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for my girls

Zoe, Joanie and Eliza








“Once you know who you are, you don’t have to worry anymore.”

Nikki Giovanni









One GOLDIE The Glamorous Life


Another letter lands on Goldie’s doormat. A slim, quality envelope, embossed with the iconic logo; a snake, curled around the initial ‘V’ of Vine Recordings. It pushes into her privacy, bringing the past far too close for comfort. Making her world suddenly feel fragile.

A true snake in post form, showing up as an old can of worms.

Goldie snatches it up off the flagstone floor and stuffs it into the drawer of the heirloom dresser, where two other identical letters live in the darkness, just as her mother’s debt management reminders and CCJs had all those many years ago, best forgotten, too.

Out of sight, out of mind.



It’s a little after 5 p.m. when Ben lets himself into the Coach House. Dressed to impress, he finds Goldie upstairs at her dressing table, making her own finishing touches.

With a small cough first, he enters the bedroom.

‘Car’s here at six twenty,’ Ben says, admiring Goldie with the same reverence as ever, as if he can’t quite believe she’s fully real, let alone his. ‘You’re perfect.’ Popping first to the kitchen for glasses, Ben opens the champagne he arrived with, setting her flute on a slice of amethyst working as a coaster, before perching on the bed just behind her that he’s never once slept in. ‘And what about me?’

Without turning, Goldie watches him through the mirror as she puts on her earrings, the scene like something off the TV; the glamorous lives of a decadent husband and wife. Diamonds and luscious lashes, tuxedos and ties askew, begging to be straightened.

‘Quite the part,’ she says, because it’s true. And even Goldie would admit that to anybody viewing them from the outside, their moment would seem like an entirely regular picture of married life.

Tonight, in a rather traditional fashion, too, husband and wife will be stepping out to dazzle for yet another of Ben’s company events – something to do with a new business initiative. Fundraising – where rather than anything truly charitable occurring, the wealth’s simply regurgitated around the right circles. It’s a sad fact that the more time Goldie’s spent in Ben’s circles, the more she knows it’s true; feeling manufactured, false, in a way that has so little to do with her hair and lashes and facial fillers. That’s mere preservation.

Goldie means fake; like the money-cold people who’ll be there tonight. Outwardly winning. Yet soulless.

‘Is your father coming?’ Goldie asks.

‘Sadly. Thinks showing up adds some sort of kudos. Forgets his status doesn’t quite hold the same appeal these days. But enough of all that.’ Ben bops the end of Goldie’s nose with his finger. ‘You look wonderful. Let’s drink this fizz, shall we? Tell me all you’ve been up to.’

Goldie knows she could say anything and he wouldn’t hear it. Understands how this is only a role. A cosplay marriage. The most peculiar of arrangements. He is polite, kind, very, very generous.

And entirely absent.

Ben’s secret life with his real love, Therese Fry – a family nemesis, their beef going back generations; think Montagues and Capulets – must always be denied. Which is easy to do when he’s happily married to goddess Goldie. All smoke and mirrors.

Soap opera bollocks with an upper-class twist.

Tonight’s charity gala is a case in point. Goldie and Ben will pretend to be together for the benefit of his parents, Baron and Baroness Bickham, and the glimmering hope of the inheritance they’ve forever held over Ben’s head. Dangling their riches like carrots, along with their caveats over claiming it. Why is a long story, and though neither of them is remotely dead yet, it’s more about control – and, of course, the games. The kind only those with generational wealth are allowed to play.

A loveless marriage of immense convenience is the truth of Goldie’s situation. Yet she gets to keep her crown. Living like a perfect house cat.

At the dressing table she sits in front of, Hollywood theatrical, bulbs framing the length of glass, Goldie talks of the things Ben wants to hear; how she’s filling her time with her charity work, salon appointments and lunches, naturally cheerleading him at every opportunity. Thinks of all the stuff she holds back.

Unwinding her hair from the Velcro rollers is second nature. But as Goldie secures her honey gold waves with a clip to finish making up her face, it oddly feels a task too many.

Inertia. Little to do with her hair or even the make-up, but more from keeping up this front. Of her life.

Of all this empty luxury.



Guests gather in the foyer of a grand building a stone’s throw from London Bridge; the effort and importance of tonight obvious from the way Ben’s forehead began to drip on arrival, as if the Merc had become a sauna. Visual proof of how the family business – something hotel-related or foody, Goldie can never quite remember which – is everything to him.

But Goldie’s ignorance over the intricacies of the Bickham empire isn’t entirely down to her own disinterest. The enormously wealthy rarely tell you where their old money comes from. It is a secret club, thriving on evasion to keep their circle tight. Anybody new might disturb the truth, and then it’d be a frightful battle to paper over the cracks.

It’s been fifteen years, and Goldie’s still not part of the clique.

Deep in the throng of Ben’s people, the weight of his hand against her arm brings her back into focus; his gentle cue for her to sparkle socially.

‘More fizz? A bottle?’ someone suggests, red-faced and caddish, and the idea is met with much encouragement. These are new faces to Goldie, yet cardboard copies of the same old, nonetheless. ‘Glorious venue, Benedict. Must’ve been a bugger getting permission – how did you get around that?’ they ask, without manners or filter.

He’s Benedict here, yet to Goldie, black cabbies and the common masses, he is Ben. ‘I agree with you on the venue front.’ Ben laughs off the question. ‘My Goldie’s always been glorious, too, haven’t you darling? Seriously, I couldn’t pull this off without her.’

As if in response, a woman just to the left of them, dressed in the dreariest Chanel suit, shudders rudely through her nostrils, with a sideways sneer towards Goldie.

It doesn’t offend, and it’s nothing new. Goldie’s forever been the oddity; the one with the fault, flaw, lack of…down to her brownness/commonness/body shape/hella awesome style – take your pick – yet all Goldie can see, all she’s ever seen, is that parties like this, where everybody is born into money, protected by affluent friends in elaborate places, where the entitled slip so greasily and easily together, all feel rather similar to a crowded stable full of horses – which the rich admire by default, yet Goldie also finds pointless, even sad.

