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      This was going to be a night to remember, Mina decided as she perched rather precariously on a chair and draped the little piñata fairy lights over the top of the archway from the kitchen into the dining area. They were the perfect finishing touch.

      ‘Looking good,’ said her sister, Hannah, appearing in the doorway clutching a bulging carrier bag.

      ‘You’re back.’ Mina jumped down from the chair with a thump, belatedly remembering the neighbours below, and clapped her hands together, excitement getting the better of her. ‘Did you get a bottle? I can’t believe I forgot that. I mean, seriously, a Mexican evening without tequila! Actually, maybe I should have asked you to get two.’

      ‘One bottle will be fine. Everyone will bring booze and you’ve got a crate of Corona. I don’t think anyone’s going to be thirsty.’

      ‘You’re a star. What would I do without you?’ She hugged her sister.

      ‘I think you’d probably manage,’ said Hannah, extricating herself. ‘There’s enough food for everyone to take home and live off for the whole weekend.’

      Mina gave her a cheerful grin. ‘It’s going to be great.’ She couldn’t wait to see everyone surrounding the table, the places set with her vintage china collected over the years from charity shops, her guests replete with food and alcohol, chatting in the candlelight. She’d been cooking all day and for most of the previous evening but it was going to be worth it. An anniversary celebration. One whole year with Simon. Quite a record for her, and she had to admit she was enjoying the calm and stability he brought into her life. He was the yin to her yang, or whatever the saying was. Actually it was probably the other way round, not that she had a clue about Chinese philosophy. What she did know was that she’d invited eight friends, including Hannah, for dinner tonight. It would be a tight squeeze but everyone was used to that when they came here. In the last year she’d held a Parisian party (extremely chic), a Danish hygge gathering (very cosy), a gin cocktail speakeasy night (brilliant 1920s costumes, including Simon’s fabulous trilby that cost a bomb), and a Thai banquet (spicy, fresh, and utterly delicious).

      Tonight’s table with its brightly striped Mexican serape-style tablecloth was laid with jewel-coloured raffia mats, plastic sombrero napkin rings, and a row of candles in rustic metal votives running down the centre. She’d even bought some cactus-shaped plastic ice cubes for the water jug.

      ‘Your parties are always great, but you don’t have to give yourself a lot of work. I’d have just bought a couple of Old El Paso sauces and some salsa and guacamole from M&S.’

      ‘That’s not proper Mexican food!’ Mina’s eyes widened in mock outrage. ‘I’m doing authentic street food. Come.’ Mina darted into the kitchen, beckoning furiously. ‘You’ve got to try this.’ She was already holding the spoon out.

      ‘What is it?’ asked Hannah, her eyes narrowed in sudden suspicion.

      ‘Try it…’

      Her sister took a tentative mouthful. ‘Oh wow.’ She blinked rapidly. ‘That’s got a kick. But,’ Hannah went back for a second lick, ‘yum.’

      ‘Chocolate sauce made with chilli from Ecuador. It’s to have with the churros for dessert. Isn’t it just divine?’ Mina dipped her finger and took a quick taste, her eyes closing in sheer bliss. It was lovely. It had taken her a while to track this particular artisan-made brand down, and it was worth every last penny of the extortionate price she’d paid. Although, she’d been equally tempted by the caramel salted dark chocolate from Madagascar and the rum flavour from Trinidad and Tobago. There were just so many gorgeous chocolates to choose from these days.

      ‘Different. I wish I could cook like you.’

      Mina laughed.

      ‘Then you wouldn’t have your big, fancy job and a gorgeous apartment to live in,’ said Mina, looking around at her small, cramped kitchen – not that she envied her sister at all, but one day she would like a decent-sized kitchen with an open-plan diner where she could entertain without having to leave her guests every five minutes. She’d even planned the layout in her head.

      When she and Simon moved in together they could combine forces and buy a better place, perhaps even a house. Despite their different personalities, both of them loved food and entertaining – it was one of the reasons they worked so well as a couple. ‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Hannah, looking around.

      ‘If you could grate cheese for me, for the nachos, and make sure it’s the cheddar and not my special Alpine cheese.’

      ‘What’s that for? Or shouldn’t I ask? Is it a Mexican speciality that no one knows about?’

      Mina laughed. ‘No, we’ve been talking about developing a fondue recipe at work, so I thought I’d get some sneaky practice in at home. It really needs the right cheese. Amelie has been emailing me traditional Swiss recipes.’

      ‘Ah, that’s nice. How is she?’

      Amelie was Mina’s godmother, who had been at school with their mother, in a boarding school in France. Poor Hannah had missed out as their parents had not got around to christening her, although Amelie had, in her typically generous fashion, adopted her as an honorary goddaughter and always sent her birthday and Christmas presents.

      ‘Good. You know she moved out of Basel and bought that little ski lodge place, which does sound gorgeous. She keeps inviting me to go and visit, and I feel a bit bad that I haven’t, but it’s not like hopping on a plane to the city. Where she is now is in the middle of nowhere. It’s a three-hour train journey from Zurich or Geneva.’

      ‘Not exactly a quick weekend break, then. Now what do you want me to do?’

      ‘When you’ve grated the cheese, you could help me do the margarita glasses.’

      ‘What are you doing with them?’

      ‘I’m going to dip the rims in lime juice and then in salt, to get a proper crust around the edges.’ She waved her hand towards the shaped cocktail glasses that she’d been thrilled to find in TK Maxx. ‘And look: I’m going to sprinkle a little edible golden glitter in the salt to give them a bit of pizazz.’ She was rather pleased with this idea, and even more pleased by Hannah’s enthusiastic reaction.

