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Praise for Open Minded:

‘I knew nothing about open relationships before this (beyond wondering how anyone had the time) but this was an eye-opening, fun and completely engrossing read. I was thinking about Holly and Fliss for a long time after I was done. Truly spectacular.’

Rebecca Ryan, author of My Extraordinary Life

‘The most insightful book about love I’ve read in a long time. A hilarious and sharp take on not just romantic relationships but friendships too with incredibly relatable characters and dating experiences. I LOVED IT.’

Kate Weston, author of You May Now Kill the Bride

‘Open Minded offers a fresh new perspective that hasn’t been done before! Funny, charming and unique, I’ll be thinking about Fliss and Holly’s friendship for a long time.’

Lauren Forsythe, author of Dealbreakers

‘Funny, joyous and wise, this is a story which reminds us it’s OK not to have the answers, to be working things out, and to be living life on our own terms.’

Simon James Green, author of Noah Can’t Even

‘A clever, funny and totally gripping look at modern relationships. I absolutely loved it!’

Tom Ellen, author of The Lifeline

‘A joyful, chaotic exploration of love and monogamy. I absolutely fell for Fliss and Holly, and their relationship adventures in this gorgeous, funny novel. Laughs out loud guaranteed.’

Lizzie Huxley-Jones, author of Make You Mine This Christmas

‘Refreshingly candid, whip-smart and painfully funny. A perfect exploration of what it’s like to navigate the never-ending challenges of love, dating and adulthood.’

Hannah Tovey, author of The Education of Ivy Edwards

‘A warm-hearted romcom for all kinds of curious daters…Whether the reader is committed to monogamy, polyamory, or something in between, Open Minded gives a chance to see in broad as well as more nuanced strokes how relatable characters might go about stepping outside of their comfort zones.’

Lily Lindon, author of Double Booked
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CHAPTER ONE:

SCUBA DIVE BEFORE IT’S TOO LATE

HOLLY

I’m getting engaged tonight.

Oh God. There I go again. I remind myself, for the billionth time, that it’s not definite. So Will booked a fancy restaurant – I looked it up. It’s got a roof terrace and floor-to-ceiling windows with a three-sixty view of London and serves a lot of things I can’t identify on the menu. Therefore it’s not any old run-of-the-mill restaurant. It’s very obviously a place where one might propose. And so he’s been shifty all week, like he has something to hide. Also, I noticed, he’s wearing his best jumper – the one he bought from Shetland that’s not dyed and is unique in colour to the sheep from which it was shorn – even though it’s not near either of our birthdays (mine’s in May and his is September) and we’ve just had Christmas and neither of us has recently had a promotion that I know of and it’s biologically impossible for him to be pregnant.

So, what? Maybe Will is just doing something nice because he feels like it. January is a gloomy month … maybe he’s sick of only ever doing nice things in December? Maybe he read an article in a men’s magazine about spontaneity and making more of an effort and ‘spicing up’ one’s day-to-day life.

Except … Will never books a surprise. Never in all the years that we’ve been together, unless it’s one of the aforementioned special occasions. We’re both turning thirty this year, so we’re the right age. We’ve been together nearly a decade. We had Mason and Leah’s wedding in October – beautiful, but a shame about her aunt who nearly died choking on an olive during the speeches – and Laurence and Philippa just got engaged. It’s happening all around us. It makes sense. It’s time.

I coat my left eyelashes in mascara. My hand is shaking so it doesn’t go on neatly and then I blink, smudging it down my face anyway. I’ve never been naturally skilled at putting on make-up and being nervous doesn’t help.

As I’m trying to undo the damage, Will appears behind me in the mirror. I quickly stop pulling ‘mascara face’ and try to apply it in a casually attractive way instead. He roots around in a cupboard and pulls out a hardly used bottle of aftershave.

‘You look nice.’ He observes me, spraying some product on his neck.

‘Thank you.’ I flush. I’m wearing a square-collar gingham dress that I chose because I remembered Will likes it. I savour the feeling of his eyes on me.

I correct my mascara mishap and put the finishing touches to my lipstick, then stand back and look at myself in the mirror. I do look nice. I had my hair cut yesterday in preparation for this evening so I have no straggly split ends. I’ve even painted my nails. Despite the fact that I can never get my eyeliner quite symmetrical and my hair never stays in place no matter how long I spend on it, there is nothing I love more than getting dressed up. This feeling is why I started working in fashion.

As Will passes behind me on the way out he squeezes my bum. Ten minutes later, I’m watching him lock our front door. I look up at our little grey brick terrace flat with the blue front door that’s been our home for four years and wonder how long we will stay here once we’re engaged. Will’s always talked about wanting to move to the countryside one day. I’d like to as well; if it wasn’t for my job I’d have gone by now. I’ve never been as enamoured with London as everyone else seems to be. Mostly, I find it intensely stressful.

We walk hand in hand down to the train station. It’s an unusually mild, bright evening for this time of year and I savour the crisp air in my lungs. Everyone we know had so much angst about turning thirty but, I muse to myself as I picture walking down the aisle towards Will, I think I’m going to like it.

