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Ned, 2017



Ned and Tanya were on a wardrobe recce. The kind of weekendy, couply thing couples do at weekends. Dora had been invited to her cousin’s birthday party in Haywards Heath so it made sense to drop her off, nip to Ikea in Croydon and try out drawers and doors on the wardrobes Ned had researched so thoroughly online.


He was sure he could convince Tanya that the Songesand was the one for them, if she could just see it full-size and in situ: he loved the Ikea room settings. Not to mention the meatballs.


They were in a faux bedroom. It was all a bit too Scandi for Ned: at least twelve artfully scattered cushions in various shades of beige on the king-size bed; too many framed monochrome prints of dried-up leaves – and he kept walking into the low-slung lampshade, seemingly made from tea-stained serviettes.


‘Is this what they mean by “hygge”?’ he asked as he bumped his head. Again.


‘Hygge’s Danish. Ikea’s Swedish.’ Tanya knew stuff like that.


The Songesand definitely looked the business: ample hanging space, somewhere for shoes, plus there was also a chest of drawers and bedside tables, if they ever went full-on matchy-matchy.


He opened the door, then closed it, then opened it again. Nice smooth action. Tanya leant, arms crossed, against a fake wall that was trying hard to look like paint-flaked old bricks. Funny the details he’d remember, years later.


‘Come on, Ned.’ Tanya sighed. ‘I promised we’d collect Dora at six.’


‘Flatpack stuff can be flimsy, though. Especially when I put it together.’ He opened and closed the wardrobe one more time. ‘Which do you prefer: Songesand or Visthus?’


No reply.


‘Earth to Tanya. Are you okay? Hey, why don’t we have lunch first, then decide?’


She frowned, took a deep breath and composed her thoughts. She had to get this right. ‘I’m so sorry, Ned. I can’t do this any more.’


‘Fair enough. I suppose I could restore that pine wardrobe your mum gave us. New handles or a nice matt paint job? Cream, say, or dark blue to complement the curtains.’


He perched on the bed, patting it for her to sit beside him, but she stayed standing. Comfy bed, he thought. Comfier than theirs, which dipped in the middle. ‘Maybe we should treat ourselves to a new mattress too?’


Tanya shook her head in close-to-tears frustration. ‘You don’t get it, Ned. What I’m trying to say is: I need more space or I’ll explode.’


‘The Songesand has extra storage at the bottom.’


‘Forget the bloody wardrobe.’


He knew not to ignore that tone of voice. ‘Sure. Absolutely. Ready for meatballs?’


Then she said it. In Ikea of all places. ‘I think we need some time apart. From each other. I feel suffocated. You must know what I mean.’


She searched his face for a frown of understanding. But he didn’t understand. Not then. Not now. ‘We’re just not, I don’t know, we’re not who we used to be. We’ve changed.’


‘I haven’t!’


‘Exactly! We’re in such different places. Surely you can see that?’


Ned shook his head. It made no sense.


‘Mum and Dad will put us up for a bit, me and Dora.’ Her voice cracked. ‘Until we know if we’ve got a future.’


‘I’ve got a future,’ he said, louder than he’d intended. ‘With you and Dora.’


He tried to find his Tanya in her eyes but she wouldn’t look at him. She was clearly upset but at least she’d known what was coming. She wasn’t the one who’d had the rug pulled out.


She let him reach out and take her hand. She reciprocated his squeeze of her fingers. It felt familiar but it was different. Everything was different.







   


Gemma, 2017



Gemma couldn’t bring herself to enter Rocksy’s Fish Bar for a good nine months after the break-up, even though it was way better than the chippie by the bus stop. Rocksy’s felt cursed. So she avoided it. In fact, she avoided fish and chips full-stop: just the smell of batter was an emotional trigger and she had to gouge her palms with her nails in order not to cry.


Then she decided that, okay, Joe had screwed up her life but no way was he going to change her choice of takeaway. She reclaimed the fish supper, telling herself it was a turning point. One of many. Two steps forward, none back.


Win-win, me! Lose-lose, Joe!


Gemma’s life had changed for good (for ‘good’?) on an uneventful Wednesday in March. Cold. Drizzly. Not showing Bevendean’s best side, if it ever had one. They were parked outside Rocksy’s, waiting for Kelvin to return with cod, chips and mushy peas for three, and Gemma was telling Joe what a crap day she’d had.


‘Then she accused me of not being a team player. I so am, compared to her.’


‘This is Janine, right?’ He knew it was Janine. It was always Janine.


‘I should have applied for that job.’ Gemma sighed. ‘That way, I might have stopped her getting it. Why didn’t I? What was I thinking?’


Joe’s silence spoke volumes.


‘I know! I know you said to go for it. I didn’t want the responsibility. I didn’t want to be the one bossing my mates around. But, I swear to God, Joe, I could do that job in a coma, compared to Janine.’


Joe squeezed her hand. ‘Course you could, hun. You’re clever and smart—’


‘Clever and smart are the same thing.’


‘And brilliant and kind. They’re lucky to have you. I know I am.’


He kissed her reassuringly, just as Kelvin clambered into the back seat with their fish supper and told them, as he often did, to get a room, not that he was entirely sure what that meant. Eleven years old and minutes away from an event that would reshape his life.


‘Where’s my change?’ Gemma asked, waggling her fingers behind her head.


‘You said I could keep it. Didn’t she, Dad?’


‘Did she, mate? Must have missed that.’


‘And you still owe me pocket money.’ Kelvin didn’t miss a trick.


‘Pay the pushy little herbert.’ Joe chuckled. ‘Wallet’s in there.’


Gemma clicked open the glove compartment as Joe edged the car into the early evening traffic. And that’s when it all changed. Everything.


Lime green sunglasses. Tucked under his wallet, half hidden by an empty Haribo bag and a parched chamois. Lime green with gold arms. She held them up.


‘Whose are these?’


‘Must be yours, hun. I don’t suit green.’ Gemma couldn’t fault his swift response.


‘I think I’d know if I had such bad taste.’ She tried them on and checked herself out in the vanity mirror, shuddering at the lurid reflection staring back at her.


‘Seriously, Joe. Who do they belong to?’


‘I told you! No one!’


They drove on for a minute, turning into Dean Avenue, passing Carole from two doors down walking her arthritic Jack Russell. She waved. Gemma waved back. Kelvin was messing about on his phone, utterly oblivious to the tectonic shift in the front seats.


‘Just tell me, Joe. Whose are they?’


‘For Christ’s sake, leave it, will you? And give the lad his fiver.’


‘Tenner,’ Kelvin muttered, still distracted by his phone. ‘You owe me for last week too.’


Gemma opened Joe’s wallet and pulled out a note, a combination of slow motion and autopilot. The smell of cod curdled deep in her stomach.







