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Chapter One



      

      As I fling the wet door of the car boot open, my fingers slip and one of my nails bends back, making me yelp and drop my overnight

         bag. I grab the offending digit and examine it carefully for any signs of injury; it’s throbbing, the nail bed has gone a

         bit white, and there’s a line where it might have snapped, but didn’t. Nevertheless, hot tears prickle my eyes … great … I’m not only late, but I’m going to cry too.

         Brilliant.

      


      

      I take a deep breath, blink furiously as I try to gather myself and then determinedly pick up the bag from the soggy drive.

         Shoving it in the car, I slam the boot firmly shut and make my way round to the door. Once I’m in, have clipped my seat belt

         on and adjusted my mirror so that my own eyes are staring back at me, I clock the violet shadows and the concealer already

         starting to settle in the creases. I got very little sleep last night.

      


      

      Last night. I remember my husband, looking at me incredulously across the bed, stunned by what I had just said.


      

      I twist the key in the ignition, trying to ignore the rush of shame that accompanies the memory. Jerking my head round – as

         if I’m trying to jolt the picture out of my mind – I look over my shoulder and start to reverse sharply. I wanted to say sorry to him this morning. I was going to – I would have said it last night except he insisted on sleeping downstairs.

         And anyway, how am I supposed to apologise if he’s just going to bang out to work like that? How does that help anything?

      


      

      I slam on the brakes, just shy of hitting the bank behind me, and crunch the gears into first before lifting my foot up too

         crossly, lurching inelegantly out of the drive and on to the road. I love Dan more than anything, but being curt when he could

         see I was trying to make it up to him, deliberately not kissing me goodbye? OK, he’s not usually like that at all, which means

         he is really angry … and hurt … but still – it was a mean thing to do.

      


      

      Leaning forward I switch the radio on and mutinously put my foot down in anticipation of the speed bump that Dan always tells

         me I go over too fast. It gives me a brief moment of satisfaction to fly over it in the manner of Daisy Duke, but I can’t

         help wincing at the God-awful noise the suspension makes when I land; that actually doesn’t sound good. I tense up and listen,

         worried that the bottom of the car is now about to drop off – just to cap it all – but nothing happens, and by the time I pull up at the red traffic

         lights, my anger has begun to dissipate and I’m not gripping the steering wheel quite so tightly. In fact I feel suddenly

         tired and very sad that for the first time ever, we’ve had a barney that has lasted into another day.

      


      

      I should have just kept my mouth shut. I’d be angry with me if I were him; I like to think I wouldn’t have slammed out of

         the house like he did, but I can see why he’s outraged.

      


      

      ‘You didn’t just say that?’ I hear the echo of his disbelief. ‘But I’m your husband !’

      


      

      I get another stab of remorse, staring unseeingly at the brake lights of the car in front of me while we all wait for green.

         The sound of Elbow’s ‘One Day Like This’ fills the car and I begin to listen to the lyrics attentively. I can identify with

         every single word.


      

      Well, except there’s no morning sun – it’s a day that could do with wringing out if anything, commuters are scurrying towards

         Brighton station, with cold hunched shoulders as they hurry past, but yes – why did I behave that way, saying things I didn’t mean to say? I swallow hard. I know Dan doesn’t realise it, but oddly, last night

         DID happen because of how much I love him and in some ways, maybe this is a good thing: we don’t normally hold things back

         from one another, he and I are usually very good at saying how we feel. Now at least we both know we have a problem, and we’ll

         be able to do something about it.

      


      

      I exhale worriedly. The trouble is … the trouble is how do I tell my husband that I have realised I’m scared of doing something

         everyone else seems to find second nature? That yes – I wish someone WOULD tell me how to feel, because I am genuinely, honestly

         confused.

      


      

      I did not see this coming. I really didn’t. You think when you’re younger that you will grow up, fall in love, get married

         and have children – simple as that. It’s what pretty much everyone does, it’s certainly what I thought I’d do, and yet last

         night I accused my husband – one of the kindest, most honourable people I have ever met – of trying to trick me into getting

         pregnant.

      


      

      And the worst thing is, it wasn’t the alleged duplicity I was particularly worried about, it was simply the very real prospect

         of being pregnant that freaked me out. I wasn’t happy but nervous, or excited and scared … just plain and simple, grade A,

         no lies terrified at the thought of actually having a baby. And I mean all of it; the no turning back, the pregnant bit, giving birth, being responsible for a small person for ever

         – end of life as I otherwise know it. Yet up until now, it is something which I have always assumed I would do and – more

         importantly – would want.

      


      

      HOW can I not ever have properly thought about this – just assumed it would work somehow? Dan by comparison was so excited;

         busily talking about new adventures, next stages … What if – and seemingly overnight – my husband and I have become completely

         incompatible?

      


      

      My eyes widen with fear at the thought of actually being without Dan – and panicking, I fumble for my phone. I’m just going to ring him now, ring him and say I’m sorry unreservedly. Because whatever my own feelings about this, I shouldn’t

         have accused him of doing something so underhand, no wonder he—

      


      

      But before I can dial, an angry honk behind me tells me that the lights have finally changed and everyone wants to GO! I pull

         away, dropping my bag back down on the seat as a caffeinated DJ crashes in over the remainder of the song and begins to blather

         on about roadworks in a city centre I am nowhere near.

      


      

      And just like that, I miss my window without even realising it.


      

      I will look back on this moment.


