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			Ed

			I’m sorry! Five more minutes, I promise! xx

			Five more minutes. She said that ten minutes ago.

			In fact, she first said it forty-­five minutes ago when I still had some feeling left in my fingers and couldn’t see my own breath every time I sighed with exasperation. She also told me she’d absolutely, definitely, one million per cent be ready to leave work at six-­thirty to make the drive to my parents’ house, and yet here I am at seven-­thirty – alone in my freezing car, with the engine turned off so I don’t drain the battery.

			I glare up at the office block, towards Kate’s window on the fifth floor, hoping a stern look might somehow motivate her to leave sooner. God, this building is depressing. It looks like a Victorian workhouse with walls of intimidating, uninspiring brown brick and windows all separated into smaller glass sections, resembling prison bars, even with the tasteful Christmas decorations outlining each frame. The whole ghastly structure surrounds a private one-­hour-­a-­day-­of-­exercise-­like courtyard which is now a private car park for brand-­new-­Mercedes-­owning staff only and not their disgruntled boyfriends who drive 2012 Volkswagen Golfs. Unlike the contemporary, shiny, glass buildings popping up all over London, this one is considerably less modern . . . bleak, even. Kate doesn’t share my views. That’s not entirely unfamiliar these days.

			I’m given a momentary burst of optimism as I see someone peer out of the window, and hope to glimpse a flash of her red hair, but although Kate’s been up there long enough to grow a beard, I’m guessing it’s not her. Come to think of it, I’m not even certain that is her window; she’s worked at Parish Scott Taylor for three years, but I’ve never actually set foot inside her office. Lately, I get the feeling Kate wishes she hadn’t either.

			‘They’re just so bloody . . . agghh! These people! These rich, privileged arseholes trying to nit-­pick over every tiny detail of their divorce because god forbid their soon-­to-­be ex-­spouse gets custody of the integrated dishwasher or the silver corn-­on-­the-­cob forks. I mean, who the fuck even owns corn-­on-­the-­cob forks? Arseholes, that’s who.’

			My attention turns from the bushy-­faced man towards the end of the road, where the streets are packed with people who keep normal working hours, heading to places which are undoubtedly warmer than this bloody car. We’re pretty close to Camden and right now I’d give anything to be sat in the Blues Kitchen with some St Louis ribs and a beer, instead of contemplating what pre-­packed sandwich meal deal I’ll get when we inevitably stop at motorway services because Kate will have been mainlining coffee all day.

			A loud, sharp rap on the passenger window nearly gives me a heart attack.

			‘Open up, it’s freezing out here!’

			I lean across and unlock the door, as a flustered-­looking Kate climbs into the passenger seat.

			‘God, I’m so sorry, honey!’ she exclaims, throwing her work bag into the back seat. ‘I got stuck with a client that Baroness Botox decided would be more comfortable with me instead of Julian because we come from the same part of the world. But we don’t. Well, not unless Newcastle has suddenly become part of the Peak District, and no one’s told me.’

			Her freckled face is flushed as she kicks off her shoes and throws them into the back to join her work bag. I can’t imagine what it’s like having to walk around in those all day. Like trying to balance on very small, pointy stilts.

			She leans back into her seat and sighs as I turn on the engine. ‘It’s colder in here than it is outside,’ she remarks. ‘You should have kept the car running.’

			‘For an hour?’ I reply frowning. ‘You know how temperamental Kiki is. She’d have lost the will to live before we hit the motorway.’

			‘Well, I did suggest taking my Mini,’ she replies, her eyes darting upwards in disapproval. She finds car naming ridiculous. ‘I just had it serviced last week.’

			‘Yes, but it also has the boot capacity of a pencil case,’ I respond, fiddling with the heater control. ‘You’d be lucky to get two overnight bags in there, never mind the mountains of gifts you’ve bought for—’

			‘Let’s just go, shall we? We’re late as it is.’

			I bite my tongue as I put on my seatbelt, indicate and move off. I know she’s stressed at work right now but honestly, sometimes she can be a complete pain in the—

			‘Ed! Watch out!’