   


Chapter One


Ned


Waitrose car park is the usual Friday-night scrum: trolleys dumped in prime parking spaces for a patient employee to retrieve; pairs of comfortably-off sixty-something couples blocking the store entrance as they chat smugly about their skiing holidays. ‘No, no, we went to Andorra actually.’


I grab a trolley, briefly distracted by an abandoned shopping list clipped to it that reads ‘rosemary + kindling’. Hove Waitrose is a haven for ‘rosemary + kindling’ types. Tanya took against a certain kind of self-absorbed, self-important customer and would get in their way on purpose. Once she sneaked three Pot Noodles into a particularly smug trolley.


I know what’s in my fridge and what I need to buy, which is pretty much everything. If I can just feed and water Dora tonight and have the correct breakfast cereal, we’ll eat out for the rest of the weekend. I grab some trimmed broccoli and scrubbed baby carrots; Tanya can feed her veg-box kale covered in mud Monday to Friday. I even find her a trio of kiwi fruit that I’ll no doubt forget about and they’ll live at the back of the fridge until they grow goatees.


My phone pings. A text from Tanya, probably with updated instructions about what Dora and I can/can’t do this weekend. For a ridiculously long time, I had to keep her away from hand dryers. Now it’s spiders.


‘Can U come round 30 mins early? Give us chance to talk. Hope ok. C U later. Bye.’


I stop in my tracks, inadvertently getting in the way of the skiing couple, who are after olive oil. So, Tanya wants ‘to talk’, eh?


She’s been really sweet lately, not like in the early, acrimonious months of our separation. Back then, she had a very short fuse and everything was my fault. Obviously, I didn’t agree, but it was easier to take the blame than challenge her. However, paths of least resistance can turn into cul-de-sacs if you’re not careful.


These days we reminisce over a cuppa after I drop Dora off: that camping holiday in Cornwall when I got food poisoning and we had to dump my sleeping bag in someone’s skip; my predisposition to Springsteen; our much-missed cat Ronnie.


I think the thought I haven’t allowed myself to think for a week or two. She’s softening. Eighteen months apart has shown her that, yes, I’m an idiot, but I’m her idiot. I really, really think she wants us to try again.


I finish shopping at double speed, rush back to the flat to fill the fridge and spray my over-eager armpits. I put on the one clean shirt that’s also ironed. Tanya bought it for me, daring me to wear primary-coloured flower print. I won’t lie, I hate it. But she’ll see by my shirt that I’m up for a rapprochement.


Andy would tell me to play it cool, keep my cards close to my chest. But Andy has ‘Arsenel’ tattooed on his forearm and calls women ‘babes’, so I think I can trust my superior instincts.


Tanya opens the front door. I painted it boring brown when we moved in. Now it’s a tasteful dark red. She gives me a quick ‘hiya’ kiss without prompting as I stroke the door’s silk finish.


‘Looks really good. Let me guess . . . Oxblood Sunset?’


‘Tuscan Plum.’ She flashes a Tanya smile. My heart does a turn. ‘Come in.’


I sit in what used to be my armchair – maybe it will be again – and Tanya takes the sofa, legs folded neatly under her. She’s still doing the yoga then.


‘Thanks for coming early, Ned.’


I shrug. ‘No problem. Dora does still eat broccoli?’


‘She loves broccoli. We must have done something right.’


I see where she’s going with this. I don’t want to jump in too soon but perhaps I should be the one to broach our reconciliation, to take the pressure off her.


‘That’s because we were a team, Tan,’ I suggest tentatively. ‘Maybe we still are.’


Then we do that thing they only do in movies. We speak over each other and don’t hear what the other one’s saying. We laugh. Like we used to.


‘Do you reckon we want to say the same thing?’ I ask, convinced that we do.


‘Oh, that would be so great, Ned. You go first.’


I kick off, a little rambling and muddled, because I’ve forgotten what I rehearsed in the car. ‘I just thought, maybe we could go out some time. You know, you and me. Call it a date, call it an excuse to try that new Thai place in Kemptown, whatever.’


Tanya looks uncomfortable. The truth is uncomfortable. I’ve started so I’ll finish.


‘We shouldn’t be apart, Tanya. We’re grown-ups now. You definitely are. It could work. I could be different. We can pick up where we left off. Can’t we?’


A loaded silence the size of Scotland. Then she replies. ‘Ned, I . . . I met someone. I hoped you were going to say you’d met someone too.’


I want to lie but you can practically inhale my disappointment. I can’t believe I’ve got it so wrong. It’s just like Ikea. Again. I try to muster my thoughts but all I can say is: ‘Who?’


‘His name’s Julian. Matt’s best friend. Remember Matt?’


‘The dentist. Did we ever return his strimmer?’


‘You broke it. We got him a new one. Anyway, I met Julian at Matt and Jane’s housewarming and, well, we’ve been seeing each other for a few months now.’


She looks to me for a response which I somehow summon from somewhere. . ‘Okay. Right. Well, um, congratulations, good for you,’ I stutter. Inside, I’m wondering how it came to this – how I’m congratulating Tanya on her new relationship when all I really want to do is beg her to take me back. Or cry. Or both.


‘I thought you should know because it changes things. That’s why I painted the front door.’ There’s another pause, but this time I don’t – I can’t – fill it. ‘I had the house valued, Ned. Dora and I are moving in with him. Julian. So we’ll need to sell up and split the proceeds, unless you want to buy me out.’


I manage a hollow laugh.


‘Okay then, use your half as a deposit on a proper home. You can’t rent that horrible flat forever. It isn’t fair on Dora.’


‘And she’s okay with all this?’


‘Why wouldn’t she be? Julian’s an amazing man. They get on really well.’


For a totally sussed woman, Tanya can be quite naive. As Dora’s dad and a responsible adult, it falls upon me to ask. ‘Have you checked him out? You know, his past? You hear stories.’


‘Oh, I see. I’ve met someone, so there must be something wrong with him!’


I shake my head vehemently, as if that isn’t what I meant at all.


‘Julian loves Dora,’ she continues, ‘and he loves me. That’s all I need to know.’


I’m still processing this when she adds: ‘Oh, and she’s got a temperature so she can’t come to yours for the weekend.’


‘I got broccoli!’


‘Pop up and say hi before you go.’ She unfolds her beautiful long legs and stands. Meeting over. Jog on, loser. ‘He loves me, Ned. He makes me happy. I’d really appreciate it if you could try to be pleased for me.’


An hour later, I opt not to tell Andy every nuance of my ‘chat’ with Tanya. He’ll just get angry with me, tell me I played it all wrong. When I find him at his usual table in the Anchor, he’s busy on his phone, sealing the deal with his latest conquest. He looks up with a satisfied grin as I return from the bar with two pints of Sagres.


‘So that’s four voicemails she’s left me. Plus two texts and a shedload of WhatsApps. Keen as, or what?’