      ‘What a brilliant idea. And that’s why you’re the food technologist.’

      ‘Huh, I don’t think creating a new twist on pasta sauce is that exciting.’ Mina tried not to sound too ungrateful. Working in the test kitchens of a major supermarket brand was a good job, a great job… it just didn’t inspire her as much as it used to these days. Catering to the common denominator, like putting a more flavoursome béchamel sauce on top of a lasagne, could be a bit dull when she was wild to try new flavours.

      ‘Now, if you’re going to be my kitchen assistant, I need you to get cracking.’

      Mina hummed away as she sliced and diced onions, seasoned chicken, and chopped a small mountain of chilies, like a mini whirling dervish. This was going to be a special evening and the food just one small part of it. She wanted to show Simon just how much he meant to her. He’d become an integral part of her community of friends over the last year, and she wanted to share her happiness with them as well. Good friends were everything. She glanced over at the small tissue-paper-decorated piñata striped in pink and blue. Earlier, she’d stuffed the small pouch inside it and now she felt a little thrill of anticipation at what Simon would say when it was released.
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        * * *

      

      By the time six o’clock arrived, and they’d both treated themselves to a taster of the freshly mixed margarita, virtually everything was done.

      ‘Just time to get our glad rags on.’ Mina surveyed the kitchen and the neat rows of everything lined up ready. She called it Blue Peter-style cooking, with the emphasis on ‘here’s some I prepared earlier’, so that when her guests arrived she spent as little time as possible in the kitchen – which was a challenge when you were serving really fresh, zesty street food. Somehow she couldn’t help herself, and she did a little more prep as she waited for Hannah to finish in the bathroom before she finally dashed in at twenty to seven. Taking the quickest of quick showers, she dragged a comb through her blonde bob, swiped a quick slick of pink lipstick over her lips, and brushed on a lightning layer of black mascara to darken her ridiculously long, pale lashes, which could have rivalled a llama. Done. She blew a kiss at her reflection in the mirror, fluttered her llama lashes, and darted back into her bedroom to pull on her new, bright-fuschia-pink dress, and nipped into the kitchen to put on an apron. She’d been caught out by food splatters before and this dress deserved to shine.

      When the doorbell rang at seven, she was in full hostess mode. As the room filled, she was in her element, dishing out bottles of Corona stuffed with the obligatory slice of lime, or glasses of the sort of margaritas that provided a mule-like kick.

      ‘Blimey, Mina,’ said George, one of her old university friends. ‘That’s going to put hairs on my chest. And I’m not sure about the glitter – I’ll be twinkling at work on Monday. But killer of an idea.’

      ‘Don’t be a boring old stick,’ said his partner, who was also inconveniently called George, and in the six months they’d been together had become G. ‘I love the glitter and that is a seriously good cocktail.’ He blinked his eyes rapidly as the alcohol hit his throat. ‘Fire water.’

      ‘Oh, is it too strong?’ Mina paused in the act of handing over a glass to her best friend Belinda who’d just arrived, flashing a smile at Simon just behind her.

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ said Belinda, kissing her on both cheeks and taking the glass for a sensible sip. ‘Yum. And the glitter is…’ She studied her glass. ‘Is it OK to eat, or rather, drink?’

      ‘Yes. It’s edible. As if I’d use something that wasn’t.’ Mina stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Belinda had been her friend since school days and her sensible nature had often put a break on Mina’s more reckless ideas in the past, but she was a grown-up now for goodness’ sake. Didn’t tonight prove this?

      ‘Of course not,’ said Belinda dryly, but Mina was already swinging towards Simon.

      ‘Hi, darling.’ She wished her hands weren’t full and she could give him a proper hug. ‘You’ve made good time.’

      ‘Yes, I finished work… a bit earlier. I gave Belinda a lift.’

      ‘That was kind.’ Her eyes sparkled at him. Belinda lived the other side of town and didn’t drive. He was such a kind man. Safe and steady too. Just what she needed. ‘Want a margarita? Or would you prefer a beer?’

      ‘Just water. I’m driving later.’

      ‘Oh, babe, aren’t you going to stay?’ She kissed him again on the cheek with a mischievous grin, hoping to remind him of what he might miss. ‘These margaritas are to die for.’

      ‘I bet they are, but not with football practice in the morning. You don’t want me disturbing you after a heavy night.’ He surveyed the table. ‘Looks like you’ve gone the usual mile. This looks amazing. You’re so talented in the kitchen.’

      She raised her eyebrows in mock reproof as if to remind him that wasn’t the only place she was talented.

      ‘Well, it is a special night,’ she murmured.

      His brows drew together and she shook her head. ‘Simon. What are you like? You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?’ she accused him jokingly. ‘Honestly. Hopeless. Men.’ She included Belinda in her teasing exasperation. ‘It’s our anniversary.’

      Simon looked mildly horrified, but then he would. He didn’t like getting things wrong. That driving perfectionism was one of the things she’d fallen for. She might live her life at ninety miles an hour all the time, trying to cram as much in as she could, but she still liked everything to be just so. Hence the themed evening, which had come together perfectly. Hannah was handing around plates of nachos, made with good stringy cheese and home-made spicy salsa, and from the satisfied munching they were going down well.

      Leaving the room buzzing with conversation she went back into the kitchen and began to ferry out the food. Once the plates were all arranged on the table in a haphazard jigsaw to make everything fit, she invited everyone to come and shoehorn themselves into the seats around the fully extended table, which spanned the whole width of the room.

      ‘This looks amazing, Mina,’ cried Patsy, a friend she’d made on a fish-filleting course a couple of months back, who worked in a local delicatessen. ‘I have to get the recipes from you.’

