated knowledge and experience. That surely was worth more than having an ultra-light carbon-fibre rod and no patience?

‘Where’s the missus today?’ Ray wanted to know as he slapped at the water with his line again.

‘Party,’ Greg said, as he clipped on his reel and carefully threaded his line through the rings along the length of the rod. He was fishing a four-pound line today and probably a size 18 hook. Greg wondered what Ray was fishing. ‘Sister’s birthday.’

‘Not your thing?’

‘Nah.’ Greg shook his head. Annie liked that kind of thing, socialising, making inane talk to people you didn’t know and were never likely to meet again. What was the point in that? ‘You know me.’

She was better going on her own. All Chelsea’s friends were posh types, bankers, minor celebrities. Annie loved all that. He couldn’t stand it – they were all so false. Annie moaned at him, but then he only annoyed his wife when he went along and then didn’t know what to say to anyone.

Similarly, Annie never came fishing with him. She used to, once upon a time. He’d fallen in love with her while he was fishing. Annie used to come along regularly then. She couldn’t stand to be away from him for five minutes and she’d spend all day happily lying on the bank beside him just to be near him. He liked that, the quiet moments they’d shared.

As the years passed, his wife had come along less. There was always something to do at home, she said. But occasionally, he’d persuade her. Then he’d fish and she’d sit with a book and a bottle of wine. He thought it was a wonderful way to pass time. Annie was, invariably, bored out of her skull after a couple of hours. And, in recent years, she hadn’t come along with him at all. Now she preferred spending time with her twin sister when he was out. But it was good for a couple to have separate interests, wasn’t it?

Greg hoped that his wife had enjoyed herself at the party and he was looking forward to her coming home today. He might not want to go with her, but he had to admit that he didn’t like it when she wasn’t there either.

‘She’s a good woman, that one,’ Ray said sagely. ‘Fine, fine woman.’

He might have the upper hand when it came to fishing skill, Greg thought, but Ray knew an awful lot more about women than Greg ever would.

‘Yeah,’ Greg said with a contented smile. He couldn’t agree more.


Chapter 6


Lauren comes to Euston station with me. She clings on to me before I head off for my train. ‘You’ll be okay,’ I reassure her, patting her back. ‘We both will.’

‘Love you,’ she says. ‘I’ll come up next week – if Jude’s not around.’ He still hasn’t called and one of her fingernails has been chewed ragged because of it.

‘Don’t you dare forget that this year we’re going all out for it.’ I clench my fist in determination.

‘You too.’

Something is niggling at me. ‘I wonder why Chelsea’s back so unexpectedly? She never said she was staying on after the party in her emails, did she?’

Lauren shrugs.

‘You don’t think there’s anything wrong?’

My sister harrumphs. ‘In Chelsea’s life? No.’

She’s probably right. Though I make a mental note to phone my big sister early next week.

Lauren and I hug again and I rush off for my train before I miss it. The carriage is quiet at this time on a Sunday and I flop down into a window seat, ready to be jogged back to my home in Milton Keynes.

I suppose I should ring Greg, let him know that I’m on my way back, but I don’t. He’ll be head down fishing and won’t be interested in where I am or what I’m doing. He might even huff when I ask him to collect me from the station. Hang the expense, I’ll get a taxi. Spend a little more of the money we haven’t got.

I think of Lauren and worry about her going home to an empty flat. But is that any worse than going home to the tail-end of a petty row?

My sister could do with more steadiness in her life and less drama. Whereas I need less of the steadiness and more excitement. It’s like the whole curly hair/straight hair dilemma. Whatever you’re blessed with, you want the opposite. Straight, you have it permed. Curly, you have it straightened. Hair issues, I’m sure you’ve found, are invariably a lot easier to fix than your relationship ones.

It would be fair to say that Lauren and I were more of a disappointment to our dear parents than Chelsea ever was. After our sister’s shining example, believe me, they had high hopes for us. We let them down, badly. No matter how often they compared us to Chelsea – and they did, regularly – we were always found wanting.

Instead of globe-trotting the world with a fabulous modelling career, I was married young at the tender age of nineteen to my first ‘proper’ boyfriend, one Mr Greg Ashton – the man with the all-consuming fishing obsession. It never crossed my mind to question whether this quiet, somewhat staid boy was even suitable for me. Or that his desire to do nothing else but fish would get on my nerves after multiple years of it. And no one else pointed out to me that I should. Perhaps I ought to have wondered if there was more out there, but I didn’t. So, naive and gullible youngsters that we were, we married. A year later, before we’d hardly begun to know each other as man and wife, our first baby was on the way, followed closely by a second.

Ellen is now nearly twenty and our son Bobby has just turned eighteen. I don’t feel old enough to have kids that age and I like to think that I don’t look it either, but I’m not so sure these days.

