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Chapter One

Stella

‘Shit! Shit!’ Stella cursed under her breath as she struggled to wrangle her two-year-old, Rory, into the lurid orange foldaway seat of the supermarket trolley. One of his legs was wrapped over the handle and a pudgy arm was trapped beneath; a second arm was caught in the brake handle; a second leg was wedged into the seat mechanism. There seemed to be a final additional limb she couldn’t account for; in it he gripped a long-melted and now leaking bag of gold chocolate coins. As she struggled to unravel Rory’s multiple limbs, her caramel Celine Micro-Tote bag, a perk from her former career, slipped to the ground and spilled its contents across sticky, germ-varnished vinyl flooring. She cursed again, louder this time. She was not having a good day. Actually she’d been having a bad week. Since at least Monday, her life had been a mess. Since the call from the credit card company. The call she was going to return as soon as humanly possible. Tomorrow, maybe.

‘Sorry!’

She was blocking traffic, blocking every other mother’s access to wholesome produce, messing with their minutely choreographed schedules. One tutted, another coughed, as they stepped over, around, and between the spilled contents of her beloved Celine.

‘Sorry! I am so sorry!’

A line of pastel-wearing young mothers – picture-postcard yummy mummies, who wafted in to complete their effortless weekly shop – and their pale celery-sucking progeny had formed; the clean-mouthed, rosy-cheeked children perched upright in their foldaway seats nibbling contentedly on gluten-free, dairy-free snacks as they were chauffeured along well-trodden and orderly paths through the aisles. Her own trips followed a less precise agenda. As if to prove the point, Rory began to screech. Stella knew from experience that she had about ten seconds until the whole supermarket witnessed her motherhood failure. Panicked, she quickly wrestled her snot-faced, chocolate-smeared child out of the seat and plonked him into the body of the trolley. He stopped screaming, sitting in open-mouthed disbelief at his demotion. His jaw began to wobble in preparation for another outburst, so she squeezed the contents of an almost liquid chocolate coin into Rory’s open fist, which he immediately shoved in his mouth. Ignoring the filth on the floor and happy she was wearing her trusty Pineapple Studios sweatshirt (it was Thursday so she definitely hadn’t been wearing it for more than three days – OK, three and a half), she used her forearm to sweep together the pile of lipsticks, chapsticks, moisturisers, hand sanitisers, used wet wipes, tampons, chewed toys, painkillers and belly-fluff into a pile.

Anxiously checking on Rory, she saw that he’d had enough of licking chocolate from his fingers and had moved onto the seat. Someone with tanned shoulders and a solicitous smile was standing beside the trolley.

‘Let me,’ she said, and pulled an industrial pack of wet wipes from her South American, hand-crafted Inca shoulder bag. It was the Van Nesses’ nanny. Stella had met her, briefly, probably at the school gates. Without any fuss, and most importantly without objection from Rory, starting from the mouth and working outwards down each limb, finishing with the handle of the trolley, she cleaned every chocolatey surface. ‘There. Who’s a clever boy?’ She ruffled his hair and passed the handful of dirty wipes to Stella. ‘There, he no longer looks, how do you say, as happy as a pig in shit?’

Stella laughed at the unlikely phrasing and the Spanish accent. She couldn’t remember her name, but she knew it had something to do with chocolate.

‘Thank you. I’m… err… Stella.’

‘Yes, I know.’

Stella stared at her, waiting for the shoe to drop, but the girl just stared at her, all big green eyes, Mediterranean skin, and electric red lips pressed into a cheeky smile.

‘I don’t remember your name.’

‘I know.’

Her lips parted, revealing a smile that would have been a dental hygienist’s dream. Stella could smell suncream: shea butter and banana with a hint of vanilla.

‘I’m Coco. I work for the Van Nesses.’

‘Yes. Of course. I knew that. Yes. Lovely to see you again, Coco. I love that top on you. Is it Tom Williamson?’

‘This? I don’t know. I borrowed it. I love the colour.’

She flicked at one of the yellow spaghetti shoulder straps.

That colour. That yellow colour, like a field of sunflowers, held such happy associations for Stella. It was exactly the same colour as the bridesmaids’ dresses she and Ana had worn for Dixie’s wedding. She still had a photo of the three of them: Dixie dressed in an embarrassing pink, like a prom dress, and Ana and herself, Dixie’s sun-kissed, smiling, co-conspirators. The marriage itself was obviously a catastrophe, but the wedding was as wild as any she had ever attended. There was still a gossip embargo on at least half the stories from the after-party. They would have been about Coco’s age back then, and Stella had been as young and hot and self-assured as Coco was now. She missed that feeling, but had she ever really been that hot?