Life’s so easy, it’s left them characterless. Generic. A glossy braying stable of empty noise.

The best thing Goldie ever did was create her own music. Dancing to the beat of her own tuneskis, instead of measuring herself by other people’s standards, has proved infinitely better for the soul; looking after herself because it matters – not to impress, but rather to maintain all she was born blessed with.

But the odds are strong that regardless of any age she’s lucky enough to reach, Goldie will likely be a hot grown woman all her life.

And so petty insults glide off her like hot honey, too.

‘Why don’t you tell them who your father is?’ Ben suggests, wiggling his big brows at Goldie like it’s a party piece. ‘You’ll never guess…’ Letting it linger, he vanishes.

They stare. And stare.

Is this really where her entertainment career ended up?

Somebody starts humming. And it’s all so painful Goldie’s face gives it away.

‘You’re never Amos Fliss’s daughter?’ they ask. Against her better self, Goldie nods.

Now she has value, they become instantly warmer.

‘What was he like? Crikey, I remember the news when he died. Twenty-seven…’

‘Made him a legend, though – I mean, wouldn’t you rather be a legend…’

Goldie thinks that if her dad knew the twats still listening to his music all these decades later, he’d never have penned a tune at all.

‘And…and didn’t you do some “pop” once upon a time as well?’ A man leans into Goldie’s space, like he’s analysing some post-modernist abstract. ‘They do say music runs in the family.’

‘Poor thing,’ adds the woman in the depressing Chanel suit, also far warmer now. ‘How old were you when it happened?’

‘Five.’ Goldie clears her throat. Cross she’s even answered. ‘I was five. My sister Valeria was four. And if you think for a second that I’ll open my wrists for your amusement, well…’ Only just stopping herself, Goldie gets up, her body straining against the seams of her dress. Knows they are looking as they’ve always looked at her – full of the same appalled fascination – as she goes in search of Ben.

‘Everything’s aesthetics.’ Ben’s voice comes from beyond a closed door just ahead of Goldie, behind which is tonight’s green room and temporary office in a quieter part of the building. ‘You can have eyes made of worms, but if you’ve hip-as-fuck vegan-made sunglasses hiding them, who gives a shittle?’

How can a made-up word deflate her so? Goldie can’t find nor invent her own word to describe it – only that Ben in this mode makes her despair. Pricked by the truth she’s chosen mostly to ignore.

How Goldie’s guilty by association.

Shittle. Really?

‘The rest we can kick up the road. But for now, just get that chav’s signature if it’s the last thing you do.’ Ben opens the door just in time to see his father turn into the corridor. ‘Fuck. When will he just fucking die?’ he adds under his breath as Goldie backs into a shadowy corner, holding her own.

Tony passes without noticing her, bypassing Trevor, Ben’s lickspittle PA and lackey, too, focused with a one-track dour determination, his eyes set on his son. ‘Impressive,’ he says, turning without any proper greeting into the office. Slamming the door, his voice booms through it anyway. ‘And all totally unnecessary. Who’s paying for this?’

‘The minnows here tonight selling me their start-ups.’ Ben snorts as Goldie’s teeth start to grind in discomfort. ‘Why do you always take me for a fucking idiot?’

She should go back to the party. Before she hears something she shouldn’t. So shielded from everything these days, even eavesdropping feels like a misstep. Yet something keeps her there. Learning the truth of Ben is a basic right – plus she’s watched The Handmaid’s Tale on Hulu. Goldie’s not in Gilead.

She has freedom full stop. If she wants it hard enough.

Does she?

‘How very typical. Spending money before it’s yours.’ They fall quieter, into mumbles of speech Goldie can’t quite make out. Until, ‘you know, you can’t expect to be carried forever—’

‘Carried? It’s been ME half killing myself, bringing this broken old ark up to date!’ Ben pauses. ‘And…while I’m still trying—’

Tony gives a loud cough. ‘No.’

‘Just a bridging loan. Fifty k. Dad, please.’ Ben exhales with a sigh so enormous it feels as if he’s right next to Goldie. ‘I…I admit I’m waiting for a few last-minute signatures, but an early injection of funds, just to take advantage of PR from tonight. By next quarter, everything will have balanced – but we need this fresh blood, Dad.’ He pauses. ‘We can’t ignore that. And these flimsy little start-ups are perfect to see us out the other side of this lean spell; we buy them cheap, absorb their good characteristics, swallow them whole.’

‘I suppose at least you’re not drinking your inheritance away like your sister.’ Tony sighs. ‘Expect a bank transfer in the morning.’

When the door opens, it’s as if Goldie’s just come looking for them.

‘What gorgeous timing. Escort me back to the facade, angel.’ Tony offers Goldie his arm. ‘And let’s have a gin.’

‘Thank you, Dad.’ But Ben doesn’t sound much like he means it, and as Goldie links arms with Tony, she finds she’s relieved to be at his side instead of her husband’s.

‘You deserve a double gin, at least,’ Tony tells her, charm perhaps the sole similarity between father and son. ‘For putting up with him for far longer than his mother and I ever had to. And people think boarding schools are bad things…’ His eyes twinkle, forever the flirt but never a threat. ‘Graham Egelston!’ Tony shouts across the room, on spotting his friend, forgetting Goldie’s eardrums are mere inches from his mouth. ‘Come! Have a gin with us!’

‘You go,’ Goldie says. ‘I’ve a few bits to check on before things begin.’

Before Tony protests, Graham fills her place and Goldie moves seamlessly out of the picture, unable to return to the overcrowded foyer, or absorb any more of the energy.

What has she overheard? She can’t make sense of it, other than the overriding feeling that tonight is a sham.

But what’s so new about that?

Suddenly, Goldie’s extraordinarily tired. Knows it’s quitting time on this charade, as leaving Ben occurs to her unthinkingly. Landing like fact. A decision made.

