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  Chapter 1

The bushes sway in the garden, the rustling sound cutting through the silence of the empty house. My pulse skitters, imagination instantly conjuring shadowy figures lurking beyond the window. 
I slam it shut and step back from the breath-steamed glass, wrapping my arms around my waist. I’m just being silly. It was just a fox. Or the wind. Nothing dangerous, nothing sinister. Right?
I hate being alone. Hate it. There’s something fundamentally wrong about solitude – it’s barbaric. What if something happens to me? Like a heart attack? What if an axe murderer decides tonight is the perfect night to break in? What if the electrics go wild, sparking a fire and trapping me in here to die a slow, painful death? If anything bad happened to me now, hours would pass before anyone would know.
I clutch my phone tighter. Just in case.
21:02.
Caleb’s only been gone for just over an hour, and I miss him terribly. The house feels unbearably empty without him here. I miss the familiar soundtrack of his computer game – the gunfire and explosions. The splatter of blood. I miss the aroma of his cafetière brewing on the countertop. I even miss bringing him little snacks when he gets that adorable grumpy look.
21:03.
I flick the kettle on for my nightly hot chocolate, leaning against the counter as I watch the steam begin to rise.
It’s good that Caleb has a tight-knit group of friends to go out with. He deserves it – he’s a genuinely friendly and sweet guy. The thought of him warms my cheeks and I stand on my toes, my love sweeping me away. I’m the luckiest girl.
I picture him standing in the Stag and Pheasant, nursing his third pint of Guinness. A proper drink for a true man. He’s probably talking football with the boys or debating which game console is superior, totally oblivious to the women who inevitably notice him, and that flirtatious older barmaid with her desperate cleavage. 
When he drinks, his face flushes that adorable shade of pink. I just hope he remembers to pace himself like he promised. Drunk Caleb is entertaining – all sloppy affection, clumsy movements, and singing far too loudly.
It is funny. Sometimes.
The kettle whistles, building into a crescendo before climaxing with a pop. I pour the hot water over the chocolate powder, stirring until it forms dark brown sludge. It smells divine as I pour warm milk over the top to smooth it out.
My phone dings and I snatch it up eagerly, only to learn it’s just a calendar notification about someone’s birthday tomorrow.
Wait – Dierdre. That’s Caleb’s aunt. Surely he’d want to know? Actually, he needs to know. He might want to grab a card or something before the shops close.
I send him a message: Hey gorgeous. Only me. I hope you’re having an amazing time. Just to let you know, it’s Dierdre’s birthday tomorrow. Miss you… xxx
Caleb:
I watch for a solid five minutes, waiting for the tell-tale dots that signal he’s typing out a reply. Nothing. The blank screen mocks me. With a frustrated huff, I slam my phone down and take a sip of my hot chocolate.
I just want to be helpful. To make Caleb’s life easier. That’s what good girlfriends do.
Resisting the urge to look at the screen again, I scoop up my phone and head into the living room where I sink into the sofa. 
Outside, life continues. Lights illuminate the neighbours’ windows and they look like television screens against the darkness. I wonder what they’re all doing. The Jennisons are probably having another argument – that seems to be their Friday night ritual. That old cow down the road is probably curtain twitching. Nosy bitch. The young couple across the street might be singing their new baby to sleep. 
Something about that last image makes my chest tighten with yearning. One day that will be us – Caleb cradling our baby while I watch them both with overwhelming love.
I should close the curtains. I feel horribly exposed with the darkness pressing against the glass. Some pervert could be eyeing me up this very second.
As I raise my mug for another sip, my phone beeps. The noise makes me jump and I splash brown all down my crisp white nightdress.
Ignoring the stain, I grab for the message.
Alright. Thanks for letting me know. xxx
That’s it? Nothing about his night, no questions about mine? Doesn’t he want me to run out and get her something? Maybe he’s just trying to be considerate, not wanting to burden me with errands. 
Want me to run out and get her something? I can get chocolates from the supermarket? xxx
This time the dots are immediate, making me smile.
No. Mum will do it. I’ve never bothered. Speak later.
I stare at the screen, stunned. The dismissive tone, the missing kisses – both equally wounding. Since when has Caleb ‘never bothered’ with his aunt’s birthday? And since when does he sign off without his usual three kisses?
A knot of hurt grows inside me as I carry my cup into the kitchen where I dump the remaining drink into the sink. My craving for sweetness has evaporated, replaced by the bitterness of my outrage.