I pretend I know who he’s talking about. ‘Katie, right? From the queue in Tesco?’


‘Lara. From the party in Fiveways.’


‘At what point do you respond?’


‘Thursday.’


‘You really are a throwback, Andy. “Treat ’em mean, keep ’em keen.”’


‘Oh, and you’re the alternative,’ he sneers. ‘“I’m a doormat. Please stamp your crap all over me.” That’s you, Nedward. With knobs on.’


‘It was mutual.’


Andy gives me a pitying look. Not for the first time. ‘Mate. Tanya dumped you.’


‘Doesn’t stop me wanting her back. I honestly thought she was up for a reconciliation a couple of hours ago.’


‘Seriously?’


‘She said to come over early because we needed to talk.’


Andy looks genuinely horrified. ‘You wouldn’t!’


‘I miss Dora. I miss me and Tanya being a family. But she just wanted to tell me she’s met someone else.’


‘Has she now? Poor bugger. Who is he?’


‘An architect called Julian. Lives in a big, fuck-off house on Dyke Road.’ My forlorn sigh comes from deep within my solar plexus. ‘Okay, she doesn’t want me any more. I get it. I do, Andy. But why did she have to meet someone else?’


He nods sympathetically. ‘Time to turn a page, my friend, and look to the future.’


‘I’m trying, I really am, but you can’t just turn off your past like it never happened. Anyway, why would I? I was really, really happy then.’


‘I can,’ he boasts. ‘I do it all the time. Right now, my only focus is whatsername from Fiveways . . . Lara. And whether I want crisps or nuts with the next pint. And that promotion at work. It’s a shame we’re in competition but I won’t gloat when I get the gig.’


He knocks back the rest of his lager and burps. ‘Peanuts. Definitely peanuts.’


And with that, Andy whips out his phone to check if the latest ping is another text from Lara. He chuckles to himself as he reads, then nods to me and crows triumphantly: ‘Get in!’


I’m fond of and grateful to Andy. When my world fell apart, he got me back on my feet. When I needed somewhere to stay, he put me up on his lumpy sofa bed. When I needed someone to vent to, he listened. He and Tanya had never got on, so I knew I’d get 100 per cent loyalty from him.


Andy’s a good mate. But I don’t want to be nursing a pint in the pub with him. I want to be home – my home – with Tanya and Dora. If she’s met someone else, how will we ever get back together? The thought that we might be a family again kept me going these past few months. Now I know it’s not going to happen.


I want my house back and my life back. I want us to be ‘us’ again. I’ve had it with being ‘me’.







   


Chapter Two


Gemma


All day, I get by on strong black coffee, plus two apples for lunch. By half three, my work is quite literally done. And it’s a Friday. And Janine has the afternoon off, so who’s to know if I skedaddle ten minutes early? Only Felipe, and I covered for him on Tuesday when he had a gig in Lancing.


In reception, Monica sits in coat and slippers, smelling of Avon talc and stale wee, waiting as always for the long-dead husband who will whisk her away from Willowdene Care Home. She beams at me, a smile full of hope and someone else’s dentures.


I perch beside her. ‘They’re watching Pointless in the lounge, love. Why don’t you join them?’


‘Barry’s late today. I expect he got stuck on the Old Shoreham Road.’


Felipe is passing with a vacant wheelchair; I gently hand Monica on and she winks at him. They all love Felipe here. Last week a couple of the more mobile ones even booked a minicab to see his Bangkok LadyBoy tribute act. Judy lent him her dangliest earrings.


‘Are you doing the humpty-dumpty with Idris Elba tonight?’ Felipe asks as he settles Monica in the wheelchair. It’s a running gag that’s well past its sell-by date.


‘Idris was last night. And I keep telling you, it’s “rumpy-pumpy”. No, Kelvin’s got a mate sleeping over, so I’ve put my wild social life on hold.’


‘Have a good weekend.’ He pushes Monica into the lounge and I buzz myself out.


I don’t need to meet Kelvin at the school gates, but it doesn’t take me out of my way. He leaves the building, sees me and scuffs up. Literally. He can get through a new pair of school shoes in one term. ‘I’m 12. I don’t need walking home,’ he snaps.


‘What if I do? Where’s Mohit?’


‘I told him not to come.’


‘Oh, Kel. I got two kinds of pizza and that disgusting cheesecake you like. You need to make an effort with your mates. It’s how friendship works.’


That’s when I see Joe walking towards us.


‘What are you doing here?’ I say, not even trying to sound friendly.


He ruffles Kelvin’s hair, which I’d never be allowed to do. ‘We’ve got a date. Haven’t we, champ? I’m buying him some Adidas Predators. Top scorers need serious kit.’


So that’s why Kel cancelled Mohit. ‘Is that his belated birthday or Christmas present?’


‘Does it matter? He needs new boots. And he may as well stay at ours tonight. Save me picking him up tomorrow morning. Okay with you?’


Kelvin looks keen so I’m obliged to agree. He has a big bedroom, an over-attentive stepmum and all he needs in Woodingdean.


‘I want him home at half eight latest on Sunday night and his homework done. I mean it, Joe.’


They get in his car and Kelvin waves as they drive off.


So now I’m a free agent. The world is my oyster. I can go where I want, do what I want, be whoever I want to be. I decide to swing by the big Sainsbury’s and stock up on bog roll, bin bags and cereal. Live life on the edge or die trying.


Once through checkout, I treat myself to a salted caramel latte and a slab of carrot cake in the instore cafe. I’m checking Facebook while dragging my thumb through the frosting when I see Hayley packing a stack of shopping into two new bags for life. I bet she buys one every time she does the weekly shop. She never got the ‘dog is for life’ thing either.


Or the ‘best friend’ thing.


I duck down, hoping she won’t see me. She does. She waves, gathers up her bags and comes over. She’s as curvy, bronzed and lush as ever, with a cleavage you could rest a cocktail in.


She plonks herself beside me, exuding matey-ness and her amazing double Ds. She’s really pleased to see me. ‘Hey stranger,’ she gushes, planting a big ‘mwah’ on my cheek.


Before I can reply, she’s off. ‘Ooh, carrot cake. I love carrot cake. I’m on the 5:2. Five days eating for England, two days sniffing oven chips. Red velvet’s my favourite. Cake, I mean. Did you know they make it from dried beetles?’


‘You look well. Nice tan.’ I set my conversation to cool, but not friendly.


She admires her brown, bangled arm. ‘Fortnight in Turkey. Mid-thirties every day.’


‘With Joe and Vicky. I know. I saw the photos on Facebook.’


Hayley reddens, caught out. She’s always been world class at putting her foot in it. ‘It was Vicky’s idea. The holiday. Us four going together, plus the kids, obviously. So we could share the babysitting and whatnot. My Scarlett adores little Amelie.’


‘Aw, “little Amelie”. Has Vicky learned how to spell that yet?’