We’re both quiet on the train. Will’s quite a Serious Man – it’s intensely sexy – and when he’s nervous about something he retreats far into himself until that thing is over. An interview, an important meeting, lunch with his parents. Not that he’s necessarily got anything to be nervous about tonight, I remind myself, because he’s not definitely proposing.

On the walk to the restaurant I observe everything around me closely, trying to take a mental snapshot and remember the little details of this – possibly, but not definitely – momentous evening in our lives. Obviously, if he doesn’t end up proposing, then it’s no harm done. I’ll just forget how many street lamps we passed and that little dog’s yappy bark and the middle-aged woman complaining to her friend about how she just doesn’t ‘trust’ the food in Asda. But if he is proposing, I’ll be able to tell our children everything exactly as it happened.

We arrive and step into a clear glass elevator that takes us to the fifth floor. It’s beautiful in an obvious, chic-modern sort of way. It crosses my mind how bizarre it is that people live their entire lives together like normal people and when it comes to proposals suddenly hire a giant sparkling orb that hangs off a mountain or ride in on a giant, bejewelled throne on horseback. But I quickly check myself. Will’s clearly gone to a huge effort to organise this evening and it’s not as if this is totally unlike us. Unless the other diners and staff are actually paid actors ready to jump up and start singing.

I eye the woman on the front desk suspiciously. God, I hope not. How would I arrange my face to look relaxed as she performed?

‘We’ve got a booking at 7 p.m. for Will Mayhew.’ Will clears his throat. I always find it adorable that he’s uncomfortable saying his own name out loud.

We’re shown to our table right by the window. The view is pretty. I look across the city and think it doesn’t seem so daunting when you’re up here in the sky, above all the noise and people who will watch you sit on a tube seat they know is wet and say nothing. The waiter asks if we want a drink to start.

‘What do you want?’ Will peers at the wine list. ‘Shall we go for champagne?’

Will doesn’t usually want to buy champagne because it’s too expensive, but I nod. It seems like the sort of thing you should order when you get engaged.

Not that we’re definitely getting engaged.

Will puts the menu down. He coughs and takes a sip of water. Then his eyes scan the room. ‘It’s all right, isn’t it?’ he says. ‘It’s supposed to have excellent lamb.’

I copy him, glancing all around me. ‘Yes, it’s stunning.’ It’s not got very welcoming vibes, but it’s objectively appealing.

‘You don’t like it,’ Will observes.

‘Oh no! I love it!’ I panic, worried about offending him on our special evening. I’ve never been treated so thoughtfully before. This is every girl’s dream.

The waiter brings our bottle of champagne. He pops the cork to start the celebrations. In that moment, looking at Will and across London, I soften to the idea of people doing something out of the ordinary to mark the agreement of binding their lives together forever.

When the waiter leaves, Will raises his glass. ‘Cheers,’ he says, and we clink.

‘What are you going to order?’ I ask, trying to decode the menu. There are a lot of things on here I don’t understand and I couldn’t even study up because they seem to change the menu every day. What is poussin?

‘The cocotte of morels to start,’ he says, ‘and then the crisp lamb belly.’

I nod. ‘I was thinking I’d start with the pea soup …’ Mostly because I know what it is.

Will shakes his head. ‘Oh no, it’s a waste to come here and get the pea soup. Get the sardine rillette, you’ll like that.’

‘OK, sounds lovely.’ I shut my menu. I like how much Will knows about food and how he thoughtfully recommends things he knows I’ll like.

Will takes a big gulp and then cracks his knuckles. ‘Holly,’ he says. ‘I actually brought you here because there’s something I want to talk to you about.’

My heart flutters. We’re diving straight in, then. Oh my God. This is actually happening.

Except … no. He wants to talk to me about marriage? That doesn’t sound right. I don’t have time to process because he keeps speaking.

‘You know how we’ve always said we might want to explore the world? Maybe learn French? Or how you wanted to teach scuba diving?’

I frown. ‘Erm …’

I might have said those things, in passing, once upon a time. Way back in our early twenties when I would still attempt to pull off a beret. But I can’t remember having any distinct yearning to teach scuba diving. I’ve never even been scuba diving. What is he talking about?

‘I don’t think—’ I start, but Will cuts me off. He’s rocking back and forth in his seat.

‘Do you ever think about those things you really want to do and think, I don’t know, that you’re running out of time?’ He’s talking quickly and there’s a rehearsed cheer to his tone, like he’s giving a sales pitch. ‘If I don’t teach scuba diving now, then … when? I mean, we are turning thirty this year.’

Again, I’m horribly confused. I’m running out of time to teach scuba diving? Is he suggesting we quit our jobs and move to Hawaii?

‘Do you want to move?’ I ask. ‘Are you bored of the UK?’

‘Well, I …’ He sighs, looking deeply uncomfortable.

‘I’m not sure now would be the best time to take a sabbatical,’ I reason. ‘We’ve both worked so hard to get to where we are. You only just got this job. I know it’s been stressful but it will be worth it. It’s your dream company … I think if you left now you’d regret it.’

Will looks sheepish. He takes another gulp of champagne. ‘Yeah, no. I don’t want to leave the country.’

‘Oh.’ Then what on earth is he going on about?

‘You know how …’ He falters. I can see him reaching around inside his mind for the right words. ‘You know how we’ve both always wondered what it would be like to see other people?’