‘Aren’t you cold in that?’

Coco laughed carelessly and pulled a hoodie from her bag. Stella caught a lemon scent.

‘Yes, a little. But it’s spring. It’s so important to get sun on the skin, don’t you think?’ She lifted her forearm and stroked the taut, satin flesh. Tiny blonde hairs stood up from the bronzed skin. Stella shivered. She stopped herself from comparing the tanned arm of the 25-year-old Spanish au pair with the pock-marked, UV-damaged epidermis of a 40-year-old mother of two who hadn’t had a shower or changed her clothes in about four days.

‘Lovely to see you again, Coco. How are the Van Nesses? I haven’t seen Penelope in weeks.’

‘Oh, they’re marvellous. Mrs Penelope Van Ness is on a retreat in Goa.’

‘How amazing! Well, lucky her. Say hello from me. Come on, Rory. Let’s try and get this horror show over before your halo slips.’

Rory’s eyes followed Coco as she laughed, oggling her as if she were chocolate-coated. Stella watched as she leaned down and kissed him. First on the forehead and then on the lips.

Stella had to stop herself slapping the girl away. The lips. Too much. Yuck.

‘He likes you. Very unusual.’

‘Kids love me. They know that I love them unconditionally,’ she said with great seriousness.

Eugh, thought Stella. Another new-age hippy lost in fantasy fairyland.

‘Yes, I’m sure that’s it. Lovely to see you, Coco. I’m sure I’ll see you again.’

She hurried her trolley and child into the fruit aisle as Rory tried to lean around her to grin at Coco.

‘I hope so. I’d like that,’ said Coco.

As they rounded the piled pyramid of potatoes, Rory lost sight of her and began to wail. Stella squeezed another coin into his mitt and began to surround him with food that he might – God willing – one day eat: carrots, celery, cucumbers, clementines. All the c-words. Rory sat himself down amongst the piling rainbow of fruit and veg and found himself some chocolate to lick from a receipt he’d found in the bottom of the trolley.

As she passed in front of the chilled dairy section, she caught a glimpse of Coco’s bare brown back in the biscuit aisle. She was filling her basket with Hobnobs, chocolate digestives and ginger creams. In addition to the yellow spaghetti top and the soft, grey lemon-scented hoodie (no doubt left in her bed by some 20-year-old surf instructor) now draped over her shoulders, she was wearing white trousers, spandex, whose stretch, when she reached down for a packet of Oreos, revealed she required no additional support or protection. Stella regretted her choice of tatty pink Sweaty Betty jogging pants, pants that had never broken into a run.

Stella ducked out of sight, not wanting to be spotted and forced to endure more conversation, but she couldn’t resist peeking back around the Kettle Chips installation to see what else she’d put in her basket. Three pot noodles. A box of raisin bran. A litre of vanilla ice cream. Another litre of ice cream, mango. Her posture was exemplary: her neck curved and proud like a ballerina; her shoulders square, arms and back toned, and Stella watched as, without hesitation, she bent at the waist to grab a loaf of brown bread and then four tins of red beans from the lowest shelf.

Stella swept a family pack of Kettle Chips into the trolley from the handy display and caught sight of her own clothing choices. On the front of her sweatshirt were tea and coffee stains, some splotches of grease, and she could now smell, not lemon, not shea butter, but instead, fish. Also she was wearing her mother-in-law’s hand-painted wellington boots. In fairness, they’d been nearest the door, and given there was a 50 per cent probability of rain on any day she was heading to the Common, they had felt like the sensible choice. But now, seeing Coco in all her wholesome, winsome, youthful vitality, she felt a soul-crushing shame and regret. Shame at her declining standards and regret that she’d never be able to bend from the waist and retrieve anything ever again from a bottom shelf. Instead she reached down to a lower shelf to retrieve some honey-roasted peanuts.

‘Stella? What are you doing down there?’

It was one of those shrill, Sloaney voices that expands to fill every space. It was the way, when her life was at its toughest, that Stella imagined her own voice sounded. It haunted her. She quickly grabbed an assortment of pumpkin, linseed and chia seeds, and a selection of pulses, and lobbed them into the trolley around Rory, trying desperately to hide the multipacks of mini-chocolate bars and super-sized chocolate treats, and the value pack of Kettle Chips. She knew there was fresh fruit and veggies somewhere under there.

