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			Prologue

			I can pinpoint the exact moment I fell in love with Nick. Not just liked him, but could see a future with him. A proper future, with a shared toothbrush holder and insurance on each other’s shit cars. It wasn’t a light bulb moment. We hadn’t done anything momentous. We weren’t having a life-altering conversation or clinging onto each other after sweaty knee-trembling sex. 

			It was fifteen years ago. We were both twenty-three and were watching TV in my shared place. It was a disgusting house, with black mould lurking ominously in damp corners of the bathroom or creeping up from behind the toilet cistern like octopus tentacles. The kitchen was circa 1970, but not in a kitsch ‘hipster’ way. The cooker was a stand-alone with gas hobs and a pull-out grill at head height. The gas wasn’t connected properly, so we had to hold our breath when lighting it, as if that would protect us from the potentially fatal explosion that was a very real risk. 

			On the night in question, Nick had his arm lazily wrapped around me, my hand resting on his stomach under his T-shirt, our breathing slow and in synchrony. We were watching Stars in Their Eyes. 

			Matthew Kelly was interviewing Keith from Bolton, a construction worker with a burning ambition to make it as a semi-professional singer on the cabaret circuit. 

			‘Thank you, Keith,’ Matthew grinned. ‘We will see you in a minute.’ 

			And moments later, Keith emerged through the glitter curtains wearing a brown leather jacket and a Paul Weller-esque wig. 

			‘Chris de Burgh!’ I announced confidently. ‘It’s Chris de Burgh. I bet you a tenner.’ 

			Keith took to the mic, and sure as shit, started singing ‘Don’t Pay the Ferryman’.

			‘Told you!’ I beamed and put my hand out. ‘Cough up, Nick!’

			‘Are you shitting me?’ he teased.

			‘Nope. A bet’s a bet!’ I said.

			He pulled me closer to him and whispered in my ear, ‘It’s Chris de Burgh night, Emily. They’re all Chris de Burgh!’

			‘What?’ I exclaimed.

			‘The last guy was singing “Lady in Red”. And the one before him, “Spanish Train”. They’re all Chris de-fucking-Burgh.’ He laughed unselfconsciously. Nick has the most infectious laugh and a face that only looks more handsome when he’s happy. 

			I clutched my sides as I laughed with him, then he cupped my face. ‘God, I love you, Emily,’ he said, and pressed his lips to mine. And in that moment, as I kissed him back, I knew, without hesitation, that I 100 per cent loved him too.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			‘Can I get you anything else?’ The waitress hovers over my laptop, hand on hip, looking accusingly at the empty cappuccino cup.

			‘No, I’m fine for now, thanks. I might get a sandwich in a bit,’ I lie. 

			I’ve been in the café for two hours and have been getting the most out of the £3.40 coffee. Three pounds forty, though. For a coffee. It’s an outrage. I deserve to use Mummies Rest’s Wi-Fi for that price. And don’t get me started on the spelling of the café’s name. It should be Mummy’s Rest, surely. That said, I can’t imagine any ‘mummy’ in her right mind coming in here for a rest. The plastic-coated tablecloths are stained and sticky. The smell of fried food sits heavy in the air and soaks into all your clothes. The overpriced coffee is bitter, and most importantly, the aisles between the tables are so narrow that there is no way you could get a pram through. Which is exactly why I come here. One child at school, one at nursery, and limited chance of being disturbed by anyone else’s children; it is, for a short while, like being a grown-up with my own identity again.

			I take the last slurp of my coffee, forgetting it is stone cold, and get a mouth full of granules, which I discreetly dribble back into the mug. Checking my watch, I have forty minutes until pick-up time and an estimated two hours of copywriting to meet my deadline.

			‘Right,’ I say aloud, and open Facebook for one last scroll before returning to my work. One of the mums from school has started a crafting business and is clogging up my feed with pictures of felted animals and miniature clothes for dolls. Who buys this stuff? The comments section is a name-check of most of the other mums in the class, congratulating her on how clever and creative she is.

			‘They’re super cute. You are so clever and creative!’ I type, feeling an overwhelming blanket of self-hatred envelop me. 

			I close down the window, and stare at the document I’ve been working on for most of the afternoon. 

			‘Think,’ I mutter. ‘Just fucking think.’