It’s been years since an Archers and lemonade seemed a good idea, yet it feels a sudden necessity, as if Goldie’s reaching back, perhaps remembering the girl she’d been before all this, taking her hand, pulling her close again. Quite why, she doesn’t know.

But no joy. The bartender ignores her, would rather ingratiate himself with the needs of a group of noisy men making complicated orders, and impatient, Goldie heads into the main ballroom, yet to fill with guests. Thirty candlelit tables, set for so many courses Goldie feels sick, doesn’t think she can do it, like her battery of tolerance has at last expired.

Circling the main table, she finds her name card between Ben and Tony’s. Quickly, she swaps them around, putting Tony in the middle.

And it is then when the idea comes.

She takes her new seat before it gets too busy. Wonders if Ben and Tony will enjoy the company of Jeannette Jenkins, the person Goldie’s covertly swapped places with for a corner table at the very back of the ballroom, hidden, draughty and near the kitchen.

Instant realness. And relief.

‘Hello,’ says the only other person at Goldie’s new table. Wincing into his glass and without looking up, he pushes a bottle of red in Goldie’s direction. ‘Please, have some terrible wine.’

‘Thanks.’ Giving him a sideways look, Goldie pours and sips. God, it is disgusting. Chateau Neuf’s been reserved for the front tables, already breathing in crystal carafes. Hierarchical gradients of importance at play, even at a new business fundraiser. ‘To be honest, I’d been craving an Archers and lemonade, but the dick behind the bar was being – well, a dick,’ Goldie says absently. Her table companion’s face lifts as he looks at her properly for the first time. ‘Sorry.’

‘Oh, please, don’t be.’ With purpose, he stands. ‘I’ll be back in a bit.’

Fifteen minutes pass. People trickle into the ballroom, taking their seats as Goldie picks at a bread roll, wondering if the food will also be served according to status. Quality inequality. It really is a very tacky trick.

Goldie’s table companion returns. ‘Popped to that offie near the tube.’ With a flourish, he takes out four slim cans of Archers and lemonade. ‘Very well stocked. And look what else…’ He slides two black straws from his shirt pocket and Goldie claps her hands in delight. ‘Cheers.’

‘This is so kind. Thank you.’ Touched, Goldie sips through her straw, discovering the drink is everything she wants it still to be; cloying, synthetic, sugary peach loveliness. ‘I’m Goldie.’

‘Goldie Fliss-Burden aka Goldilocs – consider me starstruck.’

Studying her drink through her lashes, she’s uncharacteristically awkward.

‘This really was “the” drink for a while, wasn’t it?’ He carries on. ‘That and Bacardi Breezers. Smirnoff Ice. Remember Hooch? Hermit as I am these days, I bloody loved going out; drinks turning all ultraviolet from the lights, cigarette burns on the dancefloor…’ He smiles in a warm true way which reaches his eyes and sends prickles of familiarity through Goldie as she can’t help but remember, picturing nights like that. Though she was usually cordoned off in clubs, VIPing behind a velvet rope, momentarily special, before realizing she was mostly decoration.

How little has changed since.

‘This chutney’s a bit…’ He grimaces. ‘And I’m not going near that pâté. D’you think we’ll have to eat everybody else’s?’ Only four other guests have taken their seats, the table for twelve feeling a bit big. ‘So, how many of these have you had to suffer?’

Goldie tries working him out. With his curly mullet and accent as Essex and obvious as her own, it’s hard to place him here, yet she knows he can’t be staff. Staff sounds so…Goldie checks herself. How did she become this person, and why should it matter if he does work here or not? He is talking too much, but that might just be his way, instead of him being on the chat-up. And why must she presume that’s what every man is doing when they speak to her?

‘I’ve lost count,’ Goldie says truthfully. ‘You?’

‘Only do them under extreme duress. Like tonight.’

‘So, what do you do?’

‘What do you think I do?’ He sits up straight, putting his shoulders back as Goldie gives him the once-over; noting how long he is, how his moustache is as dark as his eyes, and how he’s thought that wearing a shirt – admittedly a very nice shirt – with the darkest of tracksuit bottoms is a look…Then Goldie notices. Couldn’t give two shits about what he does for a living.

‘I had them trainers!’ Forgetting her indoor voice, Goldie presses her fingers to her lips, but she needn’t worry. No one gives one when you’re a nobody in the corner. Adjusting the tablecloth, she gets a better look at his Air Jordans. ‘God, they’re perfect. New?’

‘They’re 8 Retros – originals. Brilliant shop in Wellsend sources them in.’ He slips out his phone, his fingers long and lean, like he should do something creative with hands like that, as he shows her the screen. ‘There are some nice new shops popping up round there these days – unique, you know. I can send you a link if you want?’

‘Wellsend’s not far from where we grew up,’ Goldie says. ‘Me and my sister, Valeria.’ Valeria. She should call her. Meant to send her some dates so they could celebrate Goldie’s birthday – months ago. The same chronic guilt that’s forever lined Goldie’s stomach tugs its achy thread. Much as she loves her.

And she does.

‘I know you, don’t I?’ Recognition lands in Goldie’s brain, the past perhaps bringing him back into her thoughts. Of school. ‘Wolfie.’

‘Wondered if you’d twig,’ he says. ‘Though to be fair I didn’t have the ’tache then. You, of course, are far more recognizable.’

‘My gran says when someone tells you it’s a small world, point them to Essex.’ Goldie’s not thought of Wolfie for years. ‘It was a sports scholarship, wasn’t it? Why you left?’

‘Till an injury – completely non-football related. Just messing about on holiday. My mum was livid.’ He grins, like it’s typical. ‘Hadn’t even done a full term. So, I changed schools again – to one of the language ones, for kids with foreign parents.’

‘I remember your language skills. You rapping the German alphabet.’

‘Must’ve been what, twelve or thirteen, then.’ Wolfie claps his hands. ‘And you remember.’ He beams, like it’s the biggest compliment on earth, and so does Goldie.

Who for once truly means it.



