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About the Book




For thirty years, best friends Steph and Pip have been through thick and thin.  Selfless and trusting, there’s nothing they would not do for one another.  Until a few simple words change everything.




‘I need you to say that I was with you.’




Steph, eternally solid and dependable, is begging her friend to lie to the police as she’s desperately trying to protect her family.  Pip, self-consigned to the role of scatty hot-head, is overwhelmed; she’s normally the one asking for help in a crisis.




Steph’s perfect life will be torn apart unless Pip agrees to this lie.  But lying will jeopardise everything Pip’s recently achieved after years of struggle.  It’s a big ask.





This novel is dedicated to police and medical staff everywhere.




30 YEARS AGO


Stephanie Amstell is the type of child that does not create any sort of impression – not even a bad one. She goes through her days unnoticed, she has mousy hair, mousy ways and mousy grades. No one appears to be aware of Stephanie, she is ignored and in response to being ignored she seems to shrink. The more she shrinks, the harder she is to spot. It is a vicious circle. She’s just like Mrs Pepper Pot, in the large hardback book that Mrs Iceton reads to the Year Threes as they sit on the itchy school carpet, waiting for the school bell to signal home time. Just like Mrs Pepperpot, except not grey haired and not cheerful. Just small. That’s the same.

Stephanie is happy and chatty enough at home, where she’s reasonably indulged by her devoted and loving (although somewhat insular and blinkered) parents but she positively shrivels up on the short walk to school. Stephanie lies awake at night and seriously considers the possibility that the other children aren’t just ignoring her but that they can’t actually see her. Maybe they need a telescope (her parents do both wear glasses). Is it possible that she is truly shrinking, fading, disappearing like a leaf in autumn? Will she go brown and crinkled and then break apart altogether? Stephanie is terrified that she might totally vanish before she even gets to Westfield Comprehensive. This is not a completely wild thing for her young mind to surmise because she’s spent the first three years of school frequently repeating her name to all those who ask, but no matter how often she tries to reinforce the  fact that she’s called Stephanie, her name always seems to be forgotten in an instant. Stephanie Amstell, for goodness gracious goshness, it is an unusual name! By rights it should be the type of name that people remark upon and hold on to. But it seems that Stephanie’s averageness somehow erases the splendid name and teachers often slip up and call her Sarah or Susan or Bethany. Teachers, librarians, dinner ladies, other kids. Everyone.

Everyone except Pip, that is.

Philippa Foxton splashes down at Stephanie’s little Surrey state school when Stephanie is eight and three-quarter years old. Stephanie learns that the new girl comes from a place called Upnorth. Stephanie assumes Upnorth is an exotic, far-off foreign country where people speak a different language and are somewhat wild. She wonders whether Philippa Foxton has a passport, whether she is used to different stamps or coins. Stephanie thinks that Philippa’s accent, while obviously odd, is not unpleasant. The tone is soft and gentle and her speech is so rapid it sounds as though she is constantly singing a very pretty and soothing lullaby. Philippa Foxton’s voice is quite different from anything Stephanie has come across before. Everyone in Stephanie’s world uses clipped, careful speech which, while rarely unkind, always seems to be the verbal equivalent to a firm handshake, the sort you have to give to the Brown Owl at Brownies if you get a badge. When Philippa speaks, it is like being wrapped in a huge hug.

The assumption that Philippa hails from somewhere wild is founded on the fact that not only does Philippa Foxton send shock waves throughout the hopscotch-loving community because she rejects the green gingham dress (which is most girls’ much preferred part of the school uniform) but she also refuses to wear the grey skirt alternative. Instead she invokes her right to wear shorts in those first few bright days of the September term, just like the boys do, and she says she intends to wear trousers when it rains. Her clarity on the matter causes gasps; whether they are of admiration or horror is uncertain. Stephanie’s daddy had already told her about genetic predispositions. He was explaining why Mummy got cross with him when he went to the  betting shop ‘more times than was good for him’. Stephanie can’t believe that a little girl, not even nine years old, would be quite so sure without some sort of genetic or cultural predisposition.

Pip laughs loudly and often. She laughs in the classroom, the playground, the gym hall and even the library. Her laugh is careless and, while Stephanie doesn’t know the word at the time, she later will identify Pip’s laugh as irreverent. Pip never waits to be approached or introduced to strangers, instead she makes herself known to everyone.

‘I’m Philippa Foxton, but most people like to call me Pip, it’s much easier, so you can call me that!’ she says. Lots and lots of times.

She assumes (rightly as it turns out) that everyone will want to know her. Straightaway she joins the trampoline and gymnastics club and excels at both as she is thin and tall like a maypole. She is a demon with the skipping rope and is able to juggle with three bouncy balls, which quickly and firmly makes her the undisputed queen of the playground. Then in November Pip is picked to play Mary in the Nativity production, even though she’s only been at the school less than three months and the part is usually awarded to a Year Six girl. The strange thing is, none of the other little girls mind, everyone agrees she’ll be perfect in the part. Pip’s parents host teas and sleepovers, even when it isn’t her birthday. They let the guests eat pizza in front of the TV and drink hot chocolate in Pip’s bedroom. Pip’s dad plays the guitar and her mum wears dozens of fluorescent lime and pink bracelets all the way up her arm. It takes no time at all before it is agreed and accepted that the newest girl at school is the coolest girl at school. Everyone wants to be her best friend.

Stephanie has watched all of this from a wary distance. She has never had the ambition or self-confidence to place herself in Pip’s way, although like everyone else she is fascinated by the tall, slim, poised creature. Then Pip introduces herself to Stephanie – just as she has introduced herself to the swim instructor, the caretaker and all the other boys and girls, older and younger, throughout the school. Stephanie’s life will never be the same again. With some effort, Stephanie Amstell manages to mumble her name.

Pip gasps with unfeigned awe. ‘I have never, ever heard such a beautiful name in all my life.’

Stephanie is overwhelmed by the compliment and doesn’t know what to do with her hands. Her knees (which are both dressed with Elastoplasts) tremble. She also thinks her name is gorgeous and has always wondered why other people fail to notice its gorgeousness or draw attention to the fact. Stephanie is uncertain how to reply to such longed-for flattery, but finds she has no need to, as Pip carries on.

‘Stephanie and Philippa. Stephanie and Philippa. StephanieandPhilippa.’ She rolls their names around her tongue, pulling them together, joining them. Entangling them in a way that hints they will never be separated again. ‘We sound like we go together, don’t you think?’ she asks happily. ‘We sound noble.’ Stephanie thinks it’s a strange word to pick but she likes it. She loves it in fact. The way she loves everything about Pip. ‘We both have bazooka names! I’m sure it’s a sign that we’re always going to be friends.’

‘Are you?’ Stephanie asks, shy but thrilled.

‘Definitely,’ Pip replies with a confidence that seems broad enough to buoy up both small girls. ‘I’m usually known as Pip. Would you like to be shortened to Steph? We can keep our noble names for important times. Steph and Pip sound like the sort of girls who have lots of fun and secrets and a club,’ Pip continues with enthusiasm and certainty. ‘Stephanie and Philippa sound like the sort of ladies who wear lovely clothes and live in big houses and have husbands who love them very much,’ she adds firmly. ‘We’ll save those names for later.’

