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Chapter One


‘Divorce?’ I give the man sitting opposite me my most reassuring smile.

He looks up, a surprised expression on his face, and glances round to check that I’m not talking to anyone else. ‘Me?’

I nod.

‘Er … yes.’

‘Me too.’ I shrug as if it’s a massive coincidence that we’re both sitting in a solicitor’s waiting room looking stressed.

At this point I must say that I have seen the inside of solicitors’ offices far too many times in my short and otherwise uneventful life. This one is more beige than usual – the only relief provided by funky red chairs which add a splash of vibrant colour to show what a trendy firm they really are. For the prices they charge I’d fully expect to see golden thrones in here for all the clients. Still, this is only my second divorce, for which I suppose I should be truly grateful these days. I didn’t even want one divorce, so, to me, having two almost tucked away under my belt seems to be bordering on careless.

I’m leafing aimlessly through a pristine copy of one of those glossy, give-away magazines that’s chock-full of adverts for smart little boutiques I’ve never heard of and couldn’t afford even if I had. The magazine is called New Style and it makes me wonder why I haven’t got any these days – style, that is. Why is it that models in catalogues can stand there posing in a simple oatmeal roll-neck sweater and faded bootcut jeans and look utterly fabulous, whereas in the same ensemble I cannot?

I stop pretending to read and take in the rest of the waiting room. Tumley & Goss, solicitors to the soon-to-be-impoverished, are not known for their meticulous time-keeping when it comes to appointments and I’m sure if they could manage to work out a way of charging their clients for waiting time, then they would have done so by now.

I turn my attention back to the man opposite me. He is also pretending to read New Style magazine and is making a worse job of it than me. His knees are jiggling nervously. First time. I know these things. I, Anna Terry, am an expert in the psychological profile of the occupants of solicitors’ waiting rooms. Personal injury claims are usually a doddle to pick out – especially the ones that involve those NHS-supplied grubby neck collars.

‘First time?’ I venture.

‘Yes,’ he says, abandoning the New Style on the chair next to him. ‘You?’

‘Second,’ I admit sheepishly. ‘I feel like I’m in training for the Joan Collins award for services to marriage.’

I don’t add that I’ve probably paid for all of these bright red chairs in the process – and a bit more. Like a couple of holidays in the Bahamas for each partner in the firm.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he says, and he genuinely looks as if he is.

‘The world is full of younger, blonder women with more comely bosoms.’ There go my shoulders again, trying to shrug away the hurt.

My fellow divorcé risks a smile. And, if I were noticing these things, I’d say it was a very cute smile. ‘You look very … nice … to me.’

‘Nice.’ I sigh over the word. ‘It’s not quite the same as being a wanton sex kitten, is it?’

‘I suppose not.’

‘Both of my husbands thought I was nice,’ I go on. ‘“You’re a nice woman, Anna,” they’d say, “but …”’

‘… “I’m running off with a wanton sex kitten”.’

Now it’s my turn to smile. ‘You’re very perceptive.’

Except that I don’t know where my current excuse of a husband is at all. He just left. Without warning. I’d nipped out to the supermarket to get some milk, and ten minutes later when I returned, Bruno had disappeared along with most of his shirts and his best jeans. That was it. He didn’t leave a note. He didn’t call. And, needless to say, he didn’t send any money to feed or clothe the fruit of his loins. That was over a year ago and I’ve been trying to track him down ever since. Me and the Child Support Agency, of course.

‘My wife ran off with a butcher,’ my companion says.

‘I expect it was the lure of free meat.’

‘She’s a vegetarian.’

‘Oh.’ I pull a suitably sympathetic face. ‘Women can be strange creatures.’

‘I expect men can be too,’ he remarks as his mobile phone rings.

As he rummages for it, I study the posters proclaiming the sums that can be gained for those fortunate enough to suffer a personal injury that can be blamed on someone else’s stupidity rather than their own. I could be a millionaire in moments if I fell over on a frosty pavement that the council had failed to grit, or tripped on some lumpy tarmac laid by a careless contractor. Perhaps if I take a tumble down the stairs on my way out and sustain a sprained ankle, Mr Tumley or Mr Goss might consider waiving my not insubstantial bill.

‘Hello. Nick Diamond,’ the man says into his phone.

Nick Diamond. Hmm. I try not to look as if I’m listening to his conversation, but of course I am.

‘I’m fine,’ he says, turning slightly away from me. He knows that I’m listening. ‘It will all be fine. Really.’ Then he lowers his voice. ‘I’m fine, Mum. Really. Don’t get upset. It’s okay, I won’t do anything silly. Yes, I know.’ He lowers his voice further, but the waiting room of Tumley & Goss has superb acoustics and I have a trained ear for gossip. ‘I won’t say that. I’m in a public place, Mum. I’m going now. Bye. Bye. Yes. Bye.’ He slides his mobile back into his pocket and with a loud tsk, he says, ‘Business.’

‘Oh.’

‘You know how it is. Cut and thrust. This and that. International meetings.’ Nick Diamond squirms in his seat. ‘Pressure. Stress.’

‘There’s no need to explain,’ I offer. ‘My mum worries herself to death about me too.’

That is somewhat understating things. My mother holds me and my rather tortured love-life responsible for everything from her varicose veins to the angina she is not yet suffering from, but doubtless will one day all because of me.

My companion looks guilty. ‘Are this lot any good?’

‘If you mean will you have any money left at the end of it all then, no, they’re not good.’

‘I want to be fair about this,’ he says with a shake of his head. ‘I don’t want to fight with Janine over money.’

‘Don’t you?’

He gives me a look that I’d class as self-deprecating. ‘I’m not like that.’

I return an involuntary and altogether too cynical snort. ‘You will be.’

‘I believe you can get divorced without becoming all bitter and twisted.’

‘But that’s the fun part!’ I tell him. He looks at me disbelievingly. You can tell this man is naive in the ways of the world. And, particularly, in the ways of marital disentanglement.

