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      To Elizabeth,

      

      The woman who spent twenty years rehearsing for a role she finally landed: My Replacement.

      

      Thank you – truly – for taking him off my hands. Eventually. It was touch and go there for a couple of decades, but you got your man in the end and I got my life back. So really, we both won.

      

      I’m thriving. You’re stuck with a man who hates Christmas, has a deep emotional connection to Lycra shorts, and thinks foreplay is a quick back tickle.

      

      Honestly? It’s a match made in heaven.

      

      With eternal gratitude (and popcorn),

      

      The Secret Divorcée

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Roses are red, violets are blue, my husband’s a cheat and now we’re through.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
         

         

         

         

      

      

      14th February 2025

      Valentine’s Day. The day of love. The day of grand romantic gestures, overpriced roses, and couples gazing into each other’s eyes as if they’ve just discovered oxygen.

      Only for me, it was the day I found out my husband was having an affair.

      With 42 per cent of marriages ending in divorce, mine was now part of a statistic. Not that I ever imagined I’d be one of them. I loved love. I loved the idea of being loved.

      And not just any affair – Elizabeth.

      The woman who had never truly gone away since she slithered into his inbox back in 2005 with a chirpy ‘Remember me? [image: smiling face]’ when Friends Reunited collapsed under the weight of Mark Zuckerberg’s shiny new Facebook empire. The woman who ‘accidentally’ liked his profile picture from 2010. She followed him on Twitter in 2015, and in 2017 commented on a Facebook post about a concert we’d attended, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. In 2019, she left a quirky comment on his Instagram picture from a vacation, reminiscing about their shared university memories. In 2021, she tagged him in a meme about old friendships. The woman I always suspected had been sniffing around for years, though he swore it was just a figment of my imagination.

      6:30 a.m. Valentine’s Day

      The day had begun as it always does. Bleary-eyed and in bed.

      Tom, ever the creature of habit, had already been up, showered and extracted his crisply ironed shirt from the hanger like a man preparing for battle. A cup of tea had already been placed, with ceremonial precision, on my side of the bed.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      I heard his footsteps coming back up the stairs and, like clockwork, closed my eyes and braced. I knew what was coming.

      The bed dipped. He sat. A pause. Then … the back tickle.

      You know the one. Those gentle, circling fingers that are supposed to be affectionate but, after twenty years, have become his coded message. A Morse code of lust. This was what marriage looked like now: well-worn, predictable. Not fireworks and champagne, but the reliable sort of kettle-boiling, tea-making kind of love people admire from afar and whisper, How do you do it?

      It wasn’t romantic, not really, but it was … us. Solid. Comfortable. A part of me even hoped – silly as it sounds – that maybe this Valentine’s would feel different. That he’d make a gesture, even something small, that reminded me why we’d lasted this long.

      ‘See you later…’

      ‘See you later,’ I murmured in a sleepy voice, pulling up the duvet to my chin and snuggling down. ‘Aww and Happy Valentines!’

      ‘You know I don’t believe in all that commercial stuff – but I think we can stretch to a takeaway later. It’ll save you cooking.’

      He left. No card. No flowers. No heart-shaped pancakes. Nothing.

      I waited until I heard the front door close and the car engine start. Then, and only then, did I sit up, drink my lukewarm tea and pick up my phone. As usual I started the day scrolling aimlessly through TikTok, Instagram and Facebook, not for any noble reason, just to feel marginally better about my own life by watching other people overshare theirs.

      Usually, it was babies smeared in spaghetti, smug sourdough loaves and someone declaring, for the third time this year, that they were cutting out all the ‘toxic energy’ in their life (translation: they’ve unfollowed their mum again). Then there were the cryptic martyrs: checking into A&E with no explanation, prompting a wave of ‘U ok, hun?’ comments, or posting ‘Can’t believe this is happening…’ without a single clue what this is, just to keep us all guessing. But today’s feed was wall-to-wall Valentine’s. Breakfast in bed. Heart-shaped pancakes, shiny balloons, giant bouquets the size of small children, and women showing off what their husbands bought them like they’re on The Price Is Right. I told myself it was all silly anyway – flowers just die, balloons deflate, and who wants syrup all over the duvet? But scrolling through everyone else’s grand gestures and smug captions, I couldn’t help the feeling of being left out.

      And yet, it wasn’t that I didn’t like Tom. Quite the opposite. He worked hard, harder than anyone I knew, and everything he did was for us, for the family. I saw that, even when it meant long hours, late dinners and him falling asleep on the sofa before the end of a film.

      I remembered what it was like in the beginning. How he was attentive, almost giddy to be with me. How he’d phone me at work just to say he missed me. How he’d book a table at some tiny bistro I’d never heard of, and spend the whole evening looking at me like I was the best thing in the room. Back then, it felt like I was.

      That was the version of us I kept waiting for. I thought – no, I hoped – that once the business slowed down, once he let go of the reins a little, we’d get back there. That the boring, business-first part of our marriage was just a season, and eventually we’d circle back to late nights and laughter, to the way we were twenty years ago before routine set in.

      This was just what our marriage had become instead: snatched moments, tired sex on scheduled days, and me wishing – though I knew I shouldn’t – that the years would hurry along so we could get to the part where life slowed down. The part where we’d finally sit together over lazy breakfasts, talk properly, maybe even rediscover something that felt like us again.

      That was what I was holding onto. Not fireworks, not champagne. Just the quiet, cup-of-tea kind of love that gets you through the decades, until one day you look back and realise you’ve made it.

      Then, my phone pinged. A notification from WhatsApp. Ah, that familiar sound.