Headlights flash across the kitchen wall as a car speeds past, momentarily blinding me. As the car disappears around the bend, a movement outside catches my eye. A figure is standing beneath the streetlamp, perfectly centred in the rectangle of my kitchen window.
I can make out the glint of eyes in the gloom. I think they’re watching me, unblinking and intense. Panic sparks through me as I lunge for the blinds, yanking them down to shut out that predatory stare.
My breath comes in shallow bursts. An unsteady dizziness washes over me. God, I wish Caleb were here. We’d be curled up together rewatching Breaking Bad, blissfully ignorant of the weirdo lurking outside. Caleb makes me feel safe; protected. When he’s not here, I’m stripped bare, my safety blanket gone.
I force several deep, calming breaths and return to the living room. I draw the curtains in here too, not daring to look outside in case I see those same eyes peering at me through the bushes in the front garden. Or pressed against the glass.
I shiver.
But there it is again, that rustling noise. Only louder this time. I step back from the now-covered window and bite my lip. Was that the sound of footsteps outside the front door? No, surely not. My mouth goes dry.
What do I do now? Where’s the line between reasonable caution and paranoid overreaction? Calling the police feels a little drastic. Sorry, officer, the bushes moved. Can you come and help me?
I’m frozen in place, torn between wanting Caleb’s protection and not wanting to be clingy and ruin his night out. I’m not that kind of girlfriend.
What I need is more information. I creep toward the front door, checking twice that the deadbolt is slid across before pressing my eye to the peephole.
I have to remind myself, I’m just being silly. I’m safe. I’m okay.
The doorstep remains empty. Beyond it sits my car in the driveway, Caleb’s gleaming motorcycle nestled beside it like a faithful companion.
Even my car has better company than me tonight, I think, with a bitter twist of my lips.
I’m about to pull away when I notice movement again – the same figure from before, now moving towards the house with unsettling slowness along the pavement. The streetlights illuminate a bulky frame in a sweatshirt, hood pulled up so far I can’t make out a face. But the size of him, the deliberate way he moves – powerful, bullish – sends my thoughts into turmoil.
He pauses, looking around furtively. Checking for witnesses, I realise with a sick jolt. Then he stops at the end of our garden path and shoves his hands deep into his pockets.
No more watching. This requires action.
I grab my phone, fingers trembling as I hit Caleb’s number. It rings through to voicemail. So much for being my emergency contact. I hang up without leaving a message.
Pacing the living room, I stare at my phone, willing it to ring. Nothing.
I try again.
“Maisie.” His voice sounds clipped, impatient. Maybe I’ve caught him at a bad time. Maybe he needs to go to the loo or something.
“Caleb. There’s someone outside.” My words come out in a panicked rush.
“What?” The background noise at the pub nearly drowns him out.
“Can you go somewhere quieter?”
“Hang on, I’ll go somewhere more quiet. It’s noisy in here.” He sounds tipsy already.
I tap my foot anxiously, listening to the muffled sounds of him making his way through the crowd, the bar noise fading into the distant murmur of voices outside.
“Maisie. What is it?” His tone has that edge I’ve come to recognise – half concern, half annoyance at being interrupted.
“There’s someone outside,” I whisper, though there’s no logical reason to lower my voice. “Standing there, watching the house. It’s really creepy, Caleb.”
A beat of silence. “Look, I …”
“He looks big, like he could snap me in half.”
He sighs. “Just ignore him. It’s probably just a delivery guy looking for the Jennisons’ house again. They really need to get a new number for their door …”
“Please, Caleb.” My voice catches.
He sighs, the sound crackling through the connection. “Lock the door. You’ll be fine. Maybe put some Desperate Housewives on or something. You like that.”
“No, I—”
“Look, I won’t be late. You’ll be okay.” His voice grows fainter, like he’s already pulling the phone away.
“Caleb, wait!” The line remains open, but he doesn’t respond. I spin around, eyes darting to each window, suddenly certain I’m being watched from all sides. “They’re at the door. I can hear them.”
“So? See what they want?” He sounds downright pissed off now.
A woman’s voice calls something in the background, her tone light and teasing. Something snaps inside me. I scream. 
“Maisie, honey! What is it?” His voice is sharper now. I’ve got his attention.
“They’re banging. Caleb, I think they might be about to knock the door down!” I let my tears flow freely, my breath hitching dramatically. 