Hayley laughs, even though she knows it’s a dig. Then there’s an awkward silence which she’s unable to keep. ‘Got any plans for the weekend?’


‘Kelvin’s at Joe’s; I’m a free agent.’


I slowly lean forward in my armchair and force her to return eye contact. She braces herself for what’s coming.


‘It’s brilliant that Scarlett and Amelie are best mates. It’s important to have mates, isn’t it? Friends you can rely on, whatever, whenever.’


Hayley nods guiltily. ‘I’m sorry, Gem. I really, truly am.’


I’ve wanted to hear these words for so long but when they finally come, they’re just air. ‘Be honest, Hayley. Would you ever have told me, if I hadn’t found out? Would it ever have occurred to you that your best friend deserved to know her husband was shagging around?’


‘Lee made me promise.’


‘Ah, and “husband” trumps “best mate” every time.’


‘I wish I’d told you. I really do, Gem.’


While she searches for a scrunched-up tissue in her bag, I find Vicky’s Facebook timeline on my phone and scroll down to the Turkish holiday snaps. There are hundreds of them. I thrust them under Hayley’s nose.


‘Vicky in three different bikinis and no stretch marks. You four, dressed to kill, out for dinner on the hotel terrace. Joe in pink shorts. I wouldn’t have let him in the back garden in pink shorts! How can I not feel hurt and excluded when you four are buddied up literally for all the world to see?’


Hayley blows her nose hard. Her mascara is in wet clumps.


I’m not finished. ‘Anyway, how do you know your precious Lee isn’t screwing his PA every lunchtime in the cleaners’ cupboard?’


‘Gemma, that’s a horrible thing to say! And he isn’t.’


‘You hope. The difference is, I’d tell you. Because we are – we were – best mates. And what’s to say Joe doesn’t cheat on Vicky? Christ knows, he’s got form. Then she’ll see just how it feels to be lied to, to have her heart smashed into tiny little bits.’


Hayley tries to take my hand. ‘I’m so, so sorry, Gem. Can we be friends again? I miss you.’


‘Hmm, let me think.’ She looks hopeful. ‘Don’t be daft, Hayley. You ruined my life. Of course we can’t be friends. Ever again.’


I gather my shopping, ready for the big finish. ‘Oh, and while we’re clearing the air, did you know Joe can’t stand you? “Chicken drumstick in stilettoes.” That’s what he called you. “Voice like nails on a blackboard and thick as a frozen dog turd.”’


Hayley looks horrified.


‘And now you’re best pals with Vicky and he’s lumbered with you all over again! I call that a result.’


I stomp out of the cafe, feeling like Russell Crowe in Gladiator. It lasts until the bus stop, then I auto-reboot back to ‘normal’ and feel like shit again.


Joe and I had friends, good friends, when we were married. We were never short of party invitations, people to see, mates to meet for a spur-of-the-moment curry.


But Hayley was my friend, from the moment we clapped eyes on each other on the first day of secondary school. It probably wasn’t an equal friendship: I led, she followed. Okay, she was never the sharpest knife in the drawer, but she was funny and daft and loyal and I assumed that loyalty was unbreakable. You do with your best friends. That’s why her siding with Joe hurt so much. What had he done to earn that? Nothing!


I still see ‘our’ friends and, God knows, I’m not the only single mum in our social circle. Certainly not the only one on our street. But now I’m awkward to have around. Not because I’ll lunge at all the husbands or corner people in the kitchen at a party to whinge about Joe, but because I’ve fallen through the net. I’ve stopped being what’s normal, what’s accepted. I’ve become the elephant in the room, and losing my oldest friend was tough. Maybe not her specifically – a little of Hayley goes a long way. I lost a major part of my past, a shared history, back when I was just starting to find out who I was. I don’t make friends easily and, anyway, who in their right mind would want to hang out with a wet weekend like me?







   


Chapter Three


Ned


I don’t know how he did it, but Andy has persuaded me to go clubbing with him and we’re queuing up to get inside a place on Brighton seafront called the Vault. The January wind whips through my coat and I’m still wearing the flowery shirt that was going to win Tanya round a few hours ago. Now it’s all crushed and pointless. Just like me.


Three pints of lager has numbed the pain of my conversation with Tanya this afternoon, but I know it’ll be my first thought when I wake up tomorrow. What on earth made me think she was going to suggest we try again? She’s a massively attractive woman and just as gorgeous as she was the first time I saw her, at Sarah Hearne’s party. Of course she’s going to move on, turn a page, meet someone new. How did I not see that coming? Probably the same way I didn’t see the split coming. That’s how I am – terminally unobservant – and I’m not proud of it.


‘I feel old,’ I whisper to Andy.


‘I bloody don’t. In my head, I’m still 18.’


‘Look at me! I’m all wrong here.’


Andy shakes his head wearily. ‘Listen, Nedward, you’re a bloody sight better-looking than me. I’d kill to be tall and have your hair. But what it is, is: I know I’m a catch and you don’t. You’ve got no idea, mate.’


I shrug and he thinks he’s getting somewhere.


‘As I see it, you have two options. You can either feel sorry for yourself for another year, another five years, and turn into a weird, cranky old man. Or you can get back in the saddle and have a bloody good gallop. We are hot to trot, my friend.’


Andy has spotted four giggling women who pass us, in search of the back of the queue. He can’t help himself. ‘Hey, ladies, looks like your party just got started. Let’s squeeze you in here.’


They hoot at his cheesy approach but join us anyway.


The door staff let us both in – despite our advanced years – and within twenty minutes Andy’s on the dance floor with the giggly women, who turn out to be a hen party from Crawley. For a bloke edging towards a portly 40, he’s an amazing dancer, and that’s why he’s surrounded. I don’t dance. Tanya disowned me whenever I did. When he catches my eye and gestures to join them, I shake my head vehemently.


Andy keeps giving me pointed looks. I have no idea what he’s so animated about. Then I realize I’m standing next to a woman. Late twenties, stylish, beautiful thick hair and big eyes that she won’t stop flashing at me. He is telling me to go for it. I smile at her and she smiles back. Crikey, does this mean I’ve pulled?


Her name is Nancy, she lives in Seven Dials and she crossed the dance floor to say hi. Even if it’s a bet from her mates, I go along with it. This is me getting back on the horse, ready for a gentle canter.


We try to talk but it’s impossible. Were clubs always this loud? Nancy suggests we go outside. Andy is now kissing one of the Crawley women – probably the bride – and doesn’t see me leave. Good. I can do this better without any patronizing thumbs-ups from him.


We sit on a wall and look out at the brightly lit pier. It’s too cold to linger for long. Now what?


‘I know it’s tacky, but I love this view, don’t you,’ Nancy says. ‘Chuck in the smell of doughnuts and it’s perfect.’


I need to show an interest, ask insightful questions. ‘Are you a native Brightonian?’


