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Chapter 1

Kim loved the anticipation of a party. The opportunity to create memories that lasted a lifetime literally gave her goosebumps. She was sure that tonight’s party would be no exception, especially as she was throwing it and the guest of honour, her husband, was totally in the dark. She couldn’t wait to see his face when he walked in on his special surprise which was surely going to win her the award for wife of the century. 

Looking down at the pile of napkins and cutlery in front of her, she began to count. So there were fifty-three people coming as long as Uncle George’s knee wasn’t playing up, and Alison and Neil from next door got back from their holiday in time. She had one unopened pack of forty cream napkins with ‘fifty’ written on them and one already opened pack. They’d used some of the napkins on Tuesday when it was Richard’s actual birthday and his parents had come round for dinner and cake. She decided she should just wrap them around the knives and forks then she would know she definitely had enough. She drew up a bar stool at the kitchen island, asked Alexa to play some party music and began to wrap. 

She looked up as she did so to check that everything was ready. She’d already laid out the buffet, courtesy of Costco, and it sat waiting under acres of clingfilm on the dining table, pushed up against the wall of their open-plan kitchen-diner. Helium-filled fiftieth birthday balloons jiggled in a line in front of the bifold door that overlooked the garden. Such a shame a glimmer of sharp autumnal weather had suddenly arrived. It would have been great to be able to throw the doors wide open and dance on the patio late into the night. A makeshift bar had been set up on the central kitchen island. Bottles of Richard’s favourite red wine were lined up along with a selection of spirits. She’d got some lager in for her dad and her older nephews, whilst an abundance of prosecco was stocked up in the wine fridge. 

Pride of place over the bifolds hung a banner. Primary colours on flimsy foil shouted out HAPPY 50th BIRTHDAY in case anyone forgot which of her husband’s birthdays they were there to celebrate. She’d been tempted to get another one reading GOOD LUCK to mark the departure of her son off to university the following day but she thought Harry might just murder her.

Yes, they were ready. She could relax. Not that she suffered with pre-party anxiety. Unlike her husband who tended to get agitated and pace the room, asking annoying questions like, have we got enough toilet rolls? It was one of the reasons why she had decided to make this a surprise party. So he could just arrive and enjoy it without any of the anxiety he seemed to suffer with before a big social occasion. Fortunately, Richard had been running some kind of lab experiment at the university where he worked for the past few months on Saturday afternoons so she could rely on him being out of the way until 6 p.m. guaranteed. Apparently, they were on the brink of some kind of amazing discovery in the chemistry world. Richard often tried to explain to Kim the research he did alongside his lecturing at Lancaster City University. She’d perfected the understated nod over the years because she knew it was important to him but she really didn’t understand much of what he was saying. She suspected the same was true of Richard when she tried to explain the intricacies of hairdressing. She could see the glazed look settle as he tried to ask intelligent questions about feather cuts and extensions. The fact that they still both made an effort to understand each other’s contrasting careers after twenty years, Kim felt was probably an important factor in them still being married. 

She wondered if she should just check on Harry as she wrapped the last set of cutlery. He was supposed to be finishing his packing ready for the drive to Nottingham the following day. She’d been itching to get involved but Harry had kept her firmly at arm’s length. She’d offered to take him clothes shopping, hoping that it would be an opportunity to revamp his ‘never going to get a girlfriend’ wardrobe of gaming T-shirts and tracky bottoms, but he’d refused, reluctantly agreeing to a grumpy trip to Ikea instead to get essential kitchen equipment. Still, at least it was happening. He was going to university. It hadn’t been an easy ride. The nerves had got the better of him during his exams – he’d come home white in the face after his maths A level, convinced he’d flunked it, refusing to even have a conversation for days. He’d thrown up the morning the results came out, declining to let his mum accompany him to school to discover his fate. He’d not flunked it but he’d not got what he’d needed to get into his preferred choice so had embarked on the nerve-wracking process of going through clearing. After a nail-biting couple of days he received an offer from Nottingham Barton University to study chemistry, following in his dad’s footsteps, albeit not quite in the illustrious surroundings of Durham where Richard had excelled. 

Kim, however, had been overjoyed. Her son going to university! The first of her family line ever to proceed to higher education. It was a proud, proud day. Though watching her son nearly screw up the opportunity had brought back memories of her own teenage years. She’d stayed on to do A levels but then had fallen under the spell of a bad boy – Eddie – and partied too hard with him to achieve what she needed to get into higher education. Not particularly caring at the time because she was ‘in love’, she grasped hold of an apprenticeship at the hairdressers where she was a Saturday girl and never looked back. When Harry started considering his choices post-school, however, she couldn’t help but wonder what might have been if she hadn’t met Eddie. Would she have made it to university? Would her life have been entirely different? But she’d dismissed the thought because if she hadn’t become a hairdresser then she never would have met Richard when he burst into the salon that day and they never would have got married and Harry wouldn’t exist. So, for that reason she was delighted with the path fate had led her down. In any case, now her son was going to university, she hoped that she could at least enjoy a small part of the experience through him. 