Caleb stutters. “Okay, okay. I’m getting a cab right now. Honey, I’m going to hang up so you can call the police. Okay? Call them right now!”
The line goes dead.
I lower my phone and wipe away the tears that have served their purpose. I’m not frightened; I’m excited, satisfied. I’ve always loved when Caleb rushes to my rescue, the way his eyes darken with concern, how his arms feel when he pulls me against his chest.
There’s no point in overdoing the dramatics now. I have about twenty minutes until he arrives home. Plenty of time to perfect my performance.
With a small, secret smile playing at my lips, I head to the kitchen to prepare another hot chocolate. This time, I’ll add marshmallows. A little celebration is in order.






  
  Chapter 2

I watch as the clock ticks over to 9.00 am before taking the black coffee and toast upstairs. Morning sunlight filters through the hallway windows as I balance the tray carefully. The bedroom is still dark, so I place the tray down on the chest of drawers and throw the curtains open with a flourish. 
Caleb groans and buries his face under his pillow, pulling himself into a tiny ball. “Maisie, what are you doing?” His voice is muffled against the pillow, thick with sleep.
“Bringing you breakfast in bed!” I reply cheerfully. “I thought you deserved it after saving me last night.” The memory of his rushed entrance, breathless and worried, sends a flutter through me.
He huffs and flops around in bed before admitting defeat and sitting up to see what I’ve brought him. His face lights up when he sees the bonus doughnut I’ve slipped onto the side of the plate, sugar glistening. “Ah, Maisie, you’re a legend.”
And there it is, the gratitude I was waiting for. That little spark of appreciation. I chuckle and place the tray down on his lap, watching as he eagerly tucks in. “What time is it?”
“Nine. I thought we could do something nice today.” I perch on the edge of the bed, close enough to feel his warmth.
“Yeah? Like what?” 
“Oh, I don’t know, you decide.” I keep my tone casual, but I’ve already mentally planned three different options depending on his mood.
He nods, though doesn’t look very committed. He tears off a chunk of doughnut with his teeth, his eyes drifting towards the motorcycle magazine on his nightstand – the one with the custom shop feature he’s been obsessing over lately. Maybe he’s not ready to make plans; the poor guy still looks half asleep.
I change the subject. “Thank you for coming home early last night. I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.” I soften my voice, a damsel in distress.
He gives me that sideways smile that made me fall in love with him in the first place – the one that makes his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Probably watched shit TV and ate some ice cream? A whole lot of drama over nothing, as usual.”
He’s right of course. The man outside was long gone by the time Caleb arrived home. Not surprising really, considering he’d found the Jennisons’ house and left a takeaway on their doorstep. The delivery logo on his jacket gave the game away.
“But it could’ve been bad. Caleb! He could have raped me and left me for dead.” My voice rises slightly, indignation flaring at his dismissal.
Caleb laughs. It’s a low, thoughtless sound that twists my stomach. Is this funny to him? No. He’s just clueless. A clueless man. He doesn’t understand what it’s like to be a woman. How even the most banal-seeming things can actually be threats.
But when he leans forward for a kiss I completely forgive him, the familiar scent of sleep and coffee enveloping me. “Honey, you were fine. Just don’t answer the door to strangers. Didn’t your mum ever tell you that?”
I scoff. I don’t think Mum ever taught me anything useful, her attention was always elsewhere. Still is. Always focused on my sisters, those perfect twins who can do no wrong. 
“So, how was last night? Who went?” I watch him carefully, looking for any hint of a lie – the slight eye shift, the unnecessary detail, the tells I’ve learned to disguise in myself.
“Well, I wasn’t there for long. George was there, poor guy was knackered, he’d just finished a thirteen-hour shift. Luke had only just arrived as I was leaving. The Craw cousins were there, but they were too busy chatting up some bird at the bar.” He takes a sip of coffee. “Troy was there too – poor sod.” He snaps his mouth shut like he’s said too much.
I cock my head to the side. “What’s wrong with Troy?”
He shoves more food in his mouth and chews theatrically, stalling. “Ah, just woman troubles. It’s nothing really.” His hand reaches for the motorcycle magazine, flipping it open to a page he’s marked with a Post-it. His attempt at ending the conversation is comical and transparent.
“What happened with Evelyn? I thought they were all loved up?” I haven’t met Troy and Evelyn many times, but I always thought they were so sweet together. High school sweethearts with matching tattoos and easy laughter. Troy clearly dotes on Evelyn and I always considered him a good role model for Caleb. So to hear they’re struggling is truly upsetting.