Stephanie is flattered that this intoxicating child has singled her out and is immediately enthralled with the idea of both lifestyles that Pip has conjured up. A childhood full of fun, and secrets and a club sounds wonderful and a grown-up life with lovely clothes, a big house and a loving husband sounds perfect.

Stephanie is enchanted by the fact that whenever Pip pairs their names together, she always says Steph’s name first – no matter whether she uses the full name or the derivative. It makes Steph feel valued. Pip is the world’s best at making Steph feel esteemed, needed and prized.

So it takes just a split second and it’s decided. Steph and Pip love one another with an instinctual, instant intensity that only little girls can muster. Theirs will be the sort of love that thickens and solidifies over the years, a love that will become unremarkable and expected rather than intoxicating and enthralling, but it will be all the more real and cherished for that metamorphosis.

And so it is decided, Steph and Pip are best friends.
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‘Hi, Steph, sorry to ring so early,’ said Pip, in a garbled, slightly frantic voice that she’d used more or less constantly for the last two years. She’d used this tone so often, in fact, that no one, other than perhaps Steph, could remember the cheerful, careless, sometimes sexy voice that Pip had used before her husband had skipped the country without leaving a forwarding address.

‘That’s OK, we’re all up,’ assured Stephanie kindly.

‘I thought you would be. You’re a morning person.’

‘Hmm,’ mumbled Stephanie, neither confirming nor denying. This presumption, like many of the presumptions her friend Pip made, was not especially accurate but it was in no way offensive, it was flattering. Stephanie liked to think that other people considered her to be a natural morning person. Generally speaking, morning people were positive, opportunistic, breezy sorts. Think Holly Willoughby, Lorraine Kelly and Phillip Schofield. They also all had glossy hair and perfect make-up, even Phil. That was just the sort of club Stephanie liked to belong to. Stephanie had no interest in being one of those women who had a demanding social life, or stayed up late watching reality TV or even stayed up to attend all-night vigils to highlight the predicament of some worthy prisoner of conscience who had been unlucky enough to be born into some harsh, far-off regime. Those types of women were invariably slovenly in the morning and had an obvious dependency on caffeine, their children often went to school with the wrong PE kit. The thought made Steph shudder.

Yet, secretly, Stephanie was afraid that she was rather gloomier and, well, normal than the archetypal morning person. Yes, she had glossy, rich chestnut-coloured hair but it came with a cost (both financial and in terms of the time she devoted to eliminating all signs of her dowdy, natural colour, which was mid-brown, interrupted with the odd grey stray), and it was a cost she sometimes found herself resenting. As she occasionally resented the on/off dieting that she’d practised for the last five years. She was an uncomfortable size twelve, her body relentlessly fought to be a relaxed size fourteen. Secretly Stephanie worshipped elasticised waistbands but her garments with this unfashionable feature were hidden at the back of her wardrobe and only allowed out when she was alone. She sometimes thought it would be just such a treat to go to the school gates without having to apply full make-up. Plus, privately, there wasn’t a day that passed when she didn’t inwardly curse the damned alarm clock that dragged her into consciousness. Not that she’d ever admit as much, even to Pip. Stephanie liked to cultivate the idea that she was a Mary Poppins sort of character, free from unreasonable gripes and excessive moaning. Besides, it was pointless to grumble about something like spending hours in the hairdressers, let alone early mornings. Early mornings were an unavoidable fact of life. It was much better to brace oneself, plaster on a smile and efficiently start serving out the cornflakes.

‘I didn’t want to have to call you again but I’m stuck,’ Pip admitted, somewhat pathetically.

‘How can I help?’

Steph wondered if she sounded a bit like one of those automated voices that asked you to ‘press one if you are paying by direct debit’ (code for ‘we enjoy taking your money’), ‘press two to hear opening hours’ (‘we’re closed’), ‘press three if your call is to do with tracking an order’ (‘which we’ve lost’), ‘press four if you’d like to renew your subscription’ (‘to the service or product you’ve never utilised’), ‘press five if you want to speak to an assistant, or please hold’ (until you lose the will to live). Did she sound irritatingly calm and, while very polite, a tad insincere? Steph hoped not. She was sincere in her wish to help  her friend, it was just a little bit difficult to sound so when this was the fourth panicky early-morning call she’d received in just three weeks. Luckily, Pip was far too immersed in her own concern to identify the nuance of exasperation in her best friend’s voice. She ploughed on.

‘I have a meeting in London and I need to be there by nine thirty. I’ll be late if I don’t get to the station within the next fifteen minutes but it’s too early to take Chloe to school. I can’t very well leave her outside the gate for an hour.’

‘No, of course not. Absolutely not.’

Stephanie briefly wondered how long Pip had known about this meeting, it couldn’t be a surprise to her. Her daughter was eight years old, so the issue of sorting childcare wasn’t a newie either. She must have known yesterday that she would need some help and yet she hadn’t mentioned it when they’d come to Steph’s for Sunday lunch. Chloe could have stayed over last night or at least they could have arranged a pick-up time. Sometimes it seemed as though Pip was incapable of thinking more than five minutes ahead. Why couldn’t she be more organised? But then Steph realised saying as much (while truthful) would seem churlish. Steph was struck with a thought. Chloe was eight! The very same age as she and Pip had been when they met. A generation ago and yet Steph remembered it with such vividness, as though it was yesterday, so she found it easy to breezily respond in the way that was expected. ‘Drop her off here. I’ll take her to school. I insist.’

‘Really?’

‘No problem.’

‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ gushed Pip. She sounded at once relieved and surprised to be helped out of a hole, which Stephanie thought was daft because Pip must know by now that Steph always helped her out of any holes she found herself in. In the past couple of years, Steph had helped Pip choose a flat to rent, move into the flat and decorate it. She’d helped her apply for school places and part-time jobs. Steph sometimes helped Pip with shopping, gardening or even washing if required, so taking Chloe to school wasn’t a big deal.

Not that their friendship was all one way, Steph reminded herself, Pip brought a lot to the party too. In fact, Steph often thought that Pip actually brought the party. Pip was chaotic, yes – but she was also chatty and charismatic. Pip might often be frantic but she was always funny. She was also gentle, loyal and trustworthy. Even now. Even since Dylan had left. She was not as consistently positive, true. Maybe her humour was tinged with a harshness that could occasionally explode into something approaching bitterness, but no one could blame her. Pip was wounded. Not fatally but critically.

Dylan Harris. The name still caused Steph to shudder so it wasn’t unreasonable that when his name assaulted Pip’s ears (or, more frequently, when it fell from her lips) she was prone to throwing a total fit – judders and tears and all. Steph hated to think of the destruction that man had caused. Bailing out on his relationship with Pip and Chloe, when Chloe was only six years old, was crime enough – that was the crime everyone understood and referred to – but there were times when Steph thought that was the best thing he’d ever done. The years he stayed with them, when he no longer gave a damn, were the really vile ones. Steph had come to call the last three years of her friend’s marriage the angry years, at least she did so in her head. The angry years were filled with loud rows, embarrassing public displays of resentment and – ultimately – lazy, unconvincing lies about his infidelities. Those were the years that had ripped away Pip’s confidence in herself and in her world. Those were the years that had thrown her into disarray. She’d always been such a buoyant, capable woman before then but for a long period of time, whenever Steph brought her friend to mind, she thought of a drowning kitten that had just managed to push its head out of the sack that she’d been thrown into but had no chance of escape. A kitten, helpless, hopeless and so damned surprised by the betrayal.