Olivia Oysten-Taylor was wearing white. Of course. Not a normal white, but the kind of white that only exists in adland. She’d also gone for a sporty look.

‘Olivia. How wonderful to see you. You look superb. Like Billie Jean.’

They air-kissed.

‘I recognised you from behind immediately!’

From behind? thought Stella. What does that mean?

‘You remember Rory?’

Olivia leaned down close to him.

‘Why did I think he was called Tom? Lovely name, Tommy. So English.’

‘Tom is his brother. He’s in primary school.’

‘Aren’t you a handsome boy? Too adorable. Are you going to grow up to be a successful man like your lovely father, Jack?’

‘Jake.’

‘Of course. The lovely Jake.’

‘How is Rups?’ She loved to say his name. Rups, what kind of a name was Rups for anything other than a teddy bear. ‘Is Rups well?’

‘Fabulous. We’re just buying a little place in Vermont, a little autumn getaway. It’s just so hard to find somewhere fun to vacation in the fall, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, so true,’ said Stella, aware that Rory was getting himself into a state again. He was chewing on the foil casing from one of his disappearing coins, half of which was drying into the fringe that Stella now saw desperately needed cutting.

He reached out a friendly hand to try and touch Olivia’s precisely made-up face. She recoiled as if the smears of chocolate were toxic, not the harmless residue of a milk chocolate treat.

Stella wished she’d worn her sunglasses. If people stopped recognising her, she’d stop having these awkward and disturbing encounters. It was the one of the major issues with living in Wandsworth – you could never pop to the shops without the risk of bumping into someone you knew, which meant you were always supposed to make an effort when you left the house, even if that meant squeezing into the Sweaty Betty leggings she’d bought five years ago, just after Tom was born, and, until that week, never worn outside the house.

Rory was burbling, gleefully wiping his fingers on his jacket. This did not concern her. Long ago she’d learned to dress her sons in dark clothing to disguise their chocolate issues.

He screeched something that she understood as ‘coin’, but might have been anything. He could have been giving detailed feedback on her failings as a mother.

‘Shh, sweetheart,’ she whispered. She gave him a carrot, which he threw to the floor.

‘Strong-willed, isn’t he?’ said Olivia. She looked pristine. Perfectly applied lipstick. Eyebrows carefully etched in. Oh for goodness’ sake, she was even wearing an actual tennis skirt.

‘Hmm. Where are you off to looking so fabulous?’

‘I have found the most sublime tennis instructor. He’s a dream. He was on the tour back in the Nineties. French. Immensely talented.’ She mimed a feeble double-handed backhand. ‘Do you play?’

‘Tennis? Not any more. Not since I twisted my knee skiing in Klosters in ’97. I just can’t do all the sports any more. I have to prioritise.’

She reached towards an upper shelf for something beige and organic-looking. Quinoa. She smiled at Olivia as if she knew exactly what it was, and how best to prepare and serve it.

‘I really must keep moving, Olivia. Tom’s been asked to try out for chess club and I don’t want him to be late for Cantonese lessons.’

‘Ah ha, sáisáugāan hái bīndouh a.’

Stella looked blank.

‘Oh darling, it’s Cantonese. It means have an auspicious day. I always help Felix with his homework.’

‘Of course,’ Stella laughed. ‘Blye-blye.’

Olivia looked confused. Stella didn’t wait to explain that she was making a racist joke.

‘We must have you all round for Pimms and a play date. Just as soon as it gets a little warmer.’

‘We must, but I’m going back to work soon. It’s going to be so hard to fit everything in.’ It was the first lie that came to mind.

‘Oh, what were you? Were you in PR?’

‘I was a journalist. Fashion and celebrity.’

‘Really, a journalist, fashion and celebrity.’ Did her gaze flit disdainfully to Stella’s stained and smeared casual sportswear? ‘How wonderfully now. Were you vlogging? What is a vlogger? How exciting. Anyway, you must come over. We’ve got a new nanny and she makes the most divine sugar-free fairy cakes. Felix and Quentin and Sebastian and Honor just can’t get enough. We could see if she has a recipe for chocolate cake for little Ror-Ror. We’ve redone the whole garden with a gazebo and a water—’

‘Yes. Yes. We must—’ Stella waved as she left, ducking down to improvise a finish to Olivia’s invitation in a whisper to Rory: ‘… water buffalos and long-tailed egrets, a flock of flamingos, and a gigantic sign saying, Motherhood is not a competitive sport. You’re right, Olivia’s a bitch. We never have to see her again.’