He groans. “They are loved up. Just going through a hard patch.” He looks away shiftily, like he’s keeping something from me. I hate being kept in the dark. He knows he can trust me.
I pout and snuggle up next to him on the bed. “Tell me the truth, Caleb. You know I don’t like it when you keep things from me.”
He shoves the last bite of doughnut into his mouth and chews thoughtfully, mulling over his next words. I realise he’s trying to decide whether to tell me or not and I give him a playful/not-so-playful tap on the arm.
“Come on, Caleb, don’t be mean.” I brush the sugar off his lips, my fingers lingering perhaps a moment too long. 
He sighs. “Okay, but you can’t tell anyone this.” He pauses, his eyes serious. “Okay?”
“Okay!” I say, hands raised in a gesture of innocence. I motion zipping my lips closed.
“He’s been cheating on her.”
I jolt so violently that I knock the tray onto Caleb, pushing the coffee he was sipping into his face. Hot liquid splashes across his bare chest, and he yelps in pain. “Jesus Christ, Maisie! What was that for?”
But I’ve already left the room to retrieve a towel from the cupboard. I’m so stunned it takes me far too long to find what I am looking for, my mind racing with implications. When I return, Caleb is wiping the stain with my pillow, making everything a hundred times worse. “Here, let me,” I tell him, nudging him out of the way.
Caleb stands up and watches me from the window, completely unconcerned about his nakedness. The whole world is able to see his bare arse through the second-storey window. “Caleb, you’re naked!” I say, motioning between his manhood and the window. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t give the slightest damn.
I’m unsure whether to feel embarrassed or thrilled that everyone can see what a lucky girl I am.
“Who’s he having an affair with?” I eventually ask, admitting defeat and tossing the soggy towel into the washing basket. I might just throw the browned bedsheets away and be done with it.
“Who?”
“Troy!”
“Oh, Maisie. Just leave it, will you? It’s just some birds he hooks up with on nights out. There’s nothing to tell.” He shrugs as if infidelity is as casual as choosing what to have for lunch.
“As in, one-night stands?” I crinkle my nose in disgust.
“I guess so.”
“And have you ever seen him chatting up other girls?” I watch his face carefully, looking for any flicker of guilt that might mirror his friend’s behaviour.
He shrugs but keeps his mouth tightly shut. He looks out the window, feigning interest at a bird flying overhead. The evasion is answer enough.
“So why ‘poor Troy’?”
Shrugging again, he says, “It’s just been weighing on his mind, I suppose. The guilt. He needed someone to talk to.” He scratches his balls – not the most sophisticated look – and avoids my eyes.
“Well, he should be feeling guilty. What did he expect? You can’t act like that and not feel anything. That’s psycho behaviour.”
Caleb scowls, but when his eyes meet mine, his expression softens. “Honey, why so worried? You know you don’t have to worry about that, don’t you? I’d never do that to you.”
His words make me feel a little better, but the vicarious betrayal still hurts. I have always thought Caleb was loyal. But then, Troy gave that impression, too. Maybe my judgement of character isn’t as good as I thought.
Truth be told, I’m frightened. I remember hearing the woman’s voice in the background while I was speaking to Caleb last night. Who was that? Was she talking to him?
And I remember the rumours of him at his Christmas party last year, him and the receptionist with the sleek bob and perfect makeup. He denied it, of course, and she was soon fired, thus removing the threat. But still, it injected me with an awful sense of jealousy that I haven’t yet managed to shake off.
Without waiting for a response, Caleb makes his way to the ensuite where he turns on the shower. I follow him, unwilling to let the conversation drop. “So what did you say to him?”
Caleb inspects his teeth in the mirror. “Nothing. I just listened, you know? He’ll figure it out.”
“Caleb!”
“What?!”
“You need to tell him it’s wrong. It’s gross! Honestly, what’s wrong with you men?”
But he ignores me and just steps into the shower, the door slamming shut behind him. The glass immediately begins to fog, obscuring my view of him.
Is this really what Caleb thinks of affairs? Does he really think it’s no big deal? Does he really think so little of love?
I yank the door open and a soaped-up Caleb turns to me with a scowl. “What, Maisie? Can’t a guy shower in peace?”
“Not until we’ve sorted this out, no.”
