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For anyone touched by breast cancer,
infertility or simply bad luck in love









Imposter syndrome


I haven’t thought this through.


As the taxi pulls up outside the poshest hotel on Park Lane, I spot the red carpet with a gaggle of paparazzi on either side. I had planned, naively, to change into my shoes in the loo, minimizing the amount of time I have to spend in these ridiculously high heels before I go in. Now I realize the entrance is outside the hotel, so I’ll have to traipse down the red carpet in my trainers and probably end up on some sort of sidebar of shame before the evening is out.


‘Hold on,’ I say to the cab driver, who is tutting impatiently as he eyes the cars queued up behind us in his rear-view mirror.


I rummage through my backpack to find the heels that Aisha lent me from the fashion cupboard just a few hours ago. I could barely walk five steps in them in the office, so knowing my luck I’ll probably fall slap on my face in front of the paps. I strap them up, instantly wishing I’d bothered to fix the chipped paint on my toenails.


A minute later, I push open the heavy black door and step down onto the tarmac, thankful for the hotel porter who lends me his arm for support. I shove the tatty rucksack under my armpit. Perhaps I’ll start a new trend, the backpack clutch.


I’m starstruck for a second as a well-known breakfast newsreader makes her way inside to the flashes and clicks of the cameras. When the coast is clear, I totter behind, keeping my head down. But it seems the paps got the memo, their cameras immediately falling silent in recognition of my status as mere magazine new girl. They could at least have tried to feign interest.


Inside, I head straight to the cloakroom to dump my bag, then take a deep breath before walking into the main room. I look around for Aisha, Leah or Tabitha, longing for a familiar face. They went ahead at lunchtime to set up while I stayed behind to hold the fort, but now I’m regretting having to walk in to the most glamorous event of the glossy magazine calendar on my own.


Just inside the entrance, women in sparkling gowns parade down another red carpet, stopping to perform immaculate hand-on-hip poses before a huddle of photographers. When they reach the end of the velvet carpet, they pick up champagne flutes from precariously balanced trays and head towards the sign that reads ‘Luxxe Women Awards’. I may only have moved up a few floors at the same publishing house, but it’s a different world.


‘Jess, you made it!’


I turn to see Tabitha Richardson, ever the fashion editor, towering above me in heels even higher than the ones she wears around the office. Draped in a stunning, floor-length ivory gown with her glossy blonde bob shaped at a sharp angle, she is every inch as A-list as the guests.


‘You look incredible,’ I say, admiring the way the silky material glides over her hips and suddenly feeling wildly underdressed.


‘Aw, thanks hun. Your jumpsuit is very . . .’ She looks me up and down. ‘. . . quirky.’


I suck in my ribcage and glance down at the tight black top and adjoining trousers, which are already giving me camel toe. It was a last-minute change directed by Aisha to rectify my earlier wardrobe malfunction and I’m assured it’s on trend, but I’m longing for the comfort of my own clothes. I had set aside my favourite LBD, the one with the plunging neckline that always gets Johnny’s approval, but as soon as we realized you could see the huge plaster on my chest, Aisha ordered me to change.


‘Ready for your first Luxxe Women Awards?’


‘Terrified,’ I say, glancing around at the gaggles of well-known faces hugging and greeting each other as if they’ve been friends for decades. At my old magazine, I was used to doing live interviews and occasional presenting, but the Cake and Bake Show wasn’t exactly a red-carpet affair. This is another league, and I’ve been out of the women’s-magazine game too long for any of these people to know who I am.


‘You’ll enjoy it,’ Tabitha says, looking over my shoulder. ‘It’s my first one back after mat leave so I better go work the room.’


She marches off, slotting into a circle of people and greeting them with hugs and kisses. I stand outside the group but she fails to notice my presence. When they’ve disbanded, I try to keep up with Tabitha as she paces across the floor.


‘Would you mind introducing me to a few people?’ I say.


She stops marching and turns to face me. ‘Oh my gosh, of course. I thought you knew everyone.’


Hardly. The whole idea of me coming along to the awards tonight was to shadow Leah before she goes on maternity leave and I take over as acting editor for real. Since Tabitha has been at Luxxe for three years, I figured she’d show me the ropes.


I spot someone I recognize. ‘Isn’t that . . .?’


‘Yep,’ Tabitha says, grabbing my wrist and pulling me towards the woman so that I almost stumble on a bunched-up bit of carpet. ‘Come on.’


‘Darrr-ling,’ Tabitha says, leaning in for a hug and elongating the word as if they’re childhood friends. ‘How are you?’


There’s an awkward moment as the woman fails to recognize Tabitha and she has to introduce herself again. Then Tabitha puts a hand on the small of my back, as if encouraging a shy toddler. ‘This is Jess, our new starter.’


‘Actually, I’m joining as acting editor,’ I say, shaking the woman’s hand and wondering if Tabitha has acknowledged that I’m technically now her boss.


The woman looks from Tabitha to me, then over both of our shoulders. ‘There’s someone I should go speak to. Nice to meet you both.’


Tabitha calls after her. ‘Wait, I wanted to ask you . . .’


She chases after her, and I’m on my own again.


I spend much of the reception behind the comfort of a high table, clinging to my phone in one hand and champagne flute in the other while I pluck up the courage to introduce myself to at least one of the women I’ve admired over years of reading Luxxe. Having spent my entire career at Harcourt House Publishing, I’m familiar enough with my new colleagues, but it’s been years since I’ve written for women’s magazines, years since I’ve encountered the mega-stars you meet at these events. I could walk up to Paul Hollywood and he’d hug me like a long-lost friend, but in the world of female celebrity, I’m a nobody.


‘Found you!’


Relief floods through me as Aisha appears, looking flustered as she juggles a smartphone, portable flash and a terrifying robot-arm contraption with a video camera balanced on the end of it. ‘Sorry, it’s always a nightmare running around doing the socials. I’m going back to the red carpet – have you done your picture yet?’


I shake my head. I’d never dare hog the limelight with all those actual celebrities getting their photos taken, but I wouldn’t mind a glamorous pic for my new Insta.


‘Come on,’ she says, grabbing my hand and dragging me back towards the entrance. I’m grateful to have known Aisha since we were interns. The fact that I already had a friend at Luxxe was one of the things that persuaded me to apply for Leah’s maternity cover in the first place. It’s weird that I’m now going to be Aisha’s boss, but at least with her handling all things digital, we have boundaries. Plus, we’ve made a pact to keep it professional at work.


‘Are you sure you can’t see it?’ I say, gesturing towards my jumpsuit, aware of the giant plaster beneath it.


Aisha takes a step back and examines the top half of my outfit. ‘Jess, you look smoking. Now come on, let’s see your best pose.’


I stand up straight against the backdrop of sponsor logos, still adjusting to the borrowed heels. I force a smile in the hopes of disguising how utterly out of place I feel.


Aisha reappears from behind the lens and shakes her head. She steps over the velvet rope and bends me into position like I’m Stretch Armstrong. ‘Don’t move.’


