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      ‘I want you,’ he breathed, sliding his warm hand under my gown, then slowly, sensuously along my thigh. I lay back on the white sunlounger, the infinity pool lapping at my toes, him lapping at my neck, all hot breath and sensual friction. Dressed only in diamonds and Fake Bake, I smiled provocatively, playing hard to get and stirring on the lounger so he could enjoy me in the best possible light. In his free hand he held a dirty martini to my lips and I swallowed gratefully, framed perfectly by the Hollywood sign nestling in those star-studded hills.

      ‘Ryan... I shouldn’t be here,’ I said, admiring the way he held his glass and moved his hand around my body at the same time. It can’t have been easy, like rubbing your head and patting your stomach in sync.

      ‘I have washing to do,’ I panted. ‘Then I have to.... ah... clean the windows, and then I’m... oh... making the tea.’

      He didn’t care; he was too wrapped up in lust, his twinkly eyes and film star fingers caressing my whole body, and aching for the moment I would be his. I wasn’t the first and wouldn’t be the last he made passionate love to by an aqua infinity pool in LA. With total disregard for my washing pile and in complete denial of my filthy windows and uncooked tea, he gently pushed his knee between mine, panting in my ear about just what we would be doing next. The stars were out and I lay back in his arms, waiting for the passion to explode, when the sound of Craig’s voice bore through the air like a bloody bullet.

      ‘Are you going to spend all day in that bath?’

      I looked up. Ryan Gosling’s twinkly eyes faded through the mists of steam and foamy bubbles, along with the dirty martinis, white leather sunloungers... and hope.

      Unlike Ryan, the last time Craig had touched my thigh was about two years before when his hand had slipped as he turned over in bed... asleep. We’d been married for about a hundred years so romance was a distant memory and sex something I only saw fleetingly on TV. After the usual passion and wanting of the early days, we’d settled down to married life. The chaste goodnight kiss, the ‘did you have a good day?’ for a while, which then petered out into nothing and, like siblings sharing a house, we carried out our rituals and roles independently, while pretending to ourselves everything was fine.

      While my daughter was growing up and I was juggling work and childcare, I was happy to live like this, with no distractions, but recently I’d begun to question where my life was going. Was this it? A life lived on film star fantasies and vague memories of a marriage that once was? Craig lived for his work and had long ago given up on romantic evenings fuelled with wine and sweet nothings; he was always too busy. For my part, I’d given up competing with his plumbing business and the sheer excitement that leaking stopcocks and faulty faucets brought him. Faced with the glittering prospect of a flange crisis at seven a.m. the next morning, Craig found it hard to contain his excitement and had little left for a night of marital sex with his middle-aged wife. Ryan Gosling, Brad Pitt and the boys, however, had plenty of time for me, even if it was only in the Hollywood of my head.

      I climbed out of the bath and dried myself, trying to remember how it felt to have someone else’s hands on my back, round my undressed waist. I craved the warmth, the body of another human—a real man as opposed to the film stars I could only dream about.

      It wasn’t just the lack of sex; I missed the physical affection and closeness we’d once had, and with each day merging into another, before I knew it another loveless year had gone by. It wasn’t like I hadn’t tried; a few months before, I’d taken the bull by the horns and suggested we have ‘an early night’. He'd looked at me like I was mad.

      ‘But... Top Gear’s on...’ he’d gasped, incredulous, and as always missing the point.

      ‘We could go to bed and you could record Top Gear,’ I answered trying to keep my voice seductive while wanting to smack him in the face.

      ‘That would be stupid,’ he answered incredulously. He didn’t look at me, just continued staring at the TV screen while slowly turning the pages of Plumbing Monthly. Craig had all he needed right in front of him. Who needed sex with a human when you had a pressure-reducing valve glistening and just begging to be fitted? Tightly.

      ‘Yes, going to bed together would be very stupid,’ I’d snapped back, trying to push all thoughts of poison and paying a hitman from my mind. It had been a while and, being generous, I wondered if Craig may be a little shy and needed more encouragement. I put both arms around him awkwardly and, closing my eyes and pretending he was Brad Pitt, I kissed his face. I’d read in a magazine at work that if you behaved in a loving way with your partner, even if you didn’t feel the love, it would come... So imagine you’re feeling deep resentment, disappointment and nothing towards your partner during the dying embers of what was once something like love (just an example, you understand). If you then force yourself to hug and kiss them like you are back in love, all those pesky feelings of deep, dark hatred and unadulterated loathing will be replaced by love and affection. I was ready to give anything a go. My negative feelings towards Craig were causing my skin to flake. It had to be worth a try. My worry was that the very act of hugging him may turn into an act of violence on my part. It was no coincidence that Craig was planning a new patio in the summer, and I was thinking less about decking and more about where to hide the body.