She looked up as she heard heavy footsteps down the hall and hoped it was Harry showing signs of completing his packing. 

‘Are you nearly done yet?’ she asked him. ‘Can I do anything to help?’

‘I’ll do it later, Mum, stop fretting,’ he replied, helping himself to a can of Coke Zero lined up on the breakfast bar ready for the party. She sighed. She knew that she needed to let him do it – he was about to leave home – she wasn’t going to be there to do anything for him after tomorrow. Her tall, skinny, scruffy Harry was going to have to work out the practicalities of life all by himself. She wondered if she dared ask him to just give the downstairs loo a quick clean before the guests arrived – probably not. He’d make a right mess of it. 

Harry was staring down at his phone. ‘One of the other guys in my house has already arrived in Nottingham,’ he said. ‘He’s put on the group WhatsApp that the house is really grim. Reckons there are no en suites.’

‘No en suites?’ asked Kim. ‘Does he think he’s moved to the Ritz or something?’

‘I think he’s pretty posh actually. His name’s Angus and he went to a private school somewhere up in Scotland. Reckons he’d never heard of Nottingham before he got a place through clearing. He’s going to be a total nightmare to live with.’

Kim looked at her son. He didn’t seem overly enthusiastic about his departure to Nottingham tomorrow. Then again she knew he was still worrying that he’d let his father down by not getting better grades.

‘It’s meant to be,’ said Kim firmly, a great believer in fate. ‘You were meant to go to Nottingham all along. Amazing things are going to happen there. It’s like your dad coming into the salon the day before he started as a mature student up at the uni.’

Harry shook his head. ‘Please, not this story again,’ he said.

‘All right, I’ll save it for my speech later at the party. My point is that this is all meant to be. Nottingham was always where you were meant to end up.’

‘With Angus,’ said Harry, raising his eyebrow. 

‘He sounds fun. Posh and Scottish. What’s not to love? Who else is on this WhatsApp group then?’

‘Someone called Sonny who has messaged so many times with so many questions that I’m just ignoring him. The last message I saw he was asking about loo roll holders. Then apparently the fourth room is empty. Some girl has changed her mind and isn’t coming, so no idea what might happen there. The joy of going through clearing, hey?’

‘At least you’ve got somewhere to live. What with all the halls being full. It could be a lot worse. In any case it’s all meant to be, Harry. One of your new housemates could turn out to be your lifelong buddy, or partner or even husband.’

Harry looked sideways at his mum. ‘I keep telling you, I’m not gay, Mum.’

‘I know. I’m just trying to show you it’s okay if you are.’

‘I’m not.’

‘Shame there are no girls moving in then. You could have been meeting your future wife tomorrow.’

‘Muuum! Enough. More than likely we are all going to hate each other and at least one of them will be a mass murderer.’

‘Can I just say again how proud I am that you are going to university?’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ replied Harry, glumly looking down and kicking the side of the kitchen unit. 

There was a sharp knock at the back door, causing them both to jump. The door opened and Vicky, Kim’s best friend, poked her head in. 

‘Can I come in?’ she asked.

‘Of course, come on in,’ said Kim. ‘We are just about ready.’

‘Oh hello, Harry,’ said Vicky, putting a large white box on the kitchen island. ‘You all ready for the big day tomorrow?’

‘Is he hell,’ said Kim, grinning at her son. 

‘And what am I going to do with this heartbroken woman once you are gone?’ Vicky asked Harry, putting her arm round her friend.

‘I’m sure you’ll find something to keep you amused,’ said Harry. 

Harry was right. Best friends since primary school, Kim and Vicky mostly saw the funny side of life and could often be found still giggling like schoolgirls at something pretty stupid. The last time had been when Kim had got her leg stuck in the cat flap because she was trying to prove how much more flexible she was since she started doing Pilates. Harry had come home from school with them both lying on the floor at the back door in fits of laughter trying to get Kim’s leg out using a bottle of olive oil. For days afterwards the cat looked like he was having an extremely bad hair day! Which made Kim and Vicky laugh even harder. 

‘Vicky’s threatening to start taking me to bingo,’ Kim told her son. ‘As if my son leaving home isn’t traumatic enough.’

‘Aah, get on with you,’ said Vicky, punching her friend. ‘You know you’d love it if you came. Just come and give it a go. Leave all your prejudices at the bingo door. Now do you want to see this cake then? I’ve done exactly what you asked for. Hopefully I’ve got it right.’ 

Vicky carefully lifted the lid off the box to reveal a large oblong cake decorated in white fondant icing. Sitting on top of a pile of books in the middle of the cake sat a moulded figurine in a black gown that looked remarkably like Richard, albeit his heavy rimmed glasses and bald head were a gift to any caricaturist. At his feet were the beautifully iced words, ‘Happy Birthday Richard’. Underneath was the number five written large with a small three to the top right of it. 