I feel like I’ve just been hit in the back of the head with a really fast, hard ball. I was just sitting in the park basking in the sunshine and it came out of nowhere and now my ears are ringing and my eyes sting.

‘We have?’ My voice is small. I’m dazed. I get the sense the ball isn’t all that’s coming for me. I’m about to step into a road and get hit by an oncoming bus.

‘Yeah, our little chats. Like at Mason’s wedding. I love that we can talk about anything, Holly, and I know you’ll understand.’

I rack my brains for what we spoke about at Mason’s wedding. I think Will might have made a comment like, ‘It’s wild that they’ll only ever be with each other now’ and I’d said, ‘Yeah.’ But I thought he meant it was wild like planes are wild or … owning a pet is wild. Yes, it’s objectively mind-blowing that human beings sit in little airborne containers that take them from one country to another or keep small animals in their houses that were once feral and have been domesticated through generations of selective breeding, but also completely regular. I hadn’t realised he meant that it was wild wild or that by agreeing with him I was complicit in some understanding about wanting to ‘see other people’.

Is that what he’s angling at? Surely not?!

‘Is this still about scuba diving?’ I ask, desperately hoping that it is. I would take a move to Hawaii over where I sense this conversation is going.

Will drains his glass and tops up. ‘I don’t know, now that we’re turning thirty I just think … Now is the time, you know? If we were ever going to do it, it would be now.’

My head is spinning. ‘So … just to clarify.’ I can barely get the words out. ‘You want to … date other people?’

‘I just think, if not now, when?’

Uh … never? He’s making it sound like it’s something I’ve thought about too. Like we’ve been knowingly building up to this together. Have I really given off the impression that I was interested in other people? I’m categorically not. I can’t remember the last time I properly thought about another man like that. I did have a sex dream about our letting agent Stefan after seeing him at the supermarket buying a mini milk. But I felt guilty about that for a week afterwards. And how would Will know about that?

‘Will.’ I sound out of breath but I’m desperate to clarify this. ‘I think there’s been a miscommunication. I don’t want to see other people.’

Will looks pained, as if I’ve said the wrong thing. And then I realise he wants me to want this. I’ve failed a test I didn’t know I was taking.

‘Oh,’ he says.

He sounds disappointed. I hate disappointing Will. I only ever want to make him happy and it appears I’ve not been tuned into how he’s been feeling at all. A hot ball of shame and fear starts coiling in my belly. Oh God. I’m utterly humiliated by how far off I was. How have I misread the situation so spectacularly? Why wasn’t I on the same page as him? We’re supposed to be a team and he’s trying to throw a ball to me but I’m on the other side of the pitch.

How long has he been thinking about this? I wonder. How many times, throughout our relationship, has he wanted it? It’s not like I want to live in a world where all his exes are dead, but the thought of him dreaming this up – and now, acting on it – makes me feel a bit sick.

I can’t believe I thought he was coming here to propose. That-Holly and now-Holly are now two wholly separate people existing in completely different worlds. Within five minutes I’ve been yanked out of my old life and handed a brand-new reality. One where my boyfriend wants to ‘see other people’ and, apparently, I’m supposed to as well.

‘So, you’ve never thought about it?’ Will goes on.

‘Well.’ I think of Stefan carefully unwrapping the mini milk. ‘I suppose … I mean … I notice that other people are attractive?’

It’s the best I can do to soften my inadequacy. A measly offering, but I feel like I’m going to cry. Oh, no, I am going to cry. My eyes become hot and my vision blurs. I think about two-hours-ago-Holly putting all that effort into her mascara because she thought she was getting engaged and want to cry more.

‘Holly, please don’t cry,’ Will mutters, looking furtively at the table next to us, terrified someone’s going to notice. He reaches for my hand. I grip onto it like a life boat and try to pull myself together. I blink furiously and manage to stem the tears.

‘I just think it would be a brilliant idea for us, in the long run,’ Will explains soothingly, rubbing his thumb over my palm. ‘When we’re sixty, we don’t want to look back and think we missed out on any experiences and resent each other for that. I read this article about how temporarily opening up a relationship can be helpful for couples who met when they were very young. Once they get to a certain age, they’re glad they did it.’

I swallow. The twisting, nauseous ball in my stomach loosens slightly. Will’s thinking about this for us, and what will be best for our future, even if I can’t quite wrap my head around it right now. He’s thinking about what will be best for us in the long term.

‘So … what do you want, exactly?’ I ask.

‘Well.’ Will takes a breath. ‘I’d like to try an open relationship.’

‘An … open relationship,’ I repeat.

The sentence sounds ridiculous coming out of my mouth. It sits awkwardly on my tongue. Open relationships are something that happen in Louis Theroux documentaries or … Jilly Cooper novels (probably). They’re not something that real people do. They’re not something that we do.

When I don’t say anything else Will goes to top up my champagne, but I’ve barely touched my first glass.

‘What do you think?’ Will goes on. ‘Would you be willing to try it, at least? See if it might be good for us? I don’t want us to have any regrets getting in the way of being happy together, forever.’