She clambers back over and takes a series of photos, then nods her head, satisfied. ‘I’ve got to help the social team get ready for the ceremony. I’ll send you the pic as soon as we get the cards uploaded.’


I nod in thanks, eager to get off the red carpet and out of the spotlight.


As she walks away, Aisha stops and turns to me again. ‘I almost forgot. Break a leg! You’ll absolutely smash it.’


I make a face. Being here in my new role is nerve-wracking, but it’s not like I’m going up on stage or anything. I do a double-take. ‘Wait, what?’


Aisha gives me an encouraging smile. ‘Your presenting debut!’


I freeze on the spot. ‘Sorry?’


Her face drops as it dawns on her that I really don’t know what’s going on. ‘Wait, Tabitha didn’t tell you?’


Suddenly everything is moving in slow motion. I’m pretty sure I’m about to be told I have to go on stage in front of a room full of game-changing film directors, podcast hosts and entrepreneurs. ‘Tabitha didn’t tell me what?’


‘Leah went into labour,’ Aisha says, softening her voice. ‘Shit, Tabitha said she’d tell you. Leah was going to call you as well.’


I think back to my brief exchange with Tabitha when I arrived. She had plenty of opportunity to tell me that our boss had gone into labour, though she did seem a bit flustered. And now it makes sense why Leah didn’t answer when I returned her missed call in the cab.


‘Hang on,’ I say, reaching out for Aisha’s hand to steady myself. ‘Is Leah OK? It’s too early for her to have the baby, isn’t it?’


Aisha shakes her head. ‘She’s fine. It’s only a few weeks early. I’m so sorry, I thought you knew.’


‘Right. OK. Shit.’ I run through the implications in my head. If Leah has gone into labour early, that means she’ll be starting her maternity leave with immediate effect. Which means, as of tomorrow, I am officially acting editor of Luxxe magazine. Which means . . .


‘Do you think you’ll be OK to present the big award?’


Shit. The last time I went up on stage was to discuss the pitfalls of soggy bottoms with Mary Berry in front of an audience of cake enthusiasts as editor of Perfect Bake. But this is different. I’m so new to Luxxe that nobody knows who I am, nobody knows I’m taking over from Leah, and I’ve never edited a women’s lifestyle magazine before. Why would anyone take me seriously?


‘It’s literally two sentences, saying the name of the winner, handing over the award and then you walk off,’ Aisha says, glancing down at her phone. ‘I’d offer to do it, but I’m stuck on the front row doing the socials. Just head backstage five minutes before you go on and they’ll get you miked up and give you your lines. You’ll be fine.’


‘OK,’ I say, nodding my head in an attempt to convince myself I can do this. I’ve done it before, just for a different style of magazine, to a different audience. If I want to be offered a permanent role when Leah comes back from mat leave then I need to smash it from day one. Just rip the plaster off, as my dad would say.


Half an hour before the ceremony begins, I hobble outside to call Johnny, my ankles already blistered from the heels. November air shocks my cheeks as I nudge past the smokers to find a spot on the kerb.


Within seconds of dialling, his smiling face and chocolate-coloured hair fill the screen and I feel the tightness in my chest melt away. If anyone can calm me down, it’s Johnny.


‘Hey, Ginge. Look at you, all glammed up,’ he says, his almond-shaped eyes not quite lining up with mine. ‘How’s it going in there?’


It all pours out like verbal diarrhoea. ‘The editor has gone into labour and I have to go on stage in, like, an hour. Shit, shit, shit, I think I’m having a stroke.’


‘Deep breaths,’ he says, miming inhalation and gesturing for me to copy him over the phone. As I try to inhale, he speaks again. ‘Jessica Dawn Jackson. Do I have to remind you that you were named New Editor of the Year last year? That you made editor of a magazine before you even turned thirty? You are more than capable of doing this job. It’s just women instead of cakes. OK?’


‘You’re right,’ I say, taking a long breath out. Women instead of cakes.


‘Whatever you do, don’t look at the crowd,’ he says, accustomed to speaking in front of clients and big boardroom meetings. ‘And remember you’re the smartest, most beautiful woman in the room.’


I smile. Johnny has been so supportive while I’ve worked myself into a tizzy over the last few months trying to jump from the world of baked goods to a women’s lifestyle glossy.


I blow a kiss at the phone screen, instantly calmer. ‘Thank you.’


He pretends to catch it, then smushes it against his face.


‘Loser,’ I say, rolling my eyes.


‘Love you too,’ he says with a wink.


On my way back to the function room, I pick up a glass of champagne from the human tunnel of drinks trays and take a few sips. Then I walk into the hall with my head held high, channelling Johnny and his Big Lawyer Energy. I find my seat on the front row, next to a familiar face, Stephanie Asante. She is hovering on her own, so I introduce myself before the nerves can set in.


‘I’m Jess,’ I say, making for a left-sided air kiss. She goes to the right, holding out her arm for a hug so that we end up almost kissing on the lips.


‘You’d think I’d be used to this sort of thing by now,’ she says, holding up both hands in apology.


My guard drops as she smiles back at me and we take our seats. Up close, she is even more flawless than she looks online, her skin glowing under just a lick of blusher. Women like her are the reason I wanted to work at Luxxe – not to write the usual features about how effortlessly beautiful she is, but the whole inspiring story of how she made it from a Hackney council estate to leading her own women’s empowerment network. Of course, Luxxe is giving the big award to someone who landed her own fashion empire via the Bank of Mum and Dad, but I’d love to see it go to someone like Stephanie next year.


‘Are you shortlisted too?’ she says.


‘Me? God no,’ I say, as flattered as I am flustered. ‘I’m actually taking over when the editor goes on maternity leave. Only she literally just went into labour and now I have to present one of the awards.’


‘Oh wow. Are you bricking it?’ she says, drawing back her lips. ‘I shouldn’t admit this, but I still shit myself every time I do one of these things.’


I laugh, relieved that even the leader of a women’s empowerment network gets nervous about public speaking. ‘I am very much bricking it.’


‘You’ll be amazing,’ she says. ‘What were you doing before?’


As the seats fill up around us, Stephanie and I chatter away. She seems genuinely interested in why I’d leave a job where I got to test cake every day for one where I have to go up on stage and speak, semi-sober, in front of two hundred people. After five minutes banging on about how I spent my childhood sticking pictures of women into my own homemade magazines, I think she gets it. There’s no need to tell her the real reason why I left.


As the lights go down, I feel a buzz in my stomach. A series of presenters dole out awards including Influencer, Icon and Entrepreneur of the Year, while the winners parade on stage to heart-rate-raising tunes like ‘Firework’ and ‘Girl on Fire’.


When it’s almost time for Tabitha to present the Fashionista award, I head backstage, my stomach fluttering as if I’m teetering on the cusp of the Big Dipper at Blackpool Pleasure Beach. I find her pacing nervously in the wings.


‘Would you mind if I run through my lines?’ I say, clutching the card that has just been thrust into my hands as a technical assistant attaches a mic to my jumpsuit.


‘Sure,’ she says, her own face pale with nerves. ‘But quickly. I’m on in a sec.’