Pip had been devastated by Dylan’s desertion (as she liked to call it). Desertion had a nineteenth-century ring to it, a hint of tragedy and drama that rather appealed to her. Saying, ‘when Dylan left me’ simply didn’t cover it in the same way and she never used the neutral form,  ‘when we split’. Besides, to be accurate he didn’t walk out on them, he threw them out. He changed the locks when Pip and Chloe were out seeing off Pip’s parents’ plane; Mr and Mrs Foxton were emigrating to New Zealand that very day, Dylan’s timing being nothing short of sadistic. Pip came home from Heathrow to a note pinned to the door; it had the address of the lock-up where he’d stored all their stuff. Then before she could yell ‘lawyer’ he’d sold his apartment and left the country too. Unquestionably, Pip was a wronged woman.

Her paleness and thinness testified as much. True, Pip had always had a tendency towards both physical traits. She was a poor cook and rarely got excited about food the way Steph did, plus she preferred holidays where she energetically marched across dark northern moors rather than lounging around the pool in Europe, so she had never had much opportunity to pick up a tan. But following the split, Pip plummeted alarmingly from the description ‘slim’ to ‘skinny’ or ‘scrawny’ and her pale skin was less likely to be described as porcelain and more likely to be noticed as ashen or pallid. Stephanie had watched her friend’s joie de vivre slip away with the inches and any hint of colour. She thought it was a tragedy. Pip was a natural beauty. She was five foot eight and had long tapering limbs. She had naturally blond, wavy hair and, as she’d always resisted the temptation to either straighten or colour it, it fell in a thick, healthy, undulating mass around her shoulders. She had wide, slightly slanting green eyes that shone out above her sharp cheekbones. Following her split from Dylan, it was impossible to ignore the fact that she bore a remarkable resemblance to a wronged pre-Raphaelite model, drowning in disappointment and regret. Divorce was sometimes thought of as a very modern disease, an epidemic of the twenty-first century, and yet a broken heart was the oldest ailment known to mankind. Well, certainly to womankind.

‘Don’t worry about it,’ Steph assured Pip.

‘I didn’t know who else to call.’

‘Always call me, Pip.’

‘I just knew you’d be organised and you’d manage.’

Stephanie glanced around her kitchen; her eyes darted from one  micro-scene of domestic carnage to the next. Yes, normally she was organised. If anyone caught her at, say, eleven in the morning or two thirty in the afternoon, even 9 p.m., she definitely would be able to proudly wear the badge ‘organised’. But the times in-between, the times when her family spilt out into her domestic perfection, were rather more chaotic.

Her family were all awake and up, waging war on her calm and pretty environment. Her three boys lolled around the kitchen in various states of undress and distress. Harry, her eleven year old, was increasingly unpredictable as he was battling with a premature onset of hormones. His voice was unreliable and as such caused him great embarrassment. One moment he sounded like the child she thought him to be, the next he’d say something in a deep and gravelly tone which would cause Steph to look around the kitchen in order to find the intruder. It was disconcerting for everyone. Alfie, her eight year old, was noisily stating his case for watching TV, specifically the episode of Phineas and Ferb on the Disney channel that he’d recorded the night before. Julian (her thirty-nine year old – husband, rather than child) was rather more keen on watching Sky news and the pair of them were robustly quibbling over the remote. Freddie, her five year old, was sitting under the table feeding Coco Pops to his guinea pig.

‘No trouble!’ Stephanie assured her friend.

Although Chloe and Alfie were the same age they did not go to the same school. Alfie and Freddie went to Mansfield, a boys-only prep school, Harry attended St Joseph’s, the local fee-paying grammar school (a place hard-won and pricey) and Chloe went to the local state school, Woodsend Primary School. The school Stephanie and Pip had attended. Stephanie made a quick calculation in her head. Providing Pip dropped off Chloe in the next ten minutes as she’d promised (possible but by no means certain as Pip wasn’t the best timekeeper, even when she had a train to catch) and all the children could be herded into the Audi by five to eight then she could still deliver them each at the relevant schools before bells rang.

‘Does Chloe need a packed lunch?’ asked Stephanie.

‘Steph, that would be wonderful! She does and I was just about to start making one but if you could do it that would save me a few minutes. You’re an angel. What would I do without you?’ asked Pip, just as she’d regularly asked over the last thirty years.

‘You’ll never have to find out,’ replied Stephanie, just as she’d replied over the past thirty years. Then she rang off. Steph bent down and swooped up Freddie, firmly and fondly she plopped him back into his chair and instructed, ‘Eat your cereal at the table, Freddie, not under it and Coco Pops are not a good thing to feed to the guinea pig.’

‘But are Coco Pops good for me?’ Freddie turned his curious, open face towards his mother and waited for her reassurance.

‘Yes,’ she replied without thinking about the question, as she was too busy dashing around the kitchen picking up homework books, Pokémon cards and stray pens and then redistributing them in the appropriate rucksacks and pencil cases.

‘Other than the sugar content,’ muttered Julian drily.

Stephanie made the decision to ignore her husband’s comment because if she gave it any thought she might consider it to be an undermining contradiction (at best) or an underhand criticism (at worst). Coco Pops was not always Steph’s cereal of choice for her boys’ breakfasts and she usually insisted that the children eat Bran Flakes or Weetabix but Freddie had not wanted to go to school today because he had a new teacher, a strict and demanding middle-aged woman who terrified Steph, let alone her five year old. The last, beloved teacher had just moved out of the area and now taught at a different faraway school and so this morning Freddie had needed a bit of extra persuasion to eat any breakfast at all. Steph didn’t think there was any point in bothering Julian with this level of domestic detail. Besides, Julian was not a morning person and unlike his wife he had no designs on appearing to pass himself off as one. He was especially grumpy this morning; it was understandable, it was Monday and, hand on heart, no one liked Monday mornings.

Stephanie remembered a time, over a decade ago now, when she used to have to reluctantly say goodbye to the weekend – which had been  full of cinema visits, energetic walks in the countryside and long, boozy pub lunches – and face the morning commute on trains and tubes, it was always a trial. Besides which, Julian hadn’t even benefited from the rejuvenating powers of a family weekend. He’d had to work most of the time. He’d spent a lot of Saturday afternoon holed up in the room she liked to call her library and he called his den, answering emails and taking calls about some deal or other, he’d had his Sunday roast interrupted by a work call and then last night, just as Steph was beginning the process of ushering the children off to bed and anticipating a night in front of the TV (catching up on some drama or even the guilty pleasure of a repeat of a Friends episode), Julian’s boss had rung him again and Julian had spent another hour on the phone. On a Sunday evening! It wasn’t reasonable. He looked incredibly stressed and agitated after he’d taken the calls. Steph wasn’t sure what deal Julian was currently brokering but it must be big and important if the extra hours needed were any sort of indication. The man would be worked into an early grave. Stephanie sometimes wished that Julian would tell his boss where to stick his job and his inconsiderate demands on their family time but, then, she never had that thought when they were holidaying in the Maldives or when she was hosting a coffee morning in their – five bedroom, three bathroom, three reception room – house.