‘Born and bred. You?’


‘We moved here after Dora was born. Eight years ago. Me and Tanya. From London. We couldn’t afford a rabbit hutch in Highbury but we just scraped enough together for a house in Hove.’


‘Oh. Right. You’re married, then?’


‘God, no. We couldn’t see the point. Well, I could, but Tan wasn’t keen.’


‘How does she feel about you going out clubbing?’


I’m an idiot. She thinks Tanya and I are still together. ‘We split up. Just over a year ago. Thirteen months and one day, to be precise.’


‘Oh, that’s a shame.’ Nancy seems genuinely concerned.


‘She said we grew apart. I couldn’t see it myself. Still can’t, if I’m honest.’


‘That’s sad.’


‘I thought she wanted us to get back together earlier tonight, actually. That’s why I’m wearing this shirt. I was so up for giving it another go. I could do things differently, be different. But oh no, that wasn’t what Tan had in mind at all. Guess! Go on, guess why she wanted to see me.’


‘Not a clue.’


‘She’s met someone else. An architect called Julian. You know those big houses on Dyke Road? All Arts-and-Craftsy with massive front gardens? She’s moving in with him. Her and Dora. How can I compete with that?’


I gaze out to sea because a combination of Nancy’s sympathy, the fresh air and too much lager has made me a little maudlin. I don’t want her to see me like this. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with silence. Silence is good.


I give it sixty seconds, then turn to ask Nancy if she’d like another drink.


She’s gone.


I had so many plans for the weekend with Dora. I usually start thinking about it midweek and do some major googling of what’s on at all the local museums and cinemas, from Worthing to Hastings: I don’t want her going back to Tanya on Sunday night saying we just watched Netflix.


It was my idea to have her over every weekend, rather than every other, which was the initial arrangement after our break-up. I was dossing down on Andy’s sofa bed and I wasn’t in a good place – literally and emotionally. I didn’t want Dora to see me like that.


As soon as I got myself sorted, with a place of my own and a spare room for her, I suggested to Tanya that we try out every weekend, with room for flexibility if we needed it. She agreed without any argument, possibly out of guilt, possibly out of a desire to have two days out of seven when she isn’t just ‘Mummy’. I get that. And, so far, it’s working out for all three of us.


But it’s hard to keep Dora occupied at my place. So, in a way, it’s a relief that she’s not here – or at least, that’s what I tell myself to feel better. I can bin the kiwi fruit, and I don’t have to tidy or put those fairy lights up in her room. I bought them months ago but they’re still in the carrier bag.


When Dora’s here, we get up early. I make eggy bread and hot chocolate, which she’s not allowed to have for breakfast at home. We’re usually out by ten, in search of something to do. The best Saturdays are when there’s a kiddies’ creative event at a museum: painting, writing poems, potato-printing. If it isn’t raining, we do a kite festival or Drusilla’s Park Zoo or we visit a castle. Dora in a good mood is the best company ever.


But she’s not here. So I have a lie-in. I’m not used to drinking and those lagers have given me a fuzzy head. I think about yesterday. Tanya’s news about her new chap totally knocked the stuffing out of me. It’s made me feel sad, stupid and raw, all over again. I fast-forward to meeting Andy at the pub and then the club . . . and Nancy . . . Jesus! Okay, I may have talked too much about Tanya but I was all set to change the subject. Politics, maybe. Where she stands on Ed Sheeran. She didn’t give me a chance. Note to self: banging on ad infinitum about your ex is not the most winning chat-up line. I really must file Tanya in my ‘that-was-then’ archive. I have to forget about her. Or at least to stop thinking about her so much. She’s a chapter. A book. She’s a book I’ve finished. I have to move on. Starting today.


At half nine, I get up and make myself some toast and coffee. An hour later, I wake up when the plate falls off the bed. I must have turned the radio on because the Reverend Richard Coles is interviewing Ken and Betty Reynolds who met in the playground in 1965 and haven’t spent one day apart since.


By noon, I’m up and showered and ready to get some sea air. I stroll down George Street and hang a left. I may as well do the seafront walk from Hove to Brighton.


It’s as busy as usual for a sunny Saturday. Runners and skateboarders thundering past. Over-excited dogs chasing balls. There are even one or two wetsuited swimmers, braving the winter waves. When we moved here, I thought I’d swim every day, but I must have gone in three, maybe four times. When you’ve got it on your doorstep, honestly, what’s the hurry?


I see I’m approaching Marrocco’s. Tanya and I could never pass that place without buying a scoop each of dulce de leche. Marrocco’s was our favourite restaurant, with seafood pasta to die for. If I hadn’t scared Nancy off, we could have gone there on our first date. I sit on a bench and my mobile rings. Maybe it’s Tanya: Dora’s feeling better and wants to stay over for the rest of the weekend. I could pick her up within the hour if I hurried. I have broccoli.


It’s Andy. ‘Well?’ he asks.


‘Fine, thanks. And you?’ Sometimes even I can be obtuse on purpose.


‘Well, how did you get on with Nancy?’


My blood runs cold. I was right to be suspicious. It was a set-up and Andy was in on it. How else would he know her name?


‘Why don’t you ask her yourself?’


Andy gasps. ‘She’s still with you? Way to go, Nedward. That’s made my day.’


‘What I meant was: if you know her so well, you bloody ask her!’


‘Hey. Mate. Keep your hair on. She’s a friend of Nick Watson. I chatted her up once but she didn’t want to know. She wanted to know you all right though.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Women can’t resist your sort. Good-looking but you don’t know it and all vulnerable and sorry for yourself. They like that in a man.’


‘Women pity me?’


‘They want to take care of you. And? Did she?’


‘Did she what?’


‘Take care of you! I was well taken care of. Kayleigh from Crawley. Matron of honour from that hen-night gang. Insatiable, I’m telling you.’


I can’t tell him that Nancy talked to me for all of ten minutes, realized I was a twat and did a runner. So I lie. ‘She wanted to meet tonight but I’ve got Dora, after all. In fact, I’m just picking her up now. Got to go. Bye.’


I walk along the seafront as far as the Grand Hotel, then up to Churchill Square. I end up in WHSmith and buy a Guardian for the TV guide, and a birthday card for my sister. At the queue to pay, an impatient woman harrumphs behind me. I ignore her.


‘Did you need to push in like that?’ she mutters accusingly.


‘Me?’


‘Yes. You. You pushed in. Typical man, not even noticing.’


I don’t want to cause a scene so I step back. ‘Please. You go first.’


She shakes her head. She’s made her point.


At the till, the shop assistant waves her hand across a display of chocolate. ‘Would you like any half-price chocolate at all?’


I spot a Toblerone. ‘Ooh, I love these. My dad used to get them for me and my sister whenever he came through duty-free. I haven’t had one in years.’