I look down at the card and reel off the lines. ‘. . . and the winner is . . . Sophia Henley-Jones!’


‘Perfect,’ Tabitha says, but I can tell she’s barely listening as she flaps her own card. I don’t blame her. I can’t concentrate on a thing right now either.


‘Good luck,’ I say, as she hears her cue and heads out onto the stage.


And then it’s me.


You can do this, Jess.


I totter onto the stage, summoning the image of an audience of baking enthusiasts, which is somehow nowhere near as scary. But as I reach the top step, I stumble slightly, my left heel catching on something as my right struggles to join it. I style it out, making a mental note not to attend any more events in heels I haven’t worn in.


I continue towards the podium, reaching the lectern and clutching it like a life raft. I unfold my notes, my fingers shaking so badly that the pages flutter about.


‘G-good evening,’ I say, leaning forward and repeating myself until the mic picks up my voice. ‘I’m J-Jessica Jackson.’


Whatever you do, don’t look at the crowd.


As soon as Johnny’s voice comes into my head, I’m OK. I can do this.


‘I’m Jessica Jackson and I’m acting editor of Luxxe,’ I say, finding my bearings. Focus on the script. ‘And, er, judging by that entrance, you can probably tell why I’ll never win Woman of the Year.’


A loud cackle comes from the audience and a ripple of laughter follows it through the room. I glance down to see Aisha, who smiles at me from the front row.


Just a few sentences, that’s all you have to say, then you’re done. I shield myself behind the lectern and try to relax my legs. Deep breath.


‘It’s an honour to be here tonight,’ I say, my muscles beginning to soften. ‘Not only to celebrate the ninth annual edition of the Luxxe Women Awards, but also to present the most prestigious accolade of all, the Woman of the Year Award.’


There’s a whoop from the audience. Aisha again, buoying me on. I’m getting into my groove now.


‘At just twenty-eight years old, this woman has achieved more than most of us will in a lifetime. Not content with her award-winning fashion and beauty lines, TV show and a whopping half a million Instagram followers, she is now the proud author of the new Sunday Times bestseller, How I Wear It. Ladies and gentlemen . . . SOPHIA HENLEY-JONES!’


There’s a split second of silence and a cough from the audience. Then the whoops and cheers begin as Sophia makes her way across the stage, her long black ballgown trailing behind her as she swoops towards me with a beaming smile. A dangling earring clinks against my Britney mic as she hugs me so tight I feel the air squeezed out of my lungs.


‘It’s So-FY-ah,’ she hisses into my ear, her voice acidic. As soon as she pronounces it to rhyme with Mariah instead of my erroneous So-FEE-ah to rhyme with Maria, I realize my faux pas. Why didn’t Tabitha tell me?


‘I’m so sorry,’ I mouth, mortified. ‘So sorry.’


I step backwards so I’m out of shot, trying to remember which way I’m supposed to exit the stage. Then I’m running down the steps as fast as possible, making my way towards the bar, where I intend to find Aisha and get very, very drunk.









Felt cute, might delete later


‘Everyone knows it’s So-FY-ah, you numpty,’ Lauren says into my ear as I step outside the hotel, phone balanced on my shoulder as I juggle the leftover goodie bags from the event.


It’s hard to tell if the half a magnum’s worth of champagne has helped or hindered me as I stumble down the front steps. Pros: I was loose enough to hold my own in a four-way conversation with Britain’s top podcast host, a transgender activist and an Olympic gold medallist. Cons: I’m going to have a raging hangover on my first day as acting editor tomorrow.


‘How was I supposed to know?’ I clamber onto the back seat of the taxi.


‘Don’t you remember when she did that reality TV show about her super posh Chelsea life with her ultra-rich crisp-heir hubby?’


I laugh. When we lived together, Lauren and I would spend every waking hour watching ‘structured reality’ shows, to the point where we knew the exact inheritance of every mining, jewellery and confectionery heir on television.


‘Well I’ve just made a right tit of myself in front of some of Britain’s hottest celebrities then,’ I say.


‘I’m sure you didn’t,’ Lauren says. ‘These people are too busy caring how they look on Instagram to worry about you butchering someone’s name.’


‘Yeah, you’re right,’ I say.


‘Do you think she sabotaged you on purpose, this Tabitha?’ Lauren says.


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘She just wasn’t paying attention. She’s just come back from maternity leave, so she was probably as nervous as I was.’ Although I must admit, there’s a part of me that’s not so sure.


‘Well, good luck with everything tomorrow,’ Lauren says, yawning. ‘We need to talk about the wedding when you get the chance.’


‘Yes, we do,’ I say. Lauren’s wedding is another thing on my endless to-do list, but I’ve struggled to find time for it lately with the whole new job thing. ‘Tomorrow, I promise. I’ll let you get off to bed,’ I say, before hanging up.


In the back of the cab, I open my camera reel and flick through the photos Aisha sent. In the majority, my eyes are half-closed or I’m holding my arm at a weird angle. But there’s one of me on the red carpet where I look vaguely passable.


I open Instagram and flick through the celebrity red carpet pictures on Luxxe’s account before I navigate to my profile. At Perfect Bake, I left the social media to the experts. Until recently, my last post was one of me and Johnny that I’d taken in the early days of Instagram, when everyone still used the X-Pro II filter and that chunky black frame that made everything look vintage. I started using it again when I decided to apply for the acting editor job and Aisha told me I needed to ‘build a brand’. Since then, I’ve been trying to post regular pictures in an attempt to look like an achingly cool magazine editor, despite the fact that my camera roll is ninety-two per cent cat pictures.


I select the red carpet shot where I don’t look entirely hideous and post it with the caption: Heading into my first #LuxxeWomenAwards. Then I refresh the page and wait for likes.


Three minutes later, there are no likes, and I wonder if I should delete it. Until two weeks ago, I was the editor of a baking magazine. No one is going to give a shit about me standing on a red carpet pretending to be someone I’m not. They’re probably slagging off my outfit and rolling their eyes as they scroll.


I stare out of the window at Trafalgar Square, empty but for a few clusters of pigeons, some homeless people and the odd drunk stumbling home. A couple walk arm in arm, gnawing on fried chicken drumsticks with their free hands.


I open Instagram again. One like. Aisha Parker.


A second later, a little heart flashes onto the screen. A comment.


@Aisha_Parker_ You look smoking, Jess! Welcome to the Luxxe fam! xx


Several refreshes later, there’s another like and a second comment.


@JohnnyWest That’s my girl, working it! So proud of you x


I’m greeted at the door by a sleepy Oreo, who rubs himself against me, performing a figure of eight around my legs. I reach down to stroke his little head and he gives me an appreciative purr.


There’s a light on in the kitchen, so I make my way through. The table is laid out with cling-filmed bowls of sticky rice and Johnny’s signature Thai green curry, which he must have made from scratch because the pestle and mortar are out and there’s a scent of lemongrass in the air. I reach into the open bag of prawn crackers and shove a handful into my mouth.