      Kissing Craig was like sucking lemons and, as I pulled away, he looked at me, surprised. Going against my gut feeling, I thought of the shared mortgage, gave him another smouldering look and left the room. I went upstairs and carefully took out the faded nightie I saved for holidays and sprayed ‘Angel’ all over it. Wafting it around the room, I tried to set the scene so when he came upstairs the ‘intoxicating and alluring’ fragrance would render him helpless to resist. I’d read this ‘love tip’ on GetYourManHotNow.com. and, also taking the website’s advice, dotted a few lit tea lights around the room so it would be just like a love scene from a film where they fall into a room, dazed by lust and glowing by candlelight. But Craig saw tea lights as a fire hazard, so rather than upset him, I blew them all out. I’d save them for Johnny Depp, who never complained about a little fire in the bedroom.

      After about ten minutes he still hadn’t appeared, so before I lost all interest and went to bed with Good Housekeeping and a slice of cake, I padded back downstairs. I stood in the doorway of the living room, waiting for Craig to look up from his magazine. He didn’t.

      ‘Craig. Would you like to go to bed... with me?’ I tried. It was my last-ditch attempt to see if there was anything at all left in our marriage. His silence hit me like a slap as he turned from the screen and looked me up and down.

      ‘Not tonight, love. Clarkson’s testing the new Audi.’

      Even if he genuinely preferred to watch Jeremy Clarkson drive a fucking car than have sex with me, the least he could do was fake it. After all, I was willing to lie back and think of Johnny Depp... surely he could do the same with Jeremy Clarkson? When your own husband rejects you in the bedroom (the living room doorway, to be precise) for a loud, opinionated, middle-aged man driving a fast car, it’s a sign that:

      a) You need to shave your legs.

      Or b) Your marriage is in deep shit.

      I gazed sadly at myself in the steamy mirror, recalling this last rejection only months before. When did we stop loving each other? Did it happen in a minute, in an hour? Or had our feelings slowly decayed over the twenty-odd years we’d been married? Like a lifeboat at sea, disillusion and regret had slowly seeped in and we were all but capsized. I was torn between accepting my fate and fighting for something better—and recently I’d been dreaming of the latter. I didn’t want to live the rest of my life and never feel another hand on my thigh, the frisson of passion, that first kiss with strange lips... the kiss with someone I loved.

      When we were first together, Craig would look into my eyes and tell me he loved me every single day. I was always the crazy one who booked weekends away at the last minute, ran into the sea fully clothed, sang the loudest karaoke and always had a funny story to tell. Once he came home from work and I’d set up the tent in the back garden, with a bottle of cava and a takeaway because we couldn’t afford to go on holiday. He’d said one of the things he loved most was my optimism and the way I never let anything get me down; ‘You are such a dreamer,’ he’d say, his eyes bright with love. Funny how later in our marriage he used the same words to criticise me for forgetting to pay a bill or trying to see something from a positive perspective; ‘Oh, you’re such a dreamer, Faye. Why don’t you see what’s in front of you and stop always looking for the happy ending?’ he’d yelled in my face. ‘Because there isn’t one!’

      I knew one thing for sure: Craig wasn’t my happy ending. My heart would sink at the scrape of his key in the door each evening and it was impossible to imagine how once upon a time I’d been excited about seeing him after work. I’d recently read an article in a glossy mag during my coffee break at work, ‘How to Get Your Marriage Groove back,’ which suggested it was common for married couples to suffer a dip and, like an infected wound, as long as you got it in time, it wouldn’t kill your relationship. But the time had passed for saving the life of our marriage. I was now forty-two and couldn’t bear the thought of staying with Craig for another twenty-odd years until it was too late. But what could I do? And where could I go? I had plenty of time to plan my escape as I sat in my chair near the window, silently waiting for bedtime as the TV droned on.

      Still in my towel I wandered into Emma’s room to breathe in the remnants of her perfume and pretend she was still living at home. Emma’s was the only room with a full-length mirror—I didn’t want one in ours; after the age of thirty, a full-length mirror is not something one wants to be confronted with on a daily basis. I held my breath, stood to face it and dropped my towel. I tried not to make an agonised noise as the towel fell, but staring at the horrible truth, I couldn’t help it. The body that had once skipped along beaches in bikinis, wiggled past boys in tight jeans and carried my beautiful daughter to full term was gone. What replaced it had lumps and lines and, though I optimistically spotted a bottle of Emma’s left-behind scented body lotion and began slapping it on, I knew this was a far bigger job than mere lotion could cope with. Scaffolding would be more appropriate for this task I thought, suddenly spotting wrinkles on my knees. I didn’t even know it was physically possible to have furrowed knees.