      
        
          
            
              
        Happy Galantines, you glorious queen! [image: sparkling heart]

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hope you are celebrating by not shaving your legs and drinking tea in bed like the goddess you are.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        No cards, no flowers … just me reminding you that you’re fabulous, funny and far too good for anyone who thinks ‘romance’ involves zero foreplay and a supermarket meal deal. Love you long time, Rose xx

      

      

      

      
        
          
        PS. I’ll ring you at lunchtime.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed at the message. Rose was describing last year’s Valentine when Tom was stuck in a work meeting until nine. He’d apologised profusely. Rose knows everything about my life. I share everything with her. It didn’t matter that we hadn’t seen each other as much as we would have liked over the last twenty years. People’s lives are busy but despite the distance between us, we spoke every day without fail or sent voice notes that were usually packed with gossip about the latest TikTok trends or what was going down on Instagram. Sometimes it was a simple hey, a meme, a video, but most of the time it was a running commentary on the latest drama in the celebrity world or the local village. WhatsApp was our virtual gossip corner, the lifeline that got us through the dull moments of our everyday lives.

      With my mug empty, I looked at the clock. Right on cue the alarm sounded. I had twenty minutes to shower before I woke the kids for school.

      We have three children. I fell pregnant with Liberty just a few months after meeting Tom. One minute we were dating, the next I was waddling down the aisle, trying not to throw up in the church toilets. We got married, I sold my house and moved in with him until he found us our dream home which we moved into four months later, and we have been there ever since. At first, it was a blur of nappy changes, no sleep, IKEA flatpacks and learning how to be someone’s wife and mother at the same time.

      Then… nothing. For years. Ten whole years, in fact.

      Not because I didn’t want more children. I did, desperately. But Tom said there wasn’t enough money. Every single night he’d hand me a glass of water with the same robotic reminder: ‘Don’t forget your pill.’ Not exactly the sweeping romance I’d once imagined, more NHS poster campaign.

      Still, I loved being a mum and, despite the decade age gap, I didn’t want Liberty to be an only child. Even with the years between them, the idea of another baby never stopped making sense to me; it felt like the missing piece.

      Tom, of course, always had a spreadsheet reason why we couldn’t. ‘Too expensive,’ he’d say, as if nappies and night feeds were something you could stick in the overheads column of the business account. He was thinking pounds and pennies, and I was thinking family.

      So I did what any determined woman would do: I changed tactics. I started presenting it like a financial plan. We’d already kept most of Liberty’s old baby gear, gathering dust in the loft, so really we’d be saving money by reusing it. Liberty herself would be ten years older, practically a built-in babysitter. Food? We already bought in bulk. One more fish finger on the tray wasn’t going to bankrupt us. And wasn’t it better for our future to have two children looking after us in our dotage rather than one? A kind of emotional pension plan.

      And when that didn’t sway him, I played my ace. I begged a little, bargained a lot and then dressed it up as an investment in our sex life. I said something like, ‘Well, if we’re trying, we’ll need to be doing it more often.’

      You should’ve seen his eyes light up. It was like I’d just offered him season tickets to the World Cup with free beer for life. Suddenly, we were at it every night. I was chasing a dream, and he was just chasing me around the bedroom.

      Ella arrived next, my second daughter, then within a year Billy came along with a cheeky grin and no sense of timing and life just got louder and messier from there.

      Liberty is twenty years old now. She’s off discovering herself in New Zealand after dropping out of university. Most days she sends photos of a mountain or a beach or her tanned, carefree smile.

      Tom was not impressed when she dropped out, said she was wasting her potential, throwing away everything we’d sacrificed for. He was even less impressed when she turned up with a nose piercing. He went mad, as if a tiny bit of silver in her face was going to bring the family name into disrepute. The row escalated fast, voices rising, until Liberty stood her ground and said, ‘I’m my own person. It’s my body. I can do what I want.’

      I admired her sass, the way she held her own. Braver than me, that’s for sure. Because growing up, bravery like that wasn’t allowed. In my parents’ house, if my father said anything, it was never to be questioned. Going against him meant punishment … the silent treatment, no dinner or being banished to my room.

      I only had my parents’ marriage to gauge my own with Tom. And in that world, you didn’t fight your partner in public; you backed each other and presented as a team, even if it killed you inside. So when Tom demanded I support him, I swallowed my pride and stayed silent. But inside, I was cheering Liberty on. Because she was braver than I ever had the chance to be and secretly, I loved the piercing.

      After the school run, I had my usual household routine, walking the dog, emptying the dishwasher, staring into the fridge like it might reveal the meaning of life, wiping down surfaces that already looked clean, and wondering how it’s possible to own so many unmatched socks. I briefly considered doing something productive, like tackling the drawer of doom in the kitchen or decluttering the ‘miscellaneous’ cupboard (the one full of birthday candles, blunt scissors and expired Calpol). But instead I lit a candle, made another cup of tea and gave myself permission to do absolutely nothing of value until lunchtime.

      I carried the basket of laundry upstairs, the smell of fabric softener clinging to my jumper, and started the mindless rhythm of folding and putting away. That’s when I found it, pushed to the very back of the wardrobe: an old gig T-shirt, soft and faded, the print cracked but still just about legible. Take That, Wembley Arena, July 1993.

      I’d bought it as a teenager when my old schoolfriend and I went together, wide-eyed and giddy, certain we were the coolest people alive for managing to be there. We’d screamed ourselves hoarse, danced until our feet ached and sworn we’d never forget it.

      I held it up now and smiled at the memory. God, I loved those days. Standing in a sweaty crowd, music thumping through my chest, feeling like the whole world was mine. I loved gigs, loved that feeling of being carried along by sound and joy, but I hadn’t been to one in years. Tom never liked 90s music, said I was stuck in the past, as if enjoying something that made me happy was some sort of flaw.

      And it made me think of the girl I’d been at the start of our marriage. She’d had dreams. She loved reading and always pictured herself one day running her own little bookshop with a coffee counter in the corner, the smell of paper and espresso mingling in the air. She wanted more than just tidy cupboards and school runs.

      But somewhere between then and now, I’d folded those dreams away and shoved them to the back of the wardrobe, right next to the T-shirt.

      On impulse, I pulled it over my head. It was a bit snug around the middle, the sleeves tighter than I remembered, but I didn’t care. The cotton was soft, worn thin in places, and it still smelled faintly of Calvin Klein Obsession – my signature perfume back then. I used to wear it every day, like armour, like a statement: here I am, world.