I slip off my heels, wincing at the blisters on both ankles. Desperate to rip off the jumpsuit, I reach an arm behind my back to undo the zip with my prawny fingers, but it gets stuck halfway down.


‘Here, let me help you.’


I turn to see Johnny in the doorway, tumbler of whisky in hand and pyjama bottoms slung low.


I face away from him as he eases the zip down to the base of my spine, letting the top half of the jumpsuit fall around my waist. He plants delicate kisses on my neck as he slips a hand around my waist and pulls me into him.


‘I could get used to this sexy new look,’ he says, cupping one hand under my chin as he gently pulls my neck towards him.


As I turn to kiss him, I realize I still have the huge plaster across my chest from the hospital tests last week – the reason I had to wear this stupid high-necked jumpsuit in the first place.


Johnny sees it at the same moment and stops kissing me.


‘How did it go? Shall I warm this up for you?’


‘Look at you, cooking up a storm on a school night,’ I say, quickly pulling the jumpsuit back up as he ladles rice and curry onto a plate and takes it to the microwave.


‘Well, it’s not every night my girlfriend does her first Luxxe Women Awards, is it?’


He puts the kettle on as I talk him through the events of the evening, including how I mispronounced the name of one of the UK’s most well-known fashion influencers.


‘How did you say it?’ he says, looking bemused.


‘I said So-FEE-ah and apparently it’s So-FY-ah.’ I smack myself on the forehead like an idiot.


Johnny laughs, putting one hand out to the side in a camp expression and saying ‘Oh, So-FY-ah, darling!’ with the poshest accent he can muster. Then he returns to his lovely, mild Mancunian twang. ‘As if anyone would have known that.’


Hearing him take the piss, it hits home just how trivial my predicament is, and I snort with laughter. When Johnny and I first met, we bonded over our shared northernness, the way we both said ‘grass’ instead of ‘grarse’ and ‘bath’ instead of ‘barth’. We would stand on the left side of the escalator to piss off the rest of London’s mardy commuters. Whenever I’ve felt out of place as a state-school-educated northerner in the South, he’s always had a knack of making me feel like I belong.


‘I’m sure you were brilliant,’ he says, passing me a cup of tea and returning to take my plate out of the microwave.


‘Thanks for waiting up.’ I watch him squeeze fresh lime on top of the plate of rice and creamy Thai green curry. He scrapes the sauce off a couple of prawns and puts them on the floor in front of Oreo, who gobbles them up in seconds.


As he puts the plate down in front of me, I realize I’m ravenous. I hoover up the curry like a gannet while Johnny takes my phone and plugs it in to charge for me.


‘I’m proud of you, Ginge,’ he says, massaging a knot in my shoulder.


I can’t help but smile. This is high praise from Johnny. In my early twenties, I’d meet guys in bars who were gushy from the off, calling me ‘beautiful’ to try and get my knickers off, but they’d run a mile once they got what they wanted. Johnny took a year to tell me he loved me, and a month before he even paid me his first compliment. ‘You’re quite fit, you are.’ Coming from him, it meant the world.


As I eat, I relax into his touch, relieved at how much better things are between us. When I first heard about the acting editor position, I knew it was my chance to leave Perfect Bake, even though it would mean spending all my evenings and weekends preparing for the interviews. It made things tough between us, not only because he wanted me to spend that time with him but also because he didn’t understand why I wanted to leave the baking mag in the first place – I’d only been editor for a year. He went on about how ‘obsessed’ I was with Instagram and how I never had time for him any more, yet it was perfectly fine for him to spend a weekend working on a case, as if his career was more important than mine.


Then one day I came home to find he’d put up the pictures I’d been nagging him about since the day we moved into the flat, including the special print he’d made of my very first Perfect Bake cover. Ever since then, he’s been Mr Supportive.


‘Mm,’ I say, moaning at the massage, feeling a combination of sleepy and sexy all at once. I push away my plate and turn to kiss him, then slowly stand up, pulling him towards me in a way that says yes, tonight you are getting it. ‘Let’s go to bed.’









Instagram vs reality


‘Did you see we were trending on Twitter?’ Aisha says, as I walk into the office on Tuesday morning.


I make my way over to my desk, peeling off the long, tailored red coat that I gave myself as a gift when I got the job at Luxxe. I’m a little groggy from the booze and the short night’s sleep but, back in my own trusty heeled boots and skinny jeans, I feel confident in my skin again. Then there’s the ever-so-slightly glowy feeling from last night’s spontaneous sex . . .


‘Let’s have a look,’ I say, excited for my first proper day in charge. Even though I no longer have Leah as my support blanket, I’m feeling psyched, if a little terrified.


I check out the buzz around #LuxxeWomenAwards on Twitter, then I switch to Instagram to see how my own post is doing. The love-heart icon shows I have hundreds of likes and seventy-three new followers, including Stephanie Asante and the editor of our biggest competitor. I refresh my feed and click on the photo I posted last night.


Two hundred and fifty-four likes. That has to be my best-ever performance, even better than the one where I announced my new role the other week. I study the photo again, thankful Aisha was there to style me into the perfect red-carpet position, my left leg in front of my right and my face turning slightly off to the side.


Beneath the picture, there are now dozens of comments from friends, PR contacts and magazine readers. They range from the fire emoji from Lauren to So lovely to meet you! xx from Stephanie Asante. The Stephanie Asante, commenting on my pictures. I feel like Beyoncé.


I scroll through the list of new followers, scanning for anyone I should follow back and clicking into a couple of profiles that sound familiar. Then I notice a new notification. Johnny West has tagged you.


I click through to the picture, which he must have posted on his way into work. It’s the same red carpet shot, with the caption, So proud of my magazine extraordinaire girlfriend @Jess_Jackson_Luxxe! Good luck on your first day! He’s added the flexed bicep emoji and two kisses at the end. Aw. Johnny never posts on Instagram – he’s one of those silent observers who just browses and occasionally likes things, but he’s only ever posted two pictures, both of which were of his bike. That makes it doubly cute that he’s being so supportive of my career move. I make a mental note to return the gesture somehow. I know Johnny has been going through a hard time at work too, but I haven’t been able to pay him much attention these last few months.


I’m about to shut the app when the heart symbol flashes up again, that little chemical hit that keeps me hooked to the ’gram for hours on end. I have one new follower, @LittleMissAvo, who seems to have had a liking spree of my last few posts. The tiny avatar shows a scantily clad brunette with abs to rival Jessica Ennis-Hill’s, and I can’t help but click on her profile for a look. She has twenty-two thousand followers to my meagre eight hundred and sixty-two (no thousands). The line at the top says, Followed by Tabitha_Richardson__, Aisha_Parker_, PerfectBakeUK + 14 more.


I cast my eye over her grid, which alternates between food and profile shots. As I take a closer look, I realize they are body-positivity posts – each split-screen image has her in hot pants and sports bra, showing off her washboard abs and perky breasts, then a comparison shot from a different angle revealing just the tiniest patch of cellulite. There are a series of no-bullshit hashtags, from #InstagramVsReality to her own bespoke tag #LittleMissAvo, and for every body-positivity post, there’s a food collage calling out taste-free ‘diet’ alternatives in favour of full-fat cakes and traditional puds. Now this is a girl after my own heart.