‘It isn’t in my nature,’ he insists. ‘I too had the “you’re a nice man but . . .” speech.’

My heart sighs. ‘Why do nice people always get dumped?’

‘It’s one of life’s age-old mysteries,’ he says. ‘Like why is the coffee crème always the last chocolate in the box to be eaten?’

I laugh. And I realise that it’s a very long time since I did that. Especially in a solicitor’s office.

‘Any kids?’ Nick Diamond asks.

‘No. No. No. Oh, no. None.’

‘Me neither.’

I clap my hands together. ‘Great. So we’re both young, free and single.’

‘I guess so.’ And Nick sounds suddenly sad and alone. ‘I would have liked them though. Children. A boy and a girl.’ He looks slightly embarrassed at his confession. ‘It’s everyone’s ideal, isn’t it – except Janine’s. She’s a fitness fanatic – didn’t want stretchmarks.’

‘Who does? Kids ruin your figure.’ I clear my throat. ‘So I’m told.’

‘I believe the comely bosoms are the first thing to go.’

We both giggle.

‘I do hope they’re not too much longer,’ I say with a longing glance at the clock. ‘I’ve got an interview with a recruitment agency this afternoon.’

‘Career change?’

‘You could call it that. I haven’t worked for years.’

‘Rich husband?’

‘Er … filthy.’ Never mind that Bruno never had two pennies to rub together and left me with even less. I can hardly tell my new friend that I’m a stay-at-home mum who spends her entire life looking after two rather hyperactive children when I have just denied their very existence. What sort of a mother am I, for goodness sake? At thirty-three I already feel like a raddled old one, I can tell you. I have borne Poppy who is supposed to be ten, but over the last few years she has clearly been ageing in dog years mentally. That makes her around fifty-six, which sounds about right to me. Connor is not quite two. He’s destined to be a man and, therefore, will never, ever grow up at all.

‘A life of leisure then?’

‘Every moment of it.’ I wish. Why can’t I come clean and tell him that I’m a single mum struggling to hold her life together? ‘But it means that I don’t possess one single marketable skill. To be honest, I haven’t got any inclination to work either, but now I haven’t got any choice.’

‘What about your settlement? Surely, your husband wants to look after you?’

‘The only person Bruno has ever wanted to look after is himself,’ I say. ‘I’m currently trying to divorce him in his absence. He’s done a runner.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ Nick Diamond looks at me kindly. ‘I’m sure you’ll find something.’

‘Yeah.’ I fake a lightness I don’t feel. ‘I can’t think of anything worse than being stuck in some pokey office all day.’ Other than looking after kids all day, I mean.

Two secretaries simultaneously crane their heads out of office doors. They’re wearing beige suits with red blouses to match the décor and have obviously not been availing themselves of the tips contained within the pages of New Style magazine.

‘Mrs Terry. Mr Diamond,’ the secretaries trill, and hover at their respective office doors through which we gain admittance to the inner sanctums – or the money-making centres as I like to call them.

We both stand up.

‘Well …’ Nick says.

‘Well …’

‘Nice to meet you.’

‘Nice to meet you, too.’

Nick hesitates before he says, ‘Maybe we could … No, well … never mind.’ He casts an uneasy glance at the waiting staff. ‘You’ve probably got a mad social whirl now that you’re young, free and single again.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’ A bit of bravado for the secretaries who do look young, free and single and not like sad sacks who spend every night in front of the telly watching old Disney videos with nothing but a glass of cheap wine and a Mars bar for company. Nick’s face falls and I suddenly realise what I’ve said. ‘Well, not that mad.’

But I’ve missed my chance.

He holds out his hand and shakes mine, while the waiting secretaries start to tap their corporate feet. ‘Good luck with your interview. I hope they find you a great job.’

Some hope. ‘Thanks. Good luck with hanging on to your international business. And your shirt.’

We exchange a shy smile.

‘Thanks,’ he says. And we both take a deep breath. He seems such a nice man, I wonder how can he have deserved this? I watch him disappear into the office of his vulture – sorry, solicitor – before I too plunge headlong into the gritty and unpleasant world of divorce once more.



Chapter Two


I live in Milton Keynes, the fastest-growing city in the UK. It’s a vibrant place that resembles a large slab of America set down amidst the green and gentle countryside of Buckinghamshire. I’m a bit of an anomaly here in that I arrived before it was a new city, when it was just a twinkle in a planner’s eye and there was no grid system, no shopping mall and no housing estates, only fields and mud and cows.

I leave the heat of Tumley & Goss’s offices – these people don’t need to worry about the size of their heating bills – and emerge into the sharp, fresh air of Midsummer Boulevard. In the centre of the city, all the roads are perfectly straight, which ensures that every puff of wind is funnelled towards those unwise enough to be wearing a skirt in the middle of winter, i.e. me. Within seconds my knees are blue and frozen. I stride up the road, wrapping my coat around me, and eventually dodge into another stainless steel and glass building that typifies the architectural style here.

After the trauma of the solicitors’, I’m not feeling very strong about subjecting myself to further humiliation at the hands of a recruitment agency. I’ve never been into one of these places before, but I feel intimidated enough by the banks of humming computers, let alone the rows of officious-looking women sitting next to them. They all have fake tans and look like they sit with their buttocks clenched all day. Also, they all look considerably smarter than I do and this is absolutely my best jacket. Not so much last season, though, as last century. When I get a super-duper status job, the first thing I’ll do is rush out and buy a hideously expensive designer power suit. But from an outlet store, of course.

I give the receptionist my details, then sit down at one of the desks opposite the lovely Leone as I’ve been instructed.

‘Hi.’ She gives me a brief smile and it’s clear that this is the full extent of her pleasantries. ‘Name and address?’

I can manage that without too much trouble and duly reel them off. I even follow them with my phone number, without so much as a glitch, while Leone taps away.