Heaped around the chocolatey boy were layers of food products: wholemeal, wholegrain, certified organic through to seeds and pulses, then layers of confectionery and snack food, and at the very bottom, out of anyone’s reach and now compressed and distorted by the weight of junk, a medley of fruit and veg, mostly bruised by Rory and soon to be inedible. She really had to do something about her diet. She reached down for a jar of Nutella and felt something weaken in her back. A disc. God no, not a disc, not now. With a groan, tentatively, she pulled herself upright, and couldn’t help recalling the effortless fluidity of Coco’s bottom-shelf manoeuvre: Tuladandasana-Nutella, balancing stick with Nutella. Now there was a smart and specific goal she could set for herself. One day she would retrieve a jar of Nutella from a bottom shelf without the threat of total spinal failure. More yoga, she promised herself. Or maybe Pilates. She would do some research she decided; no point in making rash decisions.

Perhaps she should be buying more seeds and legumes? (She must look up ‘legumes’; they sounded so Whole Foods.) She searched the shelves for more seed-like products and immediately felt better. If she just bought a selection of ‘good’ foods – natural foods, lentils, wild rice, pine nuts, sunflower seeds – she could figure out what to do with them later. They would look good in her cupboard, and just the thought of buying them made her feel thinner. As far as she knew, there wasn’t a diet plan in the world that didn’t advocate seeds – perhaps she could roast her own in the oven and then put them in an old jam jar to snack on? This was definitely a possibility. She was sure she’d seen Victoria Beckham wandering around with some seeds and it seemed to work for her, even after four designer kids and two successful careers.

Rushing through the aisles, she kept an eye out for Coco, and another for Olivia. What a shame, she thought, that nowadays her friends were more like Olivia, not interesting like Coco? Coco might frankly be a bit weird, but Olivia… Olivia was everything she didn’t want to be, but was terrified she was becoming, but she also envied her. Thank god she still had friends like Ana and Dixie to keep her sane; sharing the chaos of their lives helped her convince herself that she wasn’t losing her mind, or wasn’t losing it alone at any rate.

She didn’t see Coco again, but Olivia, her back to Stella, fortunately, was paying for some bottled water at the six items or less counter when she saw to her delight that Rory had at some point managed to wipe four of his chocolate-covered fingers down the back of Olivia’s tennis skirt. The chocolatey stripes looked like shit in the bright lights of the supermarket. As if she’d run out of paper and used her hand before wiping it clean on her blue-white tennis kit. Her moment of joy was interrupted by the cashier.

‘Sorry, love, can you try it again?’

‘What?’

‘It’s not working.’

‘Oh, it must, surely.’ She felt the heat rising to her face and sweat begin to press through the pores across her top lip. She remembered with shame the unreturned voicemails from Barclaycard.

‘Wait, sorry. I’ve another,’ she tried to laugh. ‘Too many holidays, isn’t that the way?’

She found her personal bank card, and prayed to all the gods of organised family finance that she’d left some money in there.

‘That’s fine.’

The beads of sweat began to dry and Stella found consolation and distraction in the memory of Olivia’s stained whites.

‘Good lad, Rory. You’ll go far.’

Stella was still giggling at Rory when she emerged from the supermarket into a downpour. The oppressive darkness of the low clouds, the ubiquity of water all around them, filled her with blood-chilling dread and she promised herself that she’d return the calls to Barclaycard. For once, she knew that this cash-flow issue was probably not her failure. The Barclaycard was paid from Jake’s account. A wave of anxiety connecting the Barclaycard issue to Jake’s recent moodiness stopped her in her tracks but she shook it off and began to load the SUV while Rory grinned and proudly showed her his two newly minted chocolatey panda eyes.

‘Joker,’ she laughed as he screamed on being separated from his trolley.






Chapter Two

Ana

‘So, are you ready, Rex?’ called Ana, her long, dark hair dripping down her caramel back as she stepped out of the shower into their tiny mirrored bathroom. ‘Are we really going to do this? I really want it to be the right thing, for both of us, I don’t want you to feel… trapped.’

She scrunched her hair dry, wrapped herself in the towel, and padded into the wood-panelled Seventies galley kitchen where Rex was drinking a coffee.