‘Why five cubed?’ asked Harry, peering in.

‘Because that equals fifty,’ said Kim, beaming. ‘Thought I’d try and be a bit different to signify your father’s profession.’ 

‘But it doesn’t equal fifty,’ said Harry.

Kim felt her face drain. ‘Yes, it does. I worked it out on the calculator.’

‘Five cubed is five times five which is twenty-five then times another five which is one hundred and twenty-five.’

Kim stared at her son. ‘Are you sure?’

‘I have just sat my maths A level,’ he replied.

Kim turned to face her best friend. ‘I did say that you needed to leave that stuff to Richard,’ Vicky said. ‘A normal fifty would have done the job.’ She smiled then broke into a laugh. ‘Can’t believe you got it wrong. I told you to double check, didn’t I?’ She started to snigger.

Kim felt her heart start to race. She’d never been any good at maths. She reckoned she was numbers dyslexic. The minute she looked at them her brain went pear-shaped. 

‘You wouldn’t let Richard cut your hair, would you, so why do you suddenly think you’re Stephen flipping Hawking?’ said Vicky, starting to openly laugh at her friend. 

‘What do we do?’ asked Kim, biting her lip, trying not to panic. 

Vicky reached her hands inside the box and lifted the cake out. ‘Knife,’ she demanded, holding her hand out. Kim withdrew a sharp knife out of the block next to her and handed it over. Vicky hovered over the iced numbers.

‘Oh, I can’t look,’ said Kim, covering her eyes. There was silence as Vicky set about eradicating Kim’s miscalculation. No one dared breathe. 

‘There you go,’ she said after a moment. ‘No one will ever know.’ 

Kim withdrew her hands and looked down. The numbers had disappeared, the remnants smudged on the end of the knife. 

‘I won’t tell anyone,’ said Vicky, staring down at the cake. ‘I think I’ve got a five and a zero candle at home. I’ll bring them with me later. We’ll stick to a number we are certain of, shall we?’

‘Good job you spotted it,’ said Kim to Harry. ‘What would your father have said?’

‘Stick to the hairdressing,’ they both chimed. 




Chapter 2

Richard arrived at the front door at 6 p.m. like he always did on a Saturday. Kim was grateful for a moment that he was a man of habit, allowing her to install all the guests in the house by 5.40 p.m., being careful to leave any cars parked a couple of streets away. Her family had been the first to arrive, all bringing bags of crisps and trays of tinnies despite her telling them there was a full buffet and enough drink to sink a battleship. Her mother had also brought a half-drunk bottle of sherry and two bottles of her dad’s favourite Newcastle Brown, as if Kim hadn’t worked out what her parents’ favourite beverages were after all these years.

‘Well I didn’t want to put you out,’ her mother, Janice, had said when Kim had protested at the bring-your-owns. ‘And I wasn’t sure you’d bother with sherry, seeing as Richard doesn’t like sherry and it’s his party.’

‘You don’t have to drink what Richard drinks just because it’s his birthday, Mum,’ said Kim, exasperated. However much she tried to get her mother to treat Richard as just an ordinary person, her mum just couldn’t get past the fact that he was a university lecturer which made her just a bit in awe of him. She was overly cautious of what she said or did in his presence for fear of showing her working-class roots. As for her dad, Graham, a machinist in a factory all his life, he’d long since decided that him and Richard worked on two different planes and with neither of them being men of many words, they exchanged pleasantries whenever there were family gatherings and then left well alone. 

Her dad quickly installed himself in front of Sky Sports in the front room whilst Janice hovered nervously wondering what to do with herself. Kim’s brother then arrived with his wife and nineteen-year-old twin sons and soon the air was filled with the hiss of ring pulls being released and the glug of lager being consumed at speed. Before long Kim’s mates started to pour in too, shooting the noise level way up. They were mainly her friends from way back who also grew up in this small Lancashire city dominated by the university on the outskirts. They had of course become Richard’s friends in time, welcoming him in with the usual warmth laced with slight suspicion that natives of the north of England reserved especially for southerners. They all greeted her mum and dad warmly and soon got stuck into opening bottles of wine and discussing the day’s sporting events or frantic transportation of children to various activities. Kim had given Richard’s colleagues from the university the latest time to arrive, thinking she wouldn’t quite know how to entertain them in the absence of her husband. Whenever they socialised she always felt just a tad self-conscious, worried she might say something stupid in the presence of their massive intellect. They were always perfectly nice to her and asked her about her job and admired her skill, but she wasn’t sure if it was politeness of the well-educated or genuine interest. She’d invited a couple of fellow lecturers and their spouses as well as Richard’s boss and his wife. Kim always knew that a hazard of this party was going to be the mixing of her working-class family, her mates from way back and the eggheads from the university as she jokingly called them. She’d tried to coax Richard’s parents into staying for the party, having arrived for his actual birthday in the week. However, they were keen to get back to Cornwall and their commitments to a bridge club. His two brothers did terribly difficult to understand jobs somewhere abroad, making it impossible for them to be there. Similarly, all Richard’s friends from his past lived in all corners of the UK, resulting in his fiftieth birthday party looking suspiciously more like a party for Kim with the addition of his work colleagues. But to be fair, Richard wasn’t the most sociable of people. She was the one who made sure he had a social life. When they first started dating, she took him on a pub crawl around Lancaster and he couldn’t believe how many people she knew and chatted to.