      Until I met Tom. He said he didn’t like the smell, too heavy, too much. So that was the end of an era. One spray bottle shoved to the back of the bathroom cabinet.

      For a moment, standing there in front of the mirror, I could almost see her again – the girl with messy hair, a ticket stub in her pocket and the unshakeable belief that life was hers for the taking.

      Then I thought about my life now. I had the family, the children, the lovely house. In so many ways I was extremely lucky. But, wasn’t there always a but? I still wanted more. Not more stuff or more square footage, but more of the things I valued. I wanted to feel loved. To be recognised for being a good mother. To know that I mattered beyond the school runs and the laundry.

      And on days like today – Valentine’s Day – I secretly hoped Tom would sweep me off my feet, the way he did right at the start. Back before routine and financial worries became a thing, when a stolen kiss or a last-minute dinner date felt like the whole world was ours.

      As I took the T-shirt off, one thing I knew I definitely wouldn’t be doing again today is checking social media. No thank you. I’ve already seen enough.

      After we got married, my husband became the Valentine’s and Birthday Grinch. He called it ‘commercial crap’, an overpriced scam, and said no one should be forced to spend money just because it was the 14th of February. Birthdays, Christmas were all the same deal. All quietly erased from the calendar like they were suspicious expenses on a tax return.

      I got it. I really did. Back then, his business was barely keeping us afloat and we certainly weren’t spraying champagne around. But now? We’re in a six-bedroom house in an affluent corner of Oxfordshire, where Range Rovers outnumber corner shops. On the surface, it looks like we’ve made it. And yet, according to Tom, the money still only stretches far enough for the house and the postcode, not for any extras. Which is how he can justify the mortgage, but not a £3.50 card from Tesco.

      In the early years, I nodded along. I even repeated his arguments for him.

      ‘Oh no, we don’t do Valentine’s Day, it’s all a bit of a marketing ploy, isn’t it?’ I’d say, while secretly hoping he might still surprise me with a bar of Dairy Milk and a wink.

      I was a hopeless romantic at heart … one of those fools who’d grown up dreaming of slow dances in the kitchen and anniversary dinners that didn’t involve defrosting a lasagne. But I was also practical. I believed in teamwork, in holding the fort, in the whole ‘behind every successful man is a woman microwaving his leftovers and pretending she doesn’t mind’. This was all because of books. Romcoms were my downfall. I devoured them as a teenager, dog-eared paperbacks passed around between friends, full of banter and misunderstandings and kisses in the rain. Those stories got under my skin. They made me believe in grand gestures and small ones too – that love wasn’t just duty and routine, but fireworks and laughter, inside jokes and surprise flowers.

      And Christmas romcoms? They were my kryptonite. I think it was the magic of it all – the fairy lights, the snow that always seemed to fall at just the right time, the idea that anything could happen under the mistletoe. When your own family Christmas usually ended with an argument about batteries for the remote control, it was blissful to imagine another kind of world. One where love could swoop in with tinsel and a happy ending.

      So yes, I was a hopeless romantic. I thought marriage would be a mash-up of Bridget Jones and When Harry Met Sally, only with a joint bank account and a better dishwasher.

      So, I did my bit. I kept the house looking like a bloody show home. I raised decent kids who said ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. I learned how to stretch one chicken over four meals and still make it feel like a feast. I knew where every sock, invoice and school permission slip was at any given moment. I was, to put it plainly, a domestic ninja.

      Over the years, I’ve told myself that was enough. Life wasn’t a romcom. That the real romance was in the everyday, building a life, making it work, getting through the hard times. I figured once we ‘made it,’ I’d finally get my moment. Maybe a spontaneous weekend away, or, at the very least, a card. But even now, after twenty years, the belt never loosened. No grand gesture ever came.

      1 p.m. Valentine’s Day

      I’d just recorded a voice note to Tom to ask him to let me know what takeaway he wanted tonight whilst I waited for Rose to ring. I nipped to the en-suite, because, you know, nature was calling. I was mid-stream, giving it my all, when I heard the front door open and guessed it had to be my husband. No idea why he was home at lunchtime, but a tiny part of me thought, maybe he’s here to surprise me for Valentine’s Day?

      I was just about to call out to him but I could hear him talking on the phone. His voice got louder as he walked up the stairs and into the bedroom. Clueless. Utterly oblivious. He didn’t even check if I was home when he walked into the bedroom. ‘It doesn’t look like Cassandra is home,’ I heard him say. I shook my head in despair. He and my mum are the only people who insist on calling me that. I’ve told him a hundred times I prefer Cassie. He says Cassandra is ‘my proper name’ and I should ‘be proud of it’.

      ‘Yes, I’ve just nipped home. I’ve left a file here I needed for my next meeting.’ His voice lowered. ‘Darling, I can’t wait for our weekend together either. You got the roses! The hotel’s booked. Champagne will be waiting in the room. You deserve it.’

      Roses? Champagne? Champagne?!

      The last time I got champagne was at my own wedding, and even then, it was just a mouthful as we were saving for our future.

      Then, the final blow.

      ‘I’ve told her it’s a conference in Skegness. She won’t question it. She never does. Five more sleeps, Elizabeth.’

      That’s when my bladder staged a protest. My pee stopped mid-flow.

      Elizabeth.

      They met at university. Dated. Drifted apart. Then she married someone else.

      That’s what he told me when we first got together.

      Elizabeth? She was never supposed to be more than a university fling. She was convenient … until she wasn’t.

      By the time he sauntered downstairs, whistling like the world’s biggest cliché, I had made a decision.

      Not a mature one, mind you.

      But an effective one.

      I grabbed his overpriced, deep-clean, electric toothbrush – he’d bought it ‘for gum health’ as if he was prepping for a Colgate commercial – which was sitting next to my manual one. Funny, how the money always was there when he needed something for himself.

      I pressed the button and watched it buzz into action.

      Then I gave the rim of the toilet a thorough scrubbing.