      ‘Don’t you guys ever get fed up with being around food all the time?’ asked Patsy’s boyfriend, James, who was a firefighter. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’ He slung an arm around Patsy, who nudged him in the ribs with a laugh.

      As she unloaded the plates, making sure everyone had something within reach, Mina basked in the exclamations of delight and interest while she explained what everything was, and invited them to tuck in. The fairy lights, the glow of the candles, and the dimmed main lights along with the low-level chatter created a wonderful, and to Mina, a deeply satisfying atmosphere in the room.

      The drink flowed, the conversation rose and fell, punctuated by shouts of laughter, and Mina relaxed into her chair next to Simon, soothed by the happy, smiling faces around her. This was what life was about. Friends, lovers, and good company.

      Once everyone had demolished the churros and the tablecloth was spattered with tiny drops of chocolate, she brought out the piñata and the wooden stick that had been provided with it. Everyone roared with laughter at its dainty size.

      ‘I know, I know, but its only for one person. One very special person.’ She looked at Simon and handed him the stick. ‘Today is our first anniversary.’

      ‘And they said it wouldn’t last,’ quipped George from the other side of the table. She laughed back at him.

      ‘Good job I didn’t listen to you,’ she said. When she’d first started seeing Simon – in secret because they were work colleagues – George had been the only person she’d confided in. He’d tried to talk her out of it, saying that it wasn’t a good idea to mix business with pleasure, especially with her track record. Her relationships tended to implode at around the three-month mark, which was how she knew that Simon was the right man for her. He was calm, steady, and just what she needed, unlike her previous boyfriends who tended to be here today, gone tomorrow. Admittedly, while they’d been a lot of fun, commitment, financial stability, or the ability to be faithful had been in short supply. Simon offered all of those things, although he could be a little stodgy and stuck in his ways sometimes. Her spontaneity and get-up-and-go was a good balance for him. They complemented each other perfectly.

      With the help of G and James, she tied the piñata to the curtain pole.

      ‘Just don’t break the window,’ she said, her heart starting to thump with excitement.

      To a chorus of ‘Give it some welly,’ and ‘Go on,’ Simon took a few tentative swipes at the tissue and papier-mâché donkey. A couple of people held up their phones to film the scene as Simon rather ineptly swiped at the piñata. At one point Mina despaired of him ever breaking open the darned thing and itched to take over his half-hearted attempt. Then, with one final crack, it was torn clean in two and a giftwrapped box dropped to the floor.

      With a triumphant yell, Simon snatched it up, and Mina, her pulse now roaring like an express train around her body, steered him back to the table and sat on his lap.

      ‘I didn’t know I was getting presents,’ he said, fighting his way through the paper. Of course, Mina hadn’t made it too easy for him, because inside the box was another box, and then another box. At last he came to the final one and she held her breath as he opened it to find a blue suedette pouch.

      He wrinkled his eyebrows and gave her a puzzled look, a broad smile on his face. She smiled tremulously back at him, realising her hands were shaking a little. Everyone around the table craned forward with interest.

      Simon opened the pouch and pulled out the gold wedding band, holding it up between thumb and finger. With a dazzling smile, she looked up into his face.

      ‘Will you marry me? It is a leap year after all.’

      Around the table there were a few gasps and a couple of ‘ahs’.

      She felt Simon’s body stiffen and as she watched his face, she saw his eyes slide across the table, widening as they connected with someone else’s shocked gaze. Her own gaze followed, and in a single second her world crumbled. Belinda?

      In the next second, Simon stood up with horrified speed, as if he couldn’t wait to get away from her, and she slipped off his lap onto the floor.

      He dropped the ring on the table as if it were hot lava and stared, horror-struck, at her.

      ‘Are you crazy?’ he asked in a hoarse whisper. ‘What are you doing?’

      Mortified, Mina’s throat closed up and her skin crawled as she realised everyone was watching, with avid fascination, as the car crash unfolded. What had she been thinking? It had seemed such a brilliant idea at the time. Only last month they’d been talking about moving in together and about the future. They’d even talked about how many children they’d have one day. How had she got this so wrong? She’d been so sure of him. They’d made plans. Admittedly, Simon had been distracted for the last month, but she’d assumed it was the long hours he was working and the pressure he was under in his department, which had seen several redundancies. Now it was painfully obvious that something else – or rather, someone else – had been on his mind.

      ‘But…’ She looked from Simon to Belinda, whose face was now stained with a fierce red blush and contorted by an odd constipated sort of expression. Simon’s face mirrored Belinda’s. They looked remarkably similar: two compatriots, two people in sync – a couple.

      As the train wreck finally slowed to a comprehensive halt, she remembered all her earlier hopes. This was one night she wouldn’t be forgetting anytime soon.
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      Mina hurried out of the front door and down the steps clutching her laptop bag, huddling into her scarf, trying to hide from the biting January wind. Despite the icy conditions predicted by the weather forecast, she wore high, kick-ass black patent leather boots under slim-fitting black trousers with a matching jacket over a scarlet silk blouse. If there was ever a down-but-not-defeated outfit then this was it. This morning she had to face all her work colleagues after Saturday night’s disastrous proposal, including Simon himself.

      While the rest of the guests had hastily beaten a path to her door, she and Simon had retreated to her bedroom for a hideous no-coming-back-from stand-up row.

      ‘What did you think you were doing?’ hissed Simon, shaking his head in rare fury.