Stephanie handed Alfie his school tie and as she did so she surreptitiously sniffed the top of Harry’s head to check he didn’t smell of anything other than shampoo or conditioner. Harry was beginning to suffer with greasy hair and Stephanie dreaded the moment when angry hormonal spots would start to blister his smooth skin, skin that she still thought of as baby skin. With a sigh she turned her attention to preparing a packed lunch for Chloe. She’d make ham sandwiches, with tomato but no spread which was Chloe’s preference. She had a small pot of organic yoghurt (apricot), a packet of raisins and cranberries, an apple and a carton of Innocent smoothie. Stephanie prided herself on her healthy eating habits. Or rather, her dictatorial skills that meant her children and the children she knew ate healthily, although she wasn’t above sneaking a king-size Mars Bar for herself.

Julian pushed his empty muesli bowl about twenty centimetres away from him (this was a habit of his that mildly frustrated Steph, she wished that, just once, he’d pick up the bowl and put it in the dishwasher, instead of leaving it for her to clear). But she was glad she hadn’t grumbled when Julian stood up from the table and commented in a jokey, good-natured tone, ‘You like that woman more than you like me.’

How could she grumble at her husband for not clearing his breakfast bowl when she was prepared to go to lengths for her friend? He never complained about her continual invitations which meant Pip shared their lives. Pip and Chloe came round at least once a fortnight for Sunday lunch, they stopped by several times a week, they spent Christmas, Mother’s Day, birthdays and bank holidays together and last summer Pip and Chloe had even joined Steph, Julian and the boys on their family holiday in the south of France. When she gave it any thought, Steph realised that Julian had the patience of a saint, really he did. You didn’t often come across a husband who was prepared to share his wife’s time quite so generously. Not just her time but his money too, if she was going to be vulgar about it. The fact was, there was no way Pip could have managed to pay for a holiday since her divorce but Julian rented a large four-bedroom gîte – when they could have got away with three or even two bedrooms – then he’d practically insisted that Pip and Chloe come along to ‘fill the rooms that would just stand empty’. Stephanie smiled to herself, he was so generous. Yes, she’d married a good one. What a joy. What a relief. She often told herself how lucky she was.

‘Go on, admit it, if you were in a life or death situation and you had to choose between Pip or me, you’d pick her,’ he teased as he walked away from the table. He was looking around for his BlackBerry; he didn’t like it being out of reach or sight.

Steph heard the smile in his voice and continued the joke.

‘Without hesitation, darling,’ she laughed. ‘As much as I love you, you simply don’t offer the right sort of advice when it comes to which shoes go with which outfit and you know absolutely nothing about removing stubborn stains from school shirts.’

‘Which is of course all you women ever talk about,’ added Julian.

They both knew this wasn’t the case but were quite enjoying the silly, flippant banter. It was fun and a tiny bit flirtatious, which was an achievement on a Monday morning for any couple, it bordered on an absolute miracle for a couple who had been together nearly twenty years. Sometimes Steph thought that they both behaved as though they had an audience and a role to play in front of that audience, as though they were self-conscious participants on a reality TV show. No doubt their habit stemmed from the fact that they had been parents for eleven years and invariably there was at least one pair of sharp eyes and ears following and interpreting their every move and conversation.

‘That, and men,’ confirmed Steph. She kissed her husband on the lips.

It was a brief, habitual sort of kiss. What it lacked in erotic passion it compensated for with genuine warmth. Sometimes, it seemed to Steph that Julian didn’t really notice her kisses anymore. Was she unreasonable to expect him to after all these years?

From time to time it occurred to Steph that Julian didn’t seem to notice most of the domestic stuff that surrounded him. He didn’t know that Harry had not been picked for the grammar school football team (despite five consecutive years of playing for the A team for his prep school). He’d been offered a place as a sub in Cs but had haughtily refused the position. Harry had come home last Tuesday in a terrible mood and systematically stripped his room of all the Chelsea paraphernalia that he’d been carefully collecting for years. He’d melodramatically piled the annuals, posters, badges and caps into a cardboard box and dumped it next to the wheelie bin in the garden, insisting that as his ‘career was now so obviously over, there was no point in keeping this rubbish stuff’. Steph had simultaneously fought laughter and tears. Naturally, it broke her heart that her son was disappointed and felt rejected but on the other hand, his indignant tantrum had been quite entertaining. She’d long ago learnt to roll with the metaphysical punches that a child flung out when disappointed. She’d secretly retrieved the cardboard box while he was playing a game on his Wii. Her plan was  to reintroduce the memorabilia once the first sting of disappointment had abated or when he was installed on the A team.

Julian had missed that domestic drama because he was in Geneva at the time. In fact he missed most domestic dramas because of the time he spent in Geneva or Paris or Frankfurt or at the office in London. Julian was unaware that Alfie was especially argumentative this morning because he was irritated that on Saturday his mother had won a long-fought battle and had all his hair chopped short. Although only eight, Alfie had an acute sense of the impression he made on other people. Normally he wowed them. He’d inherited his father’s looks. The combination of his huge blue eyes, framed with long and thick lashes, and his curly surfer-length hair meant that he was perfectly suited to play Zac Efron as a child if the need ever arose. He was a star at his weekend Stagecoach class, in fact he managed to create quite a stir just walking along the high street. Stephanie found she was ever so slightly uncomfortable with the fact that her eight year old was so aware that he was already immeasurably cool; shouldn’t he still be simply concerned with climbing trees or riding his bike at a dangerous speed, rather than whether Crocs or Converse trainers looked best with his khaki cutoffs? Not that she’d insisted he had his hair chopped just to temper his vanity, the headmaster had sent out a note on Friday afternoon, reminding parents that pupils’ hair ought not to hang over ears or reach the shirt collar. While the note was ostensibly addressed to all parents, Stephanie was convinced that Mr Granger had Alfie in mind and so she had duly marched him off to the hairdressers.

Julian hadn’t commented on the new crockery that Stephanie had bought (it was white with a silver rim around the edge and they used to have a brown set with a dense cream floral design). He would see these things, though, when he looked at the Visa statement at the end of the month. He might notice that trims for Harry and Freddie, Alfie’s chop and Stephanie’s highlights had totalled over £400 in the fancy London hair salon that she liked to go to. He would then certainly question whether Stephanie needed to spend £900 on a new dinner service. He’d comment that the old one was adequate, he might even  ask was there any difference at all. Stephanie would then promptly point out that the brown set had a transient appeal while the white crockery was a classic. Then, most likely, he’d mumble as though he was affronted that she spent his money so freely. That was how these things normally played out. The truth was she knew he liked the fact that he earned so much and she spent so much, it was a way of showing the world that he was an effective hunter-gatherer.

The kiss he’d never notice because that wasn’t on a bank statement.
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Pip frantically ran to the platform, she took large strides, the soles of her shoes slammed painfully on to the tiled floor but she couldn’t think about that now as she had less than a minute to spare before the train departed. Pip only just managed to leap on to the train and collapse into the first available seat before the automatic doors swished shut behind her and the train started its speedy journey into London Waterloo.