“What’s to sort? This has nothing to do with us.”
“I think we should tell her.”
“Who?”
“Evelyn!”
“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. No! Troy is my mate. There’s no way in hell I’ll betray his trust.”
“Anonymously, then.”
“Maisie, listen to me – you’ve got to keep out of this. They’ll sort it. Keep your nose out of it.”
Maybe he’s right. Maybe I should just turn my back and let them live their lives. I don’t even know them all that well. Troy is Caleb’s friend, not mine, and I barely know Evelyn. Poor woman. She’ll be so heartbroken.
“Maisie, please. Don’t say anything. For me?”
He looks so damn cute with his soap beard and flattened hair. Maybe Caleb needs to be taught a lesson about staying faithful. I allow my eyes to trace down his body, my eyes drawn to that spot that gives me butterflies.
He’s hard.
Yes, he needs to know exactly what he’d be giving up should he ever cheat on me.
I strip off slowly, step into the shower, then get on my knees.






  
  Chapter 3

Imarah always looks so well put-together. She breezes into the coffee shop, glistening chocolate-brown hair down to her waist, not a strand out of place. Her cashmere top is bobble-free and the perfect jade green to complement her dark skin. Her jeans hug curves that speak of dedicated gym sessions, showing off thick, toned thighs. And she bounces in wearing casual Converse pumps that somehow make her look tall and elegant – the same shoes that would make me look short and dumpy. 
She flashes me a smile that lights up her entire face, drawing admiring glances from nearby tables. She has that kind of natural radiance people are drawn to. I know if she wasn’t so shy and unsure of herself, she’d have a thousand more friends she’d prefer to see over me.
“Maisie. Hi!” she says brightly, her voice carrying that hint of warmth she reserves for me. I greet her with a tight hug. “How are you doing?”
Imarah and I met over twenty years ago. We both had the hard task of starting school part way through the year, me three weeks before Imarah. I spent those excruciatingly long weeks feeling utterly alone and miserable, laughed at by my peers for not having the friendships they refused to grant me. Friendship groups were already tight and there was no room left for me. I’d walk home from school crying into the sleeve of my blazer, tears I was careful to wipe away before reaching my doorstep. I stopped eating and hid in my bedroom, certain no one in my family even noticed. My sisters were too busy with their own dramas, and Mum was always stretched too thin to notice one child’s misery.
Then, Imarah came along and everything changed. I walked into the form room one day with my head hanging low, in my usual state of anxiety, and Imarah was sitting at her desk writing in a journal, her tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth.
I’d never seen her before and assumed she’d just been on holiday. I watched her all morning, waiting for her friends to join her. But they didn’t. She was as alone as I was.
Finally, during afternoon registration, Mr. Smith, the charismatic science teacher, finally thought of introducing Imarah to the class and all eyes turned towards her. Imarah’s cheeks burned red and her eyes grew wet. I saw so much of myself in her, and I wanted to reach out to her and take her hand.
I didn’t though. I didn’t have the courage.
Then, to my surprise, as I was walking home a few days later, someone called out to me. “Maisie, isn’t it?”
I spun around to find Imarah rushing to catch up with me, her school bag weighing her down. Back then she was spotty and awkward. A far cry from the beauty she is today, and an image of herself she’s never managed to shrug off.
I didn’t know what to say, I just stared at her. Surely she’d got me confused with someone else?
Finally catching up, she looked me dead in the eye and said, “Mind if I walk with you? I could use a friend. Those bitches at school are so cliquey.”
And that was that. We’ve been stuck together like glue ever since.
We’d built our friendship on shared vulnerability – both outsiders, both desperate for connection. Maybe that’s why we overlooked things that others might have questioned in each other. Why Imarah forgives my occasional lies, my tendency to embellish stories. Why I pretended not to notice when she faded away during our university years, too busy with new friends until she needed me again. Our friendship has always been a strange dance of dependence and distance. But it had survived twenty years. That had to count for something.
“I’m okay,” I tell her now, pulling out of the hug. 
“I smell bullshit,” she says a little too loudly. The people sitting at nearby tables turn to look at us. I notice they give me a dirty look, like I was the one to cuss and not the pretty girl who actually committed the crime. “What’s up?”
A teenage boy brings over our drinks, a welcome distraction. I wasn’t going to tell Imarah about Troy and Evelyn – I promised Caleb on our lives that I’d keep quiet. But then, Imarah doesn’t even know them. Who’s she going to tell?