      Just before I flushed.

      Petty? Perhaps.

      But my God, it felt good.

      I heard the front door slam. Knowing the coast was clear, I stepped out of the bathroom and perched on the edge of the bed.

      Elizabeth.

      It had to be her. The Elizabeth.

      Of course it was her.

      My brain was short-circuiting as I glanced down at my phone. The screen was glowing. The timer was still running. Oh, shit. I had evidence. Actual, undeniable, CSI-level, catch-a-cheating-bastard evidence. I hadn’t sent my voice note to Tom and it had been recording the entire thing. I hit stop, then play, my heart pounding as his voice sounded back at me.

      Yep. There it was. His voice. Talking. Arranging a room in a hotel with her. Elizabeth. My pulse was racing and panic shot through me like a bolt of lightning.

      And then … oh no.

      I barely made it back to the bathroom before I threw up the entire contents of my stomach. I clung to the toilet like it was a life raft, retching so hard.

      Was I hurt? Yes.

      Was I surprised? Probably not. I’d always suspected something. The words of Princess Diana sprang to mind… There were three of us in this marriage. Over the years there had been plenty of signs, he just managed to talk his way out of them every time.

      There was a small part of me that felt actual relief. I wasn’t paranoid, I wasn’t mad or insecure. I had been right all along.

      But standing there, in the rubble of it all, I couldn’t help thinking back to 2004. To that first dress I never wore, the aisle I never walked. How had I managed to loop right back to this point again, nearly twenty years later? Same script, different man. It was as though the universe had sent me the homework I’d skipped in my twenties, slapped a bright red See me after class across it and made me repeat the lesson.

      And the worst of it? A tiny, treacherous part of me wondered how different my life might have been if I’d made a different choice then. Would I have spared myself years of twisting my heart into knots, pretending not to see what was right in front of me? Or was this exactly where I was always going to end up, learning the same painful truth, over and over, until it finally stuck?

      Still, at least I didn’t need Panorama to prove it.
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            Fraud, Friendship and Footballers

          

          ‘WHERE IS THE LOVE?’ BY BLACK EYED PEAS

        

      

    

    
      August 2004

      It’s the end of my first month as a single, independent woman, aged twenty-five. I never imagined my wedding would be called off, or that I’d be living alone. But here I am, not letting the world get me down, climbing the ranks in government at an impressive speed with a damn good salary.

      I started out behind a desk at the Benefits Agency, repeating the same soul-destroying question to every jobseeker:

      ‘Have you done any work in the past fortnight?’

      Riveting stuff.

      It wasn’t exactly what I’d pictured for myself. My dream job had always been to own a café bookshop – somewhere with shelves stacked high, the smell of fresh coffee in the air, and me sneaking chapters between customers. But somehow I ended up a civil servant instead, shuffling papers under strip lighting. Still, I got promoted. Several times, actually. Eventually, I landed the role of fraud officer. Which meant swapping my biro and paperwork for a van, a walkie-talkie and a bulletproof vest.

      My job? To follow people claiming benefits, film them working while illegally signing on, then build a case to prosecute them. It was thrilling. Hilarious. Weirdly addictive. And it’s where I met Rose. My partner-in-surveillance. My human espresso shot. My absolute best mate. Rose was sharp, quick-witted, and had a laugh that could be heard from the other end of the corridor. She terrified me at first. She had her own house, a proper car, a mortgage and an air of someone who had her life together. Meanwhile, I was still figuring out how to make my wages stretch past payday and wondering if I’d ever be able to afford a house of my own.

      We both worked in the same government office, which – surprisingly – wasn’t dull at all. It had the best social scene: drinks at the pub after work, karaoke on a Thursday, wine with lunch (occasionally) and a steady stream of scandalous gossip. It was basically uni with a payslip.

      I kept my head down when I first started. Rose was too intimidating to even say ‘hi’ to. But fate or, more accurately, an office party had other plans.

      It was a Friday night. Sticky floors, overpriced pints and me nursing a vodka cranberry like it might offer life advice. Rose appeared beside me, ordered two tequila shots and shoved one into my hand.

      ‘You look like you need this,’ she said.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      That night changed everything.

      We bonded instantly over 90s R&B and our shared love of impulsive decisions. Soon, we were inseparable, club-hopping midweek, rolling into work in last night’s clothes and branded with the tell-tale smudged handstamp from our favourite club. We were chaos and we loved it.

      Rose had this way of making everything feel like an adventure. She’d fake a migraine so we could sneak out early, flirt with bouncers to skip queues, and lend me taxi money she never expected back.

      She had confidence. Recklessness. Loyalty.

      The kind of friend you’d commit minor fraud for, if necessary.

      And speaking of fraud…

      That’s how I met Ant.

      The one I was supposed to marry in six weeks.

      He was a footballer. Not exactly Premier League, but big enough to have his face on the back of the tabloids and his mugshot aired on Match of the Day.

      He was the easiest case of my career – caught red-handed, working while claiming benefits. No excuses. No shame.

      When the judge hit him with a hefty fine, thousands in repayments, and 500 hours of community service, he barely blinked.

      Should’ve been a red flag, really.

      Straight after the court case, I strutted back into the office, where the usual cheers erupted. Every successful prosecution meant a mini celebration. But as I was basking in the glory, I noticed the double doors of the office fling open and Ant was walking straight towards me with his hands behind his back. My heart pounded. My gut was telling me this wasn’t going to be good. Was he going to stab me? Shoot me? I’d come close on a number of occasions. I pressed the emergency button under the desk.

      Seconds later, the police burst in, just in time to see him whip out a bouquet of twelve red roses from behind his back. He declared, in front of everyone, that I was ‘fit as hell’ and that watching me take him down in court had really done something for him. Then he asked me on a date.

      The thing is, I hadn’t seen him in that way. Not at first. But then he grinned, all coy and hopeful, and suddenly everyone was watching me. It felt like every police officer in the room had turned down their radio just to hear my response. Before I could even have a proper conversation with myself, I blurted out, ‘Yes.’