      

      I will remember nearly calling my husband and saying sorry and I will wish with all my heart that I had taken my chance while

         I had it.

      


      

      It would have changed everything.


      

      It might even have saved a life.


   

      

      
Chapter Two



      

      I don’t want to go to this sales conference in Windsor today. And I shouldn’t be staying away tonight either. I need to be

         coming home to Dan, not doing small talk with my colleagues at the hotel bar, before cautiously inspecting the sheets of a

         bed that will smell faintly of the cigarettes people used to be allowed to smoke in it.

      


      

      Chewing on one of my nails, I picture sitting down in our kitchen instead and talking things through with Dan, explaining

         my unexpected worries and fears, which is what I should have done last night instead of having my completely crazy moment

         … but in my defence, the last couple of days haven’t exactly been easy.

      


      

      Not that I’m trying to make excuses for my behaviour; but I do HATE the way you can be having a really nice time of it one

         minute – genuinely happy with your lot and wouldn’t change a thing – and then the next moment it’s as if some malign force has noticed you skipping around minding

         your own business and pointed a finger at earth, blasting down a beam that messes everything up completely, apparently just

         for the hell of it.

      


      

      Saturday was when everything started to swing out of kilter. I had been having one of those random, relaxed lunches with Joss

         and Bec in town, where the only rush is one of occasional spontaneous warmth that makes you say happily to the others ‘this

         is nice, isn’t it?’ at which they smile back understandingly and say ‘very’.

      


      

      We chatted about this, that and absolutely nothing – the way you can when you’ve all known each other for ever. We were simply

         enjoying each other’s company and, if truth be told, eating quite a bit more than we probably should have been; the rapidly

         impending Christmas party season was already going to necessitate industrial Spanx. I was secretly undoing my top button under

         the table when Joss sat back contentedly and patted her still somehow flat tummy, which, unfairly, wasn’t even vaguely straining

         at the waistband of her jeans.

      


      

      ‘How do you do that?’ Bec said enviously. ‘How do you eat that much and still be so skinny malinky?’

      


      

      ‘Worms?’ Joss shrugged.


      

      Bec smiled indulgently. ‘Do you think it’s because you’re taller?’ she said after a moment’s consideration. ‘Tall people really

         have to go some before they look properly porky, don’t they?’

      


      

      Joss looked a bit taken aback at that and I grinned.


      

      ‘What I mean is,’ Bec said hastily, smoothing out her dress, which had rucked up slightly, ‘you’ve got more leeway than a

         shortarse like me. If you and I ate the same amount of cake for a week, I’d look fatter sooner, because I’ve got less height

         to spread it over.’

      


      

      ‘But wouldn’t Joss also burn off more cake than you anyway because she’s taller?’ I looked at her doubtfully. ‘Like men need more calories a day than women … not that I’m saying you’re mannishly

         tall, Joss. Certainly not Brigitte Nielsen freaky big—’

      


      

      ‘Thanks.’ Joss wrinkled her nose. ‘I think.’


      

      ‘If you were a model, five foot seven would actually be quite short,’ I pointed out, reaching for one of the biscuits that

         had come with our coffees. ‘And you’re not a Weeble either,’ I turned to Bec reassuringly. ‘You’re both lovely just the way

         you are.’

      


      

      Bec wasn’t listening, she was still looking at Joss. ‘I’ve got a question. Suppose you met a man who was wonderful in every

         way, and I mean perfect; funny, kind, optimistic, great with children, great in bed, bought you treats without being asked … BUT he was considerably

         shorter than you; would you still go out with him?’

      


      

      ‘Well he wouldn’t be perfect then, would he?’ Joss said bluntly. ‘If he only came up to my armpits. Who wants that?’


      

      ‘Really?’ Bec was fascinated. ‘You wouldn’t date him?’


      

      ‘No,’ Joss insisted. ‘I wouldn’t. Why is that a surprising thing? You want to be able to look up – or at least across – into

         your bloke’s eyes. Not down. Never down. Urgh.’ She shuddered and her long corkscrew curls shook with disgust.

      


      

      Bec turned to me. ‘Would you have gone out with Dan if he’d been shorter than you?’


      

      ‘But I’m only five foot five, Bec,’ I smiled. ‘You’re talking seriously short for a bloke.’


      

      ‘Like Danny DeVito,’ Joss said, reaching out and snaffling the last biscuit before Bec could get there. ‘Tasty,’ she smirked

         through a mouthful of crumbs.

      


      

      ‘Would you?’ Bec persisted.


      

      I thought about it for a moment. ‘Probably not,’ I conceded.


      

      ‘NO!’ Bec was amazed. ‘You wouldn’t have gone out with Dan? I don’t believe it!’


      

      ‘Well I wouldn’t have known what I was missing out on, would I?’ I explained. ‘I just wouldn’t have found him as attractive,

         we probably would have only chatted for a bit and then I’d have gone on my way none the wiser.’

      


      

      ‘Yeah right!’ Joss scoffed. ‘You two were a done deal from the word go.’


      

      But Bec’s eyes had widened. ‘Seriously? All that happiness, all that love, you’d never have taken the chance of discovering

         it? You would have not married the love of your life, THE ONE, if he’d been three inches shorter than he is? I’m shocked at

         you Molly Greene. Shocked and disappointed.’

      


      

      I deliberately paused for a moment. ‘Bec,’ I leant forward in my seat and lowered my voice to a secretive whisper. ‘There’s

         no such thing as THE one.’