‘Not that I have any idea where we’ll put it,’ said Ana, looking around their postage-stamp-sized studio flat. ‘I must water that plant.’ In the window of the kitchen, a spider plant, overflowing with hanging clones, was miraculously dehydrating. Weren’t they like cockroaches? Able to endure a nuclear winter, but not a Battersea spring. Part of Ana’s training for adulthood, and eventual parenthood, was built around a progression: the goal being to firstly keep a plant alive for longer than six months, then graduate to a pet and if both are still thriving 12 months later, a child. The spider plant was still alive. Her cat, Boris, a half-feral tabby, had moved out a few months before. Rex insisted he must have been run over, but Ana knew he was still alive: on more than one occasion she’d seen him hiding behind the bins. He’d pretended not to know her.

‘I told you before, Ana, if it’s what you want… what you need, then let’s do it. I will be there every step of the way.’

‘Really?’ she smiled shyly. ‘Even though it’s meant to be as stressful as divorce or losing a parent?’

‘I just don’t want to be like those people who become so obsessed with having a baby they can’t think about or do anything else. That terrifies me. If it’s meant to be, it will be. If not, we can buy a boat, sail the world, live the dream.’

‘You don’t like boats, Rex. You don’t even like the water.’

‘Actually I don’t like fresh water, hurts my contacts,’ he laughed, his blue eyes sparkling. ‘I just love you. And if it’s you and me forever, then I will still be a very happy man.’ He threw his half-drunk coffee into the sink and headed for the door, attempting to pass her.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ she asked, dropping the towel to the floor. A breeze rippled over her, goosebumps all over her nakedness; her nipples stood out. She worried her nipples were too long, but no one had complained, yet.

‘Oh god, are you ovulating now!?’ He enveloped her breast in his hand. ‘The perfect handful.’ He pinched her nipple between the knuckle of index and middle finger.

She felt down between his legs and took him in her hand. ‘More than a handful mustn’t be wasted.’ She laughed as he outgrew her hand. ‘Isn’t this just the best way to start the day? You telling me you’d rather be at work?’

Ana was worried they weren’t having enough sex. She always worried she wasn’t having enough sex, and now that their sex had a purpose, was part of her life plan, part of the having-to-do because if she didn’t do it now, she might never be able to do it, she was terrified it might become a chore. A good man was hard to find and Rex was a good man. She didn’t want to have to find another. They took so long to train. She pulled him into the living room and lay back on the leather sofa, spread her legs sufficiently that he could see into her, and dangling a finger over her clitoris, she teased. ‘You sure you have to go to work right now? This second…?’

‘Oh god,’ he sighed. ‘You make me so…’

She slid down the sofa a little. One finger became two.

‘You little minx…’

She watched, smiling mischievously as, without taking his clothes off, he unzipped his trousers, releasing his at-the-ready erection, and slid it into her in one smooth, wet motion. She gasped at the hardness, and felt a moment’s relief that he still fancied her so much.

‘Oh Christ, you are so wet…’ With his long, slow motions, not the longest or slowest she’d ever known, but long and slow enough, her head bounced against the back of their beaten-up old Chesterfield. Ana loved fucking him; he was gentle and kind, not a wild animal, but the sex was good. Not the best, but good. Yes, good enough. Better than most. Better, certainly, than most of her happily settled friends, she suspected, but not the best, no. The best was gone. Long gone. And Rex was the right decision. He was. It was not a decision lightly made. It was not a decision made without robust analysis, protracted discussions with the girls. It was not a decision made without a spreadsheet.

Rex grabbed her by the hair as his pace quickened, pressing himself harder against her. He was quickening and she touched herself so they would come together. Perhaps this time she’d barely need it. Perhaps, she thought, the decision to use sex for procreation could improve the sex itself. Now that would be an interesting finding. There was no column on her spreadsheet for that life hack.

‘Yes,’ he groaned, ‘now, come, baby, please,’ and they both let out a cry of pleasure as he came, his body jerking on top of her. He rolled off her, panting, his dark hair damp, and his shirt crumpled. She looked at him, thinking to herself that for a 45-year-old guy, he really wasn’t in bad shape – and the just-been-fucked look seemed to suit him. He was pretty scruffy anyway, with his unshaven face and unkempt hair, so this just seemed to complement his look. So far he’d avoided the middle-aged paunch and she hadn’t found any grey hairs, yet.