      ‘I thought I was proposing to someone who said, less than a month ago, that he loved me. Someone who had agreed to find an estate agent to have our flats valued, and had selected the name Victor for our first male child – which, I’d just like to say now, I thought was an awful name, and I fully intended talking you out of it – and I seem to recall you even suggested getting married in St Mary’s near your mum’s. So forgive me for being a little confused. I thought I was doing what we’d already agreed we would do?’

      ‘Typical. So it’s my fault, is it? I might have known. Not that you had to jump the gun or anything, like you always do. You’re in such a hurry all the time.’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t have done it if I’d realised you were shagging – I’m assuming you are, by the colour of her face – one of my oldest friends.’ Belinda had been excommunicated – she no longer deserved the title ‘best’ friend.

      At that point Simon’s mouth firmed to a mutinous line rather reminiscent of a toothless turtle.

      ‘How long has that been going on?’ Mina thrust her chin up into his face.

      ‘She’s much calmer. You want to do everything at breakneck speed. You’re too much. Even your ridiculous wedding proposal is so true to character. Belinda’s much… more balanced. I feel on an even keel with her.’

      ‘So, you spineless git, you’re saying this is my fault, because of my personality?’ Her eyes bored into him with fury.

      ‘We’re not right for each other.’ Simon’s words were stiff as he refused to look at her.

      ‘Funny it took you until tonight to say anything. You never questioned things before. You sucked it all up… must have been terrible for you. Having to go on with all those awful things I organised for us – a weekend in Cornwall, dinner at Le Manoir, ski lessons at the indoor ski slope. My memory is terrible but I could have sworn that after I booked the indoor sky diving, you said that being with me was always so much fun.’

      ‘Fun, yes.’ Simon finally looked at her before saying coldly, ‘But not for keeps.’

      ‘What?’ Her heart pinched in sudden pain. Not for keeps.

      ‘You can’t base a marriage, or even a serious relationship, on fun.’ He peered at her like a headmaster delivering a lecture, which he then proceeded to do.

      Now, even with the cold wind biting at her face, Mina paused for a moment, the words from Saturday night still ringing with hurtful shrillness in her ears.

      ‘You can’t spend your life being spontaneous and going off on adventures all the time. Marriage is about being grown-up, settling down, knowing you’re on an even keel. With you it’s like being on a constant rollercoaster, or in a plane and I’m never sure when you’re going to throw me out of the door. You’re too crazy, too mile-a-minute, too wanting the next thing all the time. I never know where I am, and I don’t want to live like that. It’s probably from your genes, and I’m not sure I want those in my children.’

      ‘Genes?’ she spat.

      ‘Your real mum and dad. It sounds as if they were always chasing adventure. It sounds as if they were reckless and irresponsible. They didn’t take the important things in life seriously. That’s not what I want in my life.’

      Her eyes almost popped out of her head with sheer rage at him bringing up her long-dead parents and it robbed her of the ability to say anything. Simon was oblivious and on he ploughed, ‘It’s a shame you don’t take after your adopted parents, Miriam and Derek. I can’t believe that Miriam was your mother’s sister; she’s so normal.’

      Mina had never, ever been as close to strangling anyone as she was at that moment. Her fingers actually cramped into claws, ready to do the deed. Luckily Simon stepped out of range with one more parting salvo.

      ‘We’ve had fun, but… you can’t have fun all the time. At some point you need to focus on what’s important. And I can’t see you ever doing that. You’re like a butterfly, constantly flitting about, looking for the next great thing. It’s too exhausting being with you.’

      With that parting shot, he’d walked out of the flat, leaving her with the debris of the dinner party, which she attacked with furious energy, imagining hitting him over the head with the frying pan as she scrubbed at it. She refused to cry, although she might have suffered a slight leakage at points as she wiped down the surfaces. At last, when the kitchen and dining table were almost clean and tidy, she picked up the pan of chocolate sauce and sat down, cross-legged, in the middle of the kitchen floor with it between her knees. Dipping a finger into the chocolate, she carefully licked it clean and closed her eyes. Life might be crap, but there was always chocolate. In the world of food, as far as she was concerned, it had serious superpowers. She took another mouthful. Sod Simon; he didn’t deserve her.

      Of course, after the event, when the chocolate had soothed her and she’d eaten the lot, she could think of a dozen brilliant, witty comebacks. Chief among them: what had changed? At the time, Mina had felt as if she’d been punched. The words had spun around and around her head for the remainder of the weekend like a manic merry-go-round. He hadn’t even said he was sorry once. The way he’d talked, it was as if she’d deserved his cheating on her. Talking of whom, the big, fat coward (of course, she wasn’t fat at all; if anything she was thin, with perfect double Ds and one of those 1950s waists, but she was very cowardly) Belinda had slipped out with all the other guests and hadn’t so much as texted an apology or an explanation during the rest of the weekend.

      Hannah had talked Mina out of marching round to Belinda’s parents’ house to challenge her, quite rightly pointing out that Mina would probably slap her. The last thing she needed was an assault charge on top of looking a complete and utter dick in front of her friends. Although, George and G were about to be wiped from that list, because one of them had shared the video of Simon with the piñata and the disastrous proposal on Facebook. Even if, apparently, it had been inadvertent because one of them had forgotten to change their privacy settings.

      As she left the communal front garden, a man stopped her. ‘Excuse me, are you Mina Campbell?’

      ‘Yes?’ she answered, with a question in her voice.

      ‘I wonder if you would mind answering a few questions.’

      ‘Sure.’ Funny time for market research, she decided, but as a lot of her work was directed by such research, she always felt she ought to stop and do her bit.

      ‘How did you feel when your boyfriend turned you down?’

      ‘What?’ Her head snapped up.