      It wasn’t what I had planned. I wasn’t looking for a relationship, far from it. My work came first, I was a career girl and any time outside of that was spent with Rose, dissecting life over wine and sarcastic commentary. And yet, one moment of hesitation-avoidance led to another, and suddenly, a year had passed. We had bought a house together. A twenty-five-year mortgage, a legal tether stronger than a wedding vow.

      Was I happy? Was he the one? Did I wake up every morning and sigh dreamily at his existence? I wasn’t sure. But it was the next step. The logical one. The one my mother had practically branded into my subconscious with years of commentary about responsibility, stability and the grim fate of singlehood.

      My mother had always been a force of nature – equal parts storm and stage director, orchestrating my life with a firm grip and an unwavering belief that she knew best. As a child, I had lived in my imagination, lost in stories, spinning worlds of adventure in my head while she stood on the sidelines, exasperated.

      ‘You need to live in the real world! You spend your whole life in soap opera land,’ she’d snap, arms flailing like she was conducting an invisible orchestra. ‘Stop daydreaming about things that don’t exist!’

      To her, life was a rigid roadmap with non-negotiable stops: university, marriage, children, preferably all completed before the ancient age of twenty-eight, when, according to her, my ovaries would pack up and emigrate out of protest. Once, when I dared mention I was happy working in the local café, she looked horrified, like I’d announced I wanted to join the circus as a bearded lady. In her eyes, anyone working in a café was one step away from wearing a paper hat and shouting ‘Do you want fries with that?’ at passing strangers. Respectable it was not.

      It was actually her who got me my first civil service interview. She called it a ‘sensible job’, the kind of work where you wore proper shoes and didn’t come home smelling of fried food. And because I was twenty and too scared to do otherwise, I went along with it.

      I was the constant family disappointment. From the moment I was born, I never quite got it right. My brother, the intelligent one, had always been the golden child. In my parents’ eyes, success was measured strictly by exam results. A* meant you were a genius, an A was acceptable, and anything below that? Well, that was basically announcing you’d be living in their cellar  forever. Academia and I, though, were never meant to be. Apparently, my lack of effort was the issue. I was the ‘could try harder’ child. Always a bit messy, too chatty, more interested in writing poems about unicorns than my times tables. I can still hear my father’s voice booming through the house, calling me thick because I couldn’t grasp a maths equation that, let’s be honest, has never been useful in the real world. No one has ever stopped me in the street and demanded I solve for X before I can continue living my life. But according to Dad, if I didn’t get a C in my GCSEs, I might as well start learning the fine art of flipping burgers because my life would be doomed  forever.

      Mum adored my brother. You could see it in the way her voice lifted when she said his name, like it had been blessed by angels. As for me and my brother? We lived in the same house but might as well have been in different postcodes. No fights, no warm chats, just long silences and the occasional awkward passing on the stairs, like flatmates who hadn’t chosen each other and didn’t want to risk small talk.

      So when Ant came along, Mum practically heard wedding bells before we’d even had our first proper date. ‘This is your last chance!’ she’d declared, like I was on some sort of bargain-basement game show. ‘Your biological clock is ticking and it’s not waiting for your nonsense. Stop dreaming about what could be and accept what is.’

      I tried to explain that I wasn’t sure. I didn’t get butterflies like I thought I was supposed to. It didn’t feel like the romcoms I’d read or the movies I’d watched, but my mother had the knack of making her wants sound like my responsibilities. According to her, happiness meant stability, security, a proper home.

      She didn’t demand, not exactly, she just reminded me I didn’t want to end up like my cousin, renting into her forties, with no real assets or roots.

      This is when I started doubting myself. Maybe I was being stupid. Maybe she was right. Maybe love wasn’t supposed to be this big, dramatic thing. Maybe I was lucky to even have the option. Maybe I’d been too idealistic, too swept up in stories that didn’t reflect real life. Ant wasn’t exciting, but he was steady. He had a plan to marry me and maybe the love I expected and wanted would come. Maybe I’d look back one day and thank her for steering me in the right direction.

      That’s when I agreed to buy a house with him.

      Marriage was next.

      Or so I thought.

      Fast forward to the grand finale: six weeks before our wedding, I came home early from work because I was feeling under the weather and what did I find? Ant in bed with some football ground groupie, putting in way more effort than I’d ever seen him give on the pitch.

      By lunchtime, all his belongings were scattered across the front lawn like a particularly tragic car boot sale. His wardrobe, a questionable DVD collection, a treadmill he’d used precisely once and, let’s not forget, his Sam Fox poster that he’d proudly Blu-Tacked to the wall in our bedroom.

      This was never in the plan but what I needed was my best friend, and to pick myself up. I could face the gossip if I filled my life with scented candles and flowers, and I’d get my life back together again, but there was a slight problem. We owned the house together and I was still very fond of those four walls. My dream of the future, a family, our little house at the bottom of the cul-de-sac, was over. What I realised was I couldn’t actually afford the mortgage. Minor detail. So, in the spirit of desperation and financial survival, I had two choices to keep afloat. Option one: admit defeat, sell the house and move back in with my parents. Going back would mean a curfew, letting someone know if I would be in for dinner, and it didn’t fill me with much joy. The idea of sleeping in my old bedroom, even if they had just given it a fresh lick of paint, under a Marks and Spencer floral double duvet cover and with a brand-new carpet. I couldn’t face it.

      Second choice: get the house signed over to me and advertise for a lodger. What I could offer was a cheap room, great company and hopefully someone on the same wavelength who I could share a bottle of wine with, share gossip about our latest dates and go on nights out together. Now that option, that could be fun.

      By the next Friday, my solicitor had moved fast, the house was officially mine – signed, sealed, and delivered before Ant could backtrack on his guilt-induced generosity. And just to prove that the universe has the comedic timing of a seasoned stand-up, his football team finally got promoted to the Premier League … meaning I could never watch Match of the Day again without risking PTSD.