She deigns to lift her eyes towards me. ‘Previous experience?’

Does she want to know that I can churn out nutritious meals on a meagre budget with alarming regularity, or that I’m a dab hand with a vacuum cleaner, or that I can turn a hysterical, screaming child into an angel with only the help of a packet of M&Ms? Or should I just cut to the chase and tell her exactly how many men I’ve slept with? I’m afraid I’m not very experienced in that department either. I don’t need to take off my socks to count the number of partners I’ve had – it’s just one for each foot and both of them husbands.

‘Jobs?’ she says while I’m still pondering my reply.

‘Oh. None.’ Not in living memory, anyway. I’m not sure that a stint as an office cleaner or a supermarket cashier over ten years ago is anything to brag about in my current situation.

She ceases her tapping, abruptly. ‘So you’ve no experience?’

A hush descends on the whole of the recruitment agency and I get the sense of tans blanching.

‘Loads of it,’ I say with as much bluff as I can muster. ‘Just not in the work sense of the word.’

Leone loses the little smile she’d managed to produce.

‘So you haven’t brought a CV.’

‘No,’ I say. ‘But I can do one. I’ve got a degree in Business Studies.’ I hope she doesn’t ask for proof of this as I actually did an NVQ in Business Studies at my local college. But it was very interesting and I came top in my class.

‘That’s rather like having a car but being unable to drive,’ she points out.

‘Oh come on.’ My patience is skating on thin ice. ‘There must be one job out there that requires no skill, no brain, no specialist equipment, but you can still make loads of money.’

Leone shows me her teeth. ‘There is,’ she says. ‘But then it would be a pimp you’d require, not a recruitment consultant.’

It’s clear that I am wasting my own and Leone’s valuable time, so I get up to leave.

‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘Thanks a bunch.’

If the government want to get single mums out of the home and working again – then they’d better do something about smug bitches like Leone. But, as we all know from the daily press, we single-parent families are the scourge of the nation, along with asylum seekers, beggars, drug addicts and the drivers of Vauxhall Corsas. I hope Leone has kids one day and they ruin her figure, and then her husband, who she still loves, leaves her to manage on benefits – that would wipe the smile off her pouty little face. And I hope that one day, when she is trying to drag herself up by her boot-straps, someone is as nasty to her as she’s been to me.

But, obviously, I say none of this and start to slink out of the office instead, shamefaced and seething.

As I head to the door, she calls after me. ‘Wait.’

She pulls a piece of paper out of her printer. ‘There is one job …’

I take the piece of paper and scan it, trying very hard to look interested and not as if I’m about to cry. ‘This looks okay,’ I say. It doesn’t really look okay, it looks beyond dire. But I am fast learning that beggars – and single mums – cannot be choosers. ‘I’d definitely consider it.’

‘Ah,’ Leone says and takes the paper off me again. ‘The thing is whether they’d consider you.’



Chapter Three


Nick Diamond rubbed his hands together, partly in celebration of being master of all he surveyed and partly because it was freeze-your-testicles-off cold. A corner used-car lot on a busy thoroughfare on the outskirts of the city was not perhaps much of an empire, but it was all his and there was a certain amount of pride in that.

Technically, the bank owned rather more of it than he did. But it would all be his one day – one day when he had paid off his astronomical debts. And, amid all the other doom and gloom of divorce, at least his solicitor had told him that he could hang onto his business as long as he signed over the house to Janine – his currently estranged wife. Which wasn’t the fairest of deals, but it was the least painful option. As there were no children, the house wasn’t classed as the family home – it was just a pile of bricks and mortar to be carved up between them as they saw fit. Anyway, he couldn’t imagine himself living alone in a house that held so many memories of them as a couple. Nick patted the bonnet of an ageing Mondeo for comfort. His cars were a poor substitute for children, but currently they were all he’d got.

An elderly couple were doddering across the yard, weaving their way between the various cars, both stooped and frail-looking. They reminded him of his grandparents when they’d been alive and Nick cast a fond smile in their direction. He’d hoped that he and Janine would grow old and wrinkled together – but now that wasn’t going to be the case. They hadn’t even got as far as getting middle-aged spread together.

‘Let me know if you need any help,’ Nick shouted over to the old couple.

‘We’re just browsing,’ the man said. His wife smiled pleasantly. ‘If that’s all right.’

‘Of course,’ Nick said. ‘Take your time.’

It was heartbreaking. How could he sell a car to people like these who clearly were struggling to afford a vehicle at all? They both wore thin, threadbare coats and the wind today was biting. He wanted to take them into his office – a ragged, makeshift Portakabin at the back of the lot – and offer them hot sweet tea and slightly stale digestive biscuits. Guiltily, Nick jammed his hands deeper into the pockets of his snug North Face jacket.

He’d never envisaged being a car salesman, but then he’d never envisaged doing anything, really; that’s probably why his career had lacked a certain amount of focus and drive. As a result, he’d wandered aimlessly through the wily world of estate agenting, he’d trodden water in the tedious world of export planning – which he never quite understood from the day he started until the day he was invited to leave – until several jobs later he had found himself in the marginally more distracting world of car sales. All those years of sitting rooted to Top Gear had paid dividends after all.

Nick had worked for three years in a main dealership selling expensive and shiny cars to high-end buyers with company budgets. Then, at the age of thirty – a dangerous time in a man’s life – the lure of running his own business had presented itself in the rather dilapidated form of CHEEP AND CHEARFULL USED CARS (sic).

Janine had urged him to better himself and her vision of bettering himself had been passing up a decent salary, equally decent bonuses on a regular basis and a selection of shiny company cars, for the permanently impoverished and precarious state of the self-employed. The car yard had ‘potential’, Janine had assured him. Potential for what, he hadn’t yet discovered. Other than the potential to be a bone of contention in their rapidly failing marriage. Still, all this lassitude towards his business was about to change. Now that he knew his car yard was secure for the foreseeable future, he could start to move forward. In a short amount of time, the word ‘entrepreneur’ would not be far from people’s lips when they talked about Nick Diamond.