The moment she caught her breath she realised that the seat she’d chosen was a mistake. Not only was she sitting next to a large, greying man who had inconsiderately taken up far more than half the seat, leaving her to perch precariously practically in the aisle (a target for anyone lugging bags from the door to their seat and back again) but he was wearing headphones. The distinctive, heartfelt tunes of Tina Turner were blaring out at a volume which meant that no other passenger could reasonably expect to hear his or her own thoughts. Pip had nothing against Tina Turner but the question, ‘What’s Love Got To Do With It?’ belted out in that slightly desperate, overtly mournful pitch, so early in the morning, wasn’t one she felt able to tackle. Besides which, she soon realised that she was also very close to the train loos.

Somewhat predictably, whoever had last used the convenience had failed to bother to press the button that would close the door after use, that or the automated lock was broken. The door gaped open, treating Pip to a front-seat view of the actual pan. Why was there  always something swishing about on the floor of public loos? Pip wanted to think that the liquid she spotted rolling around the floor was water, shaken from hands of people in a desperate hurry to leave the cubicle, but she couldn’t help but fear it was more likely to be a leak from the toilet or simply a matter of poor aim, a thought that was solidified as there was a faint smell of urine drifting into the carriage. Regrettably, Pip had an incredibly keen sense of smell. She was like a bloodhound, Steph would always say. On more than one occasion Steph had invited Pip around to her home to help sniff out something not quite savoury (a cheese sandwich carefully hidden in a jigsaw box or a stray trainer carelessly lost at the bottom of the music cupboard). There were a couple of things worth commenting upon there. One, Steph had a music cupboard, an actual and entire designated cupboard (not much smaller than Chloe’s bedroom) where Steph stored the boys’ instruments (two violins, a cello, a classical guitar, a flute and three recorders) and secondly, Pip loved Steph enough to sniff around her potentially toxic cupboards, if it helped. No greater love hath a friend.

Pip wished that it was one of her other senses that was as acute. It would be useful to hear more than she did. She wasn’t certain whether it was a sign of age or some sort of allergy but last night, as she’d kissed Chloe at bedtime and they’d both recited their usual, ‘Night night, don’t let the bed bugs bite’ (a bit of nonsense from Pip’s own childhood), Pip could have sworn that Chloe said, ‘Night night, don’t let the red Uggs bite.’ Pip admitting as much had made Chloe laugh raucously, in a way that Pip treasured, but even so! Pip couldn’t help fearing that it was distinctly, and regrettably, middle-aged that her hearing was becoming unreliable. She already wore glasses (well, lenses), she’d done so since she was a teenager. Her sense of taste wasn’t up to much. She had little interest in food and would often forget to eat at all until her stomach rudely rumbled. If she could take a pill that would provide all the necessary proteins and nutrients to keep her alive, then she would do so. Her lack of interest in food meant that she was a hopeless cook, guilty of resorting to ready-made meals more times than she  liked to think about, let alone admit to. Her taste buds had very low expectations and yet she still managed to disappoint them.

This left her with the sense of touch.

Ohhh.

The word touch stirred such an uncomfortable mix of emotions for Pip nowadays that she barely dared consider the word. It set off a spiral of associated thoughts that were bittersweet. Touching, stroking, caressing, feeling, holding.

Having.

She supposed touch had been the other sense that she used to heavily rely upon, the sense she had most enjoyed. Put simply, Pip liked to touch and be touched. She was definitely what was known as a tactile person, however unfashionable such a thing had become in this age of cool reserve. Pip was known for her big, hearty hugs (that were surprisingly robust and reassuringly comforting for a woman so willowy), she used to have a habit of gently laying her hand on a person’s arm when she wanted to tell them something important or when they were telling her something important, she liked to ruffle kids’ hair, sprinkle loud raspberries on babies’ chubby thighs and kiss the cheeks of friends and family, not just the air in the vicinity of their cheeks. But Pip no longer did any of the above as much as she used to, as much as she’d like to.

It wasn’t just the fact that she and the majority of her friends had children of school age now (there were no longer as many babies in her life), it was also the fact that being a tactile person needed a certain amount of self-confidence. A self-confidence that Pip used to be famed for but had now bled away. You had to believe that someone might want to be on the receiving end of one of your hugs before you could effectively bestow it and, frankly, Pip wasn’t sure. After all, Dylan hadn’t wanted to be on the receiving end of her hugs, or any other intimacy she could offer. He’d preferred the company of that slut. Pip knew that referring to Dylan’s mistress as that slut was infantile and clichéd but still she couldn’t help herself. In fact, it had taken her two years to be so refined, in the early days she’d called the woman things that would make a sailor blush. It was some sort of  vent for her pitiful, impotent fury. Slut was one of the kindest things she’d called her rival. Not that the women he fled to God-knows-where with was Pip’s only rival, not if you categorise rivals as women Dylan slept with. There had been a trail of women who fitted that description. Pip tended to focus on the one he left the country with, although, considering Dylan’s attention span, it was very likely that that slut had been replaced by another slut by now. Pip couldn’t decide whether she hoped so or not. She didn’t want Dylan to find his happily-ever-after with that slut but then being the ex ex held no cachet. It didn’t bear thinking about.

The truth was, besides all the friendly hugging, and hair ruffling and baby kissing, the intimacy Pip missed most was sex. Pip thought she was probably quite good at sex. Besides the fact that she had been told as much by old boyfriends (admittedly a long, long time ago), she enjoyed it enormously and, in her experience, the things a person enjoys tend to be the things that person excels at. Pip hadn’t had any sex for nearly three years. She hadn’t had good sex (the caring, caress-packed variety) for longer still. She missed the thought, the anticipation, the act and the afterglow of having sex with her husband, the man she thought was her life partner.

Of course she knew she no longer had a husband.

She’d been on her own for two and a half years now. Two and a half years and yet every time she thought about the fact that she was no longer Dylan’s wife she felt a whole new wave of anguish, regret and deep, deep sorrow wash over her. When would that fade? People kept reassuring her that time healed and they urged her to ‘get back out there’ but it was easier said than done. Pip knew it was wrong, pointless and illogical, Pip knew that Dylan had cheated on her, bullied her and deserted her, she knew he was unreliable with regard to his responsibilities to Chloe and yet she still missed him.

She missed the way he liked to throw lavish dinner parties on a Saturday night for their friends, she loved the sense of fun and indulgence such festivities inevitably created. She missed his sense of humour which was intelligent and demanding (although occasionally could be  a tiny bit sharp, some might say cruel), she missed his ambitious and stylish plans for their home and their garden (a home and garden that now belonged to someone else), she missed him sneakily grabbing her arse whenever she walked past him or stood close to his side, even if they were out in public. She missed the smell of his aftershave, mingled with the smell of his leather jacket. She missed sex. Pip ran her cool fingers up and down her own forearm, not a substitute for the matter on her mind but a comfort.

Pip stared out of the window and watched as stations began to whizz in and out of sight. They were all similar to look at (grey, grubby, boasting nothing more exciting than faded posters advertising West End shows or the latest bestselling novel). The stations could not distract her. She glanced around the carriage. Other than the large man she’d sat next to, and a scattering of serious-looking commuters, the carriage was populated with a cluster of anxious, middle-aged women. They were a group, this much was signalled by the fact that they were all wearing a uniform of loud, long-sleeved shirts in a floral print and bright chunky necklaces, the sort of necklace that is often given to a mum on Mother’s Day by a child who watches makeover programmes. The floral shirts were currently fashionable and indeed they worked well on women of a certain age. The bright colours implied they’d made an effort, and the generous length covered the bulges that belied the fact that the effort hadn’t been enough.