      I had officially become my mother’s current disappointment … again. Probably because my marriage had fallen apart before it had started, not because my husband-to-be had been caught quite literally with his pants down. No, it was because her dream of a granny flat in the grounds of our future home had crumbled all around her and now she also had to endure the gossip at the local bowls club and tell everyone why the ‘wedding of the year’ was called off. How was she supposed to hold her head high when Dot from mixed doubles inevitably asked what went wrong?

      To me, it was simple. He was caught in the act. Case closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Happy Bloody Birthday to Me!

          

          ‘NO MORE I LOVE YOU’S’ BY ANNIE LENNOX

        

      

    

    
      This is not how I was supposed to be spending my twenty-sixth birthday. I should be waking up in a haze of confetti, surrounded by presents and balloons and in the arms of my significant other telling me how wonderful, and gorgeous I am. Instead, I am waking up in a tangle of last night’s clothes, my head pounding like I was the drum kit in a heavy metal band, with a takeaway pizza box and a half-empty bottle of vodka on my bedside cabinet.

      I am single. I am sad. I am well and truly back on the shelf.

      And the shelf is dusty as hell.

      There was a knock at the front door. Well, more like a rhythmic pounding that told me one thing and one thing only: it’s Rose. The only person who loves me enough to ignore the fact that I’m probably still marinated in vodka fumes.

      ‘Open up, birthday girl! I come bearing grease and caffeine!’

      I groan, roll over and immediately regret it as my stomach lurches in protest. Dragging myself out of bed, I shuffle to the door like the living dead.

      Rose stands there, holding up a McDonald’s bag like she’s the Statue of Liberty but way more useful. ‘Thought you might need this.’

      Legend. Absolute legend. This is why she is my best friend.

      I let her in, and before I can say another word, she’s already unpacking the McMuffins and arranging hash browns like some kind of greasy breakfast charcuterie board. ‘Eat,’ she orders. ‘Then we’re making today a birthday to remember.’

      I chew slowly, soaking up the alcohol-induced shakiness. ‘Rose, I love you, but I had grand plans to mope today. Big plans. Massive plans.’

      ‘Cancelled,’ she declares, handing me coffee. ‘Moping is for Mondays, and last time I checked, your birthday is a Saturday. We’re celebrating.’

      She pushes a pile of presents towards me, grinning. ‘Now, open these before you claim life is joyless.’

      I oblige, unwrapping the first gift to find … another bottle of Echo Falls.

      ‘Because we always need a backup,’ she says with a wink.

      Fair.

      The next package contains a CD mix of songs I can scream-sing to in the car, a lip gloss I’m 90 per cent sure is now illegal due to excessive glitter content, and a tiny pink fluffy notebook.

      I flip through the notebook, confused. ‘What’s this?’

      ‘That,’ Rose declares, ‘is your new positivity journal. Every day, you’re going to write down three good things in your life. It’s supposed to keep you focused. Good for the soul. Stops you from spiralling into the abyss of despair.’

      I narrow my eyes at her. ‘I don’t spiral.’

      She raises an eyebrow. ‘You tried to drunkenly sign up for a convent last night.’

      ‘…That was a joke.’

      ‘You called it “God’s version of Lonely Hearts advertisements in the Daily Mail”.’

      Right. Moving swiftly on.

      Rose claps her hands. ‘Okay, up. Shower. Birthday-ready. Let’s go.’

      I groan, stretching my legs. ‘Let me just absorb the last of this hash brown.’

      She doesn’t wait. She grabs my arm and yanks me up with the strength of a woman who lifts heavy shopping bags like they’re dumbbells. ‘Upstairs. Now. I want to see you at least semi-presentable.’

      I grumble my way to the bathroom, stripping off last night’s regret and stepping into the shower. The warm water washes over me, and for a moment I think, maybe today won’t be so bad. Maybe this is the fresh start I need. No dwelling on the past. No crying over people who didn’t deserve me in the first place. A new era.

      Then I look down.

      And scream.

      Rose is immediately on the other side of the bathroom door. ‘What?! What’s wrong?!’

      I clutch my chest in horror. ‘I found a grey hair.’

      There’s silence. Then, ‘It’s fine. That’s what hair dye is for.’

      ‘IT’S NOT ON MY BASTARD HEAD!’

      The silence stretches.

      Then she cackles.

      I groan, banging my forehead against the shower wall. ‘Happy bloody birthday to me.’
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        * * *

      

      Written in my new fluffy notebook…

      
        
        Three Birthday Miracles

        (Vodka-Flavoured and Otherwise)

      

      

      
        
          	
        The Hangover Heroine Award. Despite waking up tangled in stale pizza and vodka fumes, I survived and that deserves confetti. Or, at the very least, a hash brown.
      

      	
        The Best Friend Lifesaver Medal. Rose showed up like a caffeinated fairy godmother, wielding McMuffins and emotional support. Who needs a boyfriend when you’ve got someone arranging your hash browns like it’s an art installation?
      

      	
        The Midlife Crisis Starter Pack. A pink fluffy notebook, Echo Falls reserves and a rogue grey hair not on my head … the holy trinity of entering a new (slightly terrifying) era. Thanks, Rose!
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Great Lodger Circus of September 2004

          

          ‘ALIVE AND KICKING’ BY SIMPLE MINDS

        

      

    

    
      The first thing I did after kicking Ant out (aside from consuming an entire box of Dairy Milk and a bottle of wine) was advertise for a lodger. A lovely, normal person to help pay the bills and keep me from having to do a night shift in the local pub to pay for heating.

      Little did I know, in that exact moment, my life was about to take a turn so unexpected, so ridiculous, and so utterly life-changing that the next twenty years would never be the same again.

      Enter the Great Lodger Interviews of 2004.

      Lodger 1: Nigel the Nudist. I kid you not.

      Nigel arrived dressed in what can only be described as a flimsy approximation of clothing. A Hawaiian shirt unbuttoned to the navel and some deeply questionable shorts that I strongly suspected were actually swim trunks. He had a tan that suggested a deep commitment to exposing himself to the elements.