The elderly couple shuffled nearer to him, circling an ageing Rover that, rather like them, had frankly seen better days.

‘Seen anything you like?’ Nick asked.

‘Yes,’ the man said. ‘I think we’ll take this one.’

‘Right,’ Nick said. ‘I’ll get the keys and take you for a test drive.’

‘No, no,’ the man replied. ‘I don’t want to put you to any trouble. We just want to buy it.’

‘But you must take it on a test drive.’

‘Oh no,’ his wife chipped in. ‘We’d be too worried to do that.’

‘You must,’ Nick insisted. ‘If you took it on a test drive you’d realise that the clutch needs replacing and one of the shock absorbers is shot.’

‘Oh dear.’ The couple exchanged a fearful look. ‘That sounds very expensive.’

‘It is,’ Nick said.

‘Well …’ The man scratched his chin. ‘My wife likes the colour, so I think we’ll take it anyway.’

‘Are you sure I can’t dissuade you? There are other, much better vehicles.’

‘No. We like this one.’

‘Fine.’ This felt like stealing sweets from a child. ‘So how much are you going to offer me?’

‘Offer you?’The couple swapped another worried look. ‘We’re happy to pay the price it says on the windscreen.’

‘But that’s outrageous,’ Nick said. ‘That’s about five hundred quid over the odds.’

‘Is it?’ The man looked perplexed.

‘It’s daylight robbery, sir.’

‘Things aren’t like they were.’ The old man shook his head. ‘Business is business these days.’

‘This is how it goes,’ Nick said kindly. ‘I overprice the cars and then you try to knock me down.’

‘Oh.’ The worried expression deepened. ‘I couldn’t possibly do that.’

‘No. Really, you should. I fully expect it. Try to knock me down.’

The man’s wife put her hand on his arm. ‘Ron, you can’t do that.’

‘Please.’ Nick could tell that he was beginning to beg. ‘Knock me down.’

‘Well,’ the man said, ‘if you insist.’

Without warning, the man cannoned out a scrawny fist and hit Nick squarely on the chin. It was like being hit by Frank Bruno or a speeding train, and Nick felt his legs buckle beneath him. A circle of birds was tweeting round his head. The couple stood over him smiling broadly.

‘When exactly was the last time you bought a car?’ Nick said, trying to massage his jaw back into shape.



Chapter Four


I’m sitting in my friend Sophie’s kitchen, nursing a well-deserved cup of tea and a wriggling son. Sophie and I have been friends since forever, passing all the major milestones of our lives since primary school in amiable companionship. Our hissy spats have, thankfully, been few and far between. Now we live in neighbouring areas – me in Emerson Valley, Sophie in Furzton Lake. Close but not on top of each other, if you know what I mean. As children we lived in the same street, which would perhaps as adults be too close. If I’d had a sister I’m sure she couldn’t have cared for me more than Sophie.

My friend has now been elevated from the level of best friend to something approaching sainthood as she has agreed to child mind Connor every day at no extra expense to myself while I try to rebuild my life – and is doing this despite having two monsters of her own to contend with. You simply wouldn’t believe the depth of my gratitude. Sophie has offered me a lifeline when I was beginning to sink beneath the waves of debt and despair.

I lower my voice and cover Connor’s ears with my hands so that my child doesn’t hear my next confession. ‘I told him I hadn’t got any children.’

‘Wishful thinking,’ Sophie observed.

‘What sort of a mother am I?’

‘The usual sort,’ Sophie said. ‘“I love them dearly, but if I had my time again …”’

‘It’s only the kids that are keeping me going,’ I say rather shakily. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without them. They’re my sanity.’

‘And that is a truly scary thought.’ Sophie sips her tea. ‘So what was this man in the solicitor’s office like?’

‘He had “nice” stamped all over him.’

‘Nice? More detail please.’

‘Tall. Slim. Darkish. Well turned out.’

‘Well turned out?’ Sophie laughs. ‘That’s the sort of thing my mother says.’

I shrug. What else can I say about him? ‘He wasn’t heart-breakingly gorgeous. He wasn’t pig ugly. He wasn’t chisel-jawed. He didn’t have predominant pecs. He was nice. Just nice.’

‘Didn’t you tell him that you don’t do nice, you only do bastard?’

‘I don’t know what I told him,’ I admit. And take another chocolate finger for solace. Connor immediately grabs it off me and pushes it up his nose. ‘I went all weird. I’ve forgotten how to talk to men.’

‘That’s probably because you’re normally used to shouting at them.’

I take the biscuit from Connor’s nose and wipe it on my sleeve, before putting it back in the correct orifice whilst trying to convince myself that a certain number of germs are good for his immune system. ‘I hate being divorced.’

‘I hate being married,’ Sophie says flatly.

And only part of her is joking. She’s been with her husband Tom for ten years now, married for seven. And call me superstitious, but I’m convinced that the seven-year-itch is a very real phenomenon. I think it would be fair to say that they are not love’s young dream any more. Even their home carries the air of a couple who have stopped caring. Everything is scuffed, shabby and very slightly dented.

‘And the recruitment agency?’

‘A deeply demoralising experience.’ I purse my lips in dismay. ‘Despite the fact that I’ve managed to survive until the tender age of thirty-three and am still of sound mind and body, and am capable of steering myself and my two children through the highs and lows of this existence we laughingly call life, I am fit for nothing in the employment market.’

‘Nothing at all?’

‘Well. One job. I’ve got an interview for it tomorrow. It sounds utterly miserable. The woman at the agency told me I should consider becoming a hooker.’

‘There are worse jobs,’ Sophie says sagely.

‘Like what?’

‘Divorce solicitor.’