Even though Lauren and I are twins, my younger sister has always been the more groomed, the more figure-conscious. Lauren has spray tans and regular manicures. I’m lucky if I remember to wear rubber gloves when I’m doing the washing up. My body is always the shade that nature intended. Pasty. Lauren takes after my mother for that side of her, whereas I’m more like my father. So I have nasal hair and holey cardigans to look forward to in a few years. When our parents died, Lauren and I became even closer and Chelsea became even more engrossed in her fundraising and fabulous life.

Forty-five minutes later and I pull into Milton Keynes station. Outside, I hail a cab and it whisks me to Tattenhoe, the pleasant modern estate where our modest house is.

We were all born and bred in a village just outside the new city and I guess I’m the only one who never escaped. Chelsea was off as soon as she could go. Lauren too headed for the bright lights of London, the moment she left school. Not me. I just sort of hung around waiting to see what would happen. And being proposed to by Greg was all that did happen.

There wasn’t much here when Greg and I scrimped and saved to buy our first two-bedroomed terraced home; now, however, Milton Keynes is the fastest-growing city in the country. Every week, a new housing estate appears out of nowhere. And I never questioned whether I wanted to live here or not. Rather like I never questioned whether I should say yes to Greg. Why did I do that? Why didn’t I think about where I would like to spend my days, whether this place would suit me rather than another. I just accepted that this is where we would be. I’ve never considered whether I’m more suited to village or town living, or whether I’d like a house near the beach. We moved here and we stayed here. Probably because Greg likes it.

I’d love to be one of those people who has a dream. One of our neighbours yearns to move to France, run an enormous farm in the middle of nowhere and raise whatever it is they raise on French farms – truffle hunting pigs, peut-être? Another friend has the urge to retire young and move to Suffolk, to finish her days with the tang of salty air in her lungs, days of long walks on the beach and traditional fish and chips for tea. Me? I don’t even know what my dream might be.

Greg and I did progress to a small three-bedroom detached place in the intervening years, but that wasn’t out of a great desire to better ourselves – we just ran out of space for the kids and were forced to upscale. Even so, we’ve been in the same house for over fifteen years.

Surprisingly, my husband’s car is in the drive. Maybe the fishing lost its thrall in the wee small hours – but I doubt it. And, I feel terrible even saying this, but I have a real heartsink moment when my key goes into the lock. I know exactly the words that Greg will say to me.

‘Cup of tea, love?’ His voice comes from the kitchen.

I was right.

It’s not a bad thing to be greeted like that, is it? But would it hurt, for once, for Greg to cast aside his teaspoon and, with unbridled passion, declare, ‘God, I’ve missed you!’

Throwing down my battered overnight bag, I head towards him. I know too that nothing will be said about my outburst last night. We never resolve our arguments – we just pretend that they never happened. Are there couples who talk openly and freely on a regular basis to resolve their petty differences and keep their relationship fresh? Or are the majority like us, simmering along in unspoken resentment until the petty difference reaches crisis point and we can’t discuss anything without it turning into an argument?

Greg is leaning against the back door, gazing out into the garden. ‘Nice day,’ he says. ‘Think I might dig some worms out of the compost heap for tomorrow.’

That is also not a bad thing, but it makes me bristle with irritation nevertheless.

‘Fine.’ I keep my voice neutral and make my own tea and pour one for Greg too. Would it be too much to ask for him to sweep me into his arms and kiss me? What would it be like to be rushed up the stairs, thrown saucily on to the marital bed and ravished?

I know that there are a lot of ravishings that go on in Lauren’s relationship and perhaps that’s what keeps her going back for more and more. But then Greg has never in all our married years been one for impromptu ravishing, so why should he start now?

‘Good party?’ he asks.

Yes, I feel like saying, I shagged a C-list celebrity from Holby City up against the wall. See what he’d make of that. Instead, I sigh and settle for just, ‘Yes. Chelsea sends her love. She looked lovely.’

‘Great.’

That’s the extent of his interest of my wild night out without him. I hand Greg his tea. ‘Good fishing?’

‘Yeah.’ I never have to worry where Greg is or who he’s with. The only thing I have to compete with is the torrid pleasure of tench.

‘Where are the kids?’

‘Out.’ He shrugs to indicate that he isn’t party to their whereabouts. They’re at the age where every single move is top secret. Even when I text them to check up on them, they pretend they’ve been lost in the ether. I still worry about them even though they’re both, supposedly, adults now.

‘Thought I might go fishing again later, if that’s okay with you.’

‘Fine.’ As if Greg would listen if I said I wanted to do something else. What if I suggested a walk instead? An afternoon in bed? Sharing a bath together?

‘What about you?’ he asks. ‘Fancy coming with me? Bring a book?’

I shake my head. Why can’t he read my mind? Why can’t he tell what I’d really like to do? Why can’t he tell that I’m not happy with the way things are?

Besides, I hate sitting by the river for hours gazing into the distance. Gives me too much time to think dark thoughts. And midges love me. I’ll get eaten alive as soon as the sun starts to sink. ‘I’ll probably watch telly.’

Why not? I do it virtually every night. Why break the habit of a lifetime?