      ‘So, what do you do for work?’ I asked, trying to maintain eye contact while he sat, legs splayed, on my sofa.

      ‘Oh, I work from home,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Mostly freelance writing. Saves me the hassle of getting dressed.’

      I took a sip of my tea and choked. ‘Right. And … how do you feel about clothes in shared spaces?’

      He laughed. ‘I’m very free-spirited. I believe in the liberation of the human form.’

      I very much did not. Nigel was shown the door faster than you can say ‘public decency laws’.

      Lodger 2: Crystal Moonbeam.

      Crystal floated into my house wearing approximately seventeen layers of linen, all in various shades of beige. She had an armful of bangles that jingled every time she moved.

      ‘I feel such positive energy here,’ she said, doing a little spin in my hallway. ‘Are you open to communal meditations at dawn?’

      ‘I’m more of a “grumble into my coffee and regret my life choices” type in the morning,’ I admitted.

      She nodded sagely. ‘I can cleanse your aura. There’s some deep-rooted pain here. I feel a man’s betrayal.’

      I blinked. ‘Yes, that would be the ex. The reason I need a lodger.’

      She nodded knowingly. ‘I’ll smudge the space with sage.’

      I was about to protest when she pulled a small pouch out of her massive tote bag and started waving a bundle of dried herbs around my living room.

      ‘No need! No need!’ I said, ushering her towards the door.

      Lodger 3: Barry the DJ.

      Barry had bleach-blond spikes, wraparound sunglasses (indoors, at night) and a bottle of Lucozade permanently attached to his hand.

      ‘Yeah, so I DJ on the weekends,’ he said, vibrating slightly from caffeine and possibly some other substances. ‘Got my decks in the car, actually, if you wanna hear a mix?’

      ‘I think I’ll pass.’

      ‘I’m a night owl, so no worries about me getting in your way during the day. I usually get in around 5 a.m., crash for a bit, then get up around sunset.’

      ‘Right. And how do you feel about noise levels?’

      ‘My whole life is noise.’

      ‘Right,’ I repeated, making a mental note to burn the listing after this. ‘I don’t think it’s going to work out.’

      ‘Fair, fair. Can I leave some promo flyers for my next gig though?’

      He left ten on my coffee table. I binned them immediately.

      Lodger 4: Trevor the Taxidermist.

      Trevor was a small, wiry man with a nervous energy and a duffel bag that I immediately suspected contained something dead.

      ‘I have a lot of specimens,’ he said, patting the bag. ‘But don’t worry, they’re all preserved beautifully.’

      I worried. A lot.

      He peered at the fireplace. ‘That’d be a perfect spot for Gerald.’

      ‘Who’s Gerald?’ I asked, regretting it instantly.

      ‘My fox.’

      I smiled in a way that I hoped conveyed warmth but also a very strong ‘get out of my house’ energy. ‘I don’t think this is the right fit.’

      Trevor sighed but nodded. ‘People don’t appreciate the beauty of taxidermy these days.’

      I did not appreciate the beauty of taxidermy in my living room. Trevor left. I locked the door behind him.

      Lodger 5: Hannah the Sane.

      By this point, I was considering giving up entirely and selling a kidney. Then Hannah arrived. She walked in wearing the same Take That concert T-shirt that was hanging in my wardrobe. I blinked. Blinked again. ‘Please tell me you were there?’

      Hannah’s eyes lit up. ‘Are you kidding? Wembley, 1993, I was right up at the front in the mosh pit!’

      ‘Me too!’

      ‘OMG!’

      We squealed like teenagers.

      ‘I still fancy Gary Barlow,’ I admitted, as if confessing a deep, dark secret.

      She rolled her eyes. ‘I was always a Mark Owen kind of girl.’

      We stared at each other for a second, and then, without warning, both of us burst into song, full-throttle, arms flailing, off-key but enthusiastic. ‘Back for Good’, a Take That classic from that era, blared from nowhere (well, mostly from our memories). Lyrics mangled, voices completely uncoordinated, we ended up laughing so hard.

      Relief washed over me. Hannah was normal. She had a normal job as a receptionist for a computer technology company. She drank tea. She did not attempt to spiritually cleanse me, remove her clothes or bring in dead animals. But I needed to ask the question.

      ‘Do you … have any unusual habits?’

      She frowned. ‘I have a mild addiction to word searches, if that counts?’

      ‘It does not.’

      She smiled. ‘Then no, I’m pretty boring. I like film nights, love a good scented candle and always keep a bottle of wine in the fridge.’

      ‘Favourite wine?’ I asked.

      ‘Echo Falls.’

      I nearly wept with relief. ‘Can you move in next week?’

      ‘I can move in tomorrow.’

      ‘Deal.’

      And that is how I found a lodger who wasn’t a nudist, a witch, a DJ or a man with a suspicious bag. 2004 might not be a complete disaster after all.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Sanity Savers from the Housemate Hunger Games

      

      

      
        
          	
        Hannah is sane. A unicorn in human form.
      

      	
        Who knew a mild addiction to word searches would now count as a green flag? Honestly, I nearly proposed but then remembered the last time someone proposed to me, it ended with a cancelled wedding and a spare room advert.
      

      	
        After the nudists, witches, and DJs … a quiet cup of tea felt like I’d won the emotional lottery.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Friday Night In (with Hannah)

          

          ‘GIRLS JUST WANT TO HAVE FUN’ BY CYNDI LAUPER

        

      

    

    
      Hannah had officially moved in, the wine was chilling, and honestly … who needed a man when you had romcoms queued up, Dairy Milk in the fridge, and good female friendship? We were both wearing our Take That T-shirts, the ones we’d insisted were totally ironic and secretly loved too much. I sipped my wine as we sprawled across the sofa, chatting about the dreams we’d had as kids. I described my bookshop café. Hannah, meanwhile, had harboured ambitions of being a wildlife photographer, chasing foxes and badgers across fields she’d probably never leave. Somehow, we both ended up in something completely different, yet oddly satisfying.