Or maybe the slab of Fruit and Nut. Tanya and I always bought a bar for long car journeys. Toblerone or Fruit and Nut? Tough call.


From behind, another harrumph. ‘In your own time.’


I settle on a Toblerone and thank the assistant. ‘That’s brilliant. Cheers.’


‘She didn’t pick you out specially, pal,’ snarks the woman behind me. ‘She asks everyone.’


I ignore her. I don’t respond to rude people. Bloody cheek, though.


Later that night, after I’ve eaten a Lidl pulled pork ready meal which wasn’t too bad actually, I hunker down in front of the telly and channel-hop between a daft game show and an even dafter movie on Netflix about zombie crime fighters. I suddenly remember the Toblerone in my jacket pocket and knock it back in four mouthfuls. Tanya loved Toblerone.


This isn’t good. It can’t go on. Andy says draw a line, move on. Move on where and to what? I love Tanya. I loved our life together. Maybe she’s right; we were in a rut and I was too bedded-in to notice. Maybe I wasn’t the most exciting or dynamic partner ever – but it was comfortable. I was happy. And now? I’ve settled into singledom just like I’ve settled into this depressing flat. I go to work. I come home. I eat rubbish and I watch rubbish. I come to life at weekends when Dora’s here, and I’m lost when she isn’t.


This is no good. This is no life.







   


Chapter Four


Gemma


Normally on a Saturday, I’m rushing round the house, stuffing Kelvin’s backpack with homework, clean football kit, clean pants . . . even though he has loads of clothes at Joe and Vicky’s. I don’t want her ever to assume she’s in charge of what Kel wears. He’s my son, and that’s my job.


And normally on a Saturday, Joe rings my doorbell at ten, then scoots Kelvin off to soccer. But this Saturday, Kelvin’s already at his dad’s, tempted there yesterday by a new pair of football boots. Typical Joe. Why earn your son’s love when you can buy it at Sports Direct?


So no hurry getting up. I can stay in bed all day, if I feel like it. What’s to stop me? Everyone deserves ‘me’ time and this is mine.


By twenty to eight, I’m showered, dressed and I’ve plucked my eyebrows. I eat a wedge of cold pizza for breakfast and by nine I’m standing on a kitchen stool, removing all jars, packets and tins from my cupboards. I’ve been meaning to deep clean the kitchen for ages; I hate sticky rings. Joe always found my compulsion to scrub slightly unhinged, but then, he never met my nana. We nearly buried her in Marigolds.


I turn on the radio for company and hear about some old couple who haven’t spent a day apart for fifty years. Apparently they’re sitting in the studio like a pair of lovesick kids. And that reverend who was so shit on Strictly Come Dancing and used to be in The Commodores wants to know their secret. No ta very much. I re-tune to Radio 2.


Once I’ve finished wiping down all the ketchup bottles and Branston jars, I decide to declutter the very top cupboard, the one too high to use. Right at the back, I come across a long-forgotten mug. It has a lairy cartoon of a grinning man wearing a huge medal that reads: ‘Best Dad Ever’. A present from Kel when he was a toddler. In other words, I bought it.


I nearly tip backwards off the stool and have to sit down quickly to catch my breath. I feel winded and raw. Best Dad Ever. He was, then. We were so happy in those early years. We reckoned we were happier than anyone we knew because we’d found each other and we’d be together forever, bringing up Kelvin and all the brothers and sisters he was sure to have.


Inside the mug are some safety pins, a button, four euros, a stubby pencil and an ancient photo of the three of us on Brighton Pier, not long after Kelvin was born. Together forever, my arse. I tear off Joe’s head and turn it into confetti. It shouldn’t hurt this much any more but it bloody does.


On the spur of the moment, I decide to go to Bevendean Rec and watch Kelvin play soccer. Why should Best Dad Ever be the one to see him score the winning goal? I’ve been too accommodating, letting it be Joe’s treat. Sod that.


There are packs of opposing parents lining the pitch, screaming at their kids and the ref and each other. Loudest is Joe.


‘Oh, for pity’s sake. Come on, Bradley, pass it back to Kelvin.’


I make a point of standing as far away from him as possible but he’s too caught up in the game to see me anyway. Now Kelvin has the ball and he’s streaking towards an open goal. My heart beats in my chest. Joe wasn’t lying, he’s amazing. I try to blot out his dad’s shouty running commentary.


Suddenly a big lad from the other team trips him and Kel thumps to the ground. He isn’t hurt but he looks deflated. I will him to get up but I won’t shout.


It doesn’t stop Joe. ‘Oi ref, where’s your guide dog? Blatant foul right in front of your nose.’


The ref glares at Joe while Kelvin gets to his feet and sees me for the first time. I give him my best reassuring smile.


‘Get back in the game,’ Joe bellows. ‘Well, go on, son. What are you waiting for?’


Kelvin rejoins the match and I march over to Joe. ‘Give it a rest, will you? Stop bullying the poor lad.’


Joe looks fazed. Give what a rest? He taps his temple. ‘That lad needs to start thinking like a winner.’


‘How can he, with you on his case the whole time?’


‘You just don’t get it, do you? Winning.’


‘Because I’m so obviously the loser?’


‘I didn’t say that.’


The ref blows his whistle. Half time. The pressure’s off.


Joe turns down the volume as we both watch Kel leave the pitch. ‘I didn’t say that, Gem. No way are you a loser.’


‘Gemma nil, Vicky one. She gets the trophy. I get the pitying looks in Sainsbury’s.’


Joe kicks a bit of turf, shoves his hands deep in his jacket pockets. The bastard can’t even look me in the eye. ‘It wasn’t a game, Gem.’


‘I bet it was at the start, you and her. The thrill of the chase. The little white lies. That’s bound to be a turn-on. Then it got serious.’


‘Swear to God it wasn’t meant to.’ He pushes a hand through his hair. ‘You were in a state about your job and your dad and losing half a stone before your birthday. I couldn’t help it. I lost the plot.’


‘Are these excuses?’


He tries a disarming smile. ‘Probably. They’re a bit shit, though.’


‘That Christmas. With all the snow. When Dad was so poorly and Kelvin broke his wrist. You were with Vicky, weren’t you?’


‘I wasn’t!’ he replies. There’s a pause. ‘Well, only on Boxing Day.’


I bloody knew it! ‘“They’re half-frozen, Gemzy. Lovely old couple. I’m the only heating engineer they trust to fix their boiler and it’s packed up again. He’s got Parkinson’s, she’s got angina. I can’t just ignore them.” And I’m thinking, my husband the hero. Gives up his precious day off to stop a Christmas tragedy. I really take the prize for stupid, don’t I?’


He has no words because he knows he’s banged to rights. So we both watch Kelvin at the far end of the pitch, mucking about with a couple of teammates.


Eventually Joe breaks the silence. ‘I hate us like this. Couldn’t we at least be civil in front of the boy?’