      ‘You are the girl whose proposal went wrong? The piñata girl.’

      She stepped away from him as he gave her an encouraging smile.

      ‘Who are you? How do you know about that?’

      ‘Jamie Jenkins, I work for The Mirror. It’s all over Facebook. This is your chance to put your side of the story out there.’

      ‘I don’t want my story out there, full stop.’

      ‘Bit late for that, love. The genie’s out of the bottle. Come on, give us a couple of quotes. How did you feel when he turned you down? How long have you been together? Are you still together?’

      ‘No, we are not,’ she spat before she could stop herself. ‘And I wasn’t being presumptuous or precipitous – we’ve been talking marriage for months. Turns out, he forgot to mention he has a new lady friend… or that she was my best friend. Note the past tense. Was.’ Even as she was talking she knew she should stop, but it all came spilling out – the indignation of the weekend, the feeling of injustice. Yes, she was impulsive and jumped in feet-first, but this time she really had done her due diligence. She could give a date and a time to the exact conversation they’d had about St Mary’s church, and tell anyone where she was when Simon had talked about having children one day. What she hadn’t factored in was that Simon had started an affair, and his feet had cooled to arctic blocks since then.

      Suddenly she noticed the photographer with the long black lens taking photos from the other side of the street and realised she’d told the reporter far too much.

      ‘That’s all off the record,’ she said, now feeling shaky and barely able to remember what had just spewed out.

      ‘You sound pretty pissed off with him,’ said the reporter who, as she looked more closely, reminded her of a weasel, with his sharp-eyed intensity and long neck. ‘What did you say to him? I’d have kneed him in the balls. What was your reaction?’

      ‘No comment,’ she said, although she wished she had kneed Simon in the balls. ‘Look, I don’t want this in the paper. It was all a mistake. There is no story. You’re not taking photos, are you?’

      He shrugged with nonchalant indifference, deliberately not looking towards the photographer.

      No! Mina realised he had a tiny voice recorder in his left hand. She tried to snatch at it but he moved it out of reach very smartly, as if it wasn’t the first time someone had tried to do just that.

      Realising that the photographer was now taking an interest, she stopped and glared at the reporter. ‘Leave me alone.’

      Fuming, Mina hitched her bag over her shoulder, side-stepped around the reporter, and darted across the road to her car. The photographer, mistaking her action, took a few more pictures and then, thinking she was coming after him, took off running down the street in shoes designed with considerably more athleticism in mind than her black boots. Although it had crossed her mind to confront him, she headed for her little navy Beetle, sending a vindictive glare towards the reporter now hovering between two parked cars. He took one look at her face, waved, and speed-walked away.

      She got into her car and bashed her head against the steering wheel. ‘Bloody, bloody, bloody, effing hell.’ Bad enough that everyone at work would know; now it seemed the whole nation was about to be treated to the story of Mina, the dumb blonde, getting it very wrong with her man. It didn’t take a genius to come up with the headlines.

      Who’s the donkey now?

      Hit me with your proposal stick.

      With a sigh she started up the engine. Time to face the music at work.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I think you need to warn Miriam and Derek,’ said Hannah three hours later, when Mina phoned her during her lunch hour.

      ‘Warn them about what?’ That Simon – who they thought was the bee’s knees on account of the fact that he’d always brought them a bottle of the same wine on every single occasion he’d come to the house for Sunday lunch – was actually a two-timing bastard who had been shagging her former best friend for the last four weeks, one of which coincided with Sunday lunch and the provision of aforementioned Casillero del Diablo red wine.

      ‘Warn them that one of their adopted daughters might be appearing in a national newspaper. They’re going to be horrified.’

      ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence.’

      ‘I meant they’ll be horrified if you don’t tell them first. Look, why don’t we both go round together tonight after work. I can give you moral support.’

      ‘Thanks, Han. I think you might need to provide medical support. There could be heart attacks all round when they find out Simon is not the golden boy they thought he was. I reckon Aunty M might have been knitting booties on the quiet.’
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        * * *

      

      Hannah was locking her car across the street when Mina pulled into a handy parking space after a very difficult day at work. Switching off the engine, she watched her sister approach in the wing mirror as she slumped wearily in her seat. What a day. Bloody bastard Simon had told his side of the story very convincingly to just about everyone before Mina even walked through the front door. He’d managed to make her look extremely manipulative by intimating that her proposal had been a misguided attempt to force his hand in front of everyone.

      With a sigh, she grabbed her handbag and hauled herself out of the car.

      Hannah wrinkled her face as she studied Mina. ‘Oh dear. Rotten day.’

      ‘The worst. Simon got in first and made out that I got my just desserts.’

      ‘Ouch, I’m sorry. I did consult a friend who works for a law firm that deals with the media to try and find out if you could get an injunction or anything. Sorry, the cost would be prohibitive and the grounds – to protect against damage to reputation – are based on very stringent principles, which she didn’t think applied in this instance.’

      Mina threw her arms around her sister. ‘Han, I love you, and that you even tried for me. You’re the best.’

      ‘Not really, I stopped you going round and slapping Belinda. In hindsight, she deserves it.’

      ‘You stopped me getting an assault charge, as you pointed out at the time, and just imagine what the news reporter would have made of that if I’d been arrested.’

      ‘It’s so unfair, Mina.’

      ‘Don’t worry… I’ll get my own back. Just give me time to think of something.’

      Hannah grinned. ‘That’s my girl. What are you thinking?’

      ‘He’s very worried about his receding hairline.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Hair removal cream in his shampoo?’

      ‘What if he gets it in his eyes or something? It’s pretty strong stuff. You could get sued.’