The seabass salad is accompanied by a cellist. Then there’s boeuf en croute. Forecast speeches. An assiette of desserts. Cheeseboards, ports and shorts. It goes on and on as the space between them closes in step with the years, Goldie and Wolfie bridging the gap of almost three decades, talking club culture, rave culture (more Wolfie’s thing than hers) reminiscing over long-dead celebrities (Prince destroying them both), how quickly everyone forgot about the brilliance of Ceefax, how Eldorado never should’ve got cancelled. How they can’t remember the noughties with any true clarity, likely because it was so fucking bland. And then the truly shit years.

‘Woolworths closing.’

‘An absolute flipping tragedy,’ Goldie laments, a little tipsier than she’d usually allow herself to get, just as Ben takes to the stage with his father. ‘You know, all this took eight weeks to put together.’ She rolls her eyes. ‘Planned to an inch of numb. Yet…’ As Ben begins talking, becoming the focus, Goldie leans away.

‘Yet what?’

‘I’m wondering how you fit here,’ Goldie whispers, ‘when you’re not one of them?’

‘Well, that’s easy, innit? I’m flogging him my business.’ Wolfie nods towards Ben. ‘I bought a house, a sea view property if you please – bit off more than I could chew if I’m totally honest.’ With his eyes back on Goldie, he drops his voice. ‘Now, I’m not gonna lie, he does seem a bit of a prick, but needs must.’ He shrugs as she concentrates, piecing this new info together. ‘You’re looking great, by the way. Really great.’ Goldie has the flicker of a memory of them sharing a textbook in science. Always nice – and a little bit detached. Can’t remember his scholarship skills for the life of her. ‘Hard working out how you fit, too.’



‘Once again, I thank you all for coming, and for your continued support of our company.’ Ben rounds off his speech. ‘We are at heart a family enterprise. An honourable mention to my father for his continued patronage and vision,’ he says, as skimming as he dares. ‘And, of course, my wife, for her continued support of me.’ Ben searches the crowd and spotting Goldie at last, lifts his glass towards her. ‘Who I think deserves her own round of applause.’

With his brows thoroughly raised, Wolfie claps for Goldie along with the rest of the room. And where usually she’d play along, stand, graciously blow Ben a kiss, Goldie can’t move. As a contaminating realization closes in.

‘So this is where you got to!’ As the rest of the room begins to disperse back into the foyer, Ben makes his way over, high colour and damp all over again. ‘Just in time for the photo. How wonderful you’ve met,’ he says, too much through his teeth for Goldie’s liking as he catches her eye. ‘Now, darling, slip that coat off.’ He fusses, adjusting the straps of her dress, which feels vastly over-performative, before turning his attentions on Wolfie. ‘And you. Man of the hour, and no plus-one?’

‘No,’ says Wolfie. ‘Just me.’

‘Wonderful, wonderful! Though not a lone wolf for much longer. Not now you’re one of us.’ Goldie aches inwardly as Ben pushes her coat into the arms of an aimless waiter, barking orders and briefly breaking his own charm spell, as she and Wolfie try not to look at each other. Because they know.

Just as Goldie knows, that when she overheard Ben demanding some chav’s signature earlier, he was probably talking about Wolfie.








Two VEE The World Don’t Owe You Nothing


Vee’s a walking ball of anxiety, but she makes herself go. It has not been easy, throwing herself back into the world, knowing the only way to break the mindset of existing as a habitual twosome is to get a life of her own. The process starts with truth. That’s what all the self-help divorce podcasts keep telling her, anyway. Fundamental truth. What makes Vee happy? What’s always made her happiest?

Writing.

So here she is.

‘Here’ is Write Pub, a writing class and community Vee’s obsessed over from a distance, too socially awkward to join – until tonight. The class is held monthly, in a beautifully anonymous pub not far from the publishing house Vee’s been freelancing for, but there are nationwide groups, and even little splinter factions. With everybody scribbling up and down the country, no wonder it’s so bloody hard to get published.

Nerves aside, Vee’s glad the class is in a pub. Of course, the informality appeals, but places of learning, particularly schools, still do funny things to her, the unresolvedness of how her once favourite place became an actual living hell. This, coming here, perhaps one day sharing her own work, would be a brave move for anyone, but especially for Vee – even she will give herself that. With a double gin and slimline, she approaches a group who look how writers might look and seem to know what they’re doing. ‘To revising and resubmitting.’ Two ladies in baggy jumpers clink glasses of red wine.

‘And whatever kills us first – though it’s progress in the right direction, at least.’ On noticing Vee, one of them adds, ‘war stories’, giving off vibes of jaded exhaustion. ‘You new?’

‘I am.’

‘Performing?’ The woman nods to the makeshift stage.

‘Oh no. Purely spectating.’

‘Well, should you want to, but getting up there’s not your thing, the forum’s a good place for feedback.’

With a polite ‘thank you’, Vee excuses herself, though she’s nowhere really to go. She pops to the loo instead.

When Vee had left the office earlier, wearing her hair up instead of down as usual, her neck and shoulders wrapped in an enormous scarf she’d all but retracted into, some other attendees who she’d met through the day invited her out for drinks. Glad she had an excuse at the ready, they’d all collectively oohed when Vee told them where she was going.

‘Writing? Sounds a bit…’ Violet, the receptionist – and organizer of the networking event – had pulled a face which Vee couldn’t interpret, yet knew was rude. ‘No offence.’

Wondering why on earth Violet even worked in publishing, Vee had remembered that Violet was there thanks to her uncle, influential and head of the marketing department, who thought it would jazz up her CV. Vee feels, profoundly, for the less privileged, dying for a spot in a bookish environment, remembering with a shudder the big maroon record of achievement she’d haul around interviews, filled with certificates and other minor achievements like first aid from when she’d worked in a local supermarket, hopeful her additional efforts might open doors a little more. Interviews which went nowhere, though she’d paid for her travel, spending hours on applications, and even more hours of nervous apprehension, all to be met with silence.