      That face cream I’d bought from Debenhams hadn’t worked either, I noticed, trying not to think of the new knee crisis and going in for a facial close-up I knew I’d regret. Apparently there was a scientific formula inside that extremely expensive little pink pot that imitated babies’ skin cells. Mandy the Beauty Therapist I worked with had insisted I would be transformed from being an ‘old and wrinkly forty-two-year-old’ (her words) to looking like a perky eighteen-year-old again in just two weeks! However, it was now exactly two weeks since I’d started this new regime and I still looked like a forty-something me and not the glowing, well-preserved supermodel pictured on the label.

      ‘It’s not moisturiser; it’s like something from a science-fiction film,’ Emma was keen to point out when I’d called to tell her about my new face cream.

      ‘Mum, think about it—if it worked as they say and your own skin absorbed these cells and reversed the ageing process, you’d literally be a time traveller... or a baby!’

      We laughed at that. She had a point and she'd always been more sensible and down to earth than me, more like her dad in that respect.

      I looked back at myself in the mirror. Faye Dobson forty-something faced with the physical manifestation of gravity, empty nest and married life with an indifferent plumber stared back at me. My head, heart and body were in limbo—we had no place in the world; my leaky lifeboat was cast adrift and I wasn’t now needed on anyone’s voyage.

      I opened my wardrobe and waded through a few old skirts and dresses. I hadn’t been anywhere in the past few years to justify a nice dress or a pair of heels. It occurred to me I hadn’t worn high heels and an evening dress since before Emma was born, and she was now twenty-one!

      Then I spotted the bright pink rucksack on top of the wardrobe. I pulled it down, blowing off the dust, and smiled to myself, recalling how I’d bought this bag as an eighteen-year-old with global travel in mind. I clicked apart the plastic locks on the bag. It was probably old-fashioned now in its garish pink with blue piping, but I’d loved that rucksack, spending all my birthday money on it and convincing myself it was ‘an investment’ because I would use it all the time travelling to all those places I'd dreamed of. I was going to see the world with that bag. It was small but I’d be able to squeeze in everything I’d need.

      I didn’t use it once.

      I held it to me, imagining the airports, the ferry terminals and mountain treks the bag had never seen. Reaching in, I was reminded of all the other things I’d dreamed about but never done. I tipped the bag up onto the bed, scattering the photos, friendship bracelets, hair toggles, postcards and maps, and like a magpie my eyes went to a scarlet silk dress. I unfurled it gently from the aged tissue paper it had lived in all these years. It was still heavenly soft and strikingly red. I was nineteen again and at the seaside with Alex, the only boy I’d ever kissed apart from Craig. I was deliriously happy as we wandered arm in arm, the seagulls yelling above us—a stolen weekend by the sea. The dress had been in a shop window on a mannequin and when I’d tried it on, Alex had said I had to have it because I looked beautiful, just like Julia Roberts. It cost a fortune but I decided to spend it on the dress instead of eating that month. Like the rucksack, I saw it as another investment in my fabulous future—a future of world travel, scarlet dresses and good-looking college boys like Alex.

      I slowly put the red dress back into the now crispy tissue paper. It had never been worn. Too late now. Perhaps Emma would like it? I picked up a purple Filofax, all the rage in the eighties before the Internet and online diaries. My whole life had been in this purple faux-leather book. I opened it, landing on a page with three scrawled words: My Living List. ‘Oh, God, I’d almost forgotten about this...’ I sighed under my breath. It had been my plan for my life, a list of all the hopes and dreams I’d once believed I could achieve. How naive I was.

      
        
        My Living List

        Learn to Ice Skate

        Lose 10 lbs

        Make a wish at the Trevi Fountain in Rome (then ride a pistachio-green Vespa through the streets.)

        Swim naked in the ocean

        Drink champagne on a New York roof garden

        See a Santorini Sunset

        Eat macarons in a Parisian tea shop

        Be a bride

        Be a mum

        

      

      I closed the Filofax, my heart squashed somewhere inside the purple covers. These random desires had been jotted down years ago, between A-level revision, putting make-up on, making music tapes and drinking lager and lime in the pub with my friends, all long gone to other lives. Reading through the list again, I could see it wasn’t as random as it first appeared; these things had an order to them... ending in marriage and children. I liked things in their place and, subconsciously, even as a slightly chaotic, hormonal teenager, I’d planned my life in a certain way. Going through the list, I was hoping to tick off a few, but it was only when I came to the end I realised I could only tick the last two. I’d achieved only a fraction of the life I’d planned as a young woman. It was like I’d been waiting at the bus stop for my life to turn up but it had been cancelled. And no one had let me know.