Imarah is fantastic at giving advice; she’s compassionate, caring, and yet always objective. No, I can trust her with this. Besides, I need to talk to someone who might understand the twist of anxiety in my gut every time I think about anyone cheating.
“You know Caleb’s best friend, Troy?”
“That guy who looks like an ape?”
I laugh. Trust Imarah to lighten the mood. “That’s the one. Well, it turns out he’s been cheating on his girlfriend.”
Imarah, to her credit, tries to look shocked, but it immediately dies a quick death. “And?” she breathes. “Why do we care?”
“Imarah, he’s been with his girlfriend for like, forever. Don’t you think that’s a pretty big deal?”
“Well, if I knew them, then yeah. But Maisie, I’ve met them maybe twice and I didn’t even engage in conversation. I thought they looked pretty stuck-up, actually.”
Shaking my head, I tut. “Does it matter? He’s cheating on her, that’s pretty fucked up.”
“I just don’t see the big deal,” Imarah says, blowing on her latte. She scrutinises me over the rim of her mug, seeing right through me in that way she’s always been able to.
“You wouldn’t care if your boyfriend cheated?” I press.
Imarah lifts a shoulder. “Wouldn’t happen. You know I can’t hold down a relationship longer than it takes to suck a mint.”
“But if it did?”
“Then I’d be done. Instantly.” Her voice is sharp.
I frown. “That easy?”
She sets her cup down a little too hard. “I can’t stand liars, Maisie. You know that.” She leans back in her chair and eyes me carefully. “Maisie, what’s this really about? Is this about Troy and Evelyn? Or you and Caleb?”
My chest tightens. I hate that she’s right. This isn’t about Troy. It’s about the sick feeling that won’t go away, the one I’ve been shoving down since last Christmas when the rumours first started.
I can still see the receptionist’s smug little smile, the way she tilted her head as if she pitied me. Nothing happened, sweetie. I swear. I’d wanted to believe her, but the way Caleb avoided my eyes afterward? That’s what’s haunted me.
So now Imarah’s words are like a punch to the stomach. I sigh and drop my shoulders. “It’s just given me a shock, that’s all. I thought Troy and Evelyn were tight, you know?”
She reaches over and grips my hand in her manicured fingers. “That’s understandable. Last Christmas was tough on you.”
I wince. I hate talking about last Christmas. It was so humiliating. I thrust my fingernails into my mouth and start chewing.
It wasn’t always this hard between Caleb and me. On our third date, I’d gotten food poisoning, and instead of bailing, he’d come over with ginger ale and crackers. “I like taking care of people,” he’d shrugged when I thanked him, embarrassed. “And you’re different – you say what you’re actually thinking.” The irony isn’t lost on me now.
Imarah thoughtfully stirs her drink before continuing, “Maisie, Caleb worships the ground you walk on. You’ve been together forever.”
I search her face, waiting for her to meet my eyes, but she doesn’t. “You really think so?” My voice is too small.
“Of course.” A little too quick.
Forever? Five years is hardly forever, but given the speed of its development, it could be. Six months after meeting, I moved into Caleb’s cute two-bedroom house, where I have eagerly awaited a proposal ever since.
“Besides,” Imarah says, releasing my hand. “I thought that receptionist woman was fired? She clearly had a screw loose.”
Yes and no. She did indeed get fired, but her head was tightly screwed on. She may have been accused of losing her mind with her customers but, truth is, that was my doing. I wrapped it up in a neat little bow and got her swiftly removed from our lives. It’s amazing how far a few complaints can go. 
But I never discovered the truth about the kiss. I daren’t keep pressing Caleb, in case he confirms it was true. It’s far easier to live amongst your lies than to admit your life is falling apart.
“The way I see it, Maisie, if that guy is cheating, he’ll get caught out. There’s only so long you can live a second life before the truth comes tumbling out. Then the shit really hits the fan. And, trust me, you don’t want to be standing in the middle of it all.”
I shift uncomfortably. Maybe Imarah is right. Maybe I should just keep my nose out and let everything play out by itself. But I’m just not that kind of woman. What happened to girl power? If we don’t have that, we don’t have anything.
I need time to mull this over.
“How’s work?” I ask Imarah. She’s just been given a massive promotion, and I can see she’s practically vibrating with excitement to talk about it.