‘I guess I just like talking to people,’ she told him. ‘Part of the job really, being a hairdresser and all that. The best part probably.’

‘It’s the worst part of my job,’ he told her. ‘If I could just do my research and not have to talk to anyone that would be just perfect.’

‘You don’t like talking?’ she asked him, totally amazed.

He blinked back at her. ‘Well, I like talking to you,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘I really like talking to you.’

She’d blushed and their eyes had locked. It felt like such a compliment from him. Plus, she wasn’t used to men saying they liked talking to her. They were usually only after one thing and it wasn’t a good chat! She’d suffered a long line of Jack-the-lads only interested in talking cars or talking dirty and who spent all their money on wheel trims and bucket seats. They thought a good night out with their girlfriend was taking them to darts night so they could make eyes at the fit barmaid serving drinks. On their second date Richard had taken her to a posh Indian restaurant with stiff white napkins and tablecloths and whose peak time was 7.30 p.m. and not 11.30 p.m. She’d realised then that she was actually dating a grown-up who treated her like a human being and not just a sex object. 

Kim felt her heartbeat go through the roof when her husband walked through the door expecting to come in, say hello and then head upstairs to shower away the smell of chemicals from the lab, as he always did. She knew that the shy intellectual who had stumbled into her salon over twenty years ago for a haircut would definitely not have enjoyed a surprise birthday in his honour, but she hoped that after all this time being married to her, he had learned the art of enjoying himself without it having to involve some intellectual endeavour. 

‘Surprise!’ they all shouted as he walked in before immediately launching into a chorus of ‘Happy Birthday’ directed by Kim.

Kim watched the look of total astonishment cover his face as he tried to process what was happening. He looked around him taking in the faces that had joined forces to surprise him. As they came to the end of the singsong the partygoers gathered round, slapped him on the back and shook his hand. Kim watched, grinning, until the cluster had died down then walked towards him, arms outstretched. ‘Happy Birthday,’ she said, embracing him. ‘Hope it’s not too much of a shock.’ 

He blinked at her. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ he said, ‘I … I had no idea.’

She laughed. ‘It’s been so hard keeping it a secret from you. I thought you were going to guess the other day when I left a canister of helium in the hallway. You walked right past it. I thought you were bound to rumble me.’

‘No,’ he said. He actually looked a bit pale. ‘I promise you, I had absolutely no idea.’

She put her arms around his waist and kissed his neck. ‘I could get anything past you, couldn’t I? You want to watch that. If I can keep a party a secret then what else could I get away with? Perhaps I will have that affair with Ryan Reynolds I’ve been promising myself.’

‘Who? What?!’ he said, looking flustered.

‘Ryan Reynolds. He keeps calling me, begging me to go out with him but I keep saying my husband’s too smart not to spot his wife having an affair.’

‘Who’s Ryan Reynolds?’ asked Richard. ‘What are you talking about?’ All the colour had drained from his face. 

‘Ryan Reynolds is a very hot Hollywood actor,’ she told him. ‘I can’t believe you don’t know who he is.’

‘And he’s been calling you?’

‘Of course he hasn’t. Please will you start reading more OK magazines. He’s not calling me! I’m just saying you need to be careful because if I can keep this shindig a secret from you, then who knows what else I could be hiding.’

Richard looked bewildered which was pretty common whenever she threw any popular culture references at him. Whereas she found reality TV and celebrity gossip websites relaxing, he was more likely to read the periodic table for fun. 

‘Look,’ she said. ‘This is all for you. A party to celebrate you. Everyone is here because they love you and they want to say happy birthday in style. So why don’t you go upstairs and have a shower and come down and have some fun?’

Richard nodded. ‘Thank you,’ he said finally. ‘I really didn’t expect this.’

‘I know,’ said Kim, clapping her hands in glee. ‘I’m so happy I managed to surprise you. No pressure for my fiftieth in two years’ time, whatsoever.’

He nodded and started to back out of the room. ‘Right, I’ll go and get changed,’ he said. ‘Be back soon.’ He turned to leave. 

‘Don’t forget to put your “I AM 50” badge on,’ she shouted after him as he disappeared upstairs. 