      I looked through the postcards. Other people’s travels from places I’d never been, from half-remembered friends. A girl with a lisp called Melanie I’d known briefly at university had sent me a card from New York. Almost twenty years old, the colours were now washed out, the picture cracked from the many times I’d held it and looked into it. I turned it over and read the few scribbled words:

      ‘Dear Faye, I finally made it to NYC! Mel x’

      ‘Good for you, Mel,’ I thought, sitting on the bed and gazing into it again. I was years older and wiser, but the picture still had the same effect on me. A rooftop in New York on a dusty golden evening; the stars were emerging above, the city lights bright and blurry below. Two glasses and a bottle of champagne on a table for two—and if you kept on looking, in the distance a shadowy couple were dancing.

      When I’d first received the postcard, I had been both scared and exhilarated by it. Pregnant with Emma and still in a state of confusion that my life had changed radically within a few weeks. I was unsure about the decisions I’d made, worried about the pregnancy, the birth, my future, my baby’s future. Yet I found it a comfort to look into this postcard. I’d spent many hours longing for escape to a rooftop in New York at dusk.

      Once Emma was born, I’d packed my foolish dreams back into the rucksack, put it on top of the wardrobe and bought a nappy-changing bag instead. Once she’d arrived I couldn’t imagine a life without my perfect baby, the safety of my marriage and my neat little home. I was the lucky one I thought, and had no lust for Melanie with the lisp’s glamorous, childless existence in New York.

      I jammed everything back into the rucksack, a symbol of my failure to achieve anything. I didn’t put the postcard back with everything else, though; I kept looking at it, fascinated by the scene, imagining myself there, a saxophone playing in the distance, distant traffic sounds rising like smoke from the streets below. The picture filled me with the same fear and exhilaration it had when I’d first received it all those years ago, but now it gave me a twist of hope. Sitting on my bed wrapped in a towel on a wintery morning in the Midlands, I could hear that saxophone, remembering the life I’d once hoped for and how far from that I had landed.

      ‘Christ, are you out of that bathroom yet?’ Craig’s voice cut into the mists of time like a bloody sledgehammer. ‘I’ve got a crimp fitting system to put in today and you’ve made me late waiting for the bathroom... I’ve got a street load of frozen pipes to do this morning.’

      ‘Sorry, I was out of the bathroom ages ago—meant to tell you,’ I said, entering the kitchen and taking a slice of warped pleasure from his fury at the news he’d been waiting for nothing.

      His face was flushed with anger and I wanted to throw his mug of tea at him—resisting not because I didn’t want to hurt him but because I didn’t want to spend the morning in A and E with his scalded face. I ignored him and put some toast on. It was early February and Craig’s favourite time of year, when combi boiler problems blossomed everywhere needing his surgeon-like attention. Throughout the season, Craig’s skilled hands were paid handsomely to warm frozen pipes lovingly back to life. Shame he couldn’t do the same for me.

      ‘I won’t be home tonight; I’m spending an evening at my lover’s penthouse apartment,’ I said, spreading low-fat butter on my toast.

      ‘Oh, so I have to make my own tea?’ Craig replied, his mind clearly on other things.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘What time will you be home?’

      ‘How long’s a piece of string? We’re doing champagne and caviar on his yacht. Then straight after Coronation Street, he wants sex on deck, under the stars...’ I took a big bite of toast.

      ‘Take your house keys then,’ he grunted, getting up from the kitchen table and abandoning the internal organs of a dying dishwasher to head for the bathroom.

      I always tried to attract Craig’s attention before I left in the morning, as if I needed proof that after twenty-two years of marriage he wasn’t listening anymore. My after-work ‘plans’ had become more outrageous, expensive, sexually adventurous and generally more unlikely over time but still he didn’t hear me—or perhaps he just chose not to? I’d recently told him I was getting a tattoo of David Beckham on my left buttock after work so might be a bit late... and a bit sore. ‘Don’t make a noise when you come in because I’ll be asleep; I’ve got an early start in the morning,’ he’d said.

      Had he always been like that? Perhaps I just hadn’t noticed, but I was certainly way down the food chain when it came to fancy stopcocks. The way he handled a two-headed faucet was fascinating—I almost envied the inanimate object—and there was no doubting where his passions lay. He'd once told me he never remembered a customer’s face; he only knew them by their machines. When he opened up the back of a Hotpoint, he said he knew when he’d laid eyes on that circuit board before. I wondered, was there such a thing as plumber autism?

      Still chewing on toast, I took a last slurp of coffee, threw on Emma’s old parka, jammed on her woolly panda hat and set off for work as usual. I had decided, for health reasons, to try and walk into town at least three days a week, and though Emma’s old clothes did not epitomise worldly sophistication and glamour, they kept me warm.