      


      

      Bec yelped in horror and Joss nudged me. ‘Stop it,’ she grinned. ‘Don’t wind her up.’

      


      

      ‘I mean it!’ I said quickly. ‘What Dan and I have is unique to us, there’s one him, but if he died—’

      


      

      Bec looked like she was going to faint with horror and slip under the table.


      

      ‘—I would be devastated, of course I would, but I know Dan wouldn’t want me to live the rest of my life alone if he couldn’t

         be with me any more.’

      


      

      I watched Bec hesitate. ‘It’s like friendship,’ I continued. ‘You don’t have one shot at that for the whole of your life do

         you? Lots of people can bring you happiness. I think there are probably lots of “ones”.’

      


      

      ‘All right – I get it,’ Bec said ruefully. ‘I should keep an open mind to all opportunities life throws at me. You’re right.’


      

      ‘That’s all I’m saying,’ I smiled at her.


      

      ‘Would you want Dan to meet someone else if you popped it then?’ Joss asked slyly.


      

      ‘Of course I would,’ I said quickly. Then I thought about it a bit more. ‘But not for at least a year and I’d want her to

         be fatter than me.’

      


      

      ‘Oooh. Talking of people departing – Joss,’ Bec cut in, ‘I did a visit to one of my mums the other day – she’s just had twins and they’re so sweet – and I was walking past that salon you used to have that Saturday job at.’

      


      

      ‘Judy’s Garland?’ Joss muttered darkly, narrowing her eyes. ‘I hated the bloke that owned that place … sausage fingers and all those gold rings, and his vile long man nails. Two pounds fifty an hour he paid me to wash those skanky old women’s hair. I wonder what happened

         to him?’

      


      

      Bec stared at her. ‘Well, he’s died. Surely you could see where I was going with that? The salon’s closing down.’


      

      ‘I can’t believe it was still going! He was old even back then!’ I exclaimed. ‘Do you even remember his hair?’


      

      ‘Canary yellow!’ Bec giggled. ‘That can’t have been his natural colour.’


      

      ‘It wasn’t.’ Joss gave a snort of amusement. ‘He used to whip the wig off in the back room and flap it around when all the

         dryers and the overhead heaters were going because he’d get so sweaty and hot … although that was more down to his leather

         trousers I think.’ She shuddered. ‘Every time he lifted his arm up to put a curler in, his belly would flop out over the top

         of the waistband, all red and crisscrossed.’

      


      

      ‘Urgh!’ Bec and I exclaimed in unison.


      

      ‘He was like a walking rolled pork joint,’ Joss continued relentlessly. ‘The old birds loved him though,’ she reached for

         her cup. ‘C’est la vie … or not as the case may be.’

      


      

      ‘Joss!’ I admonished as Bec gasped so loudly she made us jump. Joss even spilt some of her coffee. ‘Oh my God! And talking of blasts from the past … I can’t believe I forgot to tell you THIS! You’ll never GUESS who tried to add me as a friend on Facebook. Leo!’ she squeaked

         excitedly, before we could offer any suggestions.

      


      

      I paused. ‘Leo, as in my ex Leo?’


      

      She nodded.


      

      ‘That turd basket!’ Joss exploded in outrage. ‘This is exactly why I refuse to go on Facebook or Twitter. You didn’t accept

         him did you?’ she glared at Bec.

      


      

      ‘Of course not!’ she said, looking insulted. ‘What do you take me for? He’s got an open profile though Moll; I looked. He’s

         married now!’

      


      

      ‘You are joking.’ Joss was appalled.

      


      

      ‘That’s nothing – I think he’s got kids too!’


      

      And to my surprise, I felt something inside me pause, like the small hand of a clock losing time for just a second, before

         resuming as normal.

      


      

      ‘Is he married to her?’ I heard myself ask calmly.

      


      

      The girls shared a look and then Bec said uncomfortably, ‘Cara? I don’t think so, no. The woman I saw looks at least our age

         and Cara was younger wasn’t she?’

      


      

      ‘She had peroxide blonde hair.’ I picked up my cup and casually took a sip of coffee, even though there was hardly any left,

         and what was there had gone cold. ‘Like Marilyn Monroe – hard to mistake. You’d know if it was her.’

      


      

      Bec shook her head firmly. ‘No then, it’s not. This woman was a bit mumsy if anything; normal looking.’


      

      ‘She can’t be normal,’ Joss said grimly. ‘Not if she’s married to him, poor cow.’


      

      It was a slightly strange moment, realising that even though I no longer thought about Leo, he had of course been out there

         living his life anyway, meeting people, getting married, having children. It had all happened ages ago by the sound of it;

         I’d been none the wiser and neither had it made the slightest of differences to my life. Yet it was odd somehow to realise that he’d said the words I

         once thought we might say to each other, to someone else. I wondered if he’d felt the way I was feeling now, on hearing I had married.

      


      

      Still, it was neither here nor there really. I pushed the thought firmly from my mind, smiled at the girls and said brightly,

         ‘So, what does he look like these days then? Fat and bald hopefully?’

      


      

      Bec snuck a quick look at Joss who was still glaring at her crossly and said uneasily, ‘Pretty much the same as he used to.’


      

      ‘Well that’s annoying,’ I said, seeing his slow, troublesome smile in my mind, ice-blue eyes staring brazenly back at me,

         intentions clear. ‘He could have at least had the decency to let himself go.’