These women endlessly checked that their bags were secure, that they had their tickets with them and that they knew which tube line they’d need once they arrived at Waterloo. It was obvious that they were unused to travel and intimidated by the idea of a trip into the country’s capital. They were probably planning on visiting a gallery (one of the free ones, nothing too modern) and then wandering around Harrods’ food hall for a few hours. Chances were that they’d only been persuaded to make the journey because their bossy teenage children had muttered that they needed to ‘get a life’, or maybe they were keen for something new to talk about with their husbands at the tea table. If they still had husbands.

Pip knew these women without having to be introduced to them, as they were a prevalent breed. She at once pitied them and feared them and she wondered whether she was one of them. True, she was ten or even twenty years younger than them, but while she might not have been cut from the same cloth, she thought there was a real chance that she’d since been sewn into the same pattern. She was surrounded by women who were permanently well-intentioned and therefore plagued with endless worry as to whether they were doing the right thing. The combination was unintentionally (but irrevocably) irritating. The worry was etched in their foreheads and engraved in their weary eyes, which had seen the best and worst of life. Their bosoms were low and slack but, still, their intentions were worn loud and clear, on the sleeve where hearts used to be kept, until they were broken.

Pip wondered whether she ought to move seats. Of course she should. She could so easily stand up and wander along the train until she found a seat that she did not have to share with a loud and large chap or a view of the lav but Pip was reluctant to do so. She did not want to draw attention to herself. She did not want to admit that she’d picked the wrong seat in the first place. This was, of course, ridiculous and she knew it. As though anyone would notice if she changed seats. As though anyone cared what she did. Pip briefly chided herself, then stood up and shuffled along the aisle into the next carriage where she sat down on one of those seats designed for three, facing another seat designed for three.

‘You couldn’t stand the smell either, eh?’ asked the man sitting opposite her.

Pip looked up, startled that anyone should decide to strike up a conversation on a London commuter train. She swiftly concluded that the man must be an out-of-towner, otherwise he would be aware of the unwritten (but clearly understood) code which dictated that strangers never spoke to one another on public transport, not unless the matter up for discussion was one of life and death, and even then seasoned commuters knew to proceed with caution. Could this man be drunk so early in the day? It was the only excuse.

Pip didn’t know whether she ought to answer or not but found there wasn’t any need to because the man didn’t wait for her response, he ploughed on regardless.

‘I don’t know why people can’t at least close the door after them. It’s so inconsiderate, let alone unhygienic. Would they pee on the floor in their bathroom at home and then leave the door wide open so that everyone could see the evidence?’ He shook his head in disgusted disbelief.

‘Erm, no. I suppose not,’ muttered Pip.

She briefly considered whether the man was likely to be a school teacher. School teachers often felt the impulse, and the right, to express their opinions, plus that thing he’d said about whether people would pee on their own bathroom floors was just the sort of thing a teacher would say. She clearly remembered her own teachers asking, ‘Would you put your feet on the table at home, Philippa Foxton?’ ‘Would you swing on your chair at home, Philippa Foxton?’ Pip wondered whether she could move seats again. The last thing she wanted was to have to make small talk with a stranger for the entire thirty-five-minute journey, especially the sort of small talk that she imagined teachers preferred, talk about league tables and degeneration of the standard of the current exam system. Pip froze whenever she thought about league tables (or MMR vaccinations, or the effect of pylons on a child’s health). She relied heavily on Steph for guidance on all that sort of thing.

Pip was much better at the fun parts of parenting. She loved playing with Chloe and never got bored of dressing up dolls, making dens, sculpting play dough, threading beads. Not that she was simply the ‘fun parent’, for one thing this would assume Dylan was the disciplinarian parent and he wasn’t. He was the absent parent, which meant she was the everything-she-could-be parent. Besides being a great playmate, Pip was very competent about ensuring regular bedtimes, regular exercise and, despite her lazy habits when it came to preparing her own food, she tried to offer her daughter a balanced diet. She policed teeth brushing, hair brushing, tidying of the bedroom  and completion of homework. She also answered the difficult questions – ‘Where do we come from?’ and ‘Where has Daddy gone?’ Both had been handled with the sort of sensitivity that reassured Chloe that her world was safe and fine even when Pip sometimes doubted that this was the case. Pip and her daughter laughed together, stropped together and played together. They worked well together. Pip was supremely competent at everything to do with being a parent in their home but was less able when any sort of official bodies came into their private arena. It was another instance of her lack of confidence. She found it difficult to be discerning or definitive when faced with the sea of sometimes contradictory advice that washed up at every mother’s feet.

When Chloe was first born, Pip was fully able to join in on the aspects of the post-natal club she thought worthwhile and yet she felt happy to reject the overly fussy, paranoid parts. She thought pumping her breast milk to measure the fluid ounces before she fed them to her baby was a ridiculous suggestion and would not do it, no matter how many of the other new mums told her that it was essential to know how much milk Chloe had digested. She was also certain it was unnecessary to play the sounds of frolicking dolphins to your baby to aid sleep or to develop cognitive reasoning. But now she was never quite so sure about anything and frequently asked advice on matters to do with parenting. How should she best treat Chloe’s verruca? Should she insist Chloe continue her piano lessons, even though she professed to hate them and seemed to have no ear? Would it be a good idea to watch Disney movies in French? Pip’s breathing speeded up as these thoughts whizzed around her head. Being a parent was such a huge responsibility. She’d been at it for eight years now, and while there were aspects that she’d obviously become comfortable with, each day seemed to present a cluster of new challenges. How would she manage to protect her daughter until she reached adulthood? Not that the job ended there, not if her own mother’s fretting was anything to go by. The problem was Pip so often felt out of her depth and, more specifically, alone.

She glanced at the man travelling opposite her. He had slightly tanned, lucent skin with a sprinkling of dark freckles on his cheekbones. He probably was a teacher, she decided. He probably did know about learning French by ear. He certainly looked a bit like a teacher. He was wearing chinos, rather than jeans, but a casual jacket rather than a suit. Pip thought his outfit definitely ruled out lawyer, city trader or bank manager. Besides, his hair was quite long and still held a colour (dark brown); all the lawyers and bankers she knew were balding or grey or both. He was tall and thin, although his broad shoulders ensured that he was lean, not lanky. He clearly had not shaved that morning but rather than making him look scruffy, the slight shadow made him look earnest and industrious. He’d picked up a newspaper and was holding it open but he was still looking at Pip as though keen to continue chatting. Maybe it would be OK to ask this stranger, who was opinionated about the train loos, whether he thought there was any merit in watching Disney DVDs in French.

‘Are you a teacher?’ she blurted, almost demanded.

The man looked surprised and faintly amused. ‘No, are you?’ he replied politely.

‘No,’ replied Pip. It was at this point she saw the flaw in her conversation-opener: it was unusual to the point of making her appear slightly crazy.