			I slam on the brakes as a cyclist appears from nowhere, narrowly missing my car. Mouthing obscenities at me, he rides off, while I give him a commonly recognised one-­fingered gesture.

			‘Didn’t you see him? Bloody hell, Ed, be more careful.’

			‘Me?’ I reply, in astonishment. ‘That was his fault. It’s a one-­way street.’

			I exhale loudly and pull away again, just as a fox decides to dart across the road in front of us, disappearing into the nearby public square garden.

			‘For the love of god!’ I exclaim. ‘I’m going to have a heart attack before we even get to the end of the street.’

			Kate laughs and puts her hand on my knee, which soothes me a little. ‘Third time lucky?’ she asks.

			I nod and move off again, checking every blind spot twice. Part of me wants to get out and check the sky for rogue parachuters.

			‘All good with directions?’ Kate asks, as we reach the end of the road in one piece. I nod, pointing to my iPhone in the storage compartment beside me. While Kate’s Mini has a touchscreen display with a built-­in satnav, and as much as she relies on it, I do not need a robotic voice directing me on a journey to the Peaks that I’ve done more times than I can count.

			As we head down Euston Road, I hear Kate tut at her phone, her thumbs typing at warp speed.

			‘You’re not still working, are you?’ I ask, as we pull up behind a line of traffic. ‘I thought we agreed to take Christmas off?’

			‘We did,’ she replies, not lifting her gaze. ‘I just need to reply to a couple of emails and then I’ll be finished . . . and maybe one phone call, but I can do that at services when we stop.’

			I sigh and turn on the radio, knowing that a couple of emails means we’re pretty much going to spend the journey in silence, while she batters through her inbox. At least the car is beginning to warm up again.

			‘Remember you still have a chance to win ten thousand pounds for Christmas here at Heart FM where we play the biggest hits all day every day.’

			‘God, remember this?’ I exclaim, as ‘Step into Christmas’ begins to play. In year 11, Hope Valley High School held a Christmas hoedown (for reasons no one fully understood) and Kate and I were thrown together as partners. For two weeks beforehand, instead of PE, the teachers made us learn several cringe-­inducing line dances and it was truly one of the most excruciating fortnights of my life. However, this song reminds me of more than just the awkwardness of youth (and the fact that I can still do a mean grapevine); it reminds me of the first time I asked Kate out. In the middle of the gym hall, me wearing a pair of second-­hand cowboy boots and ill-­fitting jeans, and she still said yes.

			My mental lasso dancing is rudely interrupted when Kate sighs loudly and switches off the radio. ‘I can’t concentrate with that bloody song playing.’

			‘Jeez, grumpy are we, Ebeneezer?’ I reply, somewhat hurt that she doesn’t remember the significance of this Christmas masterpiece. ‘Just trying to get us into the Christmas spirit.’

			‘Sorry,’ she replies. ‘I’m just not in the mood for festive songs yet . . . and I swear, if you play that version of Slade’s “Merry Xmas Everybody” where that Scottish guy just repeats the “hanging up your stocking” line over and over for the entire song, I will kill you.’

			‘But it’s really funny . . .’ I begin, letting my words trail off when I realise she’s not even listening, her thumbs continuing to tap at speed. I stare straight ahead in silence, determined to get her to unwind, even if she does indeed kill me. Never mind, I think. In a few hours we’ll be at my parents’ house, drinking mulled wine and—

			‘Wait, why are you going this way?’ she asks, momentarily looking away from her phone.

			‘What do you mean?’ I ask, confused by the deep frown lines which have now taken over her forehead. ‘This is the way we always go.’

			She points to the road ahead. ‘It’s completely gridlocked, Ed. Which GPS are you using? We should be able to get around this, surely. I mean, is it even switched on? I haven’t heard any voice commands.’

			‘Um, I must have it on mute or something. I’ll sort it when we stop.’

			Bugger. I was hoping to avoid this. Before I can say anything else, Kate grabs my phone and turns on the screen.

			‘Are you kidding me, Ed?’ she says, scrolling through my open tabs. ‘You have three map apps on this phone, and you haven’t even opened one of them!’

			‘I don’t need to,’ I inform her. ‘I know this journey like the back of my hand.’