But no matter now. Vee is respected. Industry people know her for her attention to detail, so much so that she works mostly freelance; researching and copyediting for the big publishing houses – but a true documentarian first. Often, when a celebrity is involved in a big scandal, or some national treasure dies, it’s likely Vee’s research that’s had a hand in unearthing the footage on the news and telly which follows, sometimes almost as if she’s pre-empted it. Her sleuthing skills are instinctive; bio docs, snippets of interviews, clippings of collected wrongdoings that get swept under famous carpets and become nothing for years, Vee collects like gold dust. And dust does collect. As her research takes its truthful shape, Vee would be the first to admit how the unmasking of a certain ego gives her a hit of power – though she’s merely a conduit, exacting payback on behalf of all the poor exploited bastards in the world. Herself included.

Despite her month in a mental health hospital which led to Vee being homeschooled, she achieved eight GCSEs. An E in maths, but mentally well or not, Vee passing maths was never going to happen. A levels, then a London uni; an English Literature degree. And lost in the chaos of the best and busiest city, Vee found the invisibility she craved.

In all the years since of quietly achieving, ticking the boxes of a successful adult life, Vee can’t pretend she hasn’t been tempted to root good and deep on social media, to uncover the cunts she went to school with who witnessed her pain and did nothing. It’s proved far better, though, sticking to the premise of staying in her own lane, winning in every possible way, so that when the time comes, when she eventually bumps into some teen-witch now mumsy and soft with a face like a collapsed sofa in say, Sainsbury’s, Vee will be ready.

To be, just for once, the one on the front foot, has forever meant everything. Becoming someone who created – despite the hurt of all those years – to anybody looking in, an enviable life.

Even if it isn’t quite true.

But she mustn’t waste these writing meets by retreating into backwards thinking. Telling herself to focus, she tunes back in.

Vee’s entry G & T vanishes along with all the small talk, as a woman in a stripy dress and amazing boots stands on tiptoes to address the crowd. ‘Share Aloud’ kicks the whole thing off, live pieces based around monthly themes, and as these ordinary people – writers, just like she is – take up the mic to read their words, it gives Vee courage.

After some middling performances, rounded off by a poem so powerful Vee found herself blinking away instant emotion, the open mic rounds off into the next phase; those who’ve asked for their work to be critiqued, and the audience begins fracturing into groups, leaving her hovering at the bar. How typically Vee, to find herself a spare part on the outskirts of the activity; classic, and exactly how she’d write herself, if this were Vee’s storyline.

A man, standing a couple of feet away from her, exchanging pleasantries with the bar person, notices her people-watching. He nods towards the tables, at everybody’s focus. ‘Amazing how serious it gets.’

‘The power of critique,’ Vee replies, so naturally you’d never believe she was allergic to small talk and all she wants is another gin. To be left to observe the room. Because it is intense. And it is fascinating. ‘Are you not joining in?’

‘Not had anything new to share for a bit.’ He shrugs. ‘Life can get in the way, can’t it?’

‘Of creativity?’ Vee thinks of the years she’s spent scribbling away in secret. Deeming it worthless. ‘Absolutely.’ Feels herself give a little. ‘I’m Valeria –Vee.’

‘Ru,’ he says, with a smile as warm as the colours he is made from. Dark eyes and red-brown hair. He’s halfway down a pint of golden ale. ‘Nice to meet you, Vee.’ He stops to exchange farewells and hug the ladies from earlier in the quality knitwear goodbye.

‘One of the made-its, and still he can’t keep away from us,’ says the one who spoke to Vee earlier. ‘Mr Faber, if you please.’ She squeezes Ru fondly as his shoulders turn inwards, reminding Vee of herself when put in the spotlight. ‘Not that he’d dream of shouting about it.’

‘Luckily I’ve you to do that.’ Ru clears his throat, clearly flattered. ‘And you to thank. Seriously,’ he says, mostly to Vee, ‘Judith must’ve read my book about sixteen times. A very patient and—’

‘Overcritical pain in the arse, is what he wants to say,’ Judith interrupts good-naturedly. ‘And he is far too modest, but proof it can happen – though we do have quite a good success rate here,’ she adds with a proud wine-stained smile. ‘So much hope in a happy ending, isn’t there? And so the rest of us cling on.’ Taking Vee by surprise, she hugs her, too. ‘Lovely to meet you. And remember, there’s always the forum.’

It’s the energy here, the whole vibe which comes from a common passion.

Vee, without a doubt, will be back.

‘Sorry,’ Ru says, ‘I can’t remember what we were saying.’

‘How it’s like a compulsion,’ Vee prompts him, her curiosity piqued. ‘To write. And I agree.’ Whenever she struggles and words become a necessary act, Vee does, completely, understand. ‘Don’t you find it painful, though, to write – and then share – the stuff that truly matters to you?’

Offering up your soul.

To be judged. God forbid.

‘But if we don’t write about the things that matter, is there really any purpose to writing at all?’ He makes a good point. ‘Honesty brings connection. Which is a good thing – and a problem. Brilliant that I have a book coming out…’ Ru bares his teeth like the anxious emoji. ‘But bloody exposing, too. I’m absolutely dreading people reading it.’ He drains his pint. ‘Because—’

‘Because then they’ll know your truth.’ The moment feels like an epiphany. ‘Would you like another drink?’ Vee keeps her good posture, along with the rising feeling that for once in her life, she’s exactly where she’s supposed to be. Having the kind of conversation she should’ve been having all her life. But couldn’t.

‘I’ll have another pint, thank you.’ Ru’s cheeks grow ever so slightly pink. ‘If, if you ever want me to read over anything – not that I’m an expert…’

Heart banging, Vee makes a groundbreaking choice. ‘Perhaps I could show you this, then?’ Before deciding against it, she slips her phone from her coat pocket, opening her notes. ‘I wrote it on the train this morning. Not looked at it since, so this is me being totally brave.’ In nervous distraction, Vee orders new drinks as Ru picks up her phone and starts to read.

It is the longest ninety-odd seconds in human history, while Vee tries not to stare at his face in the same way people avert their eyes when you enter your pin number. Only for longer. Has she been holding her breath? Did he smile then? Why on earth has she shown her words to this auburn fucking stranger?