‘Ooo!’We both spit as if there’s something very nasty in our mouths. Connor joins in – except there is something nasty in his mouth. A pile of soggy, half-chewed biscuit lands on my lap.

‘I’d put recruitment consultant up there too now,’ I say. ‘She was such a cow. Looked at me as if I was your typical single mum – two divorces under her belt, two children by two different fathers, feckless woman.’

‘You are,’ Sophie says.

Technically, she’s right, but it doesn’t feel like that from my perspective. My first marriage didn’t last as long as my unplanned and entirely unexpected pregnancy – the reason why the marriage took place at all. I was on the Pill, so it was one hell of a shock when, after missing a couple of periods, I realised that the reason I could no longer do up my jeans wasn’t down to my increased chocolate intake.

My husband Steve disappeared just before our darling daughter Poppy appeared and I’ve never seen him since. To this day, I don’t know why he left. We had no money, no home to call our own and a baby on the way – but is that enough reason to pack your bags and leave? When you’re twenty-three, perhaps it is. I heard that he’d moved to Brighton and was doing casual work in the hotels there, but I have no idea if that’s true. So it was down to me to bring Poppy up alone. And, unfortunately, this was long before the concept of ‘starter marriages’ and single celebrity mums was fashionable.

Bruno was a different kettle of fish altogether. We had a whirlwind romance followed by a hastily organised wedding. And you know what they say about marrying in haste. Well, it’s true. I’ve certainly done a lot of repenting at leisure ever since. I met Bruno when Poppy was still a toddler, on a rare girls’ night out with Sophie, having persuaded my mother to babysit. And I can rationalise it all now, but I’m sure I was just looking for another father for Poppy – though quite why I thought an irrepressible rogue like Bruno was good father material, heaven only knows. Maybe I should have suspected something was amiss when he proposed to me while he was drunk. I definitely have faulty wiring in my radar when it comes to spotting bad ’uns.

Our relationship was one that would be classed as ‘volatile’ if I were being polite; during a brief period of harmony when Bruno was more often in my bed than in someone else’s, Connor was born. But Bruno never let fatherhood or marriage curb his natural instincts and, despite my fantasy of an idyllic family life, I was still left to bring up the kids alone.

‘I felt so useless,’ I tell Sophie. ‘I had to do a CV. It was terrible. I just made up loads of stuff.’

‘Everyone does,’ states my friend, who hasn’t worked either for the last few years. ‘Don’t lose any sleep over it.’

But I probably will.

‘Still,’ Sophie says thoughtfully, ‘I’d consider becoming a hooker. I can’t even give it away for free in this house.’

‘Be thankful.’ I jiggle Connor who is starting to get restless without the entertaining distraction of snacks to introduce into his body. ‘If I ever want to find another man, it means dating again. I am so looking forward to going back on the giddy round of supper, snog and sex. Not! Sometimes you don’t even get the supper.’

Why is it that some women get wined and dined and whisked away to exotic locations at the drop of a hat – and some just don’t. The only ‘wining’ I’ve ever been on the receiving end of had an ‘h’ in it. This time I need a man who will feed the inner goddess in me. And as my inner goddess only needs chocolate on a regular basis, how hard can that be?

Sophie looks wistful. ‘It sounds great,’ she says. ‘So exciting. Wild, reckless, abandoned.’

‘It isn’t.’ I shake my head. ‘It’s nerve-wracking, expensive and horrible. You’ve just forgotten what it was like. Be thankful for what you’ve got.’

‘A husband who’s more emotionally attached to David Beckham than he is to me? Yeah, right.’

‘Tom’s not that bad,’ I lie. He is, though. I like Sophie’s husband as a person, but you couldn’t really class him as a hunk of burning love. Tom treats Sophie as if she’s completely invisible. She says she has to look in the mirror every ten minutes just to check that she actually is still there.

‘I could dance round the lounge naked with a rose between my teeth and Tom wouldn’t notice. He’d just tell me that I was blocking his view of the telly.’

Sophie does have a point. You can arrive at their house at any time of the day or night and find Tom fixed to the same seat of the sofa surrounded by remote controls and bags of crisps. Homer Simpson is more animated than Tom King. ‘You’re just bored with each other.’

‘Ah, if only it were so simple,’ she says enigmatically. ‘So are you going to see the “nice” man again?’

‘Nick,’ I say. ‘He was called Nick Diamond. And no, probably not. Unless we get simultaneous solicitors’ appointments again.’

‘Simultaneous anything would suit me these days,’ she sighs. ‘Still no contact from Bruno?’

‘No. The solicitor said I should consider hiring a private detective to try and track him down.’

‘Oh Anna.’ Sophie takes my hand.

‘Don’t “Oh Anna” me or I might cry.’

‘It won’t be long before this is sorted out and you’ve got a fab new job and a “nice” new man.’

‘Yeah. And in the meantime, I’ve got Cheeky Charlie hamburgers that need torturing.’ I stand up, hitching Connor onto my hip even though he’s far too big for me to be still carrying him. Men start playing the useless card very early. I kiss Sophie goodbye.

‘Say bye-bye to Aunty Sophie.’

‘Bye-bye to Aunty Sophie,’ Connor lisps. ‘I’ll bring him round again tomorrow so that I can go to this job interview.’

‘That’s fine,’ Sophie says. ‘I’ll be here. Same place, same shit.’



Chapter Five


Nick winced as the rim of the hot mug brushed against his swollen lip. He tested the sausage-like thickness of it with his teeth. Mr and Mrs Smith nursed their cups of tea too as they all stood and admired the cosy little car in front of them.

‘This is a much nicer vehicle,’ Nick said to the elderly couple. It was still a Rover, but a much newer model. ‘It’s as solid as a rock. There’s a full service history. It has a state-of-the-art CD player …’

They both looked very confused.

‘But maybe that won’t bother you.’

Concerned, Mrs Smith asked, ‘Will we be able to get Terry Wogan?’