      


      

      ‘So he hasn’t tried to “be-friend” you then?’ Joss said sharply.

      


      

      I laughed. ‘God no.’


      

      ‘Well he wouldn’t know your married name would he?’ Bec said quickly. ‘You’re Molly Greene on Facebook. That’s why I didn’t

         accept him, so he couldn’t see I was friends with you,’ she explained earnestly. ‘Or see any pictures of you.’

      


      

      ‘Hmm. That was good thinking,’ Joss said, thawing slightly.


      

      ‘Thanks, Batman.’ Bec looked relieved. ‘I’m glad you approve.’


      

      It had never really occurred to me before how bizarre that was; that an ex out there might potentially look at some of the most intimate snapshots of my life, occasions that were no longer anything to do with him: my wedding, birthdays,

         nights out … ‘That feels a bit weird really.’

      


      

      ‘It’s just the surprise,’ Bec said reassuringly, misunderstanding me. ‘I’d feel exactly the same way if John suddenly popped

         back up out of nowhere too.’

      


      

      ‘Which is exactly why I HATE Facebook,’ Joss repeated. ‘You’re not supposed to know what your knobhead exes are doing. They’re

         supposed to just vanish out of your life and that be that. All this so-called social networking is really upsetting the natural

         balance of things.’

      


      

      ‘Bringing about climate change?’ Bec teased. ‘Disturbing the food chain? You really didn’t like Leo and John did you?’


      

      ‘I didn’t dislike or like them,’ Joss responded honestly, which surprised me. ‘Not at first anyway. John was just spineless

         and a bit selfish. He didn’t bring out the best in you Bec. He made you very needy.’

      


      

      Bec looked a bit like she wished she hadn’t asked.


      

      ‘What I mean is, he didn’t add anything to your life, he was always off doing his own thing, which made you very insecure. He was a bit nothing really.

         Leo, on the other hand,’ she paused, ‘could be a lot of fun, when he wanted to be. The trouble with him,’ she began to get

         into her stride, ‘was aside from turning out to be a cheating wanker, he was like that nursery rhyme; when he was good, he

         was very, very good – when he was bad, he was horrid.’

      


      

      ‘—he wasn’t the messiah, he was a very naughty boy.’ Bec added and they both laughed.

      


      

      ‘You’re thinking about that poem, the little girl with a curl,’ I said to Joss. ‘Right in the middle of her forehead?’


      

      She looked back at me blankly.


      

      ‘Never mind. When I was about five I drew on my bedroom walls with a felt tip.’ I reached out and dotted up a few leftover

         crumbs from the plate with my finger and popped them in my mouth. ‘Mum caught me and I told her it wasn’t me, it was my naughty

         hands, so she told me if my hands felt like being naughty again, I should sit on them. Leo should have spent some time sitting

         on his hands.’ I smiled at them both. ‘In fact he probably shouldn’t have ever got off them.’

      


      

      Joss grimaced. ‘Imagine if you’d married him …’

      


      

      ‘I wouldn’t have,’ I shook my head. ‘Not if it had come to the crunch.’


      

      Neither of them said anything.


      

      ‘I wouldn’t!’ I insisted. ‘I know I got stuck there for a bit, but he was never The One. I just thought he was for a mad few

         moments.’

      


      

      ‘I thought you said there was no such thing as The One?’ Bec said quickly.


      

      ‘You’re right,’ I pointed at her. ‘Well reminded. What I mean is he wasn’t someone who would ever have made a decent life

         partner.’

      


      

      ‘Too right. He should have been a three-month fling at most,’ Joss said. ‘He just wore you down, that’s all. He only ever put up a fight when he sensed you were going off him. That’s why blokes like him are such a headfuck. They’re clever

         enough to sharpen up their game when they realise you might actually walk away … but then once they’ve hooked you back in

         and you start having perfectly reasonable demands and needs of your own – see you later! But what I hate him for,’ she paused, ‘is that he screwed you over when your dad was so ill. I still maintain he was a special kind of weasel

         to admit to shagging that bint when your dad had just had a heart attack.’

      


      

      ‘If he were here,’ I said casually, ‘he’d say he had no intention of it happening like that, that he didn’t know Cara was

         going to ring me and tell me what was going on.’

      


      

      ‘If he were here,’ Joss said quickly, ‘I’d kick him in the nuts.’

      


      

      ‘You’re like an avenging elephant,’ I grinned. ‘Once wronged, never forgotten.’


      

      ‘Yes I am,’ she said loftily, not looking altogether displeased with that description. ‘I’d trample anyone for you two.’


      

      ‘It was a weird time,’ I said, staring into the middle distance. ‘I did everything backwards really, didn’t I? I should have

         been out being unsuitable and living it up, not cleaning and cooking Sunday roasts aged twenty-five; trying to make it all

         fit when it was never going to.’

      


      

      ‘It doesn’t matter what you did or didn’t do then,’ Joss said firmly. ‘You know where your head’s at now and that’s all that

         matters. I can honestly say that by and large my twenties were shit – I wouldn’t have them again for all the tea in China. New shoes, pots of money, loud clubs and overpriced

         drinks; a bloke for that matter – all the things I was chasing; I just didn’t need them. It’s being able to do things like

         this,’ she motioned between us, ‘that makes me happy. And that’s enough.’

      


      

      ‘Here, here,’ I said heartily. ‘Although can I keep my husband please? I know I don’t need Dan, but I sort of want him, if that’s OK?’