‘Now, anything else I need to do before I go to work,’ he said roguishly, smiling at her. ‘Just because I’m the boss, doesn’t mean I can be hours late every day!’ He jumped up, rearranged himself, leaned over to give her a kiss, and whispered in her ear, ‘Now sleepy angel, don’t you need to get that pert little ass to work as well?’

‘Actually I have an appointment with the gynaecologist this morning.’

‘Another?’

‘I just want to check everything’s in order. Nothing specific. Just a check-up. I’m nearly 40. I need to know the plumbing all works.’

‘There’s nothing I need to know?’

‘Nothing. Nothing at all.’

‘I’m sure everything is fine. How could it not be?’ He leaned down and kissed the dark triangle of hair. ‘A little extra kiss to send you on your way, and to make sure I don’t forget to think about you all day…’

‘You’re gross, go on, away with you,’ she shouted after him.

She lay there in the middle of their flat, still naked, as the first warm sun of spring moved across her. Rex was amazing, she knew that; she was lucky. He wasn’t a rock star, or even a country star, no, but she knew he would be a great dad and he would always be there for her – he was kind, caring and steady. Twenty years ago those words would have filled her with dread, but she’d grown up. Now he was what she needed. The time for – what was it Dixie called them – the time for ‘wild-cards’ was over. Her life had been simply mapped onto the decades. Teen: discover sex, excel. Twenties: ‘wild-card’ sex, transcend. Thirties, baby daddy sex, effortless. Forties: parental/missionary sex, functional and recreational. Ana was never going to get married. That was a decision she’d made long ago. If you never got married, you could never regret getting married. OK, so her life with Rex wasn’t the most exciting, but they had fun, they laughed, and as far as the happily-ever-after went, this wasn’t the worst outcome. The spreadsheet didn’t lie. And as long as they kept having sex, everything would be OK. Sex made everything OK.






Chapter Three

Dixie

Dixie’s Tinder life needed a spring-clean. She’d recently reset her age – again. She knew there was a limit to the number of times social media platforms permitted age changes, but she was going to be in Manhattan for a few days so, why not get some new selfies in the BA lounge then she could retouch them, add a bit here, lose a bit there… She could reinvent herself for a few days of fantasy fucking between the meetings and parties. Pouting into her phone as she primped her curly red hair, she congratulated herself on the Rimmel Radioactive Red lip gloss, and the mahogany tint she’d washed through her hair before last night’s party. The floor-to-ceiling windows gave a magical light. She was, she thought, zooming in on an image, looking astounding, especially given the carnage of the night before. What was that guy’s name? Something to do with cars? Lancia? Lance! 0–60 in 4.6 but he’ll never get you to your destination. Dixie’s ex-husband, Carlton, had driven a Lancia. Enough said. Aunt Pearl had told her the marriage would never work, but being Dixie she didn’t listen. Being orphaned at a young age and brought up by your great aunt had its advantages, but Pearl had never managed to keep Dixie on the straight and narrow.

‘Would you like me to take a picture for you?’ came a low husky voice from behind her, shaking her out of her reverie.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘are you talking to me?’

‘Yes,’ said the warm voice, resonating like a cello. Dixie turned and was taken aback to see a tall, slim, dark-haired man with lively blue eyes and half a smile. ‘I wondered if you would like me to take a photo of you so you can maybe get a better angle. Did you want the Dreamliner in the background?’

Fuck, he’s hot, thought Dixie. A wedding ring, yes, but still, he was hot. But that could be good, couldn’t it? No crying when she didn’t want to see him again.

‘Dreamliner? So that’s what they call it. Good plane knowledge,’ she smirked, wondering if he was some kind of weird plane nerd. ‘Yes, a photo would be great, thank you.’

To her surprise he knew exactly what he was doing – held the phone high to get the right angle (makes you look thinner) and took about five pictures in quick succession so she could choose the best one. He must have a demanding wife, she thought.

‘Quite the expert,’ said Dixie, holding her hand out and flashing her green eyes. ‘I am Dixie, and you are?’

‘Freddie, nice to meet you. And where might you be headed? Off to meet your boyfriend?’

She hadn’t clocked him checking her ring finger. Player, she decided. Why not? she thought.

‘Oh, New York, just a few meetings. Nothing special. And you?’

She allowed her gaze to linger on his wedding band, seeing how he’d react.

‘Looks like I am heading east with you – we have offices in London so I regularly fly out. I love London, but I chose New York. London’s all water, and Manhattan, electricity.’