Forever. He’s not proposing, but he still wants to be with me forever. My gut is screaming no, but part of me can see the logic in his words. If we are going to stay together forever I don’t want Will to have any regrets. I don’t want him to end up resenting me.

‘I … Maybe?’ I acquiesce. ‘Do we have to decide right now?’

‘No, of course not. Take your time. Think about it.’

Will smiles at me and reaches for my other hand, so he’s holding both across the table. He squeezes reassuringly.

‘Excuse me,’ I mutter, sliding my hands out of his and standing up. I have a sudden urge to be as far away from him as possible, even though I know that’s not fair and he genuinely thinks this will be good for us. I grab my handbag. ‘I need the bathroom.’

Will nods. I can’t quite look him in the eye. I walk quickly to the other side of the restaurant, looking for the ladies’, but I can’t find it. My brain isn’t working properly and my feet are moving on autopilot.

I end up leaning against a wall, around a corner, in between some empty tables. I’m compelled to reach out to someone. Someone who can help me process this, who will make it better. Someone who might corroborate what Will’s saying about how this would ultimately strengthen our relationship and be a positive in the years ahead. I reach into my bag for my phone. But as I circle through my friends – our friends – I know instinctively that none of them would understand where Will’s coming from. Most of them are engaged or married now and have never been in an open relationship. They’d be cynical at best and horrified at worst.

I think about messaging Tomi. I don’t think he’d be judgemental in the same way my other friends would, but I can’t hide my feelings from him. He’d know instantly how upset I am and tell me in no uncertain terms that I shouldn’t do anything that makes me feel uncomfortable, which isn’t what I want to hear right now because what if this is something Will really needs me to do?

I look around me at the fancy bar, the dimmed lighting, the twinkling city outside the window. It doesn’t feel beautiful anymore, just alien and unfamiliar. This whole evening has turned from a dream to a nightmare and we haven’t even had our starters.

I can’t believe I thought I was getting engaged tonight.




 

CHAPTER TWO:

ALWAYS PEE AFTER SEX

FLISS

God is punishing me for having too much sex. That’s the only reason I can think of that I would get cystitis twice in three months.

‘Jennyyy,’ I cry desperately, clutching my cranberry juice to my chest.

I took all the precautions. I peed and showered straight afterwards. To the point where I was quite rude, to be honest. Thanks for the D, gotta jump in the shower this instant. And still cystitis rears its ugly, bladder-searing head.

‘JENNY,’ I cry again, banging on the front door. I can hear her speaking through the open window so she’s definitely in and pretending not to hear me. I get that she’d rather not engage with my salacious lifestyle – her word, not mine – and my coming home mid-morning having clearly stayed out all night on a date is really rubbing it in her face. But it’s not like I make a habit of it – I usually creep softly in at 1 a.m. instead and am there in the morning – only, when I realised I’d lost my keys yesterday, I could hardly wake her up in the middle of the night.

‘JENNNYYYYYYYY,’ I howl.

Finally, I hear movement. She makes her way downstairs at a leisurely pace and takes ages fumbling for her keys. She places them in the lock and slowly turns …

The minute the door opens I dash past her, spilling cranberry juice everywhere. I leg it past Jenny and her fluffy pink dressing-gown, to the toilet where I sit down and wait for sweet relief to arrive. It doesn’t, obviously, because that is cystitis’s cruel trick.

Jenny knocks on the bathroom door. ‘Sorry,’ she calls. She doesn’t sound sorry. ‘I was on a Zoom meeting and my phone was on the other side of the room. I didn’t hear you.’

Like hell she didn’t. She loves me really, but in the way you love a younger sibling whom you also enjoy torturing.

‘No problem,’ I lie as sweetly as possible.

‘Bad day to lock yourself out.’ She chuckles.

‘Yes,’ I reply through gritted teeth. I hear her giant slippers shuffle back down the hallway and upstairs.

My phone beeps. It’s Ash.

How’s your morning?

Painful. Full of regret and proanthocyanidins.

Fine, I type. Jenny’s being a bit of a cow, but what’s new?

No point mentioning the cystitis. We haven’t had sex in over a week, so he’ll know it’s not from him. Even though I’m allowed to have sex with other people, I find it’s best not to allude to it all the time. For us, a successful open relationship involves the right amount of honesty and the right amount of tiptoeing around the giant, unholy elephant in the room. We used to talk about our dates constantly, until eventually we worked out what information was serving us and what wasn’t.

My phone buzzes again. This time it’s not Ash.

Still thinking about last night

URGH. So am I, Finn with the Shiny Hair, and wishing it NEVER HAPPENED. There’s one thing getting cystitis when the sex was actually good, but when it was questionable at best it’s a fucking travesty. He kept looking at himself in the mirror rather than me – rude – and flicking his lustrous hair back and forth like he was in a Pantene advert. It wasn’t worth setting my urinary tract on fire.

You give good head;)

You don’t.

One of many things I still don’t understand about men – even after dating a great number of them – is why some of them text you dirty things at, like, nine in the morning. I’m all for sexting but maybe wait until midday? Please let my Rice Krispies be pure.

Finally, I get up from the toilet and move to the kitchen, where I keep swigging my ineffective cranberry juice. The doctor is calling me at 2 p.m. and I am dreading it. I can already hear his judgemental tones. ‘Cystitis, again? I can see that we prescribed you antibiotics for this same problem twelve weeks ago.’