Another split-screen post catches my attention a little further down her grid. There she is, in a tailored suit and six-inch heels, posing in front of an indoor water feature, coffee cup in hand, looking the consummate professional. Next to it is a make-up-free selfie, greasy hair pinned back but still looking gorgeous with a pile of papers on top of what looks to be a desk in her bedroom. The caption reads:
 

Pic 1: When you’re all spruced up to hit the head office at your fancy new firm. #RunningInHeels. Pic 2: When you’re pulling your fifth all-nighter to prep for the *most terrifying meeting* at said fancy new firm. #ImposterSyndrome, much?


I immediately click ‘Follow Back’. This is exactly the sort of woman I want to feature in Luxxe – someone who cuts through the bullshit and tells it like it is, not competing against other women but empowering them, showing them that success doesn’t come without hard work.


‘I love her!’ Tabitha says, appearing from nowhere behind my desk. ‘She’s so refreshing, isn’t she? And I wish I had those abs but fat chance of that after having a kid.’


I close the app, keen to remain professional. Even though I’m looking out for new people to feature in the mag, I don’t want Tabitha to think I’m messing around on social media. I’m not about to squander the job I’ve been working up to for almost twenty years.


It was in my early teens, mesmerized by Sugar, Bliss and J-17, that I proudly proclaimed I was going to grow up to be a magazine editor. While my friends coveted clothes from Miss Selfridge or the latest make-up from The Body Shop, all I wanted was A4 paper, printer ink and Pritt Stick so I could put together my own problem pages and invent real-life stories.


It helped that I had Mum’s buy-in. She and I would pore over the pages of glossy magazines while she described the glamour of Covent Garden, where she’d worked as a waitress at Simpson’s in the Strand before she moved up north to be with Dad. She indulged my dreams of editorship, telling me that when I was rich and famous, she would be my plus one at lavish launch parties, hoping one day to meet Cliff Richard, her free pass. Dad would shake his head in mock disgust, but I could tell it delighted him to see Mum and I so close.


My parents were only just breaking even from running the tea rooms they’d bought in our little Yorkshire village when I was ten, so money was always tight. But Mum having a sister in London meant they could just about afford to send me down south for two weeks of work experience when I was fifteen. I still remember the day Mum waved me off, packing me up with sandwiches and a suitcase as if I was leaving for a year. Looking back at the house as Dad’s car turned out of the end of our road, I could still see her there, waving on the driveway in her slippers and pinny over her favourite frock. When I unpacked that evening at Aunty Cath and Uncle Paul’s, I discovered she’d hidden a tin-foiled batch of lemon drizzle in my suitcase with a note that read: Knock ’em dead, Jessie. We are so proud of you. Love Mum and Dad x


Those two weeks were everything I imagined they would be. Taking the train and the Tube from Peckham to Soho each day felt impossibly grown-up. Even though I didn’t get a single word in the magazine and my days were spent fetching sandwiches and cans of Diet Coke for the editor, it was a thrill to see the articles before they went to press, to transcribe pages and pages of important interviews and to watch the editor in her corner office, sipping on coffee from a tall cardboard cup while typing away on her gigantic Macintosh computer. This, I was certain, was my world.


Once the IT guy has given me access, I work my way through Leah’s emails, catching up on commercial partnerships, budgets and the flat plan for next month’s pages. The timing would have been perfect if I’d actually got the whole three weeks in the job before she went on maternity, but I ended up with just a week and now I have a gazillion questions to ask her.


At ten a.m., I catch up with Miles, the publishing director. It helps that I already reported to him as editor of Perfect Bake, so I know what he likes and doesn’t like. Miles isn’t interested in the nitty gritty of the monthly pages – as long as the cover looks good and we’ve hit revenue targets, he’s happy. It’s a relief not to have someone micro-managing me, but on the other hand it means asking Tabitha when I have questions about the day-to-day running of the mag, and I don’t want to come across like I don’t know what I’m doing.


I blag my way through an impromptu stand-up meeting, reassuring the team I have everything in hand – which, of course, I will have, just as soon as I catch up on all the loose ends left from Leah’s early departure. Even though it’s only mid-November, we’re well into next year’s issues, so it’s all about fresh starts and how to achieve your dream career, both of which are topics I’m au fait with. When it comes to the fashion and beauty pages, I’m less comfortable – that’s Tabitha’s domain. I could reel off a thousand words on the ins and outs of Cronuts, duffins and other bakery hybrids in my sleep, but I’m not quite up to speed on paper-bag waists, or whatever’s in fashion these days. Thankfully, Luxxe is less fashion, more lifestyle – think features on feminism, relationships and careers.


Mid-morning, I make my first slip-up, emailing the wrong freelancer about a vegan weddings article she pitched but which Leah ended up commissioning from a different writer. For a moment, I wish I could take the lift back down to my old floor, where I felt so at home I kept half my wardrobe under my desk. Then I remind myself why I left – you know you’ve fallen out of love with baking when even a triple-layered Biscoff cake doesn’t get you excited.


I remember how enthusiastic I was when I started at Perfect Bake. I’d been working for Leah on a teen glossy when the publisher announced plans to launch a baking title with a tiny budget and an even tinier team. With my experience baking with Mum in the family tea rooms over the school holidays, I was the natural choice for features writer. The Great British Bake Off was taking off and the magazine grew just as fast, with me being promoted to features editor within a couple of years, and then editor a couple of years later. Mum would strategically place copies around the tea rooms, proudly telling every customer that her daughter wrote for the magazine.


Our biggest win was creating a title that appealed as much to teenage baking enthusiasts as it did to older dab hands, and I remind myself I want to do something similar with Luxxe. Although I can’t make significant changes as acting editor, I can focus on making every bit of content as inclusive as possible, so an article about how to dress like a fashion editor is as relevant to a size eighteen cisgender Liverpudlian as it is to a size six trans woman from Brighton. Growing up in Yorkshire, I never felt seen by these magazines – everything was so London-centric. I vowed that if I was ever in charge, I would make sure my magazine applied to every woman.


By lunch time, I’m hitting my stride. I check in individually with each member of the team, letting them know that I’m open to new ideas and I want to learn as much from them as they might from me. We’ve been friends for years and I thought she might feel weird about me becoming her boss, but Aisha is excited about me joining the team and has tons of ideas for how to transform our print content for the digital realm. The rest of the staff are enthusiastic and pumped to have their pitches heard.


But when it comes to Tabitha’s turn, she reels off what seems to be every single nugget of knowledge she has acquired in her three years at Luxxe, as if she’s determined to show me how capable she is. ‘Miles doesn’t like too many pieces on menstruation.’ ‘Hygge is so 2016.’ ‘Oh, we’d never put a reality-TV star on the cover.’ I know what she really means is they’d never put a working-class reality-TV star on the cover, but I’m not about to challenge her just yet. I do my best to make it clear that I’m not out to test or threaten her in any way, but when I start talking, she’s barely listening, distracted by something on her phone. She’s going to take a while to crack.