She hurriedly reached for her handbag and searched for her novel. She carried a large bag full of things that she carted around ‘just in case’. Carrying an umbrella, Elastoplasts, Savlon cream, hand sanitiser, her address book, a sewing kit, tissues, a tin holding an assortment of paper clips, elastic bands and biros, the London A-Z, nail clippers and a small bottle of lavender essence was an attempt to make her feel more secure. She weighed herself down with this stuff in a futile effort to ward off disasters; in fact, all it did was give her a bad back. Once Pip located her novel, she started to read it, holding it high to her face in an effort to block out the curious gaze of the loo man, who was not a teacher.

God, she was pathetic. Pip swore and muttered to herself. She was  so incompetent! She was apparently incapable of simply mixing in the real world! Why had she made that assumption about a complete stranger on the strength of one throwaway comment? And how could she think that opening gambit might be suitable? Even if he was a teacher, why would he be interested in talking to her about her child’s education? Her problem was she had an overactive imagination, her mother must have thrown manure at her head when she was a kid. It was clear she didn’t get out enough, and no wonder considering the embarrassment she caused herself when she actually was out and about. What did she know about this stranger? Other than he had really attractive eyes (light brown with flecks of green). Thoughtful eyes, ones that seemed considerate and trustworthy. Oh. My. God. There she went again. Making assumptions. It was pathetic. She knew nothing about this man (except that he wasn’t a teacher). Just because his eyes were attractive (damned attractive, exceptionally so) it didn’t mean that he was considerate or trustworthy. In fact the opposite was more likely to be the case, if her experience was anything to go by.

That had always been another one of her problems, she was too ready to think the best of someone. Too ready to fall for a handsome face. His was a handsome face, very strong jawline and an interesting little scar just above his right eye. She wondered where that had come from. Perhaps he’d sustained an injury while carrying out some heroic act, like wresting an old lady’s bag back from some thug or jumping into a river to save a drowning puppy. Stop it! Pip tried to rein in her thoughts. Seriously, she pitied poor Chloe for being lumbered with her as a mum. She was like a kid herself, she was hopeless! She didn’t understand why her friends still talked to her. She understood why Dylan had left her.

No, actually she didn’t understand that. Not fully, not ever.

After a few minutes of determined reading of her barrier book, Pip felt the man’s gaze fall from her as he seemed to settle into reading his newspaper. Good. Phew. That was a relief. Now she could concentrate on what she’d planned to concentrate on during this journey, she could prepare herself for this meeting.

She might never have an opportunity like this one again. This could be huge, she simply must not blow it. She wanted to reach into her bag and fish out her designs but didn’t want to move in case that was interpreted by the not-a-teacher-man as an invitation to talk. Besides, she knew the designs like the back of her hand. All she had to do was think through her pitch. Remain focused. Be eloquent. Appear considered. Keep a cool head. And turn her life around.

Oh crap.
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Kirsten pouted into the mirror. Held the pose, admired the gorgeous young woman pouting back at her, winked, grinned and then blew her a kiss. Yes, she was stunning. It was official. Even in the hideous, ugly, old-fashioned mirror she looked a.maz.ing.

No wonder they couldn’t resist her, thought Kirsten, giggling with glee. Somehow, somewhere on a subconscious level, she continually acknowledged her spectacular youth and beauty, although if quizzed she might have said she was giggling at the thought of drinking champagne tonight and staying in a decent bed, rather than the dismal, lumpy, skinny apology for a bed that she had to sleep in in this lousy flat share.

She glanced around her bedroom. It really was quite pathetically miserable. The furniture was from the ark. Her mother had chuckled when she saw it and commented, ‘I used to have this exact suite! Your nan bought it for me from MFI.’

Suite! Suite? When Kirsten talked about a suite she meant a suite of rooms, like they’d once had when they went on holiday to Los Angeles or the suite of rooms she’d once got Jules to upgrade to at Highview. Mummy meant three-piece suites (which were so over, everyone knew an eclectic mix of chairs and a daybed were the thing nowadays) or she meant this bloody repulsive, veneered dressing table, matching headboard and chest of drawers that crowded Kirsten whenever she had to stay in this dingy room.

Mummy liked to reminisce about the old days. Nothing she liked more than to remind them all of what they had come from. She was always going on about stuff like buying furniture from MFI, or being excited at finding a Clementine stuffed in an old pair of tights at Christmas time, or the strikes that she’d endured throughout the seventies which had led to mountains of rubbish piling up in the streets and meant people had to share baths or something. Kirsten didn’t quite get why the binmen going on strike meant that her mother and such needed to use candles, or why people stockpiled loo roll. But then, she didn’t really listen that carefully when Mummy took a trip down memory lane – frankly it was all a bit of a bore. Kirsten didn’t see the point; talking about how you were once poor and had crap stuff was deathly. Kirsten liked all the lovely, expensive things her daddy had lavished on her since she was a tiny girl; at least he realised that the only point to being filthy rich was for you to enjoy it. What could be more fabulous than splashing your cash around and wallowing in it? If her mother had her way, they’d still be in the poky flat that her parents had rented when they first married, the claustrophobically small place that her mother still referred to as ‘cosy’.

Kirsten definitely preferred her father’s way of doing things. He’d buried his appalling accent and now sounded a little like Prince Charles, he was a member of the right clubs and friends with the right people. Admittedly, her mother’s accent wasn’t terrible, it was friendly, but still not something Kirsten aspired to. Kirsten had been careful to round her vowels, careful to call her mum and dad Mummy and Daddy, and careful to finesse a languid drawl so that she had fitted right in at her lovely little chi-chi girls-only independent school, Queen Charlotte’s School for Girls.

Kirsten had just turned twenty-two, which seemed really adult to her although Mummy often said she didn’t seem to have the sense she was born with. Mummy was always going on about the fact that in her day girls were much more independent and savvy but Kirsten thought her mother was wrong about this too. After all, she’d started having Brazilian waxes when she was seventeen and now she’d had the entire  area lasered except for a tiny thin runway line. She was never in the embarrassing position of having to turn down an invitation to go swimming or to a jacuzzi because the odd stray hair might spoil her day, whereas her mother (with all her common sense and supposed savvy!) had to rely heavily on sarongs whenever they were on holiday. But then, maybe this wasn’t a terrible thing, if you considered her mother’s age – forty-six! Wearing a sarong was probably the most dignified option if she was going to insist on going on a beach at all.

Kirsten worked in the city, as a personal assistant to a group of hedge fund managers. She did her job well enough not to get fired, although probably not well enough to ensure she would be promoted to PA of a CEO or even a CFO. Not that Kirsten was planning on hanging around that long; the PAs to the CEOs were really old, like thirty-four, or thirty-five. Kirsten planned to be married before she was twenty-five and then she wouldn’t need to work ever again. Kirsten could never understand why her mother had tried to ‘keep her hand in’ with the family business once they could afford a proper PA to do all the boring filing and stuff, why would Mummy want to bother? Kirsten’s father didn’t like it at all. He argued that his wife didn’t need to work, that it was a man’s job to provide for his family; he said she showed him up by coming into the office, and in the end she’d finally listened to him and stayed away. Although her mother still occasionally grumbled that she missed the buzz of office life. Buzz! Ha, that was a joke. Her parents’ office was on a sleepy industrial estate, there was no buzz! All there was in the office was parched spider plants and a wall calendar, with undecipherable critical deadlines. Daddy didn’t spend any money on interior decorating because none of his clients ever saw it. If he wanted to shake on a deal he took his clients to his members-only club in London.