			An elderly lady on a neighbouring table looks up and tuts. Well, it’s all right for her. She doesn’t have to write 150 succinct words promoting the benefits of wooden floor polish before 2.45 p.m. What even is wooden floor polish? Surely you’d just give your floor a quick Hoover and if there were any stains, give them a once over with a wet wipe? Wouldn’t polishing the floors just make them really slippery? Why would you want to buy a product that’s going to intentionally make your house a death trap and have you walking around like Bambi? Come on, brain! Just write anything.

			‘My manager says you’re going to have to buy something else if you want to sit here.’ 

			I jump in surprise, a girlish scream escaping me. ‘OK, sorry. Yes, I’ll have a herbal tea,’ I reply.

			‘What kind?’

			‘Peppermint.’

			‘That’s two pounds,’ the waitress puts out her hand. 

			Jesus. I’m good for the money. When have I ever not paid for a drink? Apart from that one time when I realised I was late picking up Sophie and Lucy, but that was only because I was in a rush, and I did return the next day to settle up.

			‘Two pounds for a herbal tea? It’s just a bag and hot water, how can it be that much?’ My cheeks burn with outrage and British embarrassment for complaining about it. 

			‘But it’s not, is it?’ the waitress replies. ‘It might be a drink, but you also sit here all day working and my boss says he pays for the heating, and the electricity.’ She nods at the plug socket, which houses my phone and computer charger. 

			‘OK. Fine.’ I root around in my bag, retrieve my wallet and reluctantly hand over a two-pound coin.

			‘One peppermint tea coming up.’ I can just imagine the smirk on her face as she walks away. I check my phone. Shit. Thirty minutes. 

			A WhatsApp message pings.

			Helen: Can we get a wine club date in soon?

			Tania: Yes. I’m free right now. 

			Helen: I was thinking next Friday?

			Tania: Yes. 

			Helen: Emily?

			Me: Count me in. PS: Know anything about floor polish?

			Tania: Do your own work you lazy cow. Unless you want to teach my yoga class?

			Me: See you next Friday. xx

			Helen: Looking forward to it. 

			Tania: Namaste.

			I became friends with Helen and Tania when Lucy, Polly and Falcon were weeks old. From the outside, the three of us don’t look like a natural friendship fit. Our politics, relationships and choices on schooling couldn’t be more different, but our love for each other is solid. 

			Tania used to be my pregnancy yoga teacher. She was fiercely independent and has continuously made brave life choices. She also makes a mean kale salad and eats meat in secret as her partner, Spiral, has been a committed vegetarian for the last thirty years and had wrongly assumed that Tania was the same. She goes along with it for an easy life, and mainlines sausage rolls whenever we’re together instead.

			Helen takes care of everyone. She takes care of us. Just as Tania is the fire, Helen is the warmth. We met on my first trip out with Lucy when she was three weeks old at the baby cinema at the bottom of my road. She was my first ‘mum friend’ and I have held onto her tightly ever since. Solo-parenting her daughter while her husband works away might be some women’s idea of hell or loneliness, but Helen has made a nest for her and Polly, who is her rainbow child. She holds onto her ferociously, as if she thinks that if she lets go, something might happen. She follows a strict routine, and through that she radiates love. 

			I start to scroll through early pictures of the three of us on my phone, clutching our babies and grinning at the screen through life-weary faces. We look both young and ancient in the same frame.

			‘Here’s your tea.’ The waitress clatters the cup down, spilling scalding water on the table and pulling me from my daydream. Balls. Ten minutes until I have to leave. How did that happen?

			I open Google, do a quick search on floor polish and find an advert for an inferior brand to the one I’m promoting. I cut and paste the blurb into a word document, and start to doctor it, playing around with the sentences so they are different enough to not be plagiarism. 

			I do a final word count, change the font to a more mature Georgia, then email it over to the client. Not my best work, granted. Not even my own work, some might argue, but I’ve done it, and have seconds to spare before collecting Lucy from school and then racing to the nursery for Sophie. I give myself a mental pat on the back and close down my laptop for the day. 

			‘Does Lucy have a PE kit, Mrs Jones?’ The teacher asks, as Lucy comes racing through the classroom door and wraps her arms around my legs with a thud. I kiss her forehead and give her sandy-coloured hair a quick, unselfconscious sniff.

			‘Yes of course. When does she need it?’ 

			‘She needed it today,’ Mrs Elwood replies drily.

			‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t realise it had started.’

			‘The reception class all started PE at the beginning of the year. A note went out in all book bags as a prompt, as well as a footnote to the school newsletter. And then a reminder note a couple of weeks afterwards. But I thought I would raise it again, as she doesn’t seem to have her PE kit this half term either.’