Leah’s news makes its way to us around four o’clock, when Tabitha squeals from behind her desk. ‘It’s a boy!’


We crowd around her screen, taking turns to peer at the picture that Leah has sent to the team WhatsApp. In the shot, a bare-faced Leah snuggles a tiny, pale-looking creature with a full head of hair against her chest, her wife’s head smushed up beside her. She looks exhausted but glowing.


Our beautiful little miracle was born Tuesday 14th November at 12:20 p.m., weighing 8lbs 2oz. Mummy, Mama and baby are doing just fine but mummy needs a strong Scotch after a gruelling 20-hour delivery. We are so, so in love xx


Leah’s message ends with a little blue love heart. Below it, Tabitha has replied:


Oh my goodness, congratulations! There is nothing quite like those first few days with your precious little one. Enjoy every moment! Xx


We’re all distracted for at least half an hour, cooing and awing over the baby and speculating about what she might call him. Leah and I kept in touch after I went to Perfect Bake, and I know how desperately she wanted to become a mother. She and her wife jumped through years’ worth of hoops trying to make it happen before eventually getting pregnant with donor sperm. It’s especially poignant that they’ve finally had a healthy baby.


I remember how she joked when I went for the Luxxe job that I’d probably be knocked up myself by the time she came back from maternity leave, but I’ve always hoped Johnny and I would get married first – if he ever asks. At the moment, babies and nappies couldn’t be further from my to-do list – I’ve just got my dream opportunity in editing a magazine I’ve loved for years. I’m not about to throw it away.


Keen to establish a routine as the first in and last out of the office, I stay at my desk until seven, looking at the layout of the upcoming issue on the flat plan while sifting through mounds of emails from PR girls with names like Sapphire and Arabella offering to send me to the Seychelles in exchange for a feature. It’s a step up from the free cakes I was sent every day at Perfect Bake in the hopes that they’d make it onto our socials, but I’m desperate to establish myself as a serious editor instead of taking advantage of freebies.


Despite hoping the Tube would be less busy by this hour, I’m standing with my neck bent against the doorway and my other shoulder squashed into the armpit of a businessman who smells of stale beer. I stare into the carriage of lemmings, every single one of them engrossed in their smartphones. It’s not exactly what I pictured when I fantasized about this lifestyle with Mum, but then none of it is quite the same now that magazines are folding left, right and centre. I’m grateful to have a job at all in this climate, let alone to be working at one of the few magazines that is actually thriving.


‘The next. Station. Is. London. Bridge.’


I clutch my backpack to my chest as the commuters barge past me, elbowing their way out of the carriage like bath water flowing through an open plug hole. Then the tub is filling again, people pushing, handbags everywhere, outspread Evening Standards filling all available space.


The flat in Clapham was supposed to make our lives easier. A straight Tube line south from the City for Johnny and a single change from Soho for me – if it wasn’t for the hell that is the Northern line. Still, for the first few years that Johnny and I were together, I was living with Lauren down in Crystal Palace while he was all the way north in Stoke Newington. Whenever I made the trek to his, he would tell me to bring spare clothes and stay as long as I could, because he didn’t want us to travel in the opposite direction unless strictly necessary. When Mum was really sick, he finally said the words I’d been waiting for: ‘I never want us to travel in opposite directions, Jess. Move in with me.’


‘Move down please!’ someone shouts. But I can’t. I’m stuck in the space between the seats and the end of the carriage, about to be wedged in by bodies.


‘Fuck’s sake,’ someone says.


I look up to realize it’s aimed at me, because I’m blocking a tiny space that I know if I move into, I won’t have anything to hold onto. Then a brief case whacks me in the shin, sending a sharp pain down my leg.


A couple of weeks ago, I would have burst into tears. I would have questioned why I bother working all the hours, only to be abused on the Tube by middle-aged men who wouldn’t give a shit if I keeled over and died, while other people make their money from sunbathing in the Maldives in #gifted swimsuits.


But today I shrug it off. Sure, it’s been crazy busy lately and Johnny and I have had a bit of a rough patch, but things are actually pretty great. I have everything I want in life – the dream job, the doting boyfriend, the bright future.









Little Miss Avo


‘I read your first article!’ Johnny says, waving his phone at me with the profile of Stephanie Asante on the screen, my first article for Luxxe. I drafted it a couple of weeks ago and added a few quotes from a quick interview at the awards ceremony before Aisha published it this afternoon. ‘I loved all that stuff about how under-represented the working class is in the media. She’s cool, isn’t she?’


My heart swells. I don’t think I’ll ever get over the feeling of gratitude for the fact that Johnny reads every single article I write. He even read half of my back catalogue when we met, just so he could bring things up on our early dates. Five years on, he remains as interested as ever.


While Johnny plates up our dinner, I go to compose a post on Instagram about my first Luxxe online piece. But as soon as I open the app, I’m distracted by a video.


Little Miss Avo appears in a white bikini performing handstand push-ups against a wooden pole on the veranda of what looks to be an exotic holiday resort. When she pops down from the handstand, I can actually see the flex of her tanned, toned thigh muscles and I’m mesmerized by how her breasts defy gravity even when she’s upside down. Then, in the second video in the carousel, I discover her blooper reel of failed attempts. Here she is falling on her face, there she is tucking in a nipple that threatened to escape. I laugh out loud – I love this girl.


‘What’s funny?’ Johnny says, plonking down a bowl of his weeknight pasta, which consists mostly of frozen peas and shop-bought pesto. Clearly last night’s homemade curry was a one-off.


‘This new influencer I’ve found,’ I say, flashing my phone at him. ‘I’m thinking of interviewing her for a piece.’


Johnny squints at the screen, briefly frowns and then shakes his head. ‘You and your bloody Instagram. Put it away for once.’


Suitably reprimanded, I lock the phone screen and put it down on the bench beside me. There are only so many times I can tell Johnny I’m on it for work, and I haven’t exactly convinced myself either.


Before he sits down, Johnny picks up his phone, types something, then clicks it shut, signalling he’s ready to obey the phones-off-at-dinner rule that we’ve both been pretty lax about lately. ‘So how was the vibe with Tabitha today?’


‘Hmm . . .’ I search for a word to describe her general attitude towards me. ‘Hostile?’


‘She’s jealous,’ Johnny says, grinding pepper onto his pasta. ‘Someone with your stratospheric career waltzing in as her new boss? Anyone would be threatened by that.’


Perhaps he’s right – I wouldn’t want to step on anyone’s toes. But I can’t help thinking it’s the other way round. Tabitha is so experienced, so knowledgeable about fashion, that I feel pretty inadequate next to her. Until recently, I thought Sandro was a pizza chain, not a fashion brand.


‘Could you take her out for lunch, get her on your side?’ he suggests. ‘Keep your enemies closer and all that.’


‘Good shout,’ I say, wondering what Tabitha would make of the way I’m funnelling pasta into my gob like I haven’t seen a meal for a month. I’ve rarely seen her eat anything that isn’t quinoa.