In Kim’s opinion the rest of the party went swimmingly. The buffet was a triumph. Since she’d discovered Costco platters, her whole outlook on entertaining had changed enormously. Any excuse for a party and a Costco rolled sandwich platter, quite frankly. Her mother, however, was not so sure and she had turned her nose up at the sushi plate. Harry had dared his nana to try the raw fish at which point she had demanded it be put in the microwave before eating it. 

Her and Vicky had of course got the dancing going after a few glasses of prosecco, putting on the tunes of their youth and encouraging others to join them as they bopped to the likes of Wham!, Duran Duran and Abba as well as their joint personal favourite, the irreplaceable Whitney Houston. Their version of ‘I Will Always Love You’ was something to behold wherever it occurred. Whether it be in the bars of Spain in their youth or right here in the middle of the kitchen-diner at 10.30 at night.

‘Do you think it’s time for the cake, Mum?’ said Harry, sidling up to her after the rendition, perhaps keen to get her away from the singing. 

‘Yes, you’re right,’ she gasped. She had been waiting for the neighbours to arrive. Alison and Neil. They were due back from a few days in the Lake District and said they would try and come. She hadn’t told them why as she didn’t trust Neil not to let the cat out of the bag to Richard. He was such a gossip and a blabbermouth. They were their closest friends as a couple and were their only friends who didn’t start out originally as Kim’s friends. When Kim and Richard had moved onto the new estate to much excitement – Kim couldn’t quite believe she got to live in a house with a utility room and an en suite – Alison had been their first visitor from next door, bottle of wine in hand. They had hit it off straight away. Alison did some very important job in admissions at the university so she could keep Richard up to date on the inner workings of the establishment, whilst Neil worked in sales for a pharmaceutical company and entertained them with tales of his travels all over the country.

Kim looked round to see if they had arrived yet. She spotted Alison deep in conversation with the birthday boy so they must have slunk in without her noticing. Time for cake then and some obligatory toasts. They had an occasion to celebrate. 

‘Can I have your attention please,’ she shouted, tapping a spoon on a glass after she had made sure everyone had some bubbles in hand. ‘I want to thank you all so much for coming and managing to keep it all a secret from my husband. As you all know, he is a very clever man but somehow we all managed to get this past him, so well done you all.’

She gave everyone a small round of applause.

‘So we couldn’t let this occasion go by without a celebration. What I want to say to you, Richard, is that you need to see turning fifty as an opportunity. Take it as a new lease of life and a chance to try new things. Fifty is the beginning and not the end, and please, please replay this speech to me when I turn fifty at the surprise birthday party that you are now no doubt planning in your head for me.’

A wave of laughter rippled through the room.

‘What you may not realise is that not only is it Richard’s birthday, it is also the anniversary of the day we met.’

An ‘aaah’ floated around the room.

Harry rolled his eyes.

‘I will never forget this man literally falling into the salon, and gasping that he desperately needed a haircut before he met his supervisor for his PhD. Of course I had no idea what he was talking about. The only supervisors I had ever met were the lunch supervisors at school.’

Kim’s old school friends giggled.

‘But I didn’t question him as he looked desperate,’ continued Kim. ‘So I delayed my lunch, sat him in a chair and started to cut his hair. He had much more then, of course.’

Another titter floated round the room.

‘I asked him about his supervisor and his PhD and when I had finished cutting his hair, he still hadn’t finished telling me about his PhD.’

Richard’s fellow lecturers burst out laughing.

‘So I told him he had to let me go or else I would never get any lunch. Then he offered to buy my lunch as a thank you for cutting his hair at such short notice and at the end of lunch he still hadn’t finished telling me about his PhD and so he invited me out to dinner. I’d already fallen for him but never in a million years did I think he would fall for me. I thought he was just after cheap haircuts.’ 

Kim turned to face her husband. The tears in her eyes made them sparkle. He still looked in shock. For a split second she wondered if it had all been too much for him but she firmly pushed the thought out of her mind. Who wouldn’t love all this love and attention showered on them?

‘I’m so happy that I get to throw you a surprise fiftieth birthday party and I’m so happy that you chose our salon to walk into all those years ago,’ she continued. ‘I dread to think what my life would have been like if you hadn’t needed a haircut that day. And I know you don’t need me to cut your hair anymore, but I love you and I would like to wish you many happy returns on this great day, and I can’t wait to spend many more birthdays with you in the future.’ 

She raised her glass and watched as all her nearest and dearest raised their own and wished her husband a very happy birthday. This had been such a good idea, she thought. Who ever regretted a party?

There were, however, some slight feelings of regret starting to emerge as she hobbled round the kitchen just before midnight trying to clear up. Her strappy sparkly shoes had been uncomfortable but they were so pretty that there was no way that she wasn’t going to wear them. She’d kicked them off the minute the last guest had disappeared and now she looked like she had some kind of disease as she limped her way around and around the island, stacking the dishwasher with dirty plates and scraping remnants of food into the bin. She had, of course, put the essential clearing up soundtrack on. Queen at full blast. Singing ‘We Are the Champions’ at the top of your lungs somehow seemed to make clearing up go so much quicker. 