      I had once cared about what I wore—never into high fashion, but always liked decent high street clothes, and wore a little light make-up. In the last few years, though, it had all seemed a bit pointless and it wasn’t like anyone looked at me. I was at an age where I was invisible to the naked eye and comfort was winning over appearance—hence the flat shoes and thick tights combo I was working that morning. It wasn’t flattering but at least I was warm and the tights covered up the newly discovered wrinkled knees. Good job I didn’t really have a lover and wasn’t really going for sex on his yacht after work because that day’s outfit would have been quite inappropriate. I pulled my hood up, thinking how it would be too cold for sex with anyone on the deck of a yacht this time of year, even a millionaire’s.

      We were going to be really busy that morning in the salon where I worked. Two weddings and a twenty-first birthday party would keep us on our toes and, with three foil highlights, seven cut and blows and a perm that afternoon, things weren’t going to slow down. I knew if I didn’t pick up something to eat on the way into work, I would pass out with starvation (well, as much as anyone around ten stone and five foot two can claim ‘starvation’). I felt like a change from my usual pasty from Greggs Bakery so popped into the new deli to buy a sandwich. Sue, my boss, was on a diet; Mandy, the beauty therapist, lived off bags of Monster Munch to work off her permanent hangover; and Camilla, our posh junior, lived on organic leaves—so it was just me looking for lunch. I scuttled down the road, head down, pushing myself against the icy blast of wind rushing down the high street, and ran into the deli, almost blown in and having to force the door closed as I landed inside with a loud gasp.
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      The deli had only opened a couple of weeks before; it was my first visit, and once inside I was mesmerised. The shop was groaning with food, every corner utilised, every shelf stuffed—even the ceiling was filled with hanging meats and sausage. I wandered through, taking it all in. A savoury tang sliced through the air making my nostrils twitch, and with so much to look at I almost crashed into the glass counter right in front of me.

      Coming face to face with a counter top of plump green olives in terracotta bowls with various sample dips and chunks of nutty, seeded bread was making me hungry. I’d only just had breakfast but was salivating at the sight of rich, garlicky hummus and sun-dried tomatoes, scarlet and glossy in olive oil. I had to stop myself reaching out and plucking one from the bowl while no one was looking. I was imagining the illicit tart sweetness of a sticky stolen tomato when the guy behind the counter asked if he could help me. I looked up from under fur-trimmed parka hood at the source of this lovely voice. It was a happy yellow accent full of laid-back Aussie sunshine, and... oh, yes, it matched the owner. He was a blond, tanned Australian with a killer smile. ‘Can I help?’ he asked again. Yes, indeed, I thought, you can certainly help me—you don’t get this in Greggs. I smiled shyly, gesturing blindly towards the cabinet—this bronzed god was as exotic to me as every other tasty morsel in the new emporium of continental delights. He looked like he’d just stepped off a surfboard I thought, dragging my eyes away from his boyish tanned face back to the tomatoes, then the olives. I asked for a slice of quiche and, as he wrapped it carefully, my gaze rested on his arms—brown, covered in wiry blonde hairs, slightly muscular and weathered, like they’d been left out in the sun... on a hot, hot beach. Our eyes met and we smiled and the woman in me wanted to rub olive oil into those arms, while the mother in me wanted to wrap a cardigan around him. It was February after all.

      I left the deli planning to call Emma that night and tell her all about it. She’d been to Italy with the school so would probably be very interested. Wouldn’t she? Or was I just using it as an excuse to call her? I’d always dreamed of going to Italy—it was on my list. But then so were many other things I hadn’t done. Trudging to work down the windy high street with its charity shops and sun-faded windows of baby linens and pound emporiums couldn’t be further away from a pistachio-green Vespa whizzing through the streets of Rome. The deli was a start though, and opened up a whole new world of continental culinary opportunities for me on a daily basis. It was a shame the guy behind the counter wasn’t a dark-haired, brown-eyed Italian to go with all the Italian produce. As eye candy went, the blond Aussie was quite cute, but God only knew what he made of the locals, especially me dressed in a panda hat. I smiled to myself; the one silver lining in the cloud of Emma being miles away in Manchester was that she couldn’t see me rocking her old parka and panda hat. As I opened the door to the salon, I realised that, as much as I missed her terribly, in Emma’s absence I could wear what I liked—and enjoy a taste of personal freedom as much as she could at uni in Manchester.

      ‘It’s cold out there,’ I announced, walking into the warm, hair-spray-scented cocoon and taking off my coat. This place of chatter and changing hair was my life, my sanctuary. Here in ‘Curl Up and Dye,’ everyone knew my name and my story, not that it was a particularly exciting one, but I was accepted for just being me.

      That morning, Sue, the owner and my closest friend, was in full flow brandishing a colour chart and telling Mrs Harvey how scarlet hair dye would match her skin tones and yelling over the noise of the dryers. ‘It will bring you alive, love.’ Spotting Mrs Harvey like a recumbent corpse in front of the mirror, I wasn’t convinced.