At least I don’t have to call the office to explain why I’m not coming in to work. Thank the Lord for flexible hours. The fact that there’s always space if I want to go in, but that no one cares if I work from home, is one of the main reasons I like working at a freelance translation agency like Traduire.

Ash texts again.

Haha, what’s Jenny done now? Tell me all about it later. See you at 6.30? I’ll bring stuff for fajitas

Bless him. I let his sweetness wash over me and wonder again why he wants to come over on a Thursday. Ash and I have a reliable weekly schedule. Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays we spend with each other. Any other days we don’t ask too many questions about what the other person is doing. Vague honesty is the solid foundation our relationship is built upon. It’s not that I don’t know he sleeps with other people, but I don’t want to know exactly when it’s happening. If we see each other only on certain days then we never have to do the awkward, revealing ‘Errr, no I’m busy that evening.’

It also avoids having too many clashes with each other. It’s a carefully managed, highly serviceable system that’s been working for years now, so I was taken aback by his request. Thankfully I didn’t have a date planned, but I easily could have.

My scorching bladder briefly distracted me from this puzzling turn of events, but now I can’t help thinking over it. Does he have a concussion from when he fell off his bike the other day? Has he got the days of the week mixed up? Or does he have some terrible news to deliver? But he’s not acting like anything is wrong. Maybe it’s good news?

I spend the rest of the day buried in some legal papers I’m translating into German, trying to keep my mind off the burning pain. Nothing too unusual about the document, nothing I haven’t worked with a million times, so somehow I manage to do some work before 2 p.m. when the doctor calls. I practically sprint to the pharmacy to pick up my sweet, sweet drugs.
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As soon as it hits 5 p.m. I check Jenny isn’t in the kitchen and pour myself a gin. One time, when she caught me drinking this early, she hid my big fishbowl cocktail glass for a month. Jenny does not approve of alcohol before dinner. Jenny doesn’t approve of much of anything that I do, for that matter, but at least her quiet tutting in the style of my mother makes me feel at home.

At 6.30, Ash rings the bell. I’m curious about this unexpected Thursday appearance, but I’m excited to see him. I open the door and drink in the sight of him. Long, dark hair frames his light brown skin and delicate cheekbones. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt so he must not have been in court today. He looks shattered. I bet he was in Brixton with the family who just adopted triplets.

‘Triplets?’ I ask.

He nods and I note the dark circles under his eyes. Our jobs are worlds apart in this respect – freelance translator and social worker – as Ash thrives on the personal nature of his job, whereas I’ve always needed something I can separate myself from. The documents don’t have feelings or come to me about their problems and once it hits five I don’t have to think about them. Ash is helping people by being involved in the most intimate parts of their lives, so he can’t exactly leave it at the door. Sometimes he’ll be up all night worrying about a case.

It used to concern me that this struggle to compartmentalise would affect our relationship. I like meeting new people and spending time with them, but strong emotions don’t get involved and my other relationships are very brief. We used to have a two-week time limit on seeing other people, but we ended up extending it as that was too short for Ash; he’s such a people person, so he wants to be with other people for slightly longer than I do. But I can appreciate that we both have our own reasons for being in an open relationship and his feelings for other people don’t change his feelings for me.

‘It was a tough day,’ he says, walking past me into the kitchen. I follow him.

He puts the shopping bag down on the kitchen counter and collapses into me. I put my arm around his shoulders and breathe him in. Hugging Ash always makes everything else seem less stressful. He’s an ice pack on a flaming hot forehead. A dock leaf in a field of stinging nettles. Antibiotics on an inflamed urinary tract.

‘Are you OK?’ Ash sits up and looks down at my legs. I’ve been shifting from foot to foot. My bladder is starting to itch again. Definitely shouldn’t have had that gin.

‘Fine.’ I grin, but it probably comes off more like a grimace. ‘Are you?’

‘Yeah.’ He smiles. ‘Yeah, I’m good.’

It can’t be bad news then, I realise, relieved it’s not going to be one of those conversations. I look into his eyes and all I find there is warmth. The gross, needy part of me that no one else ever touches wakes up and I lean in to kiss him.

There’s always the possibility in the back of my mind, no matter how faint and faraway I keep it, that Ash might meet someone else. Someone better, someone less prickly, less of a know-it-all, more caring, funnier, brighter. Or maybe none of those things; just someone that, for some inexplicable reason, he has a stronger connection with.

But then I remind myself, that happens to people in exclusive relationships, too; it’s not like not dating other people actually eliminates that risk. Ash and I are just choosing to trust our bond is strong enough that acknowledging feelings for other people won’t affect it. And we have a rule that if our feelings for someone else do become confusing, we will tell the other immediately.

I also like to think if Ash did meet someone else he wanted to be with more than me, I’d be happy for him. Ash is the kindest, smartest and all-around best person I’ve ever met. If there’s someone out there that would genuinely make him happier than I would then I’d want that for him. And I’d want it for me, too. I don’t want to be with each other out of habit or because we didn’t get the chance to meet that other person. I want to always be choosing each other and I struggle to see how we could fully be choosing each other if we were shutting ourselves away from other people. If there was someone else he preferred, I’d rather he knew about it and went for it.