Richard brought a pile of plates in from the lounge where the teenagers had decamped to play video games fairly early on in the night. She playfully bumped her hip against his in time to the music. He walked off back into the lounge, no doubt to retrieve more debris.

She carried on her singalong clearathon, feeling smug that the night had gone so well. She’d even had a decent conversation with Richard’s boss’s wife who it turned out was also a Love Island fan. Who would have thought it? Maybe the next time they all went out the conversation wouldn’t need to solely revolve around university life. 

She sensed Richard walk in again behind her. She turned to see him putting clingfilm over some leftover sausage rolls. She walked up behind him and put her arms around his waist. 

‘I hope you had a good time,’ she said into his back. ‘I know you’re not mad keen on surprises but I knew if I told you, you would have said no, and I couldn’t bear not to celebrate your birthday. And I wanted you to see how much everyone cares.’

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t turn around. 

‘Tell you what,’ she continued, allowing her hands to wander up his chest. ‘What say we ditch the clearing up and go upstairs and really celebrate your birthday?’ She slipped her fingers between two of his shirt buttons to feel the skin of his chest. Richard clamped his hand over hers.

‘Stop,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘I said stop.’

‘What’s wrong?’

He didn’t answer, just stood absolutely still, his head bent low. She tried to pull away but he held her hand firm against his chest, preventing her from doing so. 

‘Richard?’

‘I can’t do this anymore,’ he said slowly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I … I can’t do this. Us. I can’t do us anymore.’

Kim couldn’t grasp what he was saying. She was clearly having a stupid moment. ‘What are you saying, Richard? I don’t understand.’

He paused. 

‘It might help if you looked at me,’ she said.

She saw his head shake. He didn’t move.

‘I didn’t know you were going to throw me a party, or else I would have stopped you,’ he said. 

‘I know,’ she laughed. ‘That’s exactly why I didn’t tell you.’

He shook his head again, then covered his eyes with his hand. ‘I’m leaving you,’ he said. ‘I’m so sorry, but I’m leaving you.’

‘No,’ she said stepping back, pulling away from him, confused. ‘No way. No. We just had a party.’

He slowly turned round to face her. He still looked like the man she married and yet he also suddenly looked like a complete stranger. 

‘What’s happening?’ she cried. ‘What’s going on?’

He breathed deeply and looked up. ‘It’s over, Kim. Our marriage is over.’

She felt the walls cave in. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No. No, this isn’t happening.’

He nodded his head. ‘It is. Why did you have to throw this silly party? I was going to tell you tomorrow. After we got back from taking Harry. On a walk or something. Nice and calm. Not like this.’

‘So this is all my fault?’ she cried. ‘Because I threw you a party?’

‘I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that, well, telling you after you’ve done all this makes me seem like a total bastard.’

‘And you telling me my marriage is over in a field is so much better, is it?!’

‘No, no, you’re overreacting.’

‘Overreacting! You have just told me my marriage is over after I threw you a surprise party.’

‘Oh God,’ he said, putting his head in his hands. ‘Why are we even talking about the party? The party should never have happened. Why didn’t I wait until tomorrow?’

Kim tried to slow her breathing down. Her head was still jumbling, trying desperately to grab hold of strands of information. She was at a loss for words, something that never happened. It occurred to her that there was something she needed to ask. What was it? Oh yes, of course, ‘Is there someone else?’ she demanded.

The look on his face told her everything. 

‘Who?’ she gasped. ‘How? When?’

She was shaking her head rapidly now as if the more she shook it the more chance there was that the whole conversation would disappear. Richard was staring at her but saying nothing. He was completely white.

‘Who?’ she demanded, wanting to strike him, wanting to thump this terrible deed out of him. 

‘Alison,’ he muttered.

The Alison who immediately sprang to mind seemed implausible. No, it was ridiculous to think that he could possibly mean their neighbour, Alison. Not her.

‘Alison who?’ she asked.

He gave her the look he sometimes gave her when he had to explain something he didn’t think needed explaining. ‘Next-door Alison,’ he added.

For the second time that evening she felt the world collapse around her. It didn’t make any sense. None at all. It was completely ridiculous. Not next-door Alison. Alison who regularly popped in with her husband for a drink. Who she’d shared her prized family Lancashire hotpot recipe with, who went with her every year on the train to Manchester, Christmas shopping. Not that Alison. Alison who came round to her house once a month to get her hair done, at mates rates!

‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘I only coloured her hair last week.’

‘She feels really bad about that,’ he replied.

‘She feels bad about letting me colour her hair and not about sleeping with my husband behind my back?!’ Kim yelled.

‘She feels really bad about that too,’ he said quickly. ‘She said to make sure you knew she feels absolutely dreadful about it all.’

Too much information. ‘She knew before I did that my marriage was over?’ she gasped. 