Because it matters.


CLARITY DAY

by Vee Hughes

The day before her period came, she named ‘clarity day’; a day she’d doubt the world and hate her husband. During the rest of her monthly cycle, his flaws and irritating habits would be masked by the good hormones, but then, when it was obvious and imminent, and there was no longer the need for any chemistry or closeness between them, she couldn’t stand him.

He would pick up on it, try harder. Call her a ‘mean little rock of a woman at times’.

And he got her about right.

Then the blood would come, and as her hormones flatlined, the two of them also returned to normal.

Getting along. Being nice.

But what if clarity day was the absolute truth and the rest, all that nice, merely blubber? Gentle lies, masking a lifetime.

What then?



These are my thoughts, my feelings, Vee reminds herself. Which is hard when they feel so very much like betrayal. It’s not like she used any names. But anyone with half a brain—

‘You’ve got something…I don’t know…’ Ru pauses, thinking. ‘The detachment. In battle with a whole different spirit just beneath the surface,’ he says, wildly and writerly, revealing Vee in a way she rather likes. ‘It’s good.’

Giving herself away completely, Vee beams at him, astronomically flattered.

‘You really remind me of someone,’ Ru says, glancing into his pint before looking up at her in a way she surely must be reading wrong.

‘How do I do it?’ Vee asks him. ‘How do I write a proper book?’

‘You’ve just got to get on with it,’ he says matter-of-factly, as if there’s no other way around it. ‘Judith would say it’s about protecting the time to write. Which isn’t easy, with a real life to live, too. I write mostly in the holidays, which is likely why I’m empty-handed tonight. Never seem to be very productive in term times.’

‘You’re a teacher?’

‘I am. Think I wanted to be a teacher for as long as I wanted to be a writer,’ he says. ‘Secondary school. Very good prep for the bad reviews – teenagers can ruin you with their savagery.’

Ain’t that the truth?

Perhaps not all small talk is evil, Vee thinks as they part ways outside the pub. With an entirely respectable micro-hug, Ru kisses her goodbye.

Just on the cheek, but it’s all in the linger.

On the journey home, Vee’s quietly astonished, a smile – another real one – glued to her face, unable to process someone finally praising her work, and just as unable to process the idea of potential sexual chemistry. It’s not even ten p.m. yet.

Perhaps this slow unravelling of her usual uptightness, the pretence of being perfect, is officially wearing thin.

Which would be such progress.

When Vee’s train slows into the tiny station nearest home, and she follows the shoulders of other commuters to the line of taxis and cars where partners wait to collect the other halves of themselves, Vee wonders if any of them are living as she currently is, in a loose sort of ‘almost’ of the married life before. Ease minus the intimacy, as she and Jamie make their gentle steps towards official separation without the jump-from-a-plane anxiety of being untethered in this, frankly, let’s face it, pretty shitty world.

Starting Again.

Can she do it? Thinking back on her night, the excited bloom of feeling Vee’s carried all the way home from Write Pub makes her a little more certain that she can.

Jamie’s kind face smiles as she climbs into the passenger seat, just as she always has whenever it’s dark.

Vee doesn’t mention the pub, nor the writing. Instead, she eats a late supper of cheese on toast with the telly on in the background, scrolling on her phone throughout the ten o’clock news and it’s not long before Jamie’s making tea and drawing the curtains, while Vee lets out Onion for her last wee of the night. The same jobs as always, only now that it’s bedtime they’ll retire to different quarters; Jamie turning left on the upstairs landing, as Vee turns right. And, as time – four months and ten days, for accuracy – has proven, where Vee expects to feel some sort of loss or perhaps a sadness from their decoupling, especially after so long wed, she instead feels calm.

Forty-four, and getting divorced. An excellent career but a terrifying mortgage that even two decent wages struggled to afford, because of inflation, interest rates – the cost-of-living crisis being so flipping expensive – and because they both fell for the Great British Property Myth, believing that owning a bricks-and-mortar solid piece of England was the key to a good solid future. Because that’s what you do, don’t you, as an adult? Work, save, invest. Secure a nest. Think Monopoly. Buy property.

Don’t you?

Vee’s new bedroom’s not as big as the old main, which sits central and empty on the landing, overlooking Clementine Park; fate, they’d thought at first, imagining a dog and counting their luckies at having such a gorgeous green space on their own front doorstep. All three bedrooms are large, light, full of character. Every inch of the house perfect. Vee’s taste. So it is no hardship waiting for this forever home to bounce back from its negative equity, no hardship to share with a good man Vee still trusts more than anyone.

But never enough to ever share her writing.

At her desk beneath the window that overlooks the back garden, gently illuminated by star-shaped solar lights, Vee opens her laptop, letting it come to life while she updates her diary; a resolution this year, to get back into the habit. It has always been through books, or with a pen that Vee thrives. Making up stories in the dark, like she’s still doing. Slowly moving towards the light.

Astonishing. How her feelings are so much clearer on paper.








Three GOLDIE Miss-Understood


Apparently, Wolfie’s company – Starling-Meyer – manufactures kitchen equipment on an industrial scale, his factory in Basildon supplying restaurants and caterers throughout the south-east. Built from scratch eight years ago, and though Ben tells Goldie all the intricacies on the journey home, she takes very little in. Can’t do much more than think how awkwardly telling it was to be caught with Ben sucking up in one breath and punching down the next.

And Wolfie’s face, when it dawned on him that Ben was her husband.

Wolfie hadn’t mentioned his man-of-the-hour status, both having played themselves insignificant. But not completely. Instead, there’d been an openness between them in a space usually denied. Because nothing quite slaps like the class divide.

Just as nothing brings you home like commonality.

Dropping the mask, if only briefly, had created a lightness which felt nourishing. Necessary. Good reasons why she should’ve suggested they keep in touch – because what even were the odds of him being there, Wolfgang Meyer of 8B who could’ve been there all night and she would’ve been none the wiser – if she hadn’t swapped tables.