      Mina screwed up her nose. That was the sort of thing Hannah would worry about.

      ‘OK, maybe I’ll just fill it with lots of dead flies or something horrible.’

      ‘Where will you get⁠—?’

      Mina nudged her sister. ‘Shut up. I’ll think of something while I’ve still got the keys to his flat. I’m not speaking to him at work and I’m going to completely ignore him.’ There was a leave-in hair mask he was rather partial to. Perhaps she could add to it a leave-in hair dye. Blue, she’d heard, was very difficult to remove. The more she thought about it, the perkier her steps towards her adopted parents’ drive became.

      ‘Oh my God!’ Hannah stopped dead, putting a hand out to stop Mina.

      ‘Oh my God,’ repeated Mina, as they both stared at the For Sale sign outside their parents’ house.

      ‘They’re moving?’ Hannah shook her head. ‘Do you think they’re having a mid-life crisis or something?’

      ‘It must be a mistake,’ said Mina. ‘They’ll never move. They’ve never even talked about it before.’

      Their adopted parents were the most change-averse people in the entire universe. Derek had worked in the same office for the last forty-five years and every single person that worked with him there adored him. Miriam had worked part-time for the newsagent on the other side of town since she was sixteen, even though it was two bus rides away, which Mina had never understood. Actually there was quite a lot about their adopted parents that neither girl understood, such as their complete disinterest in food, their preference for annual holidays in Eastbourne, and dedication to routine: laundry on Monday and Wednesday, the food shop on Thursday, fish and chips every Friday (there’d been mild alarm when Our Plaice had been bought out and became Oh My Cod), and a trip to the park every Saturday morning.

      At the same time there was also an awful lot to love. Miriam and Derek were the kindest, gentlest, and most generous people, even if they couldn’t make a decision to save their lives. When Hannah and Mina’s real parents drove off a cliff in Serbia when the girls were two and three respectively, it never occurred to Miriam and Derek not to adopt their two orphaned nieces. Miriam had been ten years older than her sister, Georgie, and they were the original chalk and cheese – although from what Miriam said, it seemed that the more adventurous Georgie had been led astray by her daredevil husband, Stuart, from the minute she met him. Before having children they’d climbed the Eiger, white-water rafted on the Zambesi, bungy-jumped in Queenstown, and trekked in the Kalahari. Post-children, they’d restricted their activities to weekends in Europe, rally driving in Serbia, hang-gliding in Bavaria, and mountain biking in the Pyrenees – and the childless Miriam and Derek had been only too happy to babysit.

      She and Hannah stood on the threshold of the gravelled drive and looked up at the three-storey house, which she had to admit did need a little TLC these days. When had the paint on the window frames on the top floor started to crack and peel? And there were an awful lot of weeds establishing themselves in places they had no business to be.

      ‘It’s probably worth a fortune,’ said Hannah. Over the years the street had become gentrified.

      ‘I guess, but I never thought they’d move, and why haven’t they mentioned it?’
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        * * *

      

      They sat around the faded pale-blue Formica kitchen table, which was so old that it would probably sell well on Etsy as a retro item. The kitchen cabinets with their cream doors and plastic wood surrounds were circa 1970 and the oldest that Mina had ever seen. A museum might be prepared to take them as they were immaculate.

      ‘It’s a lovely surprise to see you both,’ said Miriam, her hands fluttering around the Hornsea pottery mug of builder’s tea. ‘I haven’t got anything in for supper though. We were going to have a couple of chicken fillets and chips. There might be some Rich Tea biscuits somewhere.’

      And that, thought Mina, said it all. Biscuits should be irresistible, and you should know exactly how many you had left because they’re so delicious you’ve been rationing yourself, and there should always be something in the cupboard you could throw together.

      ‘Don’t worry, Aunty M,’ said Hannah, kicking Mina under the table before she could say anything.

      Not being able to feed someone was complete anathema to her.

      ‘It’s quite useful you popping round though,’ said Derek with a distinctly uncomfortable wriggle. He’d been fidgeting in his seat since they’d sat down.

      ‘Well, there’s a reason,’ said Mina, diving straight in, wanting to get it over with. ‘Simon and I have finished. I just wanted you to know before you read about in a national newspaper.’

      ‘Oh no, darling. That’s such a shame. He’s such a nice boy. Isn’t there anything you can do to patch things up? Are you sure it’s over, and you’re not just overreacting?’ Mina shot a look over the table at her sister. Why did everyone automatically assume it had to be something to do with her?

      ‘He has been seeing Belinda behind my back,’ she said, proud of her restraint. The sentence deserved at least two expletives.

      ‘But why would he do that?’ Miriam looked genuinely perplexed.

      ‘Because he’s a two-timing cheating bastard.’ Mina’s saccharine smile didn’t placate her mother.

      ‘Well, that’s a terrible shame.’ Her aunt’s fluttery hands plucked at the pattern on the mug in front of her.

      Mina eyed them. Neither of them had picked up on the ‘national newspaper’ words.

      ‘Actually, we have something quite important to tell you,’ said Derek, as he and Miriam exchanged another one of those worried, panicky looks.

      Mina stiffened. Was one of them ill? She looked with alarm at both their faces. She couldn’t bear it if anything happened to either of them. Her parents were a distant memory, but Miriam and Derek were the constants in her life, unstinting in their love and support. They were her real parents now.

      ‘We’ve decided to downsize. I’m going to take voluntary redundancy and we’re going to move to a bungalow.’

      ‘Wow, that’s a lot of change in one go for you two,’ said Mina, relief coursing through her as she ignored the warning glare Hannah sent her.