‘Well, I suppose yes, unfortunately yes, unavoidable that she would know first, but I didn’t plan it. You need to know that. None of this was intentional. It just sort of happened. I didn’t mean for it to happen.’

‘Oh, your dick just fell into her by accident, did it?’

‘No, you know what I mean.’

‘No, I don’t know what you mean. How did this happen exactly? How did this monumental fuck-up happen?’

He swallowed and looked down. 

‘Look at me when you are telling me how you started an affair behind my back,’ she demanded. 

He looked up, breathing heavily. ‘It was the graduation ball last summer.’

‘This has been going on since then?’ She felt herself sink to her knees. She buried her head in her hands. 

‘Kim,’ she heard him say and felt his hand on her shoulder. 

‘Don’t touch me,’ she shouted, shoving his hand away. ‘Just tell me how it happened.’

She felt him lower himself next to her and sigh heavily. ‘Remember I got roped in at the last minute to attend. Mike Phillips was supposed to be representing the chemistry department then he broke his leg so he couldn’t go and somehow I drew the short straw. I didn’t want to go. But Alison had also got roped in and, well, she was all upset because she’d been forced to call the police because she’d found a couple of students taking drugs in the science block stairwell and it had really rattled her and so I took her back to my office to calm her down with some wine and well …’

Too much information. Kim could picture everything so clearly in her head. She hadn’t needed to know the exact build-up to the moment it all began. She could even picture what Alison was wearing. She had a fuchsia knee-length cocktail dress that they’d bought together one day in Preston. The one that Kim had told her made her look sexy. She bet she had worn that. She could picture Richard taking it off her, over his desk in his office. She wanted to cut out her eyes, the picture was so clear. 

She looked over to him. ‘But it didn’t stop there,’ said Kim. ‘You didn’t say, “Oh, that was a massive mistake. Let’s not do that again.”’

He shook his head. ‘There is no research project at the uni on Saturday afternoons,’ he said. 

‘What? You’ve been shagging in the lab every Saturday?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘Sometimes we just go for a walk.’

‘Oh, that’s fine then,’ she said bitterly.

‘Like I said, we never meant for this to happen. We didn’t plan it.’

‘No, it’s all Mike Phillips’s fault, isn’t it? Is that what you are saying? If it hadn’t have been for Mike’s broken leg then this never would have happened?’

‘That’s not what I mean. We just … it just … what can I say, neither of us could help ourselves and we tried to stop, honestly we tried, and we found that we couldn’t and well now here we are.’

Great. Kim now had a picture in her head of Richard and Alison in a shagging marathon.

‘We really are both so sorry. Alison told Neil this morning before they left the Lakes. He’s gone to stay with his parents.’

‘So, I’m the last to know. Even Neil knew before me.’

‘Alison made him promise to let me tell you.’

‘She’s so unbelievably fucking considerate. How kind of her to think of my feelings.’

‘She really is as devastated as me. We never meant for this to happen.’

‘Don’t say we,’ she said as she lashed out at him, hitting him on the arm and struggling to get to her feet. ‘You are not a we. You do not get to say that. We are a we. We are married. Did you hear that? We are married. Whereas your other we is just shagging behind their partners’ backs. That’s not a we. You do not get to call her and you a we.’ Tears of frustration were now pouring down her face.

Richard pulled himself up onto his feet. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Sorry. I can’t tell you how sorry we are.’ He moved towards her to try and embrace her. She lashed out, flailing her arms at him. ‘Get out,’ she shouted. ‘Just get out. I don’t want to see you. Just get out now.’

‘But I can’t …’

‘I couldn’t give a shit what you can’t, just get out. Leave me alone. Just go, NOW!’ 

‘Shh,’ said Richard, raising his eyes to the ceiling. ‘Let’s not wake Harry.’

‘Why not?’ she screamed at him. ‘So, you don’t have to tell him that you’ve decided to take a sledgehammer to the family?’ She landed a blow on his left arm. He winced and backed away, startled. She had never wanted to hurt someone so much in all her life. She picked up the nearest thing to her on the kitchen island to throw at him. The fondant figure off the top of his birthday cake bounced pleasingly off his forehead, leaving a scar of white icing. 

‘Just GO!’ she screamed again. He turned and strode quickly out the kitchen. She was breathing heavily, tears running down her cheeks. She watched as he closed the front door behind him. She tried to calm her breathing down so she could listen. Sure enough, a few moments later she heard muffled voices coming from next door’s front doorstep before a bang as the door closed behind her husband seeking refuge in Alison’s house. 