      But Mrs Harvey had been there before with Sue and her Technicolor dye jobs and wanted reassurance it wouldn’t turn her hair green as it had last time.

      ‘No. It’s opposite green on the Technicolor wheel, love,’ Sue said confidently, trying to blind her with science while not actually understanding it herself. ‘It’s a very hot shade; it’ll take years off you. It’s... what I’d call a... Sarcastic Scarlet,’ she added screwing up her eyes like this was a mysterious but good thing. She smiled at me while pressing a hair swatch against Mrs Harvey’s greying skin and grimacing; ‘Ooh, look, Faye... is Mrs Harvey going to look the spitting image of Cheryl Cole or what?’

      I marched over to gaze in the mirror at the marriage of ‘Sarcastic Scarlet’ and the fat fifty-something face. Cheryl Cole would have sued.

      ‘It’s stunning,’ I declared (which wasn’t a lie), nodding slowly with what I hoped was a look of awe and admiration. ‘You go for it, Mrs Harvey! If you’re that shade when hubby gets in from work tonight, he’ll think Cheryl Cole has broken in and she’s cooking his tea.’

      Mrs Harvey pursed her lips and Sue caught my eye in the mirror with a grateful look. It seemed I had pitched it just right. It was the push Mrs Harvey needed—but who could blame her for being reluctant, having once endured green hair for several weeks? I went to collect my next client from reception, wondering just how sarcastic that scarlet would be on those greying curls.

      Times were hard and, as the hairdressing business had been hit big time by the recession, Sue had been forced to change our usual hair dye brand to a much cheaper one. Keeping the business going was paramount, and despite her accountant telling her to reduce staff costs, Sue had refused to do that, saying we were her family. So in order to save money, she had to economise elsewhere and had purchased a job lot of the cheapest hair dye on earth. The dye was from Lithuania, not the ‘go-to’ hair dye country for other hairdressing luminaries, but Sue Lloyd was a self-styled hairdressing pioneer. She was also great at PR and told clients it was ‘a radical new approach to celebrity hair colour.’

      Despite her sharp selling and shameful PR, Sue hadn’t considered the fact that none of us spoke Lithuanian. As the colour description and instructions were in that language, we were often as surprised as the client at the ‘celebrity’ results when the dreaded stuff was rinsed off.

      So in the absence of a definitive Lithuanian translation for each colour, Sue was forced to ‘invent’ descriptive shades, often on the spot. She couldn’t use the hair colours of reputable companies because ‘They might get me on the Trades Prescriptions.’ Who ‘they’ were and why it was prescriptive I didn’t ask—it would only add to the general confusion and chaos. In spite of her inability to understand Lithuanian, Sue’s confidence was never an issue and she felt qualified to translate Perlas šviesūs into ‘Wicked Cinnamon’, Imbieras into ‘Malevolent Blonde’, and Pilka into ‘Strident Peach’. Sue’s comprehension of English words was bad enough, but this was hair dye dyslexia.

      ‘Oh... I thought malevolent meant glamorous,’ she sighed when someone pointed out it didn’t really work as a hair colour. ‘Cruel Plum’ though was christened instinctively, born of desperation when Jayne from the chemist (two kids both C-section, husband in fitted carpets) emerged after her dye job and threatened to take us to court. I had to give it to Sue—‘Cruel Plum’ was spot on.

      Sue loved the glint of celebrity spotlight and, regardless of the fact we were a small salon on a small high street on the outskirts of Birmingham, she longed for a real celebrity client. In the unlikely event of a visit from Cheryl Cole or Nicole Kidman, two of Sue’s personal favourites, she made the best of what we had—and that was Gayle Jones. Gayle’s claim to fame was that she’d once had a spit-roast with two premier footballers, and what gave her even more celebrity credit was that this liaison was reported in a national Sunday paper. When Gayle first came in for extensions, Sue had been very excited. She'd wiped down the chairs and wiped down Mandy, our beauty therapist, and told her not to speak or go anywhere near Gayle. Mandy was loud, sometimes drunk, and when she wasn’t swearing and shouting was keeping the salon up to date on her latest trip to Kavos, which sounded less like a holiday and more like Dante’s Inferno.

      That morning, Mandy had apparently turned up late and in a bad mood. She was usually quite an upbeat girl and at only twenty-one had a full (if alcoholic and promiscuous) social life, long shiny hair and a body to die for. However, her looks and her lifestyle were at odds with each other. She looked like European royalty, but behaved like a sailor on leave. I knew we had a problem when I mentioned to her that her first bikini wax was waiting and she rushed into the stockroom in floods of tears.

      ‘All I said was bikini wax!’

      Sue shook her head. ‘It’s not you, Faye. Mandy’s a bit upset today,’ she sighed, tugging hard on Mrs Harvey's calf lick. I looked at her enquiringly.