			‘Does the back of your hand also give you real-­time traffic updates?’ she replies, tossing my phone into the cupholder. ‘We could have avoided all this if you’d just used Waze . . . or Google Maps. Christ, even Apple maps is better than nothing!’

			‘It wouldn’t have mattered, anyway,’ I insist, driving approximately three feet forwards. ‘No GPS is going to magically part the fucking traffic like Moses.’

			‘It’s two days before Christmas. Everyone’s heading out of London. You should have gone via the M40. You don’t need a satnav to tell you that.’

			‘I don’t need a satnav to tell me anything, Kate!’ I exclaim, my festive glow beginning to dampen. ‘I could do this journey with my eyes closed.’

			‘Of course, you could – we’re not bloody moving!’

			‘Look, I’m sorry you’ve had a shitty day, but don’t take it out on me. If you’d actually been on time we might have—’

			She drops her phone on her lap. ‘Well, excuse me for taking my job seriously, Ed,’ she snipes. ‘Heaven forbid someone in this relationship has some ambition.’

			‘Well, that was uncalled for,’ I say, continuing to creep forwards a whole two inches. ‘And what the hell do you even mean by that? I’m a teacher – that’s hardly unambitious. I don’t understand you sometimes.’

			‘Exactly. How can you possibly understand my situation if you’ve never cared about being successful?’

			‘Our definitions of success are obviously very different,’ I reply coldly. ‘And, for the record, I find it bizarre that you would keep yourself in a job you hate, surrounded by people you dislike, just to earn a bit extra.’

			‘A bit extra? You mean the bit that pays for most of the rent? That bit?’

			‘Fucking hell, not everything is about money, Kate!’ I exclaim, tempted to stop the virtually stationary car and get out. ‘Yes, you earn more than me but at least I’m happy. You used to be happy, remember?’

			‘Barely,’ she mumbles.

			‘And once upon a time you had your heart set on Human Rights Law so you could make a difference. All that humanity suddenly vanished when they added an extra zero to your salary, didn’t it?’

			‘Well, I remember when you wanted to perform music, not teach it. You have so much talent in composing, songwriting, singing. But noooo, as usual, anything that requires you to take yourself out of your little bubble isn’t worth the effort.’

			We sit and seethe in silence. What a fucking start to Christmas this is. I turn on my Apple music and click on the playlist I’ve spent ages compiling for the journey – Merry Bopmas. As the harmonium kicks in and the bassline descends, I instantly regret making the first track that version of Slade’s ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’ where that Scottish guy just repeats the ‘hanging-­up-­your-­stocking’ line over and over.

			‘Fucking hell, Ed are you just trying to piss me off?’

			I quickly skip it. ‘No, I’m not, Kate. I put it on there before I knew you’d be homicidal for the entire journey. I don’t get it. You laughed at that song the first time you heard it. What the hell happened?’

			She throws her hands in the air. ‘I laughed at SpongeBob SquarePants as a kid. Does that mean I still have to laugh at it now? People change, Ed.’

			‘Well, I haven’t changed,’ I reply, omitting the fact that I still laugh at SpongeBob. ‘I’m still the same person you met fifteen years ago.’

			‘Exactly!’ she yells. ‘Maybe that’s the problem. People are supposed to change. We are supposed to evolve.’

			‘So I’m the problem?’ I say, laughing in disbelief. ‘Wow. OK. Nothing to do with your unwillingness to actually put some effort into this relationship.’

			‘What, because I don’t want to be married with five kids by the time I’m thirty?’ she asks. ‘I know you were an only child, Ed, but that doesn’t mean my womb is going to give you a basketball team to make up for it.’

			‘Oh, silly me,’ I reply. ‘How stupid of me to assume that we were planning for the future like a normal couple. You know, building a life together and—’

			‘You’re building a life that I don’t want!’

			My blood finally boils. ‘Oh, fuck you.’

			I see her lip tremble, but she stares straight ahead. ‘I think we should take a break. This isn’t working anymore.’

			I nod. ‘At last, something we agree on.’

			As she turns to face me, the traffic finally starts to move.