She immediately jumps into tales of her new responsibilities as Lead Costume Designer at the local theatre. She gives me all the gossip on who’s a bitch and who’s put on so much weight that she’s had to order more material. She tells me about the hot guy she still hasn’t said hello to, despite working in the same building for over a year.
I’m enthralled. Imarah’s job sure beats mine as an admin assistant at a stationery manufacturer. There’s not much to say about handling orders for white six-by-nine windowed envelopes, so I really enjoy Imarah’s recounts.
Every time I meet with Imarah, I’m reminded of how lucky I am. In a world that doesn’t realise I even exist, it’s so nice to feel seen. It was Imarah who brought me out of my shell; she’d even backhandedly introduced me to Caleb in the bar that night. 
“Hey, Maisie. He is totally your type,” she’d said, poking me in the ribs.
I’d seen Caleb standing at the bar, alone, waiting patiently for the bartender to notice him. “Me? God, no. Someone like that would never be interested in someone like me?”
“You’re kidding me, right? You look incredible tonight. Your arse is banging in those jeans.”
I remember I’d blushed, loving the compliment. 
Then she’d jabbed me again. “Go on. I dare you.”
I’d downed my drink, and the rest is history.
Now, I cling to everything I’ve got with all my might. When you’ve got so little, it’s so easy to lose everything. That’s not something I can risk. 






  
  Chapter 4

I can hear the babble of chatter from down the street – the squeals of excitement and gasps of joy. I pause on the rain-soaked path, considering retreat, but duty propels me forward. 
Of course, I’ve had to park my car on the next street over. The spare spaces in Mum’s drive are always reserved for my sisters: Rainy, because she’s pregnant (again); and one for Faith, because being born six minutes earlier than her twin somehow grants her permanent parking privileges.
By the time I reach the door, I’m drenched. The rain has worked its way through my jacket, my blouse sticks uncomfortably to my skin, and my styled hair now hangs in rat-tails around my face, dripping icy rivulets down my neck.
I take a deep breath before entering. These Sunday ‘family gatherings’ are exercises in emotional endurance. My sisters perform their choreographed dance of one-upmanship while I fade into the wallpaper, only noticed when someone needs tea made.
“Maisie! You’re dripping all over my carpet!” Mum’s voice cuts through the hallway as she emerges from the kitchen balancing a tray. Gingernuts fan out across the plate like a wheel of disappointment. I hate gingernuts. 
I shrug and give her a look that says, What exactly am I supposed to do about the rain? But she’s already tutting her way back to the living room, where my sisters await.
For a second, I consider slipping back out the door. Would anyone even notice? Perhaps Mum might glance at my empty corner an hour from now, furrow her brow momentarily, then immediately return to marveling at the miracle of Rainy’s sixth pregnancy.
“Nice to see you, too,” I mumble under my breath. My gaze falls on Rainy’s new beige coat – expensive-looking and perfectly dry – hanging on the rack. I use it to blot my dripping face. Foundation smears across the pristine fabric, and I feel a flicker of satisfaction as I push it deeper into the rack, hiding the evidence.
When I enter the living room, no one bothers to look up. Faith’s hand makes a half-hearted movement in my direction, before Rainy makes a theatrical groan, clutching her stomach. Faith instantly pivots toward her, rapt with attention as though witnessing a miracle and not the same performance Rainy’s given five times before.
I sink into the lumpy armchair in the corner, my damp clothes making an embarrassing squelching sound. I sit there, invisible.
Eventually the baby drama subsides. Mum, noticing me with what seems like genuine surprise, gestures to the teapot. “Tea?”
“I’d love one. I’m freezing.”
“Well, the pot’s empty. Would you mind putting the kettle on, love?”
Before I can even rise, Rainy chimes in, “And grab more gingernuts while you’re at it! The baby’s mad for them.”
And there it is. My entire role in the family dynamic distilled into a single exchange: tea-maker, biscuit-fetcher, forever on the periphery.
It’s been this way for as long as I can remember. Five years younger than the twins, I was an oblivious toddler when their world was completely shattering. While they processed Dad’s abandonment with tear-stained faces and broken hearts, I was barely forming memories. 
It has always been clear that Mum loves them more than me. My sisters doted on our father, though I was too young to know any different, and Mum has spent every day since trying to make it up to them. While I faded into the background.
I head to the kitchen but don’t step towards the kettle. They can wait for their precious tea and biscuits. Instead, I settle at the breakfast bar, examining the gallery of family achievements that plasters the corkboard.