‘Yes, it has a radio. I’ll tune it to Radio Two especially for you.’

The woman sighed with relief.

‘It’s got a full set of new tyres, and at that price, it’s a steal.’ Nick stepped away from Mr Smith. ‘You won’t need to knock me down again.’

Mr and Mrs Smith were visibly pleased. ‘How do you know so much about this car?’ the old fellow enquired.

Nick sighed. ‘Because it’s mine.’

‘Oh, but we couldn’t take your car, could we, Ron?’ his wife piped up.

‘I insist,’ Nick said. ‘It will last you a lifetime.’ He looked at how frail they seemed. ‘Probably longer.’

‘This is very nice of you.’ Mrs Smith patted his arm.

‘I’m known for it.’ He tried not to think how much this was going to cost him, but he hoped that when his own parents were similarly old and doddery that they’d find someone with a heart who wouldn’t rip them off because they didn’t know any better.

‘Will you take our car in part-exchange?’

Nick followed Mr Smith’s gaze to the heap of junk parked on the road outside the yard. There was no way that thing should still be on the road. It was a death-trap. Didn’t they have a loving son tucked away somewhere to take care of them?

‘Does it have a valid MOT?’

Mr and Mrs Smith gazed at him blankly.

He would never be able to shift this. The whole thing looked as if it were held together with string and prayers. He was going to have to pay for it to go to the scrapyard. ‘Yes,’ Nick said. ‘I’ll take it in part-exchange. I’ll give you five hundred quid for it.’

Mr Smith’s eyes lit up. Fifty was probably too much.

‘So we have a deal?’

‘Yes.’ Mr Smith handed Nick his empty mug, pulled out a chequebook and scribbled a cheque.

‘I wouldn’t normally take a cheque for this amount.’ Nick chewed at his lip. ‘Don’t you have a credit card?’

Again they both looked at him without an obvious sign of comprehension. Back at home they probably had a video recorder they still couldn’t programme either.

‘This will take a few days to clear.’

Disappointment weighed them down. ‘Oh,’ Mr Smith said. ‘We did so want to take it now. There is enough money in the account, isn’t there, Elsie?’

Elsie nodded earnestly. ‘We’ve been saving our pension.’

‘Well,’ Nick softened. ‘I’m sure it will be fine. Can you put your address on the back, please? You can never be too careful these days.’

Mr Smith obliged and Nick handed over the keys, the log book and the vehicle’s registration document.

‘It’s all yours now.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Mrs Smith looked quite tearful as she too relinquished her cup. ‘You’ve been very kind, dearie. And thank you for the tea.’

‘You’re welcome,’ Nick said with a warm smile.

Mr Smith struggled to slide into the driver’s seat and Nick went round to help Mrs Smith into the passenger side. He watched them as they drove slowly out of the yard, all smiles and waving madly, and along the street at a pace that would never induce a speed camera to flash.

Nick looked in dismay at the rusting pre-war heap that he’d been left with. He’d no idea how they’d managed to drive here in it. The bloody thing probably wouldn’t even start. Somehow, he’d have to move it inside the yard or it was likely to get a parking ticket slapped on it – more expense.

‘Hello, hello.’ Nick’s friend Sam crossed the yard towards him.

‘Hi, Sam.’ Nick turned his attention away from the problem car. ‘What are you doing here?’

His mate was carrying two takeaway pizza boxes with two Styrofoam cups balanced on top of them.

‘I have made enough money for one morning,’ Sam said. ‘Shall we stop the wheels of big business from grinding relentlessly forward and pause for an executive lunch?’

Sam was tall and handsome and supremely confident, and all of the things that Nick wished he would be in his next lifetime. He did something wonderfully flash in one of the posh buildings in the city centre and wore designer suits and drove a slinky new Porsche. Generally blokes hated Sam, while women adored him. Nick constantly felt as if he shrank in Sam’s shadow, as much now as he did in their schooldays, but then his friend liked to play the protector and had been a constant source of support during his break-up with Janine. The fact that Sam had hated Janine anyway had made him particularly vociferous in his condemnation of her – which had made Nick feel better as he’d never quite found it in his heart to condemn her himself.

Nick fell in step beside Sam and they headed towards his office.

Sam took one look at the rust bucket for which Nick had just part-exchanged his own pride and joy – and nodded disdainfully in its direction. ‘I think you’ve just been tucked up, mate.’

‘The owners were old. They were poor,’ Nick said in his defence. ‘It would have been like ripping off my own grandparents.’

Sam gave Nick a pitying look.

‘It’s a classic car,’ Nick went on.

‘Right – classically awful.’

Nick sighed. ‘Do you ever get the feeling I’m not cut out for big business?’

‘Frequently.’ Sam put his arm round Nick’s shoulders and steered him round the puddles that had formed in the last shower of rain. ‘What type of pizza do you fancy? Meaty Extravaganza or the girly seafood and sweetcorn bollocks?’

‘I’ll have the girly bollocks one,’ Nick said. ‘I’m off meat at the moment.’



Chapter Six


Nick balanced his pizza on his lap on a plastic garden chair, while Sam leaned back in the genuine leather-look armchair with his feet up on Nick’s desk in the small gap his friend had cleared in the mountainous paperwork. The wind whistled through the gaps in the ill-fitting windows, causing the ragged curtains to flutter daintily.

‘So tell me more.’

‘She was nice,’ Nick said. ‘Pretty gorgeous, in fact. Blonde. Funny. Sophisticated. Single.’

‘Breasts?’

‘Yes. But not too much.’

‘How can you have too much?’ Sam said, chewing enthusiastically on his deep-pan pizza. ‘What a result! Meeting a bird in your solicitor’s office. Respect, mate.’ He slurped at his cup of coffee. ‘So when are you seeing her again?’

‘Well … I don’t want to rush into another relationship.’

‘Which means that you didn’t even get her phone number.’

‘Not exactly.’