		

	
		
			Kate

			In 2014, singer Tara Mitchell left the hugely successful girl group Hype to start a family with her famous premiership footballer husband, Andrew Brown. Two children, a TV panel chat show, countless magazine deals and a very public affair later, Tara Mitchell-­Brown opted to divorce Andrew and take advantage of our firm’s notoriously ruthless reputation in order to, and I quote, ‘take the cheating, lying wazzock for everything he’s got’.

			While managing partner, Harriet Parish, was delighted to have Tara (and her forthcoming settlement) as a client, she was less delighted to be dealing directly with someone with a strong Geordie accent who openly supports the Labour Party.

			‘She’s from your neck of the woods, Kate – I’m sure you’ll be able to offer her excellent representation. I think Julian is perhaps a little too public school for this one. They wouldn’t click. You’ve made quite a name for yourself, dealing with these reality-­TV-­personality types – keep it up.’

			About a year after I joined the family law department at Parish Scott Taylor, I began to realise that I wasn’t hired solely on merit. A department which normally represented high-­ranking politicians, bankers and CEOs quickly understood that the rise in popularity of influencers, WAGS, content creators and social media stars, was a highly lucrative market to tap into. Even five minutes of fame could be turned into a brand, making millions from deals, endorsements, merchandise and public appearances. They were young, rich and (fortunately for our firm) tended to get married rather impulsively. But, unlike the majority of our clients, they were, well . . . normal people. Normal people who didn’t own Fortune 500 companies, or sit on the front benches in parliament, or continue to give themselves fat bonuses at the end of a poor financial year. They were relatable. Likeable. They had regional accents and a state-­school education and were smart enough not to squander an opportunity, working their backsides off to have a better life. Which is why I was hired. These people were me.

			I still get drafted in to work on the occasional mega-­bucks marriage dissolution, where the list of assets reads like a Harrods brochure, but over the past six months, I’ve dealt with a YouTube creator with over 26 million followers, a reality-­TV star with a fitness empire and (my favourite) a MasterChef contestant with a lucrative TV and book deal, who divorced a property tycoon, then anonymously donated her settlement to a children’s hospital because she was determined that something good should come out of this shitshow.

			Ed just doesn’t get it. He doesn’t understand why I work so hard in a job which makes me unhappy. Why I chose this over human rights – undoubtedly, a far more noble pursuit. I tell him that I took this job in family law because my mother was left with nothing after my father divorced her. Not that he had much, but nothing was in her name. Not even her car which he loaded up with her things and took. I tell him I work hard to make sure everyone is treated fairly, especially the children, and while this is true, it isn’t the whole story. I do have another motive but it’s one which I’m ashamed to admit, even though I feel it in my bones. I choose to work in this environment because I’m surrounded by people who haven’t settled for a mediocre life, and I’m scared to death that I might wake up one day and realise that’s exactly what I have.

			When we pull up at Welcome Break motorway services, Ed and I haven’t spoken for forty minutes. He breaks this silence momentarily to ask if I want anything to eat but I shake my head, the lump in my throat preventing me from saying anything at all.

			‘See you back here, then,’ he mumbles, taking the keys out of the ignition.

			I grab my bag and make my way to the bathrooms, desperately trying to get into a cubicle before I begin to cry.

			I use the toilet, wash my hands, then take a moment to compose myself, hoping my face isn’t actually as red as the fluorescent lighting in here suggests. Christ, I look a mess. Nothing like a mirror in a public bathroom to make you feel worse about yourself, I think, trying to flatten the crown of flyaway hairs which has formed on top of my head. Jesus, it looks like someone’s rubbed my head with a balloon.

			Normally, this would be the time when I meet up with Ed at the food court and we compete to find the worst sandwich possible, which, given the choice, is actually more difficult than it sounds. Ed won in October with an egg and cheese monstrosity which got hurled out of the car window at 70mph, while I won in June with a prawn baguette which smelled like it was made in 1955. These road trips used to be like a little adventure, a chance to get away from everything and just relax. Be silly. Just be Ed and Kate – the two idiots who met at fourteen and have made each other laugh every day since.