Doesn’t mean it wouldn’t hurt like a bitch, though.

‘So … ?’ I continue, less nervous about what he has to say. Maybe it really was a mistake? ‘You do know it’s, er …’ I’m about to point out that it’s Thursday but I falter. It’s unusual for us to speak about our schedule. We did when we set the ground rules, but for the three years we’ve been together since, our routine is just understood.

Ash takes a breath to speak when Jenny’s black, glossy curtain of hair and round, smiling cheeks appear in the doorway. She’s still in her fluffy robe. Ash is here so often that she doesn’t bother getting changed when he’s here anymore. ‘Ash!’

‘All right, Chenny?’ Ash turns to her. Jenny’s last name is Chen. She giggles. Story of my life … Everyone likes Ash more than they like me. He’s my disguise. My beard. My ticket into normal society. I can’t blame them; he’s undeniably likeable. I’m probably at least twenty per cent nicer since I met him.

Thankfully, Ash’s last name is Ogawa-Taylor and there’s no immediately obvious pally nickname Jenny can give him in return. That might push me over the edge.

‘I didn’t realise you were coming. It’s Thursday?’ She looks between us suspiciously.

‘You hungry?’ He tactfully avoids the question. ‘Want in on fajitas?’

‘Ooh.’ Jenny’s eyes widen. ‘Yes. Gossip Girl?’ She gestures behind her towards the living room. Ash fulfils all of Jenny’s TV-bingeing needs in a way that I can’t. I’ll watch it with her, but she’s perpetually disappointed by my reactions. I never seem to gasp at the right moments.

‘Yeah sure, in a bit. We’ll be down in a sec.’ Ash smiles and takes my hand, squeezing past Jenny and leading me into the hallway.

As we make our way upstairs, my heart starts beating faster. If he wants to talk to me right now – privately – something must be wrong. My nerves return and I don’t like it. I feel like I do when I’m about to interpret in front of lots of people in court or go home to see Mum and Dad.

We reach my bedroom. I sit down on the bed while Ash closes the door behind us.

‘What’s up?’ I try to sound calm.

He sits down next to me and takes my hand. ‘I’ve been thinking a lot about this, and I want to go exclusive,’ he says simply.

One of the things I always like about Ash is the way he comes out with things. It might take him a while to work up the courage to confront me about an issue – like when I kept talking to him when he was trying to read A Little Life – but once he decides to speak up I never have to try to decode what he’s saying. I’m notoriously terrible at working out subtext. On this occasion, though, I can’t help but wish he hadn’t laid it out so plainly, because I don’t know what to say.

I stop feeling nervous. I stop feeling anything.

I stare at the wall with my mouth slightly open and Ash waves his hand in front of my face. ‘Fliss?’

Is this what shock feels like? Like you’re just living blancmange?

‘Fliss?’ Ash repeats.

‘Sorry, I just … wasn’t expecting that,’ I say.

‘Really?’ Ash raises an eyebrow. ‘So all the hints about having nothing to do on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays went over your head?’

He has been staying in to do jigsaws an awful lot, recently.

‘I thought you’d just … got really into puzzles?’ I answer lamely.

Wow, I’m so dense. He’s right. This is the first time he’s outright asked me to hang out on a Forbidden Day, but there were signs. He bemoaned not getting us tickets to a gig because it was on a Saturday. He was irrationally irritated about having to wait extra days to finish our Godfather marathon, even though we’ve both seen those movies a million times. Last week he phoned me, right in the middle of a date, ‘just to say hi’. This has been coming for a while and a combination of being bad at reading undertones and sheer denial has meant that I’ve just not picked up on it. I’m happy and I wanted to keep believing that he was, too.

A million things start racing through my mind. How much I love my freedom. How much I can miss Ash during the week. How sometimes the sex with other people is shit. How sometimes it’s great. How great the sex is with Ash every time. How much I love meeting new people. How much I love Ash.

‘What are you thinking?’ asks Ash.

‘Lots of things,’ I answer honestly.

Ash nods and smiles. The muscles in his face twitch and I can tell he must have been nervous to ask me, which is heartbreakingly adorable.

‘I love you so much.’ I squeeze his hand.

‘I love you too.’ He squeezes back. ‘Look.’ He gets up off the bed. ‘You don’t have to say anything now. Let’s go make some fajitas and watch TV with Jenny. We can talk about it more another time, OK? No pressure.’

‘Sure, yeah.’ I nod, soothing myself that nothing has to change right now.

With effort, I stand up too. Have I always been this heavy? My legs feel like they might give way under the weight of my body.

Ash leaves the room and I follow him out, trying to walk normally. As we go downstairs I think how nice it is to have him here on a Thursday, and what a huge step it is that he basically just asked for all my Thursdays.




 

CHAPTER THREE:

DON’T CRY BEFORE STARTERS

HOLLY

I’ve just been told my eyebrows are ‘retro’. I sit at my desk, combing through pictures of glamorous people with their eyebrows brushed upwards. Now I’m panicking that everyone thinks I don’t belong in fashion because I don’t subscribe to current eyebrow trends.