‘I am!’


He does a ‘yeah, right’ laugh. ‘I can’t change what happened. I wish I could but I can’t.’


I won’t reply. I won’t give him an inch.


‘You’re so strong,’ he says, not for the first time. ‘You’re a survivor. If I’d stayed with you, Vicky would have been in bits.’


My jaw drops. Can he even hear the crap he’s coming out with?


He moves closer. ‘I miss your laugh.’


‘Hyena on steroids, you used to call it.’


‘I never said that.’


‘You bloody did!’


I hear how daft I sound and can’t hold back a chuckle. He turns full-on and gives me his best Joe smile, the one with added twinkle. The look he gave me when I was 17 and he was 20 and we slow-danced to ‘Truly Madly Deeply’ by Savage Garden at John Hamilton’s twenty-first. My heart does a somersault, like it did twenty-one years ago, like it always will.


‘Stop it!’ I hiss and look away.


Kelvin approaches, sucking on an orange segment.


‘Tidy little player, our lad,’ Joe says, ruffling his hair. ‘Here he is. Man of the match. You slay ’em, son.’


And, for one brief moment, we look like a happy family again.


I don’t stay for the second half. When Joe starts winding up the ref again, I give Kelvin a little wave and slope off. I can’t be near Joe for long because it messes with my head. If he’s within heartbeat distance, I can’t hate him properly, the way I’m meant to.


I catch a bus to Churchill Square. I could check out the art books in Waterstones, try to look like I have hidden depths. I could get some new bras in M&S or replace Kelvin’s torn cagoule. I could even walk down to the seafront and count the windmills on the horizon. I’ve promised Kel we’ll take a guided boat trip to see them up close for his birthday.


Instead I find myself in WHSmith, flicking through gossip magazines to see which C-list celeb has had a disastrous boob job. I know I shouldn’t enjoy other women’s bad decisions, but it’s one of my guilty pleasures. My tits never got their bounce back after Kelvin but my tummy’s flat and I’ve yet to have to hide bingo wings.


There’s an article in Grazia about Sporty Spice – who I’ve always had a girl crush on – so I decide to treat myself. I can pass it on to Felipe. And then I think, why do I even have to justify this? When did I turn into such a killjoy?


At the till, there’s a man dithering about change and chocolate as if this is the first time he’s ever been allowed out shopping. Why do people have to be so slow and annoying? It’s chocolate, pal. Just engage your brain and decide which one you want. Jesus!


When I get to the front of the queue, the girl at the till – who can’t be much older than Kelvin – asks with zero enthusiasm if I’d like any chocolate.


‘Do you see me buying any?’ I snap. Seriously? Does she?


‘But these ones are half price.’


‘Because they passed their sell-by date before you were born.’


‘No, they’re safe to eat and everything.’


I snatch up a Toblerone to eat in front of the telly.


‘Your bosses should be ashamed,’ I tell her as I pay. ‘Pimping chocolate to a captive audience. No wonder there’s an obesity crisis.’


I have cereal for supper and start watching a stupid movie on Netflix, something to do with zombies. It’s so stupid that I’m forced to zap over to an even more stupid quiz show. I polish off the Toblerone in four bites.


I feel slightly sick when I go to bed and Joe dominates my dreams, as usual. I wish he’d leave me alone, even in my sleep.







   


Chapter Five


Ned


Usually, after a weekend frantically keeping Dora entertained, I’m ready to be bored at work. That’s what Mondays are for. But I did that yesterday. It was the worst kind of Sunday: no one to see, nowhere to go, nothing to do. I don’t like my own company and if I go for a walk or pop into the Anchor – or anywhere, really – it’s impossible to ignore all the happy families.


In the park, there’ll be hordes of parents and kids vying for the swings, learning to ride the birthday bike or kick a football. In the pub, the big table is always taken up with a massive extended family, enjoying a noisy Sunday lunch. We used to take Tanya’s mum and dad out for a pub roast when we were too knackered to cook. More often than not, Geoff would pick up the tab and Tan didn’t have to slave over crackling or make gravy.


I miss all that. My old life. My real life. The one where I had a purpose and was happy. Where I was a father and a husband and I was needed.


Andy swings by my desk to see if I fancy a coffee. He wants to know how my weekend went. I won’t lie but I don’t need his pity either. I tell him I don’t see a future for me and Nancy.


‘Good thinking,’ he agrees as I get two clean mugs out of the dishwasher. ‘Great girl and everything but way out of your league. No reason why you can’t see her for a week or two, though, have a bit of fun, then clear off before things get messy.’


‘You really are a bastard.’


‘I’m honest, that’s all. If people just cut to the chase, didn’t fanny about with maybes and possiblys, we’d all be better off. Honesty is key, I’m telling you.’


He really believes this stuff. Before he can elaborate, Karen pokes her head round the door.


‘Hey, Ned. Can you spare five minutes to catch me up on Welby-Daniels. Like now. And mine’s a camomile. Leave the bag in.’


Saved by the boss.


Karen has the office next to the much-sought-after corner office. She’s worked her way along the executives’ corridor and it’s only a matter of time till she’s ousted the present incumbent. I admire her drive and ambition but she also scares the hell out of me.


I sit opposite her as she flicks through a report on her desk while she sips her tea. I made sure she got the Cath Kidston mug and I scrubbed away the grunge at the bottom. I’m a suck-up, I admit it.


‘This looks good, Ned. Thanks,’ she finally says, tucking a thick curtain of conker-brown hair behind her ears. ‘And East Anglia?’


‘Wednesday latest,’ I reply, aiming to sound on-it. ‘Sam’s department went on a team-building awayday and got a bit behindhand.’


‘God save us from paint-balling and zip wires and group hugs.’ She sighs, rolling her eyes.


‘And karaoke. Remember Sanjeev from Accounts doing his best Nicki Minaj!’


We laugh. This is going really well. ‘I’ll give Sam a nudge. Tell him we need that report asap. Leave it with me, Karen.’


She scribbles something in a Smythson notebook. My presence is no longer required. I make to leave but she waves me to stay seated. Eventually she looks up.


‘So. We’ve made our decision. About the promotion.’


‘Oh.’


‘It’s not official till Monday. But, hey, you and I did a mean Dolly and Kenny on “Islands in the Stream”, so it can be our little secret. It’s a yes, Ned. Congratulations.’


My jaw drops. Not a good look.


‘It has to be said, you gave a rubbish interview. You really need to work on that going forward. Too many ums and ahs. Not enough passion. But your strategy overview was the clincher. Top work. We all thought so.’ She holds out a hand for me to shake. ‘So. Well done you.’


I still haven’t taken it in; I only put my hat in the ring on deadline day because Andy said I shouldn’t bother.


‘Try to look pleased, Ned: 10 per cent pay rise, your own office. Eventually.’