			‘OK. Sorry. I’ll make sure she has it for next week,’ I reply quietly.

			‘That would be appreciated,’ she says and dismisses me, as she turns to the woman next to her. 

			‘Evie. Your mother’s here!’ Mrs Elwood’s voice fills with warmth. ‘Hello, Angela. I’m so pleased to have seen you. I just wanted to say a heart-felt thank you from all the staff for your efforts at the family fair. The tombola alone raised over three hundred pounds! What a wonderful start to the school term.’ 

			‘It’s a small gesture compared to all the hard work you all do at the school,’ Angela replies shyly, as Evie strops out of the classroom and throws her book bag down at her mum’s feet. 

			‘Hello, sweetheart. Do you think you could pick that up for me?’ Her daughter kicks the bag and Angela lets out an embarrassed laugh. ‘Ooh, you rascal,’ she smiles awkwardly as she picks it up herself.

			Angela is dressed head-to-toe in Joules’ signature florals and is carrying what looks like a Mulberry handbag. I have been watching a very similar one on eBay for the last three days. It’s beautiful. I look down at my Topshop circa 2009 handbag. The faux leather is cracked and split. It complements my over-worn skinny jeans that have lost their shape and my well-loved Breton T-shirt, my signature style since becoming a parent. 

			‘Come on,’ Lucy pulls at my arm. She wraps her hand around mine and tugs me out of the school ground with a force greater than her small body. I strain to have one final look at Angela. She’s laughing at something Mrs Elwood is saying and squeezes her forearm with the familiarity of an old friend. 

			‘Are you friends with Evie?’ I ask her.

			‘No,’ Lucy replies without hesitation. 

			‘Why’s that?’ I probe.

			‘Her dad’s something important at the school and she tells everyone she’s the boss and will get us in trouble if we’re not nice to her.’

			‘Does she now?’ I reply thoughtfully, wondering what that could be. Headteacher maybe? ‘Hang on. Where’s your coat, Lucy?’ I ask, as a gust of wind blows up her grey pinafore as we walk down the road towards the nursery to pick up Sophie.

			‘You didn’t give it to me this morning, so I had to do indoor play at lunchtime.’

			Bloody hell. What must the school think of us?

			I am trying to walk quickly past the newsagent’s with Lucy to avoid the daily request to buy sweets when my phone buzzes in my back pocket. I answer it without checking the number. 

			‘Hello, Emily speaking.’ I use my ‘potential business’ voice. 

			‘Em. I’m at the school and Mrs Elwood said Lucy is with you. I thought I was picking her up?’ Nick is breathless. 

			‘It’s Monday, Nick. I always do Mondays.’ 

			‘Since when?’ He’s panting like he’s been running. 

			‘Since we organised this. It’s in the shared calendar. Are you even checking the shared calendar? What’s the point of having a shared calendar if you’re not going to check it?’

			‘All right, all right. Stop saying “shared calendar”. I got it wrong. I thought because I got them last Monday, that—’

			‘That’s because I had a smear test, which is, by the way, also in the—’

			‘Shared calendar. Got it. OK. No, I don’t have a snack with me, I’ll get you one in a minute,’ he mutters. 

			‘Do you have Sophie with you?’ I stop walking and pull Lucy to a standstill.

			‘Yes. Course I do, I thought I was picking them both up, didn’t I?’ His annoyance penetrating through his voice. 

			‘But we always pick Lucy up from school and then get Sophie. That’s the way to do it.’

			‘That’s your way, Em. I might do things differently. Stop it, Sophie. Look Em, I’ve got to go. Sophie’s trying to get things out of my coat pocket.’

			‘Right, shall I see you back at home?’

			‘Yes. Great. See you in ten minutes.’ And he hangs up without saying goodbye, like they do in EastEnders. 

			The house is cold. I put the central heating on and flick the switch on the kettle. The cat mews loudly as she weaves between my ankles. 

			‘Did we forget to feed you this morning?’ I ask her. It was Nick’s idea to get a cat, I’ve always been more of a dog person. Lucy named her Peanuts, which, on paper, seemed entirely acceptable, if not very feline, but in reality, when shouted from the backdoor at feeding time, sounds remarkably like ‘Penis’, which I’m not entirely thrilled about. 

			‘In Egypt, when cats die they pull their brains out of their nose and wrap them in toilet paper,’ Lucy tells me, matter-of-factly. 

			She’s sitting at the kitchen table, having emptied the contents of her book bag out, and is systematically making neat piles of rice that have fallen out of the bag from God knows where. 