			I take a breath and wipe the mascara from under my eyes before making my way into the food court. I feel too upset to eat but I’ll grab some water for the car. I could murder a cigarette, but he’d only spend the rest of the journey moaning about the smell.

			I return to the car where Ed is already back in the ­driver’s seat. I usually drive the second half of the journey, but I don’t mention it. He still looks angry and at this point, it really doesn’t matter. I slip into the passenger seat and close the door.

			‘Shall we just head home, then?’ he snarls. ‘Cos, there’s no way I’m breaking this news to my parents at Christmas. I’d rather say we broke down or died or something.’

			Shit. My family. They are not going to take this well either. They all love Ed. Probably more than I do, especially my little brother, Tom. He adores him.

			‘Well, we can’t not go,’ I reply. ‘They’re expecting us. My mum has made you that avocado vegetarian crap you like.’

			‘So now being vegetarian is a problem?’ he responds. ‘At least I care about my diet. I’m not the one who couldn’t button their jeans at the weekend.’

			I gasp. ‘Are you calling me fat?’

			He shrugs. ‘Just stating a fact. My waist is the same size it’s been since I was fifteen.’

			‘Not the only part of you that didn’t grow then . . .’

			‘Mature, Kate,’ he responds. ‘Very mature.’

			‘Well don’t call me fat, avocado boy.’

			We sit again in silence, staring out of opposite windows.

			‘Look, we’re halfway there,’ I finally say, realising that we can’t just sit forever in a service station. ‘They’re expecting us. Let’s just go, smile and deal with this mess when we get home.’

			He frowns. ‘Are you serious? You expect me to act like none of this just happened? You’re unreal.’

			‘What’s the alternative? Just not show up and ruin everyone’s fun?’

			‘Wouldn’t be the first time . . .’

			I give a frustrated shriek, which makes him jump. ‘Really? You’re bringing that up. I was in court, Ed! We got held up. They don’t tend to let you postpone because you have dinner plans.’

			‘It was my birthday!’

			‘Oh, grow up.’

			He folds his arms and continues to look out of the window while I consider hitching a ride on the HGV that’s just pulled in.

			‘Look, your parents are expecting us,’ I say again, firmly. I’m pretty sure we can be adult enough to get through this. OK?’

			‘Fine.’ He sits sulking for a few more seconds before starting the car. ‘Can’t believe you made a joke about my knob,’ he mumbles as we drive away.

			 

			Three rather stressful hours later, we approach a familiar sign on the road ahead. Welcome to Castleton. It doesn’t matter how often I make this journey, I still feel a sense of calm the moment we enter the village – like stepping into the wardrobe and finding that behind it exists a land without Pret a Manger and pollution. The old, pale-­bricked houses with their little stone-walled gardens look as charming at night as they do during the day but especially so at Christmas. Fairy lights dressing bare trees line the road and the B&Bs with ‘No Vacancy’ signs let me know that the pubs will be busy with hikers and backpackers, but this is nothing new. People flock here all year round and I especially like it when they bring their dogs. I always wanted a dog but my mum said she had enough on her plate without vet bills and chewed furniture, so she got me a goldfish instead.

			Castleton is the place where I grew up and Ed moved to when he was fourteen, and while it’s hardly the most exciting village in the world, we made the most of it. With a population of only 600, we were forced to make our own fun, often meeting up with classmates from neighbouring villages who were just as desperate to leave as we were. I often wonder if Ed and I would have been so close if we’d grown up in a city or attended a high school with more than three hundred pupils.

			My mum and I moved to Hope twelve years ago when she married my stepdad, Gary, a gentle man with a penchant for soda bread and bird watching – a far cry from my biological dad, Brian, whose proclivities were limited to heavy drinking, arse scratching and attempted life ruining. Thankfully, Hope is only a mile and a half down the road from Castleton, so Ed and I were unaffected, but I was always sad to leave my first home. While it might not have held great memories for Mum, it did for me.