      ‘It’s time. This house is too big for us… always was, really, and we can’t keep up with the maintenance.’

      ‘And the redundancy package is very good, and I was due to retire next year anyway. With that and the pension, we can buy a nice little place.’

      ‘But if you sell this house, you’ll have loads of money.’ Houses on this street, this size, in this area, must have been worth well over a million pounds – one point two or one point three at least.

      Miriam and Derek exchanged another one of those diffident, uncertain glances, and neither of them spoke for longer than what was an acceptably pregnant pause.

      For at least a full minute the four of them looked at each other as the clock on the wall with its loud tick counted down the seconds like a timer on a bomb.

      ‘Oh no, you haven’t been scammed by one of those equity companies, have you?’ Hannah straightened, her hands clasped with sudden worry.

      ‘No, no,’ said Derek. ‘It’s not that.’

      It went quiet again and Mina wanted to shake one of them to break free the vital piece of information that they didn’t seem to be able to volunteer. Hannah gave her another warning kick under the table. Seriously, why did people always assume she was the loose cannon about to say the wrong thing?

      ‘Anyone want another cup of tea?’ Miriam reached for the tea pot, pulling off the dark-brown knitted tea cosy. She was the only person Mina knew who actually used a tea cosy.

      ‘Yes,’ said Derek with overenthusiastic eagerness.

      Mina moved her legs out of range, ignoring Hannah’s narrowed eyes.

      ‘So what’s the problem?’

      Derek sighed. Miriam sighed.

      ‘The thing is…’ Derek tapped his finger on the table. ‘The thing is… The house. It’s not ours.’

      ‘Oh.’ Mina frowned in confusion. ‘Have you been renting it all this time?’

      ‘But if it’s not yours,’ said Hannah, ‘how can you sell it?’

      Miriam gave a nervous laugh. ‘Well, we sort of, you know, kind of…’

      ‘We forgot,’ prompted Derek.

      ‘How can you forget that you don’t own a house?’ asked Hanna, glancing over at Mina.

      ‘Well, we just got so used to being here.’

      ‘So the owner is selling the house and you’ve got to leave.’ Mina sat up. ‘I’m sure there are laws to protect you. Aren’t you sitting tenants? They can’t just throw you out. Hannah can sort it all out for you. We won’t let them do that.’

      Miriam laughed and patted her hand. ‘That’s not it at all.’

      ‘Who does own the house, then?’ asked Hannah.

      ‘Well, you do.’ Miriam smiled as if it were totally obvious.
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        * * *

      

      Mina clicked her key fob and saw the flash of her hazard lights. ‘I can’t believe those two.’

      Hannah laughed. ‘How do you forget you don’t own a house?’

      ‘I suppose they’ve been there for so long they hadn’t thought about it. It must have been a legal nightmare when our real parents died. You’d have thought with their proclivity for adventure they might have thought about having a proper will.’

      Miriam had explained that when Georgie and Stuart were killed, everything had been a terrible mess and it had been easier to move into the girls’ family home, which Stuart had inherited from his own parents, rather than unsettling them further by moving them into a rented terraced house on the other side of town. Hence Miriam’s lengthy journey to her job. Derek and Miriam had moved in and started life as a family there, and until they’d decided to downsize, had never even thought about ownership.

      ‘How do you feel about them insisting the proceeds of the sale come to us?’ asked Hannah.

      ‘Uncomfortable. It’s totally wrong. They’ve paid for the upkeep of the house all these years. I think they should get enough from the sale to buy whatever they want. That only seems fair to me. There’ll still be plenty left over.’

      ‘Me too, but they’re adamant it’s our inheritance.’

      ‘Blimey, the house is valued at one point three million. Even if they spent half on a new house, we’d still have plenty. I would far rather they bought another house and kept their savings, especially if Uncle D is going to retire. They could buy a lovely bungalow with that money.’

      Hannah didn’t respond. Instead her face was scrunched up in thought. They walked a few more paces in silence until she suddenly swung around to face Mina.

      ‘If you could do anything you wanted, what would you do?’

      ‘What, with the money, you mean?’

      ‘Yes. If you could give up work and go and do something completely different.’

      ‘I don’t know. Why, what would you do? I thought you loved your job.’

      ‘I do love my job, but… even you would say it’s a bit dull. I want something more. I’d really like to go somewhere to learn to cook properly.’

      ‘I just chuck it all in together and hope for the best.’ Mina shrugged.

      ‘That’s not true. You’re an instinctive cook. You experiment, and you have a real flair, whereas I’m always worried I’m going to get it wrong. I wish I’d done food tech, like you did, for A level.’

      ‘I don’t think that would have helped you get a law degree. And I do get it wrong sometimes. Beetroot meringue? Remember?’

      ‘It tasted OK,’ said Hannah with a sudden laugh as they both remembered the soggy purple mess. ‘But I wouldn’t have had a clue where to start to even try something like that. I want to learn to cook properly. Everything from bread-making to pastry, patisserie to butchery… There’s an amazing place in Ireland where you can go for twelve weeks.’

      ‘Wow, sounds like you’ve been doing some serious thinking.’ Mina was impressed. She rarely thought that logically about the future – she jumped from one adventure to the next – and just for a very brief moment she wondered what she would do if she left her job.

      ‘Yes. It’s always been a bit of a dream; the course is hideously expensive but,’ Hannah’s eyes gleamed with sudden excitement, ‘with this money, I really could go.’