‘No, it is. It’s great. I just wasn’t expecting it.’


As I head for the door, she calls after me. ‘How about a drink tonight to celebrate? But do keep it zipped till Friday, will you? We need to tell the unsuccessful applicants.’


After work, I head for Bar Rosso, across the road from the office. It’s not a particularly welcoming place and the cocktails are pricey. Its saving grace is that the equally underwhelming Queen’s Head is a ten-minute walk away. As a result, all office socializing happens at Bar Rosso.


Andy falls into step as I leave the building. ‘I can only stay half an hour, mind,’ he warns me, as if I’d actually asked him along.


Karen’s by the bar as we enter and gives us a wave. ‘Aye-aye,’ whispers Andy. ‘D’you fancy a threesome?’ She scares the hell out of him too, only he’d never admit it.


Karen spots an empty booth and nabs it sharpish, beckoning us over to join her. While Andy eyes up the barmaid, she gives me a ‘who invited him?’ look.


‘Let’s have some fizz,’ she suggests, patting the leather banquette next to her and smiling at me conspiratorially.


‘Not on my plastic,’ scoffs Andy.


She pulls £20 from her purse. ‘Get us the finest Prosecco this place can find.’


He looks puzzled. ‘Why? What are we celebrating?’


Karen and I keep schtum.


Andy won’t let it lie. ‘The promotion? Hey, did I get the gig?’


‘You’ll hear on Friday,’ Karen says, giving nothing away.


Somehow it’s lost in translation and Andy does a victory fist. ‘Get in! Hey, no hard feelings, bro. You gave it your best shot.’


He heads for the bar to buy the round. Karen smiles at me. Our little secret. I allow myself to feel victorious.


Andy stays for a couple of glasses of Prosecco and the lagers that follow, also paid for by Karen. Then he checks his watch, drains his glass, pulls on his jacket.


‘Loving you and leaving you, boys and girls.’


‘Hot date?’ Karen asks.


‘Room temperature, I’d say.’


I waggle my beer glass, trying to tempt him. ‘My round.’


He pauses, mid-sleeve, and thinks about it.


‘You’d stand her up for a free pint, wouldn’t you?’ Karen laughs.


‘Karen, love, you’ve got me all wrong.’


Her expression says: Oh no, I haven’t.


He heads for the door, shouting, ‘Laters!’ over his shoulder.


We both watch the door swing after him, then she turns to me, shakes her curtain of hair out from behind her ear and says, ‘Alone at last.’


Obviously she’s joking and I laugh quickly to acknowledge that we’re merely two colleagues having a post-work drink together. No biggie. We talk shop for a while. The Welby-Daniels contract . . . head office politics . . . the apocryphal tale of the head of finance and the brothel in East Croydon.


Karen’s nice. I finally see that she’s human and far less scary than I thought. Once we’ve covered all aspects of QGT Logistics, we start talking families. She’s a single parent too. I had no idea.


‘My partner was a bully,’ she tells me. ‘What was yours?’


‘A control freak. It suited me, actually. At least you know where you are.’


‘Patrick was your typical alpha male. If I didn’t go along with him, he’d slap me around. Nothing serious. He did this.’


She flashes me a sparkling smile. ‘Chipped tooth. You can’t see it now. Top-of-the-range veneer. In fairness, he only nudged me but I lost my balance and hit the worktop. It totally freaked him out.’


‘Bloody right. Did he come to his senses?’


‘Kind of. It was just verbal stuff after that. Coercive control, telling me I was a waste of space. And it still took me six years to leave him. Best thing I ever did, though.’


‘Good for you.’


‘I’m older, I’m wiser and I’ve got great teeth. How old’s your little girl?’


‘8, going on 35. Yours?’


‘20. Doing Ecology and Conservation at UEA. And now you’re meant to say: “You don’t look old enough to have a 20-year-old daughter.”’


‘Oh. Sorry. Well, you don’t.’


She pats my hand. ‘Relax, Ned. I’m joking. So, do you do much dating?’


I think of Nancy and how I blew it but Karen doesn’t need to know that. ‘You have to get back into the saddle, don’t you? Before you forget how to gallop.’


She gives a throaty laugh. ‘Oh, I was in full gallop the second my decree nisi came through. I booked myself a week in Calabria. Waiter called Paolo. Ride ’em, cowboy.’


I know I look shocked. Is she trying to embarrass me?


She’s still holding my hand. She gives it a squeeze. ‘I like to take the reins, Ned. That way, I get what I want.’


Which is why, half an hour later, I’m at her place, on her bed. She’s ripped my shirt open, my trousers are round my ankles and I’m ‘cantering’ as I’ve never cantered before. With my boss. Who has just promoted me. Bloody hell. Andy would be proud.


Tanya suddenly pops into my head and nearly puts me off my stride. What would she make of me ‘moving on’? Is that what I’m doing – here, now – with Karen? I want to believe I am, so why must my ex invade my thoughts like this? Two assertive women are pulling at me, like a wishbone, and I really don’t like how it feels.







   


Chapter Six


Gemma


A frail old man called Mr Allnutt, who could easily be a resident himself, has come to the care home to give a talk about Dubrovnik. He has a slide show so it takes a while to set him up, find the right extension leads and a little table for his notes and some souvenir ornaments.


Last month he gave a talk about Sussex wildlife. The month before that, he told us all he knew about the Royal Pavilion. He needs two of us on hand to fetch and carry and we like his visits because he sends nearly all the residents to sleep. Except Evelyn, who has Pick’s disease, and shouted: ‘Oh sod off, you silly sod!’ last time.


Janine wants Mr Allnutt back next month to repeat the wildlife talk. She reckons the residents won’t mind hearing it again. ‘The ones who are still alive at least.’ Typical Janine.


So Felipe and I get everyone in their seats, close the curtains and leave them to it. It’s a welcome half-hour to grab a coffee and catch up.


Felipe has news. He’s engaged. He and Martin have just moved into a rented flat in Peacehaven and decided they’re ready to settle down. He’s so excited.


‘When do you tie the knot?’


Felipe looks puzzled. Every day a new bit of English slang floors him. Yesterday I said I wished Janine would wind her neck in. He loved it, once I explained, and instantly added it to the list on his phone.


‘I mean: when do you get married?’


‘Ah, I see! We don’t have plans. This is to show Martin’s parents we’re serious.’


It’s best I don’t say anything. It’s not for me to piss on his chips, not that he’d know what that meant anyway.


‘It’s good, isn’t it?’ he asks, picking up on my silence.


‘Felipe, if you’re happy, I’m happy. You two are made for each other. The rest’s just a lottery.’


Felipe’s a great one for fate and karma and destiny, whereas I’m too cup-half-empty for my own good. Always have been; even before Joe dumped me for Vicky. I’m hardly the poster girl for happy-ever-after and I can’t fake it for the sake of it.
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