      The more we talked, the more we found ourselves laughing about all the little things we had in common: our love of live music, our inability to ever say no to a slice of chocolate cake, and the weird obsession with perfectly organised stationery. By the time we’d finished dissecting the 90s music charts, we decided it was only logical to plan a trip to a gig together – because obviously the universe would approve.

      Tonight was definitely one for the memory book, and not just because I currently had more sticky lip gloss on the rim of my glass than on my actual lips. Moving Hannah in had been the best decision I’d ever made. The house had been completely exorcised of its previous male energy – no socks piled in corners, no mysterious smells, no inexplicably sticky surfaces. Instead, we lit a cinnamon candle, cracked open the rosé, slapped on our face masks and committed ourselves to the most sacred of female bonding rituals: watching Pretty Woman.

      We went full cliché. Julia Roberts’s thigh-high boots, Richard Gere’s tragic 80s hair. We even did the lines. ‘Big mistake. Big. Huge.’ Obviously. Hannah’s laugh is already my new favourite sound. It’s loud and contagious and makes the whole house feel warm in a way it never did with Ant. We painted our nails (pink for her, deep red for me because I’m obviously going through something), and spent most of the film pausing it to discuss things like:

      Why do women wear gloves with ballgowns?

      Why do we always fall for emotionally unavailable men in suits?

      And seriously, do people even use opera binoculars?

      As the opening credits rolled, we clinked our glasses together and I realised something important: happiness didn’t have to be complicated. Sometimes, it was just wine, friendship, rom-coms, chocolate and the occasional Take That singalong – and right at that moment, I wouldn’t have traded it for anything.

      
        
        Three Cheers for a Friday Night Fix

      

      

      
        
          	
        Hannah and I didn’t stop laughing.
      

      	
        My living room now smells of all things girly.
      

      	
        We finished the last of the Dairy Milk without a shred of guilt.
      

      

      

      Now off to bed, face shiny from serum, heart full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reckless Love

          

          ‘I WANT YOUR SEX’ BY GEORGE MICHAEL

        

      

    

    
      Hannah moving in has been the best plot twist of the year. Other than the little oasis of my new home life, work was just the same. Rose and I were still knee-deep in fraudulent claims, and surviving on bad office coffee. It was like nothing had changed, and yet somehow everything had. It was like the universe had finally decided to give me a little luck at last. I was continuing to have the best girly fun. Movie nights with ridiculous amounts of wine, and late-night chats with Hannah about everything from work dilemmas to romantic disasters (mostly her mild obsession with a guy in finance and my staunch commitment to never being emotionally available again). Weekends have quickly become a blur of Pizza Hut feasts, fizzy prosecco-fuelled Saturday shopping sprees and a shared love of gossip and carbs. Honestly, it beat standing in the freezing cold, pretending to care while a bunch of grown men attempt to kick a ball into a net for ninety minutes. Somewhere between the laughter, the nail varnish and the shared eye-rolls, it hit me: Ant had actually done me the biggest favour ever.

      It was Saturday night, and I was heading to the local pub, The White Barn, for the weekly quiz. A proper local, with worn wooden floors, a jukebox that only ever played the same four songs, and that faint, comforting smell of beer and scampi fries. The usual teams were already there, huddled over their answer sheets. We didn’t know any of them personally, but everyone knew they took the quiz very seriously, and the low hum of competitive muttering filled the room.

      Hannah had gone off to some fancy wedding reception, leaving me free to immerse myself in my weekly ritual. I settled in with a Diamond White, claiming the corner table beneath the wonky framed photo of Princess Diana. When Rose finally arrived, she flung herself onto the bench seat like a rockstar, placing another two bottles of Diamond White between us.

      The quiz started. First round: general knowledge. We did all right, I remembered the capital of Venezuela (thanks, GCSE geography), and Rose knew which year Madonna released ‘Like a Virgin’. We lost all sense of competition after the music round, which featured an ABBA song sped up like a chipmunk with a sugar addiction.

      A bloke at the bar bought us a round ‘for being the loudest team’, which wasn’t technically a compliment but we accepted. More Diamond White. Someone put ‘Tainted Love’ on the jukebox. I think I sang. I definitely danced. Rose tried to climb onto a barstool and almost took out the dartboard. It was magic.

      We finished the quiz in a haze of laughter and slurred answers, then decided to trek home. Arms looped together, singing off-key at the top of our lungs, swaying with every step. Every laugh made my cheeks ache, every stumble made me grip Rose tighter. Chips in a greasy paper bag smelled like heaven and occasionally disappeared before they even reached my mouth. In this moment, I realised I was genuinely happy. I had my whole life ahead of me, and spending time with Rose … completely, wonderfully ridiculous … was when I felt at my happiest. Did I want a man? Maybe. Did I need one? Definitely not. Not tonight, not ever, when there was wine, friendship, laughter and off-key singing echoing down the streets.

      By the time I got home, I was sticky with chip grease and giddy with laughter. I changed into my pyjamas, drank a pint of water (hoping to delay the hangover) and collapsed into bed with a grin plastered across my face.

      I woke up around 2 a.m. to the sound of a cab door slamming and Hannah stumbling up the stairs, giggling. A sure sign of a great night out. Then, silence. I smiled to myself and drifted back off to sleep. But at around 3:30 a.m., I woke again, needing the toilet. Not bothering with the light, I tiptoed out of my bedroom, trying to be quiet so as not to wake Hannah.

      That’s when I crashed straight into him.

      There, in the dim glow from the landing window, was a semi-naked man. I screamed. He screamed. We both froze, sizing each other up like a startled deer.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ he asked, his voice half-confusion, half-indignation.

      ‘Who the hell am I?’ I hissed back. ‘This is my house! Who the hell are you?!’

      In
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        Thank God for the sexy cami set I was wearing.
      

      	
        Thankful he didn’t notice my growing grey highlights down there!
      

      	
        Sometimes all you need is a random dude on the landing and zero plans to totally shake things up.
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