‘I totally know what you mean, there is something so energising about the place. Not to mention the awesome shopping!’ she said, but then checked herself, worried she was sounding far too enthusiastic. Let him do the work, she thought. ‘Anyway, it’s been nice to meet you, Freddie, and I hope you have a successful trip… and thank you for the photo – maybe see you on the other side.’ With that, she strode away, knowing damn well his eyes were following her decisive exit. Always quit while you are ahead, that was her motto. Leave them wanting more. Besides, her nose was running and tender, and elsewhere there was something leaking. She needed a restroom.

As the staff at the gate scanned her boarding pass, she heard the little beep and saw the red light that she longed for and, abracadabra, she was upgraded to business. So far, so good, she thought to herself – a hot man and an upgrade. Not bad for a glorified PA. She had worked for Peter Pomerov for nearly fifteen years. He had a Russian name, but a background as English as most Tory prime ministers: Eton, Oxford, The Bar. He trusted her like a wife – actually more. She did everything for him, arranging his travel, flying around the world managing his properties, and in return he had a way of orchestrating things like upgrades. They adored each other, and the truth was she would have done anything for him. He ran a family office, the complete history of which she remained unaware. He had his finger in multiple pies (but never hers!), and she was aware of how lucky she was to have landed such a great job with such a kind, tolerant and honest man. It was supposed to be a stopgap when she’d needed work while the divorce came through. She’d always dreamed of being an illustrator – she’d even started a children’s book fifteen years before – of using her brain and her artistic skills, but she couldn’t see an achievable career path, and with her messy divorce dragging on, she’d needed something simple and well paid. She’d been offered internships, but the money was virtually non-existent, and pretty soon the draw of mingling with men with money and power was something she took for granted, and she was unable to walk away. She needed money and men like she needed food and water. She was just increasingly happier with more money and many men. Like her ideal career path, the path to settled domesticity and monogamy was a road she couldn’t imagine travelling.

Having settled into her seat, unfortunately one of the central, side-by-side seats, she nearly choked on her champagne when someone collapsed into the aisle seat beside her and she turned and found herself looking into Freddie’s big blues. Next to her, but facing her, with a screen she could put up as soon as they were in the air; or, she thought, she could spend the next hours drinking and seeing how hard he’d try to seduce her, while she decided whether she wanted to fuck him. The latter was definitely more interesting, but she’d made herself a promise she would use the flight to work on illustrations for the long-unfinished book, and there were those selfies to photoshop. But they could wait… there was always tomorrow, and besides, she might not need Tinder, at least for a while. She watched him unpack his pyjamas and organise his personal space.

When finished he sat back and smiled at her. ‘Well, well, this has just made the flight a little bit more interesting. Cheers,’ he said, holding aloft his champagne.

‘I guess it has. Cheers,’ she toasted back, then, theatrically, tied her flaming red hair messily on top of her head, intentionally letting a few bits escape around her face. She smiled, watching him watch her.

It always occurred to Dixie how awkward these seats were, that you found yourself basically in bed, for six hours, with a person you had never met before. She’d had shorter relationships. Turn the wrong way and your arse would touch their leg, or you could fall asleep and snore with your mouth wide open. It was all so invasive of personal space. A sweating, overweight businessman was settling in right next to her in the other central seat. Thank god for the serendipitous delivery of an ageing Rob Lowe.

‘Can I offer you some champagne?’ the stewardess asked Freddie.

‘Yes please,’ he replied, ‘and I think my friend will need a refill before long. Keep it coming.’

Champagne in hand, Dixie decided things were looking up. This guy had all the moves, she thought, and I’ve got a few myself, checking the location of the nearest toilet.

‘So what is it you do then Freddie, or shall I guess…? I think you look like you wish you were in a creative industry, but that somehow passed you by, and you ended up enjoying the financial rewards of a more stable career… and now you are a lawyer, yes, an M&A lawyer… Making the world a better place, one merger at a time… how right am I?’

Freddie was laughing, his eyes glistening. ‘Well, well,’ he said, ‘quite the Mystic Meg, but no, I am sorry to tell you, I am a scientist, of sorts: gene therapy. We research degenerative conditions. I love what I do… although I appreciate it sounds very boring to someone like you.’

‘You are so wrong,’ spluttered Dixie. ‘I’m just a humble PA. It is so refreshing to meet someone with a brain, someone who loves what they do. Believe me, I have met enough lawyers to last me a lifetime, so someone who is actually helping people is inspiring. Unless, of course, the whole thing is just made up to try and impress me…’

‘Well, for now, that is for me to know, and you to find out,’ he said.