			Even at one-­thirty in the morning, we see hikers making their way into the village, night-­walk headlamps still attached to their woolly hats. However, as we drive further into the village, my stomach knots as we pass the Blue John Craft Shop, which has been here longer than I have. It’s the only place in the world where you can mine Blue John stone and Ed bought me a necklace from there for my eighteenth birthday, just before we left Castleton separately for uni. A small love heart with a purple blue stone on a silver chain. I still think it’s the most beautiful gift I’ve ever received.

			A couple of minutes later we pull up outside Ed’s parents’ home – a detached Victorian house which they’ve spent the past decade renovating. As usual, it looks like they’ve gone all out for Christmas; flashing fairy lights on the front hedges, spray snow on the windows and a beautiful wreath on the door, which I know will smell of cinnamon and spiced orange room spray. It always does.

			Ed turns off the engine, and we sit for a moment, neither of us ready to face the next few days. Before long, the curtains twitch and I see Yvonne, Ed’s mum, waving frantically.

			‘Let’s get this over with,’ he mutters, waving back. ‘I thought they’d already be in bed. Fuck, she’s wearing an elf jumper.’

			I wave too, watching Chris, Ed’s dad, bound down the path. For a seventy-­year-­old, he’s certainly sprightly. He’s wearing the same jumper as Yvonne, only the elf’s face is tightly stretched over his stomach, dragging it out of shape. As much as I want to laugh, I’m too drained.

			‘You’re here!’ Chris announces, gleefully, as we exit the car. ‘Here, give me those bags, and let’s get you in. Your mother’s been worried.’

			‘Didn’t you get Kate’s text?’ Ed asks, handing the first bag to his dad.

			Chris shakes his head. ‘Your mother got a new phone. I’m not even sure she knows how to turn it on. You know what us oldies are like.’

			Ed was a ‘late’ baby, or as Yvonne likes to say her little miracle, as she fell pregnant in her forties, which always seemed so old to me growing up; my mum and dad had me when they were sixteen.

			Understandably, they absolutely dote on Ed but constantly mention that they wish they’d had a bigger family. Given their age, I understand why Ed wants to give them a grandchild but I’m just not ready. I’m not sure I’ll ever be.

			‘She was running late as usual and we hit traffic,’ I hear Ed remark as I walk around to the boot and take out a bag of presents.

			‘Well, he didn’t use GPS,’ I say, in a passive-­aggressive, sing-­song tone, intentionally standing on his toe as I lean in to hug Chris. ‘You know what he’s like. Merry Christmas, Chris.’

			‘Come on you lot, you’ll freeze to death out there,’ Yvonne yells from the front door, not caring that it’s almost 2am and her neighbours are asleep.

			I see Ed plaster a smile on his face as he walks up the path to greet his mum, who hugs him like she didn’t just see him in October. I walk behind, trying not to skid on the path which has begun to freeze over.

			‘Bitter out, isn’t it, my love?’ Yvonne says in a soft east London accent. ‘You look gorgeous as usual, doesn’t she Chris?’

			‘She does,’ he confirms, as Yvonne squeezes the life out of me. Even though Chris is also from east London, he went to boarding school where, apparently, they knocked the cockney out of him, so his accent is far more generic. Ed’s accent is soft like his mum’s and far nicer than my Derbyshire drawl, though he’d disagree.

			We shuffle through the entrance hall and place the bags at the top of the basement stairs, which lead to Ed’s old room, though they’ve taken down all of his Oasis posters, added a small en-­suite and undoubtedly fumigated it to remove the odour of teenage boy.

			‘Now, you’ll have a glass of something, won’t you?’ Yvonne asks, pulling me into the living room. ‘I’ve got some of that Christmas flavoured Baileys in and mince pies from Sal at the market. You remember Sal, yeah?’

			‘Sal, of course,’ I reply, having no clue who she’s talking about. ‘But I’m exhausted, Yvonne. I might just head to bed and then we can do this properly tomorrow?’

			Ed appears behind me and flops down on to the couch. ‘I’ll have one with you, Mum,’ he says, kicking off his shoes. ‘Kate’s had a long day.’

			‘You sure, love?’ she asks.

			I nod. ‘Sorry – I wouldn’t be much company. But I’ll see you all in the morn . . . well, a few hours!’