‘Are you even listening?’

‘I am.’ Goldie’s quick to reassure Ben. ‘Of course I am.’ His current peculiar funk reveals a side she rarely encounters. It’s taking proper effort to reread him.

Goldie looks out of the car window, low-lit streetlamps flattering the quiet high street so upmarket it’s not been allowed to modernize. Quaintly stuck in time, but for the almond croissants in the artisan bakery, which cost the sheer fucking earth. The pub on the corner of the forest is bright and lively still, and Goldie thinks for a moment that she might’ve clocked Jamie, Valeria’s husband, with a woman too tall and fair to be her sister, leaving the beer garden hand in hand to cross the road.

In a flash they’re gone. Unsure if it even was Jamie, she’s left with the chills. ‘Are you all right?’ Goldie tries again. ‘Everything seemed to go brilliantly tonight. Yet you’re different.’

‘If I’m different, it’s only down to you being distant.’ In the back of the cab, sitting opposite Goldie, he crosses then uncrosses his legs. ‘Is it him?’ Ben asks, avoiding her eyes.

‘Wolfie?’

‘Stupid name,’ he spits, making Goldie smile despite herself. ‘There, see, your face has gone all soft. Very cozy and…overfamiliar.’

‘Familiar, perhaps. We went to school together. I’d not seen him since we were about twelve, that’s all. You’ve nothing to worry about.’

‘Who says I’m worried?’ But again Ben won’t look at her. ‘Business is business is all I’m saying. So we’ll have him round for dinner, corner him that way.’ For…what was it Ben said earlier? Ah yes; to ‘swallow him whole’ – oh, the disease of association. ‘That sleazy, salt of the earth pizzazz he’s got about him is exactly what we’re crying out for.’

Pizzazz? Jeez Louise.

‘Sleazy’s a bit much.’

Ben clicks his tongue. ‘You know what I mean. Down to earth. Ethnically ambiguous – like you, too.’ Only Ben could make it sound as if being born brown-skinned with fuck-all was a quirky life choice.

‘Dinner feels a bit much as well.’ Goldie ignores everything else, because there’s simply too much to unpack. She’s tired. And she has never been bloody sleazy in her life. Sexy, yes. Deliciousness personified – that, too.

And there had been nothing remotely sleazy about Wolfie either. No innuendo, just good company and excellent manners – a very different creation from Ben’s usual party guests. ‘You don’t live here Ben, you can’t expect…’

But he can when he chooses to. The Coach House is part of the Bickham family estate, and what else is Goldie really but a house pet?

Bare thigh shines through the slit of her velveteen, olive green-coloured dress; Ben’s hand feeling alien, suddenly there, just above her knee, drifting upwards, which she catches and removes without feeling remotely violated.

They both know how this goes.

‘Therese will be expecting you home, I’m sure…’

‘Therese.’ Ben tuts as the car slows to a stop outside the Coach House. ‘At least, I suppose, I’ve someone who truly loves me.’ He shifts as if done, signalling for the driver to open Goldie’s door.

‘Ben.’ Spoilt, stubborn twat. ‘Let’s not have him over for dinner.’

‘All you need to do is set a table and order some food in. Just be your usual fabulous self.’ He pushes, his entitlement blurring all boundaries. ‘Unless, of course, you’re too old for this game.’

Without a goodbye, Goldie’s soon alone on her enormous driveway.

In her true heart, Goldie could’ve done without getting married at all. But with her own self-earned security long gone, Ben solved financial famine. She’s not the first to have done this, and people get by doing a lot worse.

Getting by.

But not fully living.

Television’s always a tonic. Kicking off her heels and pouring a large Scotch, Goldie considers watching a Power series, just for the serotonin of seeing Mary J. Blige in more killer outfits, but there on the TV’s homepage is Goldie herself. Clicking on iPlayer, the screen fills with an old episode of Top of The Pops.

She’s wearing high-waist leggings – in gold, of course. A black sequinned corset with an oversized shirt and trainers not dissimilar to those Wolfie had been wearing earlier. Extensions in her already long hair. The roundest baby face. And bum. Turning the volume up, and probably for the first time ever, ‘Free Me, Be Me’, Goldie’s debut single, fills the enormous downstairs of the Coach House, the sound of her own voice as shocking to her own ears as to all the ghostly Bickhams of the past, those who’d once considered here their home, too.

Again comes the feeling that she’s not really living, as she takes her own breath away. Transfixed, Scotch in one hand, remote in the other, Goldie reads the scrolling info accompanying her performance.


Goldie Fliss-Burden aka Goldilocs, was the first solo female signed to Vine Recordings following the scandal of Rocki Ramirez, in 1993. Between 1995 and 1996 Goldilocs scored three top ten singles, one MOBO award and two Brits nominations.



‘I rise, like I was born to, I was made for, what I prayed for…’


Though unconfirmed, it is rumoured that Goldie Fliss-Burden is the illegitimate lovechild of musician Amos Fliss, known to the world as Master-Fly, believed to be one of the most successful posthumous artists of all time.



It proved a genius PR move; Goldie reclaiming the Fliss surname catapulted her into the public’s interest, but once her debut hit the airwaves, the name had already done all it needed to. Not only was her song catchy, but the disco influence made for a great look; Donna Summer, Eurodance, and the Kids from ‘Fame’ in a blender – with a dash of Essex girl perspicacity. Everything that was authentically her.


Signed at only sixteen years old, Goldiloc’s breakthrough onto the global dance scene was the brainchild of PR manager, now director of Vine Recordings, Grant Love, also credited for the successes of Knights of Temptation, EastSide Extras, Domaine and the now infamous Ill Lothario, currently awaiting trial for six reported accusations of assault and exploitation.



It is the sight of his name, not Ill Lothario’s, but Grant Love’s, that has Goldie turning the television off just as the show comes to an end anyway, with the other musicians and presenter gathering on Goldie’s stage to say goodbye to everyone watching at home, her joy from meeting her childhood icons uncontainable. The screen goes black, taking her with it.