There’s Rainy, resplendent in graduation robes, brandishing her shitty second-class Honours degree in History of Art like it’s a Nobel Prize. And Faith with that damned dalmatian puppy she neglected for months before dramatically ‘rescuing’ it by giving it away to the neighbours. My eyes are drawn to the photo of Rainy and Steven – the bricklayer with apparently superhuman fertility – surrounded by their ever-expanding brood. Baby number six is due any week now, and judging by Steven’s perpetually smug expression, number seven is probably already on the production line. Then there’s Faith again on some Greek beach, fluorescent cocktail in one hand, tanned muscled arm of her latest holiday romance in the other, looking like she’s won at life.
And where am I in this carefully curated family display? There – almost hidden – tucked behind an old receipt, for jeans that Mum has probably grown out of by now. It’s a photo of Caleb and me, his arm draped protectively over my shoulders. He towers over me, all perfect teeth and chiseled jawline, while I gaze up at him adoringly. We look happy. We look in love.
We still are. At least that’s something to hold on to when everything else feels like quicksand.
“You look beautiful there,” Mum’s voice startles me as she appears behind me. “Absolutely radiant.”
The compliment catches me off guard – a rare gem I want to pocket before she can take it back. But almost immediately, her expression shifts, and the moment is gone. “What happened to that tea? I thought you were putting the kettle on?”
And the bubble bursts.
I watch Mum as she moves about the kitchen with the casual routine that can only come from living in the same house for the last four decades. She arranges more of those wretched ginger biscuits on the plate, fills the kettle, and waits. Having momentarily run out of tasks, she turns to me with manufactured interest. “How are things with you, then? Caleb alright?”
“Oh, he’s fine,” I reply, suddenly fascinated by the arrangement of apples and bananas in the fruit bowl. I know she’s only asking because she’s temporarily out of twin-related topics. Her interest is performative, a box to be ticked before returning to what really matters: Faith and Rainy.
According to my sisters – and this is recited religiously every Christmas after a few glasses of wine – everything was perfect before I arrived. They’d tell me how Dad took them to the shabby theme park two towns over. He read them stories every night until their sides ached from giggling. The house rang with laughter and love.
And then I was born.
My unplanned arrival supposedly plunged Dad into depression. The difficult pregnancy, the financial strain, the crying in the night – it was all too much. He walked out when I was twenty-one months old, and apparently, it was all my fault.
To my surprise, Mum slides onto the stool opposite me. “Everything okay at work?” Her tone is gentler than usual, almost concerned. She almost looks like she cares.
I scramble to recall our last conversation. “You mean with Kylie? Oh, it’s … manageable.”
“You sure? Your face suggests otherwise.”
I meet her eyes and feel a strange pull at having her undivided attention. It’s intoxicating. “It’s getting worse, actually. She’s just so … nasty, Mum. I can’t even eat lunch in the lunchroom anymore because she starts with the comments. I have to sit in my car with my tuna sandwich.”
The lie materialises before I even realise I’m crafting it. There is no Kylie – never has been – but the story’s been building over weeks, and now I’m trapped in its expanding architecture.
Mum’s face twists with horror. I should backpedal, laugh it off as exaggeration. But, when she leans forward, eyes wide with genuine interest, something inside me responds hungrily. I nod, adding weight to the fabrication. I should feel shame. Instead, I feel seen.
“Have you spoken to your manager? Surely that’s workplace bullying?”
I shake my head. “They adore her. If I complained, they’d probably find a reason to let me go.”
“Would that be so terrible? You could find another admin position. It’s not exactly highly skilled work.”
The comment stings. “I’m not letting that cow drive me out,” I say, biting my lip. “I love my job, Mum. Even if it is unskilled work.”
“Oh, darling, I didn’t mean any offence—”
“Yeah, sure.”
She turns away, pouring hot water into the teapot and already humming to herself, my fictional crisis already fading from her thoughts.
“She did something really awful last week,” I blurt, desperate to recapture her attention.
“Who did?”
“Kylie! God, Mum, try to keep up.”
With a sigh that’s equal parts exasperation and resignation, she turns back. “What did she do?” I can’t tell if she’s asking out of concern or gossipy curiosity.
My eyes dart around for inspiration and land on her prescription bottle. “She spiked my drink.”
Her hand flies to her chest. “She did WHAT?”
“Laxatives,” I explain, warming to my theme
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