			This is the point where Ed would normally tell me he’ll be down soon, but he doesn’t say a word. I give Yvonne a kiss on the cheek and trudge down to the basement.

			‘Wow, you’ve really spruced this room up!’ I say, admiring the new décor. ‘Ed never said.’ This doesn’t surprise me, though. I once painted our white kitchen lemon while he was away chaperoning a school trip for three days and it took him a week to notice.

			‘Yeah,’ Chris replies. ‘We got Phil Horne in to do it. Yvonne was fed up with the green.’

			It’s beautiful. The dark green walls are gone, replaced with a champagne-­coloured wallpaper and new floor. It looks like a hotel suite. They’ve even placed a little gold Christmas tree in the corner of the room.

			Chris pushes my case against the wall before straightening up with a groan.

			‘Oh, I could have done that,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t do yourself a mischief running about after us.’

			‘Nonsense,’ he replies. ‘It’s no bother. You not having a nightcap? Your mum’s been going on about that Baileys all week.’

			Your mum. He’s been doing this for a couple of years now and I never correct him. Neither does Ed. We figured it’s either his age or he simply sees me as his daughter-­in-­law, given that I’ve been dating Ed for so long. I know Ed secretly likes it; to him, it’s one step further in his quest to wife me. I smile and tell him I’ll try the Baileys tomorrow, but I’m just absolutely beat.

			‘OK, love, sleep well,’ he replies, turning on the bedside lamp. ‘I’ll send the boy down soon, though you’ll probably be glad of five minutes to yourself.’

			His eyes sparkle, the way Ed’s do. I mean, Ed’s always been like his dad, but I see it more than ever tonight. The same wide brown eyes, the way they both stand with their hands in their pockets when they feel a tad awkward, but most of all, the way I feel completely at home whenever I’m around them, regardless of where we are, though I’ve lost that with Ed recently. These days we just seem to pass like ships in the night . . . actually, more like stray cats in the night, occasionally mating and hissing at each other as we go.

			Chris closes the door behind him as I kick off my shoes, unreasonably miffed that they’ve replaced the carpet in here with wooden flooring, but I’m grateful to have a minute alone. I half-­heartedly wash my face and brush my teeth before climbing into bed. New mattress. New pillows which appear to be filled with some kind of memory-­foam cement. I punch them into submission and lie back, closing my eyes and hoping that I’m asleep before Ed comes in. But as tired as I am, I couldn’t be less relaxed if I tried. Being here normally fills me with a sense of calm but this time it’s different, and it’s not the room or the new mattress or the stupidly firm pillows. It’s me. It’s us. We’re different.

			Today just seems so surreal but not entirely unsurprising. One of us needed to say something, to finally admit that we weren’t happy. But what happens now? I’ve never broken up with anyone before. Ed’s been my only boyfriend for the past fourteen years. He’s all I’ve ever known.

		

	
		
			2006

		

	
		
			Ed

			‘Kelly-­Anne, take Edward with you to the lunch hall and show him the ropes, will you?’

			I watch Kelly-­Anne’s satsuma-­coloured face scowl as she lifts her folder from the desk in front of me, making sure our headteacher Mr Cartwright is out of earshot before tutting loudly.

			‘Why is it always me?’ she mutters. ‘Do I look like a feckin’ babysitter? Hurry up, then,’ she growls at the new kid, beckoning with a badly tanned hand towards the back of the class. ‘I want to get a burger before they’re all gone.’

			The new kid just nods and grabs his backpack, following behind Kelly-­Anne like a human puppy who’s surprisingly tall for a year 10.

			I don’t envy anyone having to start a new school, especially one like Hope Valley Comprehensive where, given there’s only three hundred students over six year groups, the new-­friend pickings here are rather slim. I only have one close friend, Lauren Alexander, but she selfishly decided to get glandular fever and hasn’t been in school all week.

			I pick up my bag and walk down the stairs to the lunch hall, joining the rest of the ravenous lunch-­line zombies, who, like me, weren’t smart enough to bring something from home. The only thing worth eating here are the burgers but that queue is almost out the door, so I settle for a ham sandwich which I will add crisps to and live
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