Chapter 3

Kim had been up since six. But she had been awake since at least four. After Richard had left, she had slumped back down on the floor for a long time, trying desperately to anchor her thoughts somewhere. But her thoughts kept flinging themselves all over the place. From crawling over every single detail of what Richard had said, to her hatred of Alison, to all the times she must have done her hair for her since she started sleeping with her husband, to last New Year’s Eve when they had had them over to toast new beginnings, to raking over every moment of the party including Richard’s face when he walked through the door, to seeing him whispering in the corner with Alison, to her speech, her damn speech where she praised her husband to high heaven and gave her precious thanks for the day she met him and her wonderful life she had with him and how she was looking forward to her wonderful life in the future.

All brought to an abrupt end just a few hours later.

She felt sick to the stomach. Sick to the stomach over her gushing about her oh so perfect husband and her oh so perfect life in front of everyone. And now it was all gone. Everything.

She couldn’t wait for those texts to come flooding in, congratulating her on an excellent party and thanking her for her superb hospitality. How could she face them all, telling them it was all a lie? She had been living a lie and she didn’t even know it. And the lie was being played out right next door. She couldn’t even look in the direction of Alison’s house. Couldn’t even bear to see it. 

How was she going to function? How was she going to bear being next door to that? How was she going to bear facing everyone? How? How? How could he do this? The man she had married partly because she was convinced he would never do this.

It struck her at some point during the early hours of the morning that today was the day that they were meant to be taking Harry to university together. Today was a big family day. A landmark. One which she had envisaged she would need to hold her husband’s hand throughout, just to get her through it. 

Was that what they had planned, then? That they would take Harry to university, get back and then Richard would announce he was leaving? It was so shocking she couldn’t even begin to get her head around it. Richard was her rock. Always had been. It was his steady, reliable, trustworthy nature that had attracted her to him in the first place. Richard solved her problems. Not created them. But he had been secretly planning the biggest problem of all for a married couple. That after their only son had left home he was leaving too. And not only that, he was going to move next door? Expect her to put up with him living literally on her doorstep?

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t face that. She couldn’t face watching the two of them begin a life together just as hers had ended. She had to get away from here. 

She wracked her brains for where to go. All her friends and relations were in Lancaster. Usually, she loved that fact. Loved that her roots were so deep. But not now. Now she longed for that special friend who lived in London or Manchester. If she’d gone to uni, she’d have friends in far flung places, but not her. Hairdressers’ friends tended to stay close. 

She started to panic – she had to get away. There must be somewhere she could escape to just while she made an attempt to make sense of what had just happened to her life. She picked up her phone off the bedside table and began to scroll through Facebook, praying to find someone who might be able to offer her refuge. But no one came to light. She found herself straying onto her messages, already finding several from people who had attended the party. She ignored them apart from Vicky’s, half wondering if she might be awake and available to offload to. 

Great party, mate – smashed it. Hope Richard liked the cake. Told you he wouldn’t spot the deletion! Will be thinking of you tomorrow. Hope all goes well with dropping off Harry in Nottingham and his flat is not too much of a dump! Will be here with tissues and wine when you are ready. V xxx

She must have drifted off into a fitful sleep as she woke up sometime later, confused and disorientated, until the events of the previous evening came crashing down on her again. She froze for a moment until she remembered the conclusion she had come to before she fell asleep. 

Her overnight bag was in the hall by the time Harry stumbled downstairs sometime after nine. She’d been tempted to go and wake him but decided she needed him to be in the best possible mood so best leave him to wake up under his own steam. She had also been tempted to finish off clearing up from the party after her efforts had been cut short so dramatically. But then she had decided she didn’t need to. Let Richard discover the congealed dip and hardened birthday cake that had been left out all night. She did, however, take some joy in picking up the fondant icing figurine of her husband, left lying on the floor after it bounced off his head, and crushing it to a pulp in her hand, letting the broken pieces drop to the ground where she crushed it into the rug with her shoe. 

Harry stopped short in the hall. ‘Did you want me to use that bag?’ he asked, pointing to her overnight bag next to the door. ‘I thought you wanted me to take the silver one?’

‘No, that’s mine,’ she replied. ‘Come on,’ she said, striding over to it and picking it up. ‘I want to get going. Get on the road as soon as we can.’

‘But I thought we were leaving at around eleven?’

‘Change of plan,’ she said, opening the door and walking out. ‘We’re going as soon as you’re ready.’

She clicked open the boot of her Vauxhall Corsa, trying very hard not to look up at the bedroom window in her neighbour’s house. Harry appeared at her side in his pyjamas and without anything on his feet. 

‘What are you doing?’ he said. 

She bit her lip to try and stop the tears that were already threatening to ambush her eyes. 

‘Slight change of plan,’ she said. Turning round and striding back towards the house. ‘I’m taking you to university. Your dad’s not coming. Now can you get dressed and let’s get going.’

‘What do you mean, Dad isn’t coming?’ said Harry, catching up with her back in the hallway.

‘He can’t come,’ she said. 

‘Why not?’

She sniffed hard, wondering briefly if she should make up some lie until she could gather herself enough to explain the truth to her son. But she had no capacity for storytelling, no brain power for creativity, so she would just have to tell him
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