      


      

      ‘I’ll allow that,’ Joss said generously. ‘Seeing as it’s him. Are you still off to your mum and dad’s for some fireworks later?

         Will Dan be allowed to light any of them this year or will Chris be in charge as usual?’ she grinned, referring to my older

         brother who quite liked to take control of everything.

      


      

      I laughed. ‘My dad’ll do it. Chris and Dan will be surveying carefully from the sidelines, while the girls will all be safely

         indoors with the children watching Stu enthusiastically heap too much rubbish on the bonfire, thinking it’s a bit too near

         the back fence. Once a pyromaniac always a pyromaniac.’

      


      

      ‘Stu’s never going to grow out of his middle-child syndrome is he? I love your brothers,’ Bec said fondly, ‘in a non-sexual

         way, naturally,’ she added hastily.

      


      

      ‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘Been there done that eh?’


      

      Bec blushed prettily.


      

      ‘I’m joking,’ I teased. ‘It was what – 1990 or something? And Stu was quite the stud then with his baggy Vanilla Ice pants and bum fluff.’

      


      

      ‘You know to this day I can’t bear the smell of Cinzano,’ Bec confessed.

      


      

      I patted her hand sympathetically. ‘Well, you both got a snog and it’s provided me with endless teasing opportunities over

         the years, so everyone’s a winner.’ I reached for my handbag to get my purse out. ‘I’ve had a lovely time today you two, thank

         you.’

      


      

      And I had, although of everything we’d chatted about, it was Leo I found myself still thinking about on my way home, remembered

         hearing the surprisingly sharp voice at the other end of the phone line say:

      


      

      ‘Hello, my name’s Cara. I’m sleeping with your boyfriend. I thought you ought to know.’


      

      Leo had just pathetically shrugged, almost helplessly, when I confronted him, saying – as if he couldn’t quite understand

         it himself, like it was somehow beyond his control – ‘the thing is, I think I might love her.’ My furious questions had turned

         into crying and throwing things at him, all of which was met with an increasingly blank stare I’d never seen him do before.

         Just for a second, once he’d gone I almost wished I hadn’t made him leave, even though I knew then and there it was over for

         good.

      


      

      Joss was right. Boys like him were only built for infatuations.


      

      And time really was a great healer.


      

      I arrived home to find that Dan was still out, and having slipped my shoes off and made a cup of tea, I padded off upstairs

         to check my emails: one of the downsides of largely working from home as a medical rep was my chronic inability to leave the computer alone come the weekend. There was nothing interesting pending at all, and so I ended

         up logging into Facebook instead …

      


      

      And after hesitating for a moment I curiously typed ‘Leo Williams’ into the search bar.


      

      I’d done a nosy search for him once or twice before in the past, but nothing had ever come up. That must have been because

         he’d only recently joined; surprising really given he worked in event management and was a total—

      


      

      Well! I caught my breath as a tiny but recognisable picture appeared on the screen. There he was.


      

      Laughing into the camera, his arms hugging a smiling dark-haired woman – not Cara – he looked very happy. This was certainly more interesting than a boring mooch through albums entitled ‘randoms from

         my shit phone’, belonging to someone I’d once gone to secondary school with … I peered a little closer and then clicked on

         to his open profile.

      


      

      Bec was right. He didn’t really look any different at all, just slightly older. He was wearing a dinner jacket, a good look

         on anyone, but particularly so on him. His almost-black hair was perhaps a little shorter than I remembered, flecked with

         some grey, but then it had been how many years since I’d seen him, four – maybe five? It must have been – it had all ended

         just before my twenty-ninth birthday. I scrutinised the picture, they were clearly at some sort of do, there were a lot of

         people surrounding them whose heads had been half cut off. It looked a bit like the kind of photo that might be found in the diary pages of a social magazine.

      


      

      He’d added very little information – just his date of birth and that he was ‘in a relationship’. When I opened his photos

         however, there were quite a few. Mostly just of him snowboarding and kite surfing, which were a bit, ‘Yes, I’m as at home

         on the slopes as in the boardroom’, although in fairness par for the course on a lot of blokes’ pages. There were also a

         couple of an apparent holiday with the same woman, both of them sporting expensive sunglasses and tans as they clutched cocktails

         very close to camera … and just one with two young, slightly uncomfortable looking little girls stood in front of them, all

         smartly dressed. I frowned. What was Bec on about – calls herself a midwife – they weren’t his, they looked about six and

         nine, way too old. I leant in closer, she was right about the wedding ring though; there it was, shining on his finger. I

         sat back and stared at them again. They looked just like any normal happy family. Leo was a stepdad. How very weird.

      


      

      Even weirder, was it my imagination or did his wife actually look quite a bit like me? She was slightly older and Bec had a point, she was curvy, but in an attractive womanly way. It was the hair really – not

         a dissimilar style and colour to mine; mid-length with a long fringe … Still, most men usually went for a type; that was no

         news. She certainly looked determined – almost steely. Perhaps Leo had met his match.

      


      

      I clicked back and stared at his profile picture again. I could practically hear his warm laugh, knew just what it would sound

         like … and those were arms that had once been round me, lips that had touched mine. How very strange. I’d posed for pictures

         just like that with him. I probably still had one or two of them buried away in a box somewhere in amongst old Christmas and

         birthday cards, graduation lists, friends’ wedding invitations.

      


      

      I scrawled through his list of friends … and straightened up as Cara Jones appeared on the list. No! He was still friends

         with her? Her profile was disappointingly closed, although it was quite satisfying to see from her picture that she wasn’t

         ageing well.