Dixie was starting to like this Freddie’s game. Maybe pulling on an aeroplane was a better way than Tinder to find her next hook-up.

When Dixie woke with a start, she was shocked to find them landing in JFK. She was sitting upright. She’d never even made the bed! She prayed to all the gods of personal hygiene that she hadn’t dribbled. Her hair was still piled on top of her head, just. Had she been snoring? Her sinuses were stinging and congested. Her tongue dry and hard like a cat’s. She’d had too much champagne.

Freddie was sitting there staring at her, grinning.

Must get my crap together, she thought.

She remembered laughing a lot. And the purser asking them to keep it down. Then it all became a bit of a blur and she hoped she’d just dozed off.

‘Morning, sleepyhead,’ he said, a little too affectionately.

‘Must have… d-dozed off,’ she stammered. ‘Sorry about that. Anyway, always good to power nap and, you know, err, hit the ground running!’

‘Let’s blame the bubbles… Mind you, I will share a bottle with you anytime if you make more promises like last night… Though passing out mid-sentence – my sentence at that – is a new one.’

She felt herself turn crimson. Her embarrassment made worse by the fear she looked like a red-haired beetroot daubed in Radioactive Red lip gloss and smeared in smudge-proof Maybelline mascara. She pulled down her hair and shook it out to hide her face, before quickly tidying around her eyes and lips while she wondered what the hell had gone on.

‘Freddie, I assume you are teasing me. I am far too well behaved to make reckless promises while under the influence,’ she said, anxiously scrabbling in her bag for a Polo to lubricate her tongue and mask her booze breath.

‘Oh, I don’t know about that,’ he said. ‘I was rather looking forward to tonight. It all sounds quite racy. I assume you are a woman of your word?’

‘Absolutely,’ she laughed, thinking that this was definitely getting out of hand. What was she capable of promising while drunk to the point of blackout on a transatlantic flight? The only consolation was that she’d been trading promises, not favours. She glanced anxiously at the toilets. It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d found herself in there.

God, why did she always do this? What was wrong with her! Still, the girls would love the story. So Dixie! they’d hoot. A handsome, married man, a bottle of champagne and six hours in a bed. What did they expect!

By now the jetty was attached and they were preparing to deplane.

‘It’s been lovely to meet you, Freddie.’

‘You too, Dixie Dressler.’

God, she’d told him her real name! What else had they discussed?

‘I’ll see you later then?’

‘I wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ she smiled, styling it out, knowing she was on the point of escape. ‘Don’t be late!’

‘Seven at your hotel bar should be fine. I’ll text you if it changes,’ he said, waggling his phone.

‘Great. Listen, I must run.’

‘You don’t want to share my car service?’

‘No need.’

They kissed. His hand on her lower back, pulling her against him.

‘Laters, lover boy!’

As she strode into the terminal, she chastised herself. What was the point of having all these adventures if she couldn’t remember the detail? There was a flash of regret that she hadn’t had time to refresh her Tinder profile. Having botched face-to-face flirtation, she was going to have to rely on her well-used Tinder profile to keep her trip interesting.






Chapter Four

Stella

Rory was sitting upright in the Victorian bath, naked. She’d removed his clothes, showered and dried him and left him sitting there. It was literally the only safe space in the house. He could neither escape nor cause havoc. But he was not happy and he scowled as he watched her wet-wipe her face, arms and most of the brown graffiti from the front of her Pineapple sweatshirt. (Olivia was not the only victim of his chocolatey two-year-old wandering hands.) She tried to make her hair behave, primped, flatten, teased, but the humidity and infrequency of conditioning limited her ability to control it.

Her phone rang – Number Withheld – but she knew who it was.

‘God damn you people, can’t you leave a message?’

Leaning closer to the mirror, she plucked a single black hair that persistently re-appeared on her cheek. It was thicker than any hair she’d ever seen and reappeared overnight every two weeks. She was certain that each time it surfaced, it was a little stiffer, a little broader. Like her. It used to be funny, but Jake didn’t laugh much any more. Neither of them did. A ping from her phone told her there was another voicemail. How could this Barclaycard problem be connected to Jake’s extended absences, sullenness and quick temper? Or his unwillingness to discuss a vacation and his insistence that she didn’t need a nanny anymore? He was a partner in a law firm, not a very
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