      ‘Didn’t she tell you? Terrible news... Lady Ga Ga died this morning...’ Sue was nodding into the mirror at her client, pulling a sad face. The client let out a gasp and put her hand to her mouth.

      At the mention of Lady Ga Ga, Mandy emerged slowly from behind reception, tear stained and looking like a little girl.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Mandy,’ I said, dabbing at Mrs Jackson’s grey roots with the foul-smelling ‘Cruel Plum’.

      ‘I was the one that found her, Faye. They’re saying... suicide... I’m literally gutted.’

      Not literally, I thought, but left it as Mandy was prone to arguments and, when upset, fights even. To be fair, her fly-kicking skills were only apparent after several vodkas, and I had never been on the receiving end, but in her current state I wasn’t taking any chances.

      I wasn’t sure of the etiquette involved in enquiring about a hamster’s suicide, but I wanted to be there for Mandy. Her mother had died from cancer when Mandy was only sixteen, and as they’d had a difficult relationship she seemed to be left with guilt that she should have spent more time with her mum. Consequently Mandy was fragile under all the bravado and I knew even a hamster’s death would be traumatic for her and must be taken seriously.

      ‘So why did she... what made her do it?’

      ‘Who knows what was going on inside her little furry heart, Faye. I even made her a pink wig out of Barbie hair... she looked proper cool she did. My dad says she was probably depressed running on her little wheel all day... but it was a pink and glittery wheel, so why?’

      I wondered for a moment if wearing a pink wig had affected the hamster’s feelings of identity... then remembered she was a hamster.

      ‘Lady Ga Ga will always be with you, burrowing away in your armpit,’ Sue called loudly over the hairdryers. Unaware this was the name of Mandy’s hamster, some of our newer clients were surprised by this remark, amazed not to have read of the star’s death (and apparent penchant for armpits) in their daily newspaper that morning. Sue and I just carried on like the performers we were, used to rolling out clichés for all occasions at ‘Curl Up and Dye’. We were at the ready for any occasion, be it celebratory or consolatory; we had a wardrobe of faces, voice pitches and scripts. Salon life was like a small planet where everything happened within four walls and the tiniest things took on major proportions. We lived and counselled through first dates, pregnancy scares, deaths, divorces, betrayal and wild love affairs—all of human life was here between the back washes and the guilt-edged mirrors. We’d actually experienced a live birth when Marie Cooper’s waters broke by the roller trolleys to the strains of Wham’s Club Tropicana and Mandy’s guttural screaming. Fortunately one of our clients who happened to be a midwife was in for a cut and blow so brought baby Michael safely into the world with hot water, towels and little fuss. There would have been time to get Marie to the hospital before the head appeared, but Sue never missed an opportunity for salon publicity and called the local paper before she called the ambulance.

      We were all over the papers that week: ‘Bouncing Baby Born in Local Hair Salon’ and a big photo of me and Sue holding the baby between us and beaming, Mandy and Camilla with their arms around us like two proud daughters... Sue was right: we were just like family.

      Later, I caught up with Mandy in the coffee room. ‘Are you feeling a bit better, love?’ I asked, putting my arm around her.

      ‘Yeah... I just get upset... about stuff, you know.’

      ‘I know, love, but you can always talk to me or Sue if you’re feeling low, you know that, don’t you?’

      ‘I keep thinking it was my fault... that she died.’

      I doubted we were still talking about a hamster. ‘No. No, Mandy you must never think that. People... hamsters... have their own reasons for saying goodbye to this world. Perhaps she finally realised that, despite its glittery appearance, the wheel she was running on was going nowhere, and if she didn’t get off she’d keep running nowhere for the rest of her life,’ I heard myself say, knowing just how she’d felt.
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      The sign said ‘Sandwiches and rolls made on request,’ but I couldn’t imagine how one would ever decide what filling to have, there were so many. The following day I was back in the deli watching a swollen pink ham swinging from the ceiling and contemplating lunch. I didn’t know if I even wanted anything to eat, but I just loved the smell and the feel of this salty, sawdusty place. I was salivating at the sight of marbled orange chorizo, spicy and oily and begging to be tasted, above huge wheels of deep yellow and blue-veined cheeses. My eyes lingered over those cheeses, perfect tight drums to be hacked open and enjoyed, sour, creamy, nutty or tangy on the tongue. There was no cheddar and pickle on white here... not unless the cheese was buffalo and the pickle made from vintage Italian walnuts nurtured under a baking Tuscan sun.

      ‘Are you looking for anything... particular?’ the Australian voice asked, probably wondering why this strange woman was licking her lips and staring blankly and wordlessly at the various cured meats.

      ‘Ham,’ I said, nodding my decision, playing safe and pointing, like a child.

      ‘Yes, I’ll have... a ham... sandwich,’ I nodded.