      


      

      Cara Jones. The last time I’d seen that face had been when I’d come back slightly too early from work and discovered Leo collecting

         the last of his stuff. She’d been leaning on her flash nippy little BMW, all smug, bouncy curls and crossed arms in her tight

         expensive biker jacket while she waited for him. She’d looked at me curiously as I’d walked straight past her, head down,

         into the building. I wasted some considerable time afterwards wondering if I should have gone back and punched her, and if

         not doing so made me a coward or the bigger person.

      


      

      Thankfully, looking at her face no longer had the power to make me feel anything at all. I poked my tongue out at her – silly

         moo – and returned to Leo’s profile.

      


      

      And then, for no obvious reason whatsoever, I did something impulsively stupid. I stared at him for a minute and then I found myself clicking on ‘Send Leo a message’. In the subject I put Wow! Typing quickly I wrote

      


      

      I see you’ve been busy then! Congratulations! Hope you’re well. Molly


      

      And then I hit send.


   
      
      
Chapter Three


      
      Almost immediately I shifted in my seat with the uneasy feeling I’d done something stupid. But it was too late, the message
         had gone. It was out there on the loose.
      

      
      Bloody Facebook – it was like being offered a manky chocolate you hadn’t even considered eating, but somehow ended up scoffing
         anyway.
      

      
      Well, I couldn’t get it back. I shouldn’t have even looked at his profile in the first place. I sighed. Perhaps it was just
         one of those foolish things best kept to myself – he’d probably just ignore my message anyway. Well, of course he would, this
         was Leo after all …
      

      
      The front door banged downstairs, making me jump. ‘Hello? Moll?’ bellowed a voice. ‘You up there?’

      
      Dan. ‘Hi!’ I shouted brightly, deleting my email thread, closing Leo’s profile and clearing my history with a speed that surprised me.
      

      
      When he appeared in the doorway a moment later, I was innocently clicking around on my own profile page.

      
      ‘Hello!’ he crossed the room to give me a warm kiss, his face still cold from an afternoon spent outside, cheeks ruddy. ‘What
         are you doing?’ He glanced at the screen, ‘Ah, having a productive day I see?’
      

      
      ‘How was the game?’ I said quickly.

      
      ‘Crap,’ he said cheerfully, ‘but someone got sent off and punched the ref which was quite funny. Look what I found in a shop
         on my way home though.’ He pulled his hand out from behind his back to reveal several packets of sparklers.
      

      
      ‘Oh well done! I completely forgot about them.’

      
      He looked pleased. ‘I thought you might.’ Sitting down on the chair in the corner of the room he began to unwind his scarf
         before ruffling up his hat-flattened brown hair. ‘I need a trim, I’m starting to look like a sheep.’
      

      
      ‘I like sheep,’ I said, as I shut the computer down.

      
      ‘I like you too,’ he wiggled his eyebrows suggestively, then his expression changed as he appeared to ponder something for
         a moment. ‘I might give the hairdresser’s a quick ring now, make an appointment before I forget …’ he reached into his pocket
         for his mobile, ever the sensible planner. ‘What time are we due at your mum and dad’s by the way? Have I got time to— Oh!
         Text message,’ he remarked, before I could answer. He frowned carefully at the screen for a moment and then his face lit up. ‘Wow! Ed and Beth are going to have a baby!’ he exclaimed, referring to our best man and his wife. ‘Isn’t that brilliant?
         I’ll just give him a quick ring …’
      

      
      ‘Mate!’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘Just got your text. Fantastic news! We’re over the moon for you!’ He rested his hand
         gently on my head and absently stroked my hair before breaking away to mouth ‘tea?’ to me.
      

      
      ‘When’s it due?’ he continued as I nodded. He gave me a thumbs-up and began to amble off happily downstairs. ‘Times they are
         a-changin’ eh? I can’t believe you’re going to be a dad,’ I heard him laugh. ‘Your poor kid …’
      

      
      ‘… I just hope it gets Beth’s ears.’ Dan was still nattering away about it in the car on the way to Mum and Dad’s. ‘No one
         deserves Ed’s great lugs. Or his hair for that matter. You know he started losing it when he was twenty-two?’ He shook his
         head with a chuckle. ‘Poor bastard … Do you think I’m going any thinner on top?’ he added after a pause, looking anxiously in the mirror. ‘Maybe next week I should ask her to
         cut the sides but leave the top the same length? What do you think?’
      

      
      ‘Eyes on the road,’ I said gently, avoiding his question.

      
      ‘So I AM going thinner. Let’s hope our kids don’t get my hair then … or my height and your feet. They’d fall over all the time.’ He fell silent for a moment. ‘Or your height and
         my feet. That would be even worse; a great big clown-foot baby,’ he laughed. ‘Scary eh?’
      

      
      ‘Help me, someone!’ I shouted. ‘I’m so frightened!’

      
      Oscar, my nephew, stopped growling and, balanced rather precariously on his scooter, pulled up his mask. ‘It’s still me!’
         he said delightedly as I flopped down on to one of the kitchen stools.
      

      
      ‘Phew!’ I said in mock relief, taking a sip of my tea. Oscar put the mask back on and scooted over to the other side of the
         room where his younger sister Lily was having an increasingly frustrating time of it attempting to lift her doll’s pushchair
         over the lip of the kitchen step.
      