Tomi comes up behind me and leans protectively over my chair. ‘Are you OK? I could spot your creased, sweaty forehead from way over there.’

‘My eyebrows are antiquated,’ I despair.

‘Says who?’

‘Alice from accounts.’

‘Alice ditched Claire’s bao bun night to have sex with Gael from the mailroom.’ He shrugs.

Aghast, I swivel in my chair to face him. ‘How do you know that?!’ I gasp.

‘I know everything.’ Tomi taps the side of his nose.

He really does. He also has this way of soothing me within five seconds. A lot of people make the mistake of going one of two ways with anxious people; they either dismiss you, which makes you feel ridiculous, or engage the problem too much, which feeds the spiral. Tomi never makes me feel like my worries aren’t valid but he knows how to swiftly shut my panic down.

‘So, do you really want to take life advice from Alice?’ he concludes.

I shake my head. I guess not. Gael isn’t a bad guy, but he does spend a lot of time smelling stationery.

‘I thought you’d be grimacing about Amber.’ He leans in conspiratorially and whispers Amber’s name.

‘Haven’t seen her this morning.’ And for that I am grateful.

‘Oh my God. You haven’t heard.’ Tomi bites his lip.

‘What?!’

‘OK, there’s no easy way to tell you this. Amber is taking over while Julie’s on maternity leave.’ He looks at me like I’m a poor fluffy animal he just hit with his car.

Julie is senior designer and Amber is a junior designer. On the womenswear team I assist Julie and Amber and one other junior designer, Lucia, although while Amber and Lucia are above me – the lowly design assistant – Amber wasn’t technically my boss. Given how much she passes to me anyway, with this promotion it’s inevitably going to get even worse. Especially as we’re only just over a month away from our seasonal trade showcase. I was hoping Lucia might take over or they’d get someone else in.

‘Really? Why not Lucia?!’ I say under my breath, careful that no one hears me.

Tomi shakes his head and rolls his eyes. ‘Honestly, this is your fault. You shouldn’t do her job for her and then everyone would see how little she actually does.’

I shrug. ‘It’s my job to do what she asks.’

‘It’s not your job to design her entire contribution to the spring line.’

I shrug again. It’s true that a lot of the ideas that go through, via Amber, are mine. But that’s just the nature of being an assistant.

We have to stop talking because Amber appears on the other side of the office in a flurry of auburn hair. Her eyes scan the room and land on me. I feel Tomi tense up. He’s on the menswear team so he doesn’t work directly with Amber, but he can’t stand her. Mostly because of how much work she gives me that isn’t technically in my job description, which is justified, but partly because one time she said she couldn’t get into Taylor Swift’s Red album, which is less so because everyone’s entitled to their opinion. But in Tomi’s eyes ‘All Too Well’ is the best break-up song of all time and anyone who doesn’t agree is a ‘pretentious try-hard without a heart’.

‘Hi, Amber,’ I say as she strides towards me. ‘Congratulations on your promotion.’

‘Thank you! That’s so sweet,’ she answers, looking down at the big file she’s carrying. The thing I find confusing with Amber is that her words never match her tone. She says ‘thank you’ like she’s just opened a disappointing birthday present and the elongated ‘e’ in her ‘that’s so sweet’ tails off as though she’s got bored of speaking to me in the middle of her sentence.

‘I’ve got some CADs for you to do.’ She sighs. ‘I wanted to get to them myself but it wasn’t possible what with everything else I’ve had on.’ I input most of the team’s hand-drawn sketches digitally, but Amber and Lucia are supposed to do some. Lucia always does hers but often Amber runs out of time and passes hers back to me.

‘OK.’ I smile even though my heart is sinking at the thought of fitting more laborious, time-consuming CADs into my already busy week. ‘No problem.’

‘Amazing, thank you.’ She sighs again. ‘They need to be done by Friday.’ She passes me the folder containing the sketches.

‘Sure.’ I take it from her. There are quite a few in here, so I’m guessing she didn’t get a chance to do many of them.

‘Wonderful, thank you.’ She turns on her heel and exits the room as quickly as she entered. Amber is always power-walking, even if she’s only going to the kitchen to fill a glass of water. I’m never entirely sure what she’s actually doing, given how much I do for her, but she walks around the office at warp speed and types frantically so everyone assumes she’s slammed.

‘THE SIGHING.’ Tomi sighs dramatically, mimicking her. ‘As if she’s the one being given extra work!’

‘I know, I know,’ I admit. ‘But she’s not all bad, remember?’

This year Amber said she’d make sure I get full credit for one of my designs at the showcase. Amber might ask a lot from me, but the other designers mostly keep their heads down and don’t really notice me. At least Amber is giving me a chance, so I’ve got to put my gripes to one side and take it.

‘But you deserve that,’ Tomi says. ‘You don’t need to be grateful for being credited for your own work.’

I shrug. Tomi doesn’t understand. He’s a senior menswear designer now and has understandably forgotten how much grafting it takes to get a foot in the door.

‘You look nice today.’ Tomi suddenly looks at me as if he’s seeing me for the first time.

‘Oh, do I?’ I pull at my light-blue check shirt dress that brings out my eyes.