Johnny takes a sip of his wine. The buttons of his shirt are pulled slightly taut around his middle and there’s a single strand of chest hair poking out. I’ve been trying to get him to do some sort of exercise, but last time I broached the idea of him cycling to work again, he muttered something about the high incidence of cycle-related deaths in London.


‘How’s work, anyway?’ I say, keen to figure out how to get him motivated.


Johnny shrugs. ‘Ah, you know, the usual. Did I mention your dad called me again?’ He stabs his fork into multiple bits of penne. ‘He’s worried about you, you know.’


Shit. I need to return one of Dad’s missed calls, just like I need to call Lauren about the wedding, but I’ve got enough on my mind. I’ll call him on the weekend.


While Johnny clears the plates, I pick up my phone to post my article, but I find myself gravitating to Little Miss Avo’s profile again. She’s exactly the sort of person I want to interview – strong, smart and funny, yet apparently petrified about a job that I’m sure she’s probably more than qualified for.


I click on the link in her bio and navigate straight to the ‘About Me’ page of her blog, where I’m met with a full-screen image of her, sprawled across a swanky hotel bed, one tanned shoulder exposed and her Kate Middleton-esque hair covering her breasts. The bio reads: Mia King, 23. Full-time solicitor, part-time bullshit detector. Trainee at Mackenzie Paige in Manchester.


‘Oh my God, she works at your firm!’ I say, remembering the #ImposterSyndrome post. I thought that water feature looked familiar.


‘Who?’ Johnny twists around from the sink to glance at me.


‘This new influencer I’ve found. Mia King?’


He gives me a blank look, then shakes his head. ‘Never heard of her.’


‘Could she be one of your new trainees? Maybe you could introduce me.’


He turns his head back to the sink. ‘I’ve only met the ones in the London office.’


‘OK,’ I say, starting to type out a message. ‘In that case, I’m sliding into her DMs.’


‘Wait!’ Johnny turns off the tap and wipes his soapy hands on his trousers. ‘Put your phone away a sec.’


‘What’s up?’ I abandon the message and push my phone to the side.


Johnny comes back over to the kitchen bench and sits down opposite me. He lets out a sigh as if he’s been holding it in for a month, then he gulps. ‘I wasn’t going to tell you this yet but . . .’


‘J, what is it?’ I see the dejected look on his face.


‘I didn’t make partner.’


‘What?’ Making partner at his law firm is like a life-or-death scenario for Johnny. He’s been working towards this forever. ‘But I thought the decision wasn’t for another few weeks?’


He sighs. ‘Erica told me I wasn’t going to get it.’


‘When?’


‘A couple of weeks ago.’


‘What? Why didn’t you tell me?’


He picks at his fingernails. ‘You were starting your new job. You had enough to worry about.’


I knew there was something he wasn’t telling me. He may have been supportive, but he’s been so moody lately, one minute miles away staring out the window and the next making plans for our summer holidays.


I take his hand. ‘I’m so sorry. You’ll get there, though. I know how much Erica rates you.’


Erica Paige is your typical alpha female, surviving on four hours’ sleep and waltzing around the office in her power suits without ever looking the remotest bit tired. She made partner at thirty-four with three children under the age of six and somehow still found time to set up a women-in-law symposium. But despite her intimidating demeanour, she’s a nurturer, taking Johnny under her wing when he is struggling, championing diversity and welcoming all the trainees as if they were her own children.


‘Wait, how did you know she wasn’t in the London office?’


‘What?’ Johnny is distracted by something on his phone.


‘Mia King,’ I say.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, you said you’d never heard of her, but you knew she wasn’t in London. So you must have known she was in the Manchester office.’


He makes a face. ‘I just assumed because I hadn’t met her, she must be in Manchester,’ he pauses, then adds, as an afterthought, ‘because I’ve met all the London trainees.’


‘But you’re up in Manchester every month and the office is tiny.’ I pull up her Instagram and scroll to find the image to show him, but a selfie with a pastel pink background catches my eye. I recognise the iconic dining room at Sketch because we profiled it in an afternoon tea feature for Perfect Bake – and because Johnny went there for a dinner that Erica put on to help integrate the trainees with some of the senior associates.


I look up at him. ‘Didn’t you go to that dinner at Sketch in September?’


Johnny looks off to the side, scratching his nose. ‘Oh yeah,’ he says, his voice going up an octave. ‘Let’s see what she looks like again.’


But before I have the chance to show him my phone, I’m distracted by the hand that appears, resting on the table, just in shot, beside Mia. I pinch my fingers to zoom in on the unmistakable dark hair that expands from the wrist, then the silver cufflinks – the ones I had engraved for his birthday. I’d recognise that hand anywhere.


‘J, you were sitting next to her.’ I thrust the phone in his face. ‘Why would you—’


My stomach drops.


This isn’t a coincidence, is it? She wanted me to find her on Instagram. She followed me right after Johnny posted my picture.


The words take a while to form. ‘Is there . . . is there something going on with this Mia?’


Johnny jolts his head back into his neck and for a moment I doubt myself. ‘What? Of course not! I just forgot I’d—’


‘You forgot you’d met someone who you sat next to at an intimate dinner and who you presumably see once a month in an office of, what, ten people?’


Something flashes up on his phone. We both glance at it at the same time, but before I have chance to read the message banner, he’s turned it face down on the table.


‘Who is that?’ My heart rate is rising, the sudden feeling of dread taking over my bowels.


‘No one,’ he says, turning it towards him then putting it face down again. ‘Just work.’


I put my hand on my chest to steady myself and I speak in the calmest voice I can manage. ‘Why do I get the feeling you’re lying?’


Johnny makes a sort of pyramid with his hands around his nose, inhaling deeply with his eyes closed. When he removes his hands, I see he’s shaking.


‘Johnny, what is it?’


The words come out quiet, like a child ’fessing up to getting crayon all over the wallpaper. ‘I’m an idiot, Jess. I’ve fucked up.’


He gulps, then raises his head to look at the ceiling. I follow his gaze and notice he’s put the wok back on the wrong hook again.


‘What have you done?’ I say, my heart thumping in my chest now.


‘Mia and I . . .’


He looks at me, like I’m supposed to finish the sentence, but all I can think of are her perfect, perky breasts, bouncing up and down in her white bikini.


‘Mia and you what, Johnny?’ I can barely breathe. A punch to the gut, swift and sharp.


He shakes his head again, like it won’t be real if he doesn’t voice it out loud.


‘It was just one time, I swear. I was wasted . . .’









Just one drink


‘You need to eat something,’ Aisha says, pushing the bowl of sweet potato fries towards me and waving one in front of my face. ‘Come on, just a few, or I’ll have to pull out the big aeroplane moves.’


I barely slept last night. I was a zombie all day around the office, my eyelids swollen like watermelons from so much crying. I’d get distracted by an email or a meeting for around five seconds before it hit me afresh, a swift kick in the stomach every time I remembered that the person I love the most has committed the cruellest betrayal.