      
      Oscar paused and assessed the situation coolly. ‘You need a boy to do that,’ he said and tried to lift it up for her. Lily
         however, under the impression he was trying to take it away, squawked loudly in outrage, to which Oscar, clearly deciding
         the job was more trouble than it was worth, dropped it and rode off, Lily glaring after him in a ‘That’s right pal, you jog
         on,’ sort of way. Miscommunication between the sexes was apparently starting younger and younger.
      

      
      While making his getaway, Oscar nearly crashed into Mum, who was attempting to clear up the kitchen. ‘Er, it’s getting a little
         crowded in here,’ she announced in warning to the rest of us, most of whom were lazing around reading the Saturday papers.
      

      
      ‘I’m on it.’ My eldest brother Chris put down the finance supplement, unfolded his long legs and got to his feet. ‘Right,
         time for a game of hide-and-seek before we do the fireworks!’
      

      
      ‘I’ll play, Daddy,’ offered Oscar generously, looking excitedly up at him.

      
      ‘What a good idea.’ Mum whisked my half-drunk cup of tea away from under my nose and took it over to the sink.
      

      
      ‘I hadn’t finished with that,’ I protested.

      
      ‘Hadn’t you? Never mind,’ she said briskly. ‘Off you go.’

      
      ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if one of these days I wind up on that draining board,’ Dad remarked, keeping a firm grip on the review section and his own mug.
      

      
      ‘Are you going to play hide-and-seek, Granddad?’ asked Oscar.

      
      ‘No, love,’ Dad said regretfully. ‘I’ve got a bone in my leg. I’ll help you count though.’ He looked at the rest of us expectantly,
         so my sister-in-law Karen and I began rather reluctantly to get up. My other brother Stuart continued to read the sports section,
         while his wife Maria looked relieved to have the excuse of giving my youngest nephew Harry his bottle. ‘We’ll go to thirty
         shall we, Os? One, two, three …’
      

      
      ‘Come on Uncle Stu and Uncle Dan!’ Oscar urged. ‘We’ve started. You have to hide too!’

      
      ‘We should cosy up in the dark like this more often,’ Dan said in the spare room wardrobe, as he pinched my bum.

      
      ‘I hope that was you and not Mr Tumnus,’ I grinned as he leant in to kiss me. For a brief moment we started playing another
         game altogether until Dan reluctantly pulled back. ‘I think we should probably stop now,’ he said. ‘But can we carry this
         on when we get home?’
      

      
      ‘Yes please,’ I murmured, then, hearing Oscar stomping up the stairs bellowing helpfully ‘I’m coming to find you—’ we both
         shut up. ‘—But I need a wee first!’
      

      
      Dan snorted and I giggled. ‘This may take a while, sorry.’

      
      We waited patiently in silence for a moment. ‘I hope they’ll all play games like this with our kids,’ Dan whispered.

      
      ‘Of course they will!’

      
      ‘I was thinking downstairs – you know Ed and Beth are having a baby? They got married after us. I know we said a while ago we’d wait until we’d bought somewhere – but why don’t we just not?’
      

      
      ‘What?’ I said, confused. ‘Buy a house?’

      
      ‘No! Wait to have a baby. Why don’t we just do it?’

      
      ‘Finished!’ Oscar shouted as the loo flushed. I put my finger to my lips and silenced Dan.

      
      ‘What do you think?’ he said eagerly.

      
      ‘Shhh!’ I said. ‘He’ll hear you! Let’s not spoil the game.’

      
      On the way back from my parents’ house Dan was unusually quiet.

      
      ‘You all right?’ I asked, a little concerned, as he frowned at the road ahead of him.

      
      ‘Hmm?’ He shook himself out of his reverie and glanced at me before smiling briefly. ‘Yeah, fine. Just a bit wiped out.’

      
      ‘That’ll be all those piggybacks you gave Oscar,’ I reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘You were lovely with him today, thank you – I’m not surprised you’re tired though.’ I yawned, a little weary myself. ‘Early night for us tonight
         I think.’
      

      
      But when Dan did climb into bed next to me later, he didn’t seem to want to go to sleep …

      
      Just as I was happily thinking to myself that we had to make the effort to have sex more often because we were really good
         at it, he said, ‘Shall we not use anything?’
      

      
      I came down to earth with a bump and completely caught off guard blurted, ‘But I might get—’

      
      ‘I know,’ he said patiently, like I was a bit slow on the uptake.

      
      ‘Oh I see.’ We both went quiet for a moment and he began to kiss me again. But rather than feeling relaxed and slightly floaty,
         as I had been moments before, my heart sped up. We were actually going to do this? This was it? THE big moment? We were going
         to start – trying?
      

      
      In five minutes’ time I might be pregnant.

      
      My heart gave another thump … with something that felt a lot like fear.

      
      ‘Dan, shouldn’t we talk about this?’

      
      ‘You want to talk now?’ He brought his head back up and looked down at me. ‘Why?’
      

      
      ‘Well about timings, that sort of thing,’ I said quickly.

      
      ‘Timings?’ he repeated, clearly confused. ‘I don’t …’

      
      ‘We ought to chat first,’ I said, beginning to feel really quite panicky. ‘It’s not as simple as just doing it.’

      
      ‘It isn’t?’ He was obviously thrown, but being Dan – kind, caring and sensible to the core – he didn’t want to get anything wrong, so, trusting me, he shrugged and reached for
         the condom box.
      