But what I don’t tell my husband is that while I’m watching Strictly Come Dancing and Celebrity Come Dine With Me and Lark Rise to Candleford and whatever other rubbish is on, that I’ll be planning and plotting how I’m going to change my life. And that it may or may not include him.


Chapter 7


Lauren let herself into her apartment. Her sister might not be looking forward to rushing into the arms of her dearly beloved husband with overwhelming lust, but at least there was someone there waiting for her. She’d give her right arm for a bog-standard, boring marriage with a husband you could always rely on, she thought as she threw her overnight bag on the lounge floor.

Perhaps she should think about getting a cat so that there’d be some other living presence here to welcome her home. She did once have a goldfish for a while as someone told her they were a low-maintenance kind of pet, but it hadn’t seemed to quite reach the spot. You couldn’t cuddle a goldfish when you felt alone and miserable. It was unlikely to keep you warm in bed. So when it turned its fishy fins up after a few months she didn’t bother with getting another one. Yes, a cat would be nice – but then it might confirm her status as a mad, sad, single person, and she wasn’t ready for that. And, anyway, she didn’t know whether Jude was a cat person or not. She didn’t want to give him any more reasons to stay away.

In the absence of anyone to fuss over, or anyone to fuss over her, Lauren’s first job was to check the answer-phone messages. The little red light wasn’t blinking to tell her that Jude had called. There was always the chance that she might have missed him on her mobile while she was on the Tube and that he’d called here instead to tell her that he loved her. She pressed the button just in case the red light wasn’t working properly. The machine whirred and thunked before informing her, ‘You have no messages.’ The emphasis, unnecessarily, on ‘no’.

Her stomach twisted. If only she could speak to him, reassure herself that nothing had changed, that he still loved her, then she could get through the rest of the day. Maybe she should text him. Something that couldn’t be misconstrued, something innocuous about business that would give him a valid excuse to ring her. But then Jude hated it when she became so insecure that she risked exposing him. If she did that, then he backed away from her for a few weeks, as if to punish her, and that made things even worse.

Lauren sighed to herself. Another long, empty Sunday stretched ahead of her. It was the day of the week she hated most. Monday to Friday she could virtually guarantee seeing Jude – even if it was just for a few snatched moments. It was difficult working together, since they had to be discreet. But occasionally, when they were sure they were alone, their fingers could linger in places where they couldn’t go in public, and they might steal a kiss in the office kitchen – or Jude might let his hand rest in the small of her back for longer than was considered appropriate for mere colleagues without someone shouting, ‘Sexual harassment!’

Sundays were always more difficult. Sometimes on a Saturday he could call into her flat, having concocted some tale about an errand that needed to be run or some work that urgently needed to be attended to. But on Sundays Jude could rarely get away from family duties. And, as a consequence, that was the day that chewed her up the most.

If she wasn’t very careful, her mind could stray into terrible territory where she could see images of Jude playing Happy Families with his wife and kids. His children – Benjy, ten, and Daisy, eight, – were at that age where he’d be taking them to the cinema, maybe playing football on the Heath near where they lived. Sometimes she had to stop herself from going over there for a walk, just to try to catch a glimpse of him to see her through the day. Lauren knew that it wasn’t what he really wanted from his life – he wanted nothing more than to be with her – but he was a very devoted father and took his responsibilities seriously. She loved him for that too.

He didn’t love his wife Georgia she also knew that. But some days – Sundays – it was hard to see why.

Lauren had met her on several occasions over the years. Work dos, where it was impossible for their paths not to cross. And she had hated her every single time. Georgia was pretty, vivacious and charming company. Everyone in the company was besotted with her. Everyone except Jude, of course. Oh, he put on a good enough show when he needed to, but Lauren knew differently. The attentiveness, the gentle touching, it was all a show, a sham, an illusion. When they were at home alone, things were very different. Georgia wasn’t funny or flirty then. At home she was cold, aloof, unresponsive. Jude had told her often enough while he was lying in Lauren’s bed. Why would he come to her, if things weren’t seriously messed up?

Perhaps she should have gone to the gym today. An hour on the cross-trainer or the Stairmaster was always good for taking out pent-up frustration. But then, it would be Sod’s Law, if the minute she went out of the door, Jude phoned or perhaps called round unexpectedly. She’d never forgive herself if she missed him. Besides, she had a crashing hangover and an hour lying on the sofa watching rubbish on the television might be a better idea.

It was always a difficult balance because what she really wanted to do was slip out of her jeans and shirt and slip on her oldest T-shirt and tracky bottoms, but she never did that just in case Jude popped in. It would never do for him to find her here looking scruffy – not when she had the immaculately groomed Georgia to compete with. The only person she could think of who was better turned out than her lover’s wife was Chelsea.

It was horrible being jealous of her own sister, Lauren thought, but she was – even though Chelsea wasn’t boastful or did anything to rub their noses in her perfect life. It was just a fact that couldn’t be avoided. Chelsea had it all; whereas she and Annie did not. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Chelsea – of course she did! Not as much as Annie did, though. Her twin always managed to see the good in everyone.
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