I push a chip into my mouth and try to chew it; it tastes like cardboard. I’m running on empty but I can’t eat. I can’t stop crying. As I relay it all to Aisha for the third time today, I feel hollow.


He tried to wriggle out of it at first, telling me they’d just had a drunken kiss on a work night out last month in Manchester. But I knew he was lying. It all makes sense now, the way he’d been off with me about spending so much time engrossed in my work, and then suddenly one day he comes home all jolly and handy around the house, trying to seduce me with home-cooked meals and DIY. Guilt.


I can’t even say her name without venom rising up my throat. I pushed him and pushed him until he told me the truth, or his version of it, the gradual drip-feed of information hitting me blow by blow as I discovered the extent of his betrayal. Mia, it turns out, is the Rising-Star Trainee Who Can Do No Wrong who started at Johnny’s firm after the summer. They had sex – just once, he swears – and when he told her he had a girlfriend, she threatened to find me and tell me everything.


‘And the worst part of it is he left for Manchester this morning,’ I say, puffing air out of my nose as I realize how much of a mug I must look. ‘He could have called in sick, told them he couldn’t make it this month, anything. But no, he’s literally gone back to the scene of the crime to spend the next two days with her.’


‘So how did you leave it?’ Aisha says, passing me a napkin to stem my tears.


I huff as I recall the hideous screaming, crying fight that followed us from the kitchen to the living room and eventually to the bathroom until I finally collapsed into bed at four in the morning while Johnny slept on the sofa. He suggested I could sleep with someone else if I wanted, to ‘make things even’, as if that could somehow magically fix what he’d done. I told him it was over; there was no way on earth I would stay with a cheat.


‘And then he had the cheek to say he wants to marry me some day,’ I say, laughing at how ridiculous it sounds.


Aisha screws up her face. ‘Bit late for that, isn’t it?’


I nod. When Johnny and I first met, I was sure it would just be a fling. We were both on the singles table at a wedding and I instantly gravitated towards his northern accent, which felt like home. He was too young, too good looking, too successful to be anything other than a player, and I knew he wouldn’t be up for anything serious. It was only after we’d been dating for a month that I found out Johnny had shuffled the table plan so he could sit next to me. He’d seen me in the church, asked the groom who I was and then rearranged the little teacups that denoted our names on the table. It always tickled us that I’d never find out if I’d have hit it off with Uncle Nigel. Now that little private joke feels pathetic.


‘Hey,’ Aisha says, squeezing my hand. ‘I hate that he’s done this to you. He’s a prick.’


But he’s not a prick. As much as I hate him for betraying me, the Johnny I saw last night doesn’t compute with the guy who plugs my phone in to charge because he knows I panic when it goes below twenty per cent. It doesn’t compute with the man who always lets me go first in the bath or shower, who rolls up slices of ham and serves them to the cat as a gourmet meal when he thinks I’m not looking, and who will always forgo the last Rolo, the last crunchy corner of lasagne, the last anything, for me.


I thought we’d get married someday. It’s not like I wanted the big white wedding. I’d always pictured us in a registry office with a few close friends, like Mum and Dad did. The sort of love that lasts forever, or at least until death do us part.


‘He actually said she “listened” to him,’ I say, making air quotes with my fingers and immediately hating myself for it.


Aisha rolls her eyes. ‘For fuck’s sake, is he after the cliché of the year award or what?’


‘But what if he’s right?’ I say, fingering the stem of my margarita glass. ‘I have been absorbed in my job. I have neglected him, I suppose. I didn’t even know he’d failed to make partner.’


Aisha waggles a finger at me. ‘Don’t you dare blame yourself for this. The whole “she listens to me” thing is the oldest trick in the book.’


She’s right, of course, but there’s a part of me that thinks Johnny isn’t like that, that he really did feel like I wasn’t listening to him. He’s been through a lot, what with Mum, and everything with his dad, and now failing to make partner.


‘I don’t know if I could forgive him,’ I say, swirling the dregs of my cocktail.


‘I know you love him, but he’s a dick for doing this to you.’


I want her to tell me I’m crazy not to forgive him, that he regrets it as much as he says he does. I’ve been ignoring his calls all day and going over and over the conversations in my head, but I can’t see how we could ever go back to normal. I’m exhausted from thinking about it.


‘I still can’t believe it was Little Miss Avo,’ Aisha says, shaking her head. When I told her everything in the office at lunchtime, she instigated a bitchy scroll through Mia’s grid before we both ceremoniously unfollowed and blocked her. Aisha tried to console me by saying things like ‘you’re way smarter than her’ and ‘guys prefer something to grab onto,’ but the fact is he slept with her, and now every time the image comes into my head I feel it in my bowels, a full bodily reaction to what he’s done. I know it wasn’t her fault if she didn’t know he had a girlfriend, but she wanted me to find out, didn’t she? She wanted to hurt me.


I need to stop going over and over this in my head.


‘Enough about me,’ I say, trying to brush away the thoughts of Miss Perky Avocados that are threatening to take over again. ‘I want to hear all about your date with the painter.’


‘If I’m going to tell you about my love life, we’re going to need another drink,’ she says, gesturing for the bartender’s attention.


‘Bottle?’ I say, pointing to the prosecco at the top of the list.


‘This is why you’re my kind of wing woman, Jessie J.’


Half an hour and a glass of prosecco each in, Aisha has talked me through her latest string of disastrous matches. From the teacher who sent her voice notes every day for six weeks only to ghost her as soon as she suggested meeting up, to the banker who flew her to New York for a date, only for her to find out via a deep Facebook stalk in the airport that he was engaged to be married, she makes a convincing case for me to stick with the cheating boyfriend rather than hit the dating scene.


‘And then he had the audacity to ask me to repay the air fare,’ she says, swigging another gulp of prosecco. ‘Like, I’m sorry, but if you’re going to fly your date halfway across the world without bothering to tell them you’ve got a fiancée back at home, you can bloody well stump up the air fare.’


I shudder at the thought of Johnny doing something so deliberately deceiving. But what he did wasn’t exactly much better.


‘So the painter?’


She huffs. ‘He was alright, but he bored on about himself for two hours. I sent him a text afterwards, like “nice meeting you but I didn’t feel a spark”, and he sends me this whole tirade of abuse.’


‘What did he say?’


She picks up her phone and scrolls to find the message, shaking her head as she reads it back:


‘It’s fine, I could tell you would be high maintenance and frankly you are not my physical type either. I hope you find what your looking for. “You’re” spelled y-o-u-r, naturally.’


I laugh properly for the first time this evening.


‘High fucking maintenance?’ she says, her mouth agog. ‘I mean, who does he think he is? He met me for two hours!’


‘Wow,’ I say, genuinely shocked by some of the stuff she tells me about her dates. ‘What did you say?’


She looks down at her phone again.


‘ Dear Patrick, I was actually trying to be kind by telling you I didn’t feel a spark. In truth, I thought you seemed like a self-absorbed prick. Oh, and you might want to learn the difference between “your” and “you’re”. Love, High Maintenance x’


I almost choke on my prosecco. I wish I had Aisha’s balls. ‘Did he reply?’
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