And that was another one of the many ways in which Nick and his closest friend differed. Sam would have had the lovely Mrs Anna Terry in his bedroom on the same night, whereas Nick was more of the slow-smoulder type. When, in the dim and distant past, he’d been on the dating scene, it had taken him on average around twelve calendar months to pluck up courage to ask a girl out. And that was only if she was known to be a character of loose morals and had already expressed an interest, via one of her friends, in being seen in public with him. The only reason he’d ended up with Janine was that she’d pursued him relentlessly throughout the courting process. Nick knew that he was not a natural predator.

He watched Sam rip into his meat-filled pizza. It was clear that his friend was.

‘How are you ever going to achieve the status of lurve god when you let a golden opportunity such as this slip through your fingers?’ Sam muttered through his tomato sauce.

‘Don’t you mean how can I ever achieve the status of lurve god when I’m back living at home with my two ageing parents in semi-detached suburbia, wearing stripy pyjamas and eating jam roly-poly every day?’

‘You’ve got to move out of your parents’ place, mate,’ Sam said. ‘Pronto. Come and live with me.’

‘You have one bed, Sam. Both halves of it are usually occupied – one by your good self and the other by someone whose name you may or may not remember in the morning.’

‘I could move the rowing machine out of the spare room for you.’

‘Oh, that would be nice,’ Nick said. ‘I’ve always wanted to be a gooseberry. At least living at my folks’ house I don’t have to listen to them having conjugal rights through the walls.’

Sam smirked. ‘I bet they still do it.’

‘Oh, don’t be ridiculous,’ Nick snorted. ‘My mother only did it once to have me and, by her account, found it very overrated. My father’s been having a tempestuous affair with his Flymo for the last thirty years.’

‘What a life.’ Sam licked his fingers thoughtfully. ‘Do you think we’ll ever be like that?’

‘You won’t,’ Nick mused. ‘You’ll be like Mick Jagger – rocking and rolling on regardless even though you’re about to draw your old-age pension. But very occasionally I see my dad fitting his grass box to his lawnmower with tender loving care and think that could well be me in a few short years.’ Nick looked up from his pizza. ‘You see, I like gardening.’

Sam tossed aside his pizza box. ‘We’ve got to put a stop to this. Now.’ He stood up to leave. ‘Tonight, my friend, we are going out on the old razzle-dazzle-do.’

‘No can do.’

‘Pray why?’

Nick looked sheepish. ‘Line-dancing.’

Sam started to laugh.

‘Yes, I know. But I’ve promised my mum that I’d go with her.’

‘Line-dancing?’

‘Yes. Line-dancing.’

‘This is more serious than I thought,’ Sam said. ‘There is such a thing as being too good a son.’

‘I can’t let her down,’ Nick insisted. ‘She’s doing all my washing. And she’s worried about my emotional well-being.’

‘Line-dancing won’t fix that,’ Sam pointed out. ‘There’s only one thing that will.’

‘A senseless shag isn’t the answer to everything.’

‘I think you’ll find that it is.’

Nick sighed.

‘Tomorrow night then.’ Sam looked as if he wouldn’t take no for an answer. ‘And no excuses. I don’t want to hear that you’re going to the Flymo Appreciation Society with your dad.’

‘Tomorrow’s fine,’ Nick agreed. ‘Tomorrow’s cool.’

‘Great.’ Sam rubbed his hands together in glee. ‘There’s a brand new, hot-to-trot, desperate divorcés and sex-starved singles club just opened. We will show it exactly what we are made of.’

Nick looked worried. ‘I’m pretty sure I’m made of all things reluctant.’

‘You’ll be fine.’ Sam brushed aside his concerns. ‘You’re just out of practice.’

‘I don’t want to practise on a desperate divorcée.’

Sam winked at him. ‘But someone may want to practise on you.’

Nick’s interest perked up a bit. Wasn’t it time he started to cut his ties to his marriage and any hope that some tiny spark left in Janine’s heart might be rekindled? There were butterflies in his stomach at the thought of dating again.

‘I’m too old and too nervous for all this,’ he protested. ‘I liked being married.’ And he had. Commitment and companionable cosiness was his natural state. Shame that Janine had grown tired of it.

‘But you’re not married any more, mate. It’s over. Time to move on.’

Nick huffed unhappily and put down his pizza, unfinished.

‘Polish up your Lurex dancing pants, my friend. Tomorrow will be the first day of the rest of your life.’ Sam opened the door to the Portakabin, letting the breeze stir the unfiled papers. ‘I’d better get going,’ he said. ‘Money to make. Hearts to break.’

Nick leaned on the door frame watching his friend stride out across the car yard. He wished he could be more like Sam. Self-confident, self-assured, self-centred and completely lacking in sensitivity.

Sam turned and pointed back at Nick. ‘Tomorrow. Don’t forget.’

‘I’m not dancing with anyone with black roots or wearing white stilettos!’ Nick shouted.

‘We’ll see,’ Sam said, and jumped back into his shiny Boxster with a carefree wave. ‘We’ll see.’



Chapter Seven


Nick sat at the dining table in his parents’ house and wondered how he’d managed, after what seemed like a startlingly short hiatus, to come full circle in his life and be back in his old bedroom and eating his mother’s 1950s-style cooking once more.

‘Come on. Eat up, Nicholas,’ his mother urged. ‘We don’t want to miss kick-off.’

Nick groaned and surveyed the mountain of treacle tart that still graced his plate, despite his already having devoured a good half of the portion. He could feel his teeth decaying just looking at it. ‘Mum, this is like having school dinners all over again. You do not have to make me a full-blown, stodgy pudding every night.’

‘My puddings are never stodgy.’ His mother trembled with indignation. ‘Besides, your father wouldn’t be without his treacle tart.’