At least there was some sort of atmosphere in Kirsten’s office. Kirsten knew it made sense to work in the city, if she had to work at all (which apparently she did now!). The city was where all the money was. The money men. Potential husbands. Kirsten had been a bit surprised that there were women hedge fund managers too. She didn’t have a problem  with that, if some girls wanted to charge around getting stressed about stuff, that was their lookout but she’d never fancied the idea. It looked like a lot of effort and effort wasn’t her thing. She supposed they must like their jobs because they all got to wear beautiful suits (designers such as Joseph and Calvin Klein), they got to carry Gucci bags and they always wore absolutely stunning shoes with killer heels! But it wasn’t for her. She’d once tried to read those huge newspapers but what did it mean, ‘BASF set to buy Cognis for more than €3bn’? What was an equity? Or a capital market or bond buying, come to that? And was it really necessary to use quite so many initials in these newspaper reports? ‘ECB seeks tougher eurozone rules’? ‘Iran bars IAEA inspectors’? She would have had a better chance at understanding something if the journalists had bothered to write out the words in full.

Maybe, maybe not.

She’d only managed a very average C grade for her GCSE in maths. She’d hated her maths teacher at school. She was such a bore, her catchphrase was, ‘Sit up, Kirsten, and do try to be serious.’ Why would she want to be serious? Serious people tended to wear hideous clothes and often had frown lines on their forehead. Her headmistress had been very stroppy with anyone who got Cs as Cs brought down the school average. As if Kirsten cared about the crappy school average. That was their problem. They should have taught her better. Daddy had paid them enough over the years. It wasn’t as though she was a total idiot with numbers, she always knew how much she had in the bank (or rather how much she didn’t have in the bank, right now she was £408 overdrawn and she had £742 on her credit cards). This was modest compared to some of her friends, or compared to Mummy, come to that. She often put over a thousand on the credit card in a single transaction and Daddy just paid it off at the end of the month. No biggie. He was loaded. He used to do exactly the same for Kirsten and could again if he wanted to.

Problem was he didn’t want to. Not any more.

After twenty-two years of complete and utter indulgence the cashmere rug had now been pulled from under Kirsten’s feet. It wasn’t fair!

The oldies had both got a thing about her becoming more independent. Daddy had grumbled that he wasn’t going to work like a Chinaman to feed her drug habit. It was ridiculous, of course, to say such things. Kirsten had pointed out that his comment was racist and inaccurate. He liked working, he’d done nothing else for as long as she could remember! Besides, no one could call the odd spliff a drug habit. The real issue was neither of them had forgiven her for throwing a party at their place when they went on the cruise for their silver wedding anniversary. They said it was ‘the straw that broke the donkey’s back’. Kirsten was at a loss as to exactly which other straws had previously stacked up to lead to this catastrophe. Surely, the various suspensions from school, the bumps in the cars and even her going on an impromptu holiday to the south of France with that gang of hippies she met at Glastonbury were all discrete incidents that had been forgiven and forgotten. They’d really overreacted to her holiday, calling the police and yabbering on about abduction or elopement – as if! It was just a bit of fun. It was unfair to bring up all that ancient history as examples of her supposed irresponsibility.

And a cruise! What a cliché. They’d written the script by being so ridiculously, predictably middle class. Since they were such a cliché, she felt duty bound to act within stereotype too and have a party that would inevitably be crashed and get out of hand, especially as she’d posted an open invite to it on Facebook. Retrospectively, that had guaranteed interesting guests, she supposed. But knowing everyone at your party was so boring!

It wasn’t just her to blame either. Darryl had brought about a dozen friends home from uni and they’d been the ones that drank Daddy’s cellar dry. Not that anyone ever got cross with goody-two-shoes Darryl; her baby brother who’d got a place at Oxford to read Politics couldn’t put a foot wrong. You’d think he was already prime minister the way they idolised him and hung on his every word. Admittedly, it was her friends that were most likely responsible for peeing in the aquarium, but who knew it would alter the pH balance of the water so drastically and all the fish would die?

But, after the party, Daddy had turned purple (it was finding vomit in his Burberry shoes that really finished him off) and he started demanding she got a job, move to London, share a flat with someone. Who? The same losers that had peed in his precious fish tank? That didn’t seem right. He said it was time for her to stand on her own two feet. He’d made some weak joke about her two feet no longer being clad in Kurt Geiger, now that he wasn’t paying. Ha bloody ha.

Frankly, Kirsten had thought her father’s reaction was quite hurtful. She’d always assumed he liked having her around. She was his little girl. Maybe not as bright as Darryl but significantly cuter to look at. That’s what he was always saying, what a pretty little thing she was.

Daddy liked to tell everyone that he got her the job in the city but that wasn’t true. She had a degree from Thames Valley University, didn’t she? OK it was a third class but still it was in Events Management and Hospitality which had come in really handy when she was helping to organise the office Christmas party. Everyone talked about how cool it was to serve the canapés from mirrors and that had been her idea. She did have a flair for that sort of thing; when she was married and had a gorgeous house, she’d throw the best parties. She’d be the hostess with the mostest! She’d invite her parents and Daddy would be really proud of her then, when he saw her glittering in the middle of all her exciting friends. It really was annoying that, even though she had her degree and everything, Daddy still took the credit for her getting a job in the city. He said she got it because of the strings he’d pulled with the men he’d dined with for years.

He might be on to something there, thought Kirsten, grinning slyly. It was certainly about something being pulled! The old men that her father played golf with and had lunch with and sat across boardroom tables with had taken an interest in her. An exceptional interest. Not because of her degree in Events Management and Hospitality, admittedly, and not because they did business with Daddy. She knew the most likely reason for their interest was that she had silky, long, blond hair and silky, long, bronzed legs. The guy at the interview barely looked at her CV, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her double Ds.  He didn’t care about her A level results or coursework average, the only statistics he was thinking about was 34, 22, 34. It was gross if you thought about it. The HR guy was probably Daddy’s age!

She could tell the woman doing the interview was grossed out too. She kept sighing deeply and rolling her eyes. Kirsten felt a bit sorry for her. It was clear she took her job really seriously, she’d prepared a whole list of questions for Kirsten and Kirsten wouldn’t have minded answering them but she never got the chance. The old bloke kept saying, ‘Oh, I’m sure Kirsten has plenty on her CV which she can be proud of. I bet you’re a girl who likes a bit of extra-curricular, aren’t you?’ The woman had muttered something about inappropriate behaviour and lawsuits but he’d just laughed. Kirsten thought it was a good thing the woman interviewer took her job so seriously though because, to be honest, she was so plain it was probably the best thing she could do.

Daddy was right in a way, working had broadened her horizons and made her grow up. Not that she’d learnt that much about standing on her own two feet though, what she’d learnt was that it was much better to lie flat on her back.

The thing was, it was expensive living and working in the city. Take Friday, for instance. Her cab drive into work had cost thirty quid. She’d had a hangover and just couldn’t face public transport. The thought of all those people who smelt of farts and garlic and didn’t take baths pushing up unnecessarily close to her was so disgusting. Even the sweet-smelling girls, who douched and doused themselves in perfume, were annoying because sometimes one of them was prettier or better dressed than she was and that could put her in a really bad mood all day. In fact, she might get a cab in today too. She just loved looking at all the beautiful things in the shop windows as she drove past.
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