It’s hard not feeling sad. Harder still not to wonder if that was really her.

How in the name of shitting shittle is she here living this life now?








Four VEE System Addict


It’s Wednesday night. Vee preps the beginnings of a prawn linguine, and even though it’s only her in the kitchen with her audiobook, she resists in every way the self-help she bloody knows would do her the world of good, addressing all the negatives she’s hoarded internally over the decades within those hidden soft-spot places Brene Brown talks so much about. But words like vulnerability, shame, or the truly awful self-awareness, give Vee the proper terrors, her gut instinct to close herself off like a house made of shutters. Why disturb the truth of what really lurks within?

‘I recognized my own shame web when my husband and I divorced…’ The audiobook begins with another story that sets off pangs of similarity through Vee’s barriers, peeling her like an onion, giving her eyes the same sting.

There’s a lot of packing and unpacking during a divorce, in the mental sense, as well as the other. A lot of revisiting and reflection. Their ending hadn’t come as a shock to either Jamie or Vee; they’d simply ground to a halt. Going through the motions, both knowing, deep down, that life was far too short for games of that kind. It has not, so far, been cruel. Neither have had their heart broken, their world destroyed. Yet they are both a little tender. Vee wonders if it would’ve been any different if they’d lived apart from the moment the decision to separate was made, instead of being here, in the ‘almost’ space.

With a tea towel over her shoulder, like she’s now some integral part of a frenetic commercial kitchen, Vee twists the ignition, placing the pan over the heat before adding a swirl of oil. Waiting for the sizzle, she tastes her wine as a warmth grows in her tummy. She’s healthy. Safe. There’s food to eat. And because she’s only half listening to Brene, she swaps Audible for a Spotify shuffle.

Vee’s mood and hips move with Solange into the better. She’s doing all right.

It’s important to recognize the feeling. And own it.

From her dog bed in the kitchen corner, Onion snaps alert. Registering the noise of the front door opening, she barges towards Jamie as he appears with an, ‘All right girls?’

‘Yep.’ Chucking the prawns into her bubbling sauce, Vee gives him a quick smile over her shoulder. ‘Good day?’

‘Yep.’ Jamie fusses Onion, sending dog hair shedding. ‘Going for a piss.’

Vee thinks – which she admits she probably does too much – that living separately with Jamie in this house is not entirely dissimilar to when they’d very much been a couple.

Better, in some ways.

It is weird to admit that at last. How since their split, these past few months have been filled with more politeness and compromise than there had ever seemed to be in the together years. And even with her head far too full of yes, frankly rather negative thoughts, Vee’s felt herself slowly coming back, returning to her standalone self without Jamie as her measure, and without playing off his autonomy like a subsidiary character, rarely thinking of her own wants – if much of their togetherness was ever truly based on her wants.

Once, Jamie fancied Vee like mad; had to woo and win her round, because serious relationships hadn’t featured in her plans. She’d been temping at his parents’ small indie press; they’d been teachers before becoming publishers of well-respected medical journals. Not the feast of fiction Vee yearned for.

That she’s still yearning for.

The lure of the writing forum feels like incredibly niche porn. Secret and hers, all night long.

All the same, Vee offers, ‘This’ll be five minutes if you want some?’

‘Thanks, but I’m not hanging about.’ Jamie keeps his eyes on hers. ‘I have a date.’

‘Ah.’ Though undoubtedly new, strange territory, it doesn’t hurt in the slightest.

He actually blushes. ‘Any plans yourself?’

Should she tell him? What can it hurt now? ‘Writing, actually. I joined a group.’

Even his expression…Vee wishes she could stuff her revelation back in her face. ‘I thought after the last time, you…might’ve put all that to bed.’ Knowing he’s touched a nerve, Jamie adds, ‘Putting yourself through such upset again.’

Rejections are part of the process. Vee gets this, even though it’s destroyed her every time it’s happened, the sad despair of a ‘not for us,’ bottoming out in the pit of her gut. But then the hunger; her hurt from a ‘no’ fully fermented into an annihilating I’ll-show-you-next-time. Failing better and all that jazz. Precisely the reason Write Club’s necessary, because her dream won’t die and it’s time for a new way in. Vee’s singular objective is to be published. And she will prove Jamie wrong.

One day.

‘Don’t think I’m being unkind,’ Jamie says, rubbing his nose. ‘I just don’t want you to waste your time hoping for something that might never happen.’

Like the baby they wasted their time hoping for, which never happened?

They are silent. Both thinking it.

Had Vee truly wanted a baby? Was Jamie keener, being from a nice family, naturally thinking he’d follow suit? Telling his parents about their divorce had been one of the most difficult parts of their separation – not so much Jamie, but all the stabilizing comforts which surround him.

It is good for Vee to admit these things.

Is Vee sorry? Sorry the IVF was too expensive and the wait too late? Sorry that she turned forty and thought you know what, fuck it, there’s more to life, more to my life than this constant pursuit to bring another into the world, something which in her heart of hearts felt daunting and never quite what she wanted anyway.

Christ. She would only ever admit that in her head. To herself. But it is acknowledgement, regardless. Perhaps Brene’s working after all.

When Jamie shouts goodbye, Vee’s already upstairs. Pretends she can’t hear him as she swaps clothes for her dressing gown, breathing free when his footsteps fade out, home expanding in tandem with her lungs. Away from small, constricting, somewhere she’s outgrowing, like during lockdown, the impossible return to rigid waistbands after the joy of months in joggers.

Away from Jamie.

When Vee distils everything baby-related down to its finest measure, the truth before anything else is that she’s never, ever wanted to be a mother. And Vee knows now, more than ever before, that she never will.

There is another calling. The writing’s come full circle, re-emerging just when she can devote time to it. Because the fulfilment Vee gets when she sits at her desk and loses herself is unparalleled. Her mind quiet at last from her own noise, while her imagination’s at work translating all she’s ever absorbed and experienced into stories.

The compulsion. Vee’s purpose.
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two sisters, a lifetime of secrets,
and the chance to set the record straight...
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