      ‘Is Serrano ham okay?’ he asked.

      ‘Oh... er, yes...’ I muttered, then I decided he had kind eyes so I would be honest... Eyes like that wouldn’t judge me: ‘I usually have boiled ham... now I feel a little out of my depth.’ I pulled an awkward face.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like a ham snob, but all hams are not the same,’ he smiled. ‘The Serrano is delicious; it’s made from white pigs fed on acorns, so the flesh is tender and quite sweet.’

      ‘Oh... good.’

      ‘It’s air-dried in the mountains of Serrano...’

      I nodded in acknowledgement. What could I say? I wasn’t even sure where Serrano was.

      ‘Would you like just a little sun-dried tomato with it?’ he asked, moving those golden arms over the bowl of scarlet tomatoes. ‘You only need a hint—they are quite intense.’ I watched his lips move in an Australian way over tomato... soft Ts and voluptuously rounded Os.

      ‘...Echoes of chilli... it’s a taste they call umami, which means yummy in Japanese... It’s a new, fifth taste after sweet, sour, bitter and salt...’ he continued, engrossed in the ingredients.

      He looked up at me. I was salivating. It wasn’t the tomatoes.

      ‘I’m sorry; you didn’t need to know all that. It’s a tomato—get over it Dan,’ he laughed, slapping his hand on his forehead.

      I smiled. ‘Oh, no, it’s fascinating.’ So he was called Dan? It suited him—one syllable, laid-back, easy-going. Dan.

      ‘I’m one of those annoying people obsessed with food. I have to taste everything and know its story. You know?’

      ‘Yes, I do. I love food too, but I’m not knowledgeable like you... and I doubt my usual boiled ham has a story I’d want to hear,’ I replied.

      He chuckled at that. ‘Yeah... I bet you’re right. Anyway, where were we...?’ He looked straight at me, into my eyes, and I looked away, convinced he had the ability to hypnotise me.

      ‘I think you were suggesting I have tomatoes on my sandwich. Having had the ham history lesson, I guess you were about to tell me the origins of the sun-dried tomatoes... dried on the thighs of young virgins perhaps?’ I offered, encouraged by his smile.

      He laughed. ‘Ah, so you are familiar with that method?’

      Smiling, he took down the huge ham from its hook on the ceiling and I tried not to look at his arm muscles bulging. He sliced it and I watched, almost in slow motion, imagining those big strong arms round me, the blond bristly face nuzzling my neck.

      ‘So, is this your lunch?’ he asked, placing the tomato pieces with loving care on the ham. He looked up and caught me watching him. I had to turn away pretending to be fascinated by the stuffed peppers.

      ‘Yeah. I love the sandwiches from here. I used to go to Greggs but I like to watch you make them... When I say “watch you”, I don’t mean that I like to watch you, like a stalker or something...’ I said, sounding like a stalker.

      He took my money and opened the till. He was younger than me and my friendliness may have come over all wrong.

      ‘Oh, that sounded really weird didn’t it?’ I said, not wanting him to think I was some kind of cougar type.

      He smiled at this and handed me my change. ‘Whatever does it for you. You’re welcome to come in any time and watch me make sandwiches... if that’s your thing.’

      ‘Oh, God, no... I like coming here to see the food. It’s not like I... I’m not looking at you in that way... I wouldn’t want you to think...’

      He was smiling, his eyes twinkling. ‘I’m teasing you.’

      ‘Oh... Then again, there are women who would pay good money to see you in action... not that I’m one of those... you know... women?’ I tried to joke, going along with it.

      ‘Yes... now you come to mention it, I’ve noticed lots of women coming in here to buy stuff. And I thought it was the French goats’ cheese they were lusting after.’

      I giggled. He was funny. I really had to stop coming in here—I couldn’t help flirting with him, he was cute, but so much younger than me it was positively indecent.
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      The following weekend Emma came home from uni. It was an unscheduled trip because she wanted her hair done and I was delighted. I’d changed the duvet in her room, bought her nice bubble bath and made her favourite dinner of sea bass with ginger and spring onion. I loved to cook and Emma was always a pleasure to cook for—if I’m honest, I never felt my dishes were appreciated by Craig so refused to spend hours poring over recipe books for him anymore. That weekend though, even Craig rallied round. He didn’t complain about bones in the fish or too much ginger and was slightly more animated and engaged than usual. But despite trying hard to be nice to each other in front of Emma, it was a strain and we bickered. He would say something nasty, or simply not answer when I spoke to him, which would irritate me and I’d build up to boiling point and we’d end up rowing again. Though we never addressed it, we’d both given up trying, yet I didn’t want Emma’s stay ruined by our troubles—I was worried she’d never come home again if it meant listening to her parents arguing. This made me feel under pressure and consequently even more stressed and prone to snap at Craig.
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