			‘Are you hungry?’ I ask.

			‘Yes,’ she answers without looking up, engrossed in her activity. 

			‘What would you like?’ I enquire.

			The doorbell chimes. 

			‘Daddy!’ Lucy squeals and runs towards the door, jumping up to pull the latch.

			Sophie pushes past her, shouting, ‘Why did you forget me, Mummy?’ and marches into the sitting room, followed by her big sister, to play with their doll’s house.

			‘Nick.’ I nod.

			‘Sorry about that, Em. No harm done though, hey?’ he smiles, feebly. 

			Something has changed. I can’t put my finger on it. Is he wearing a new coat? No, that’s not it. Haircut? Nope. No, it’s the colour of his hair. It’s darker. He’s dyed his hair.

			‘You look different,’ I remark and he self-consciously runs his hands through his hair. 

			‘Oh, it’s just something new I’m trying. It’s an eight-wash thing, or something like that. Anyway, it’s just, ummm, temporary.’ His cheeks flush. ‘So, how’s work going?’ he changes the subject.

			‘Fine. Thanks for asking,’ I reply. ‘Was there anything else?’ 

			‘No, no. That’s it. I was just making conversation.’ He’s leaning against the doorframe with his arms folded. ‘I bumped into Helen last week and she said your work was a bit slow, but she must have got her wires crossed.’ 

			‘No, all good here.’ I need to brief Helen to not talk to Nick about me. She can still be friends with us both, I’m not that much of a dick to make her choose. I realise that plenty of people manage to maintain mutual friends after they split up. We don’t have to divvy them up – one for me, one for Nick – of course we don’t. However, things have changed now, massively so. I don’t necessarily want Nick knowing everything about my life. It’s not really any of his business any more.

			Nick rests his head on the frame, and makes an irritating smacking noise with his mouth. He’s never been good at reading a situation, like when it’s time to leave. The lip-smacking becomes unbearable so I ask, ‘And you? How’s everything going with you?’

			‘Oh, just great.’ He runs his hands through his hair again and I wonder if he’ll actually wash it eight times this evening to return to his usual salt-and-pepper colouring. ‘The pub down the road from Simon’s does a mean biryani, so that was a find.’

			‘Eating out? That sounds nice,’ I reply curtly.

			‘What?’ Nick snaps defensively. ‘Why would that be a problem?’

			‘Nothing. Forget it,’ I say. Although it’s not nothing, clearly, but I try to steer the conversation on to safer ground and ask, ‘Is Simon still away, then?’ 

			‘Yep. Yessiree. Still jet-setting, living the life. Leaving good old Nick to house-sit. That’s me. House-sitter extraordinaire.’ Why is he talking like this and when did he start referring to himself in the third person? This is excruciating. ‘And work’s good. Yeah, everything’s good.’ He nods.

			He exhales slowly and rubs his hands together as if cold. I know this move. It’s what he does when he’s run out of things to say to people he doesn’t know well, while he lets his brain reboot and thinks of another line of conversation. 

			‘So,’ he finally offers up. ‘Just checking, it’s definitely me that’s picking up tomorrow, isn’t it?’

			I close my eyes in despair. ‘Nick. You’ve got to get on board with this, I can’t organise everything. Just look at the fucking calendar, will you?’

			‘Yep, I thought it was tomorrow. Just checking.’ He looks beyond me into the house. ‘What happened to the Rothko poster?’ He points at the empty space on the wall in the hallway.

			I shrug. ‘I fancied a change.’ 

			‘Shame, I liked that.’

			‘You can have it, Nick. It’s just behind the sofa. I can get it now, if you want?’

			‘No. No, there’s no storage at Simon’s. He said make myself at home but I don’t think that involves redecorating. I just liked it there. On that wall. Anyway, I’d better be off. Bye girls!’ He shouts.

			‘Bye Daddy!’ They chorus from the sitting room.

			I show Nick to the door, as if he is a guest, which, I suppose, he is. As he walks up the path, I catch a whiff of his aftershave on the breeze. An unexpected wave of emotion chokes in my throat and I gulp it back down. He’s changed his aftershave, the one I’d bought him for his twenty-sixth birthday and then every subsequent birthday since then. The smell was so synonymous with Nick that if I smelt someone else wearing Cool Water as we walked through the town, it was like inhaling an imposter. Someone posing as Nick. He used to smell like home. But not any more. 

			I rub my eyes. Tell myself to get a grip. Then gently shut the door.
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She used to want it all.

Now she just wants a nap.