      
      I was surprised and very unsettled by my almost instant sense of relief.

      
      The morning after – we drove to Dan’s parents’ house in Chichester for Sunday lunch and it was my turn to be reflectively
         quiet. I was silently having a sensible word with myself over my reaction in bed the night before, thinking it was probably
         normal to feel like that – deciding to start trying was a huge step after all – being apprehensive didn’t necessarily mean
         I didn’t want children, for crying out loud.
      

      
      Dan looked across at me and said, ‘Don’t chew your nails’ before gently pulling my hand from my mouth. ‘It’s just lunch, Moll,
         we won’t stay long if Dad’s in one of his moods.’ He smiled reassuringly at me. ‘Tell you what, why don’t you fill me in on
         these timing issues that I need to know about? When should we be doing it then? When you’re ovulating?’
      

      
      I shot him a look of surprise. I’d actually meant timings like getting pregnant in November would mean I’d be heavily pregnant
         in August which wouldn’t be much fun … for a baby either come to that, having its birthday in the summer holidays for the
         rest of its school-going life. Ovulation? Since when had Dan been so clued up?
      

      
      ‘You have a pretty irregular cycle though, don’t you?’ he continued easily. ‘Will that make it harder to work out when it is?’
      

      
      My mouth gaped. ‘Do we have to talk about this now?’ I said faintly.

      
      ‘Why not?’ he said in surprise.

      
      ‘Well, we’re nearly at your mum and dad’s house.’

      
      ‘Moll,’ he lowered his voice to a theatrical whisper, ‘even my mother couldn’t hear us from this distance, we’re about six
         miles away.’
      

      
      ‘Let’s just chat about it on the way back,’ I suggested and tried not to notice him give me a brief sideways glance.

      
      ‘OK,’ he said eventually. ‘No probs. We can talk about it later.’

      
      For once I was quite glad to arrive at Chichester. My father-in-law Michael was on unusually good form, proudly showing off
         his new nine-iron. Sadly though, it didn’t last. Witty, charming and incredibly good company when he wanted to be, he could
         also – in the blink of an eye – flip into grumpy old git mode for no apparent reason. How Susan could stand being married
         to someone so temperamental was beyond me, but then in all the time I’d known her, I’d barely heard her swear and never seen
         her properly lose her cool. Maybe she’d become indifferent to him over the years, or perhaps she just didn’t need to shout
         – once or twice I’d witnessed her utter a single, steely ‘Michael!’, making it clear he’d gone far enough, at which he’d fallen
         gloweringly but obediently silent. Then again, on more than one occasion I’d seen her embarrassingly left to pick up the threads of conversation after Michael had rudely stomped out
         of a room in a huff. Even after all this time, it was hard to work out who really wore the trousers.
      

      
      As we sat down to eat, Dan mentioned that one of his school friends had been made redundant.

      
      ‘Everything in your area is holding up though isn’t it?’ Michael said sharply.

      
      Dan reached for the water jug. ‘Well yeah Dad, it is, it’s as safe as anything is these days. All our pay’s been frozen though.’
         He shrugged and topped up his glass.
      

      
      ‘Sorry?’ Michael put his knife and fork down, sat back, wiped his mouth on a napkin and looked at Dan challengingly. ‘Frozen?
         What do you mean frozen?’
      

      
      My heart sank.

      
      ‘I don’t have a lot of choice in the matter, Dad.’ Dan set the jug down with an unintentional clunk.

      
      ‘Careful!’ Michael admonished him. ‘And don’t be so ridiculous. Of course you have a choice. There are ways of negotiating
         tricky waters – I’m not saying there aren’t – but you need to stay at the helm.’
      

      
      Dan diplomatically said nothing, just reached for the bowl of roast potatoes and helped himself. Susan looked steadily at
         Michael but also stayed silent. I set down my knife and fork as I noticed her elderly dad, Dan’s grandfather, had dropped
         his napkin on the floor but was unable to reach for it.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Molly,’ he said softly as I passed it back to him. His shaky hands reached out for the water jug Dan had absently set down.
      

      
      ‘May I?’ I offered quietly and he nodded gratefully. I refilled his glass and passed it to him. He glanced up the table at
         Michael and then subtly rolled his rheumy kind eyes as he looked back at me. I instinctively smiled and then discretely lowered
         my gaze as he returned to his food.
      

      
      ‘You know I don’t see that it can be that difficult to stand up to them,’ Michael had started up again, his still-thick hair
         bouncing as he energetically sawed through a fat slab of meat. ‘It’s terribly simple actually. You go in and you say, “It’s
         unacceptable that you are proposing to freeze my salary. Would you be prepared to accept this if you were me?” Honestly Daniel,
         next you’ll be telling me you’re expected to get in earlier and yet go home later.’
      

      
      ‘Pretty much,’ said Dan, ‘but there it is.’

      
      Michael shook his head in disbelief. ‘Well, I tell you this,’ he pointed his fork at Dan and I felt my temperature starting
         to rise. I stared back down at my plate, focusing on the pattern. ‘I was always home no later than seven; I made a point of
         it. If you can’t get everything done in that time you’re either not working efficiently or your employers are trying it on.
         Do not become the man they all begin to wipe their feet on. Never run away, always stand your ground.’ He jabbed a bit of beef in
         a liberal pool of gravy and then thrust it in his mouth. ‘You’re not at school now.’ He turned to look at me, ‘Do you know he legged it from his school at least three times Molly? The little bugger.’
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