‘You’re wearing eyeliner.’ He swivels my chair around to face him and leans in close to me.

‘Oh … am I?’ Crap. I took feigning innocence too far. As if I wouldn’t remember putting liquid eyeliner on when I hardly ever wear it to work.

‘Another hot date?’ Tomi continues.

My blood freezes.

Does he know?!

He does know everything. No … He couldn’t possibly.

It’s been nearly two weeks since The Night We Didn’t Get Engaged. For about a week afterwards we didn’t mention the open relationship idea again and I hoped Will had forgotten about it. But then he asked me if I’d had a chance to consider it and I realised it wasn’t going away. It’s something that’s important to him. I agreed and we settled on a date night. Just a date to start with, which didn’t seem like too much to ask. I can do a date. A singular date.

So, tonight is date night. Just not with each other.

‘Will’s spoiling you a lot recently …’ Tomi goes on.

‘Um, I guess …’

Oh God. Keep face neutral. Keep face neutral. Keep face neutral. Tomi can instantly sniff out the smallest shift in my emotions, which is really quite inconvenient when you’re trying to pretend everything is OK. He started out as a ‘work friend’ but one time he found me by the bins frantically burying shards of Claire’s special mug that I broke and we’ve been in ‘real friend’ territory ever since.

Claire had missing posters up for weeks. Every time she sent another ‘all staff’ email about it Tomi and I would share a furtive look.

‘Look, all I’m saying is, if anything should happen, you’d better message me straight away. No staring dreamily into each other’s eyes, yeah, you’ve got an important phone call to make?’ Tomi nudges me.

I give a small, weak smile, which is the most I can manage.

Tomi frowns. Crap. He senses something is wrong. ‘Are you OK?’

‘I’m fine,’ I lie.

Thankfully, it’s time for his 3 p.m. design meeting that I’m not allowed in to, and Amber starts tapping her wrist at him from the other side of the room.

He gives her a thumbs-up. ‘All right, well, wherever you’re going, have a nice evening, yeah?’

I nod.

Tomi gives me one last concerned look before walking away. I turn my chair back around to my computer, relieved that he’s gone. I don’t like lying to Tomi. I don’t like lying … full stop. One time in year seven Mathilda Farr, a notorious pen thief, asked me if I had a spare pen and I said I didn’t even though I did, because I’d already lost several pens to her. It’s eighteen years later and I still feel bad.

I can’t tell Tomi about this, though. I know what he’d say.

Whose idea was that?

This doesn’t seem very you, Holly?

Are you sure you want to do this?

And the answer would be … no, I’m not, but … I won’t be totally sure about every decision I make, will I? And relationships are about compromise, aren’t they? To make long-term relationships work, you sometimes have to do things you don’t want to, for the other person, right?

Well … this is me compromising.

For the first time in nine years, I’m going on a first date. And so is my boyfriend. The fact we’re actually doing it still seems completely bizarre. I keep expecting Will to text me, saying, Holly, what are we doing? This is madness! Come home and we’ll watch House of the Dragon.

But he hasn’t.

I think about Will. He’ll be in the office right now, too. Maybe thinking about his own date later. A million questions race through my mind. Who has he chosen to go out with? What’s her name? What does she do? What’s he wearing? How’s he feeling right now? Is he excited, nervous, full of regrets … thinking about cancelling? Wondering about me? Or has he not thought about it much at all? Maybe it doesn’t require this level of analysis. As Will often points out, I have a tendency to make a big deal out of things.

For the twentieth time today, I look though ‘Andrew’s’ profile. Andrew, who will be taking me out to dinner this evening. Instead of my boyfriend.

Crap. There I go again … Making a big deal out of things! What’s going out to dinner, really? It’s just two people mutually consuming edible goods in order that their digestive systems might break them down and provide them with the energy they need to survive. And what’s a date, I mean, when you really think about it? Just two human beings meeting at an agreed time and place and exchanging words in a common language.

No big deal.

Except, if it’s no big deal like Will is suggesting, why is he so desperate to do it? What is he looking to get out of this one date? What should I be looking to get out of it? I know there must be something important I’m missing here but I didn’t want to keep asking questions because I felt stupid. It all seems obvious to Will and he seemed so pleased that I’d agreed and that I ‘got it’.

I definitely don’t ‘get it’. I feel like someone in their sixties who lives in Kent and is a fan of Piers Morgan trying to understand the concept of being non-binary.

I’m so out of the game, I actually had to google what dating apps people are using these days. I think I spent all of ten minutes on my profile; uploaded some not-revolting pictures of myself. Said some basic things about my job and liking holidays. I couldn’t bear to put any effort into it, because hopefully I’ll be deleting it in a couple of weeks anyway.

‘Andrew’ is well dressed. In the first picture he’s standing in a café with a reusable coffee flask, wearing a white wool crewneck sweater with cord trousers. He has round, tortoiseshell glasses. In the next picture he’s windswept next to a grey beach, wearing a red hat and a quilted green coat, with his friends. In the next, he’s wearing a grey cable-knit jumper and holding a puppy. I appreciate the thought that’s gone into selecting both his outfits and his profile images. They say, ‘I care about my appearance and ethical consumption’ and ‘animals don’t hate me’ and ‘look, 
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