‘Janine was a health-freak, Mum.’ And a qualified nutritionist. Nothing with calories, E numbers or taste ever graced their fridge. She used to resist every attempt by Nick’s mother to cajole them into coming to dinner, because she knew she’d be forced to eat food that took eighteen days to digest. ‘I’m used to living on stir-fried vegetables, yoghurt and tofu.’

‘We’ll have none of that talk in this house.’ His mother shuddered at the very thought. ‘That is not man’s food. If Janine had given you roly-poly every night then perhaps you wouldn’t be heading for the D.I.V.O.R.C.E. courts.’ Monica produced a handkerchief from her sleeve and started to sniff delicately into it.

‘Mum …’ Nick placed a hand on her arm. ‘We are not heading for the divorce courts. It’s all being handled very amicably.’

‘You mean that Janine has bled you dry and you’ve just handed it all over.’

‘Mum …’

‘Then why are you back in your old bedroom and she’s still ensconced in your nice shiny house? Tell him, Roger.’

His father, otherwise intent on eating his treacle tart, looked up but said nothing. Nick looked round the room where he had eaten all his dinners as he was growing up. The sturdy, mahogany furniture was still the same, as was the sprigged-rose wallpaper. The carpet still clashed with it all horribly and he still wished that he’d had a sibling, or several, to help divert his mother’s attention away from him.

His parents had been married for well over fifty years. Their Golden Wedding Anniversary celebration, a lavish sausage roll and Liebfraumilch affair, was but a dim and distant memory. They had the sort of stoic marriage that was fast dying out. Nick admired them for their tenacity and loyalty to each other, but could never quite understand why his father hadn’t put his wife under the patio years ago. And he had often wondered, if his mother had been financially independent like Janine, would she have high-tailed it and run out on her husband too?

Marriage seemed to be an institution that no one respected any more – particularly not in Britain. This morning, the solicitor had gaily told him that the UK enjoyed the highest divorce rate in Europe and that the figures had now ominously slipped to the ratio of one in two marriages ending in failure. Nick was glad, in some bizarre way: at least he wasn’t alone in his suffering.

‘I get to keep the business, Mum.’

Monica snorted disparagingly.

‘And I’m sure Janine will sell the house. Eventually. She said that … Phil,’ he stumbled over the name of his wife’s new paramour, ‘Phil was having trouble getting a mortgage sorted out.’ One of the other joys of being self-employed was that no one ever wanted to lend you money, unless you had enough in the bank not to need it.

‘He seems like a right one,’ his mother noted.

Nick paused with his spoon poised. ‘How do you know?’

Monica looked embarrassed. Or as embarrassed as his mother ever got.

‘Mum, you don’t go into his shop, do you? Tell me you don’t.’

‘He does very nice stewing beef,’ Monica protested. ‘The best around here. And he’s cheaper than that other chap down the road.’

Nick shook his head. ‘I’ve heard it all now.’

Out of all the butchers in the world, his mother, bless her, chose to buy her meat from his love rival. Where was her loyalty to him? Nick felt like banging his head on the sturdy dining table.

His mother snatched away his bowl. ‘Come on, or we’ll miss “Achy Breaky Heart”.’

Pushing away from the table, Nick stood up. ‘I want to make one thing absolutely clear. I am not wearing a Stetson.’



Chapter Eight


I’m lying on Connor’s bed trying to interest my son in the concept of sleep. I’ve been reading a story to him for the last hour and his eyes are finally starting to roll, whereas mine have been struggling to stay open for at least the last fifty-nine minutes. I came very close to bludgeoning him into unconsciousness with one of the myriad soft toys that he requires to comfort him in his night-time terrors. The poor little lad never had trouble sleeping before Bruno left and I can’t help wondering whether the two things are related.

Just as Connor is dropping off, Poppy crashes through the door and flops down on his bed, making his eyes shoot wide open again.

‘I’m bored,’ she announces.

‘You’re too young to be bored.’

‘Don’t you ever get bored, Mummy? You never go out.’

‘That’s because I’m old and broke and have two whining children.’

Poppy pulls Doggy towards her and twiddles his moth-eaten ear between her thumbs. Doggy is the most revolting creature on God’s earth. Any semblance to a real dog has long since been lost as all the stuffing has been tumble-dried out of him over the course of many years. Doggy was originally owned and almost loved into oblivion by Poppy before Connor formed a similarly unhealthy bond with him. Doggy has lost all of his fur, both his eyes and there’s a gaping hole where his mouth should be. I have to handwash him now as one more trip to the washing machine would certainly mean curtains for this canine.

Some years ago Bruno and I took the kids on holiday to Devon – a rare and much-anticipated treat. When we arrived at the rather damp and gloomy cottage – that was, of course, all roses round the door in the brochure – we discovered amid high-pitched hysteria from both offspring, that Doggy had been left behind. That night, Bruno drove all the way back home to retrieve said manky animal to ensure that the rest of our holiday wouldn’t be punctuated by tearful scenes and sleepless nights. It was in the halcyon days when we were relatively happy and Bruno was going through a rare period when he would willingly have driven through the night to bring comfort to his wife and children. Though I have wondered in recent times if the Doggy incident contributed in some small way to our marital breakdown. But then I often wonder what caused it. Apart from his inability to face up to his responsibilities or stay faithful, of course.

As if reading my mind, Poppy pipes up, ‘Have you heard anything from Daddy?’

By Daddy she means Bruno as he is the only father she has ever known. She knows that he isn’t her real father – I went through the whole painful business with her when I thought she was old enough to understand, but she’s never brought up the subject of her missing parent again. So until now I’ve managed to dodge the issue quite successfully. I dread the day she decides she wants to be reunited with her true dad, even though he’s never shown the slightest bit of interest in her. Why does life have to be so complicated?

I snuggle down next to Poppy and Connor and stroke my daughter’s blonde hair. She is the image of Steve – her real father – whereas Connor is dark, like Bruno. Both in colouring and character, I suspect. ‘No, love. I haven’t.’
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