      ‘Then this is the perfect windfall,’ said Mina, giving her sister a hug and ignoring the prick of envy over her sister having such a clear vision of what she wanted to do. It always seemed to Mina that Hannah had life sussed, while she’d been the one who still wasn’t sure she’d found what she really wanted. Suddenly her life seemed a little hollow, and the future a little empty. With an unhappy sinking feeling, she realised that she needed to sort herself out. A week ago she’d been bouncing along quite happily and now everything seemed to have stalled, and upon reflection, that was nothing to do with Simon dumping her.

      What did her future hold, and what did she really want from it? With an unpleasant start, she realised she had no idea, and for the first time in her life she felt a little lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘But this was outside of work,’ protested Mina as Ian Walters, the HR director, folded his arms.

      ‘The fact remains that Simon has made an official complaint about you and…’ He sighed. ‘Mina, I have to be seen to be doing something about it.’

      ‘Well, that’s bloody unfair.’

      ‘Look, if he chooses to escalate things, it could be a lot worse. And I don’t know what the legal position is, but what if he chooses to take it further as a civil action? What were you thinking?’

      Mina folded her arms mutinously. ‘I was thinking he was a cheating sod and that blue hair would suit him.’

      Ian tried to hide his amusement and failed miserably. ‘You know everyone is calling it Smurfgate.’

      Mina grinned. ‘Are they?’

      ‘Yes, and I’m being totally unprofessional here. I appreciate that this all took place out of work, but the fact remains that you’ve – I don’t know what to call it, not assault or criminal damage – but at the end of the day you’ve harmed a fellow colleague.’

      ‘He looked a bit patchy for a couple of days.’ She shrugged before adding, ‘You should see Belinda – good job she doesn’t work here.’ An irate Simon had shown her the pictures. Despite her bravado, Mina did now feel quite remorseful. Belinda’s hair was doing a fair impersonation of mottled mermaid; her streaky blonde highlights had absorbed varying differing strengths of blue and it looked terrible. Even she couldn’t honestly say that Belinda deserved it; it was going to take months and a lot of hairdressing bills to sort out.

      ‘Mina. You need to sort yourself out.’

      She flinched at the words. It was all very well telling herself that, but to hear it from someone else, someone who she respected and admired, that hit home.

      ‘I’m saying this as a friend. You need to rein in some of your natural enthusiasm and be more commercial. Your last appraisal said it all: you’re creative, a hard worker, but you have a tendency to dive off at a tangent sometimes. Heston Blumenthal can get away with weird and wonderful flavours – you can’t. Our customers are not ready for orange-and-fennel-flavoured pastry in their mince pies. They want traditional, tried and tested. That’s what your job is. To give them that.’

      She knew that, but she couldn’t stop herself arguing back, ‘But that’s boring. Did you try my mince pies?’

      ‘Yes, and they were bloody delicious, but the thing is, you have to toe the company line.’

      ‘I get that, but you have to push the boundaries a bit otherwise we’d never move forward.’ Mina couldn’t understand the company’s attitude. Last year their mince pies averaged a measly five-out-of-ten in the magazine and online taste tests. Good Housekeeping only gave them a three, and quite frankly she didn’t blame them. Her recipe would have at least garnered some interest, rather than rating bland mediocrity.

      ‘Mina. Listen to me. Simon is out for blood. You need to keep your head down. You’ve got a lot of holiday owing. Why don’t you take a couple of weeks off? Think about what you really want? Is a career here going to fulfil your creativity? You’re a brilliant recipe developer but… is this the right place for you?’

      Mina stared at him. ‘Are you sacking me?’

      ‘No, not at all. You’re one of our best – when you stay on track. I’d hate to lose you, but I worry that this isn’t what you need. Why don’t you go away for a little while, think things through? Hopefully when you get back he’ll have calmed down.’

      ‘But I’m not in the wrong here⁠—’

      Ian raised an eyebrow and she shut up. Actually, a few weeks’ holiday was quite a nice idea. Maybe she could do with some thinking time. There was a whole world out there; perhaps it was time to do something like Hannah and take some time for herself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Hi Hannah.’

      ‘What?’ asked her sister with a tone of instant suspicion.

      ‘Why would you say that?’ Mina felt aggrieved as she sat on the end of her bed eying the rather small pile of clothes she’d already earmarked to go in her case.

      ‘Because you bothered to say hi and use my name. Normally you dive in as if we’re already mid-way through a conversation. Personally I find it endearing, but when you say, “Hi Hannah”, I know you want something.’

      ‘Well, now you come to mention it. Is there any chance you could give me a lift to the airport on Thursday afternoon?’

      ‘Wind back a sec. Airport. Thursday. What, this Thursday, as in… in two days’ time? What’s going on?’

      ‘You know how you said that putting hair-removal cream in Simon’s shampoo would be a bad idea?’

      ‘Oh God, you didn’t.’

      ‘No, wait. I didn’t. I refrained.’

      ‘Thank goodness for that.’

      ‘I went for the blue hair dye instead.’

      ‘Oh flipping heck, Mina. Why do you do these things? Seriously. Consequences. Remember consequences.’

      ‘Yeah, well, this time HR’s giving me a hard time.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because Simon has complained about me as a colleague.’

      ‘That slimy weasel. It’s nothing to do⁠—’

      ‘Don’t think I haven’t told them that, but Simon is making a big fuss. It’s been suggested I take a couple of weeks’ holiday. I don’t see why I should – but I do fancy a holiday.’

      ‘Oooh, where are you going to go?’

      ‘I’m going to Switzerland to see Amelie.’

      ‘Well, that’s unexpected. You’ve got the world at your feet. I thought you’d be going backpacking in Bali, surfing in Sydney, cruising in Croatia, or riding in⁠—’

      ‘Exactly: too much choice. This was easier and I could do it instantly. She’s always said I’m
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