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Maggie lay sweating, breathing so heavily she sounded like a porn-flick star. Flat on her back, she looked like a starfish, arms and legs flopping uselessly beside her.

“Ladies, that’s the warm up over. Now, let’s get to our exercises, are you ready?” came the perky instructor’s upbeat voice from the front of the room.

“Hell, no. Skinny girl can kiss my fat arse,” panted the woman to Maggie’s right. 

“Yeah, exercise is overrated,” came a pained whine to her left.

“God, I’d kill for coffee and a piece of cake,” Maggie whimpered, tiredly lifting her right arm to wipe the sweat from her brow. “I’m not cut out for this shit. Who needs to be thin, really? I’ll just stay curvy,” she finished on a groan, pushing herself up into a sitting position. 

“Did you say cake?” enquired a wheezing voice further over on her right.

“And coffee,” another piped up from her left.

“Yup, I’m done. Admitting defeat,” Maggie sighed, weakly raising her right hand. Her arm shook as she flapped her white hand-towel about in the air in a parody of surrender. She was absolutely knackered, didn’t even have the energy or strength to turn her head to find out who she’d been talking to. “What the hell was I thinking? Who in their right mind signs up for an advanced aerobics class at my age?”

“We did, apparently,” drawled the woman to her right.

“Come on, ladies, up on your feet. Let’s shake it off and get moving,” called the perky instructor in her sing-song voice. 

Maggie growled, top lip curling as she glared at Miss Sunshine through the gap in the legs of those in front of her. They’d not just gotten up, they’d sprung to their feet like they’d been shot out of a jack in a box; all energy, youth, and enthusiasm. Her jaw dropped when they all began bouncing on the balls of their feet, shaking their arms and arses like they were auditioning for a part in Fame. 

“Oh, to be young,” Maggie mumbled whimsically with a sad shake of her head. “However, I’m no longer young. So, not on your life, Barbie,” she harrumphed, taking a breath and hoping for the best as she tried to push to her feet. Bending over, she dragged up her work-out mat with a whimper of pain and a wobble. “God, I think I need to oil my knees,” she complained as they creaked.

“Yeah, I hear you. I also don’t think my Tena-lady discreet pad would win against me bouncing around like that. And I for one would rather not be paddling. Hell, it’s not aqua-aerobics,” the woman to Maggie’s right mumbled dryly, then wheezed. 

Maggie shook her head, a surprised chuckle escaping at her neighbour’s droll words. Mat now rolled up, she tucked it under her arm, as she slid her sore feet back into her trainers. Walking slowly, she headed for the door. 

“Hey, hang on, wait for us,” called her neighbour’s wheezing voice.

“Ladies, where are you going? We’re just beginning,” called the perky trainer from the front of the class. Maggie turned to find her standing, hands on her tiny waist, pink work-out clothes immaculate, shiny-blonde ponytail swinging. Not a bead of sweat threatened her perfect clothing or made-up face: nor did her sparkly smile slip.

“No offence, but it’s just not for me,” Maggie called with a wave as she pulled open the door. “You have fun with it though, bye now.” 

“Hi, I’m Sheila.” 

Maggie looked over her shoulder at those words to find the dark-haired older woman who’d been lay panting to her right.

“And I’m… hang on,” a red-head croaked, bent over double, hands braced on the knees of her black leggings as she took in great gulps of air. “So, I’m Phillipa,” she added once she could speak without sounding like a sex-call worker. Then, blowing out a breath, straightened, tugging down her baggy, black, AC/DC t-shirt. “Did I hear someone mention cake? Because if it’s not true, that was a really cruel joke.” The younger woman squinted as she joined them halfway up the corridor. Stopping before them, she wiped her sweaty heart-shaped face on a black hand-towel she had wrapped around her shoulders like a cape. 

“I definitely heard cake mentioned,” supplied a blonde with silver streaks as she came out of the room and headed towards them. She had a powder-blue hand-towel slung around her neck which matched the work-out pants and cut off t-shirt. “I’m Jane. I want to join your club. Cake beats torture any day,” she told them with a hopeful grin.

“Oh, God, yes, I need cake. A nice big slice of death by chocolate is just what the doctor ordered. I’m, Amanda by the way,” a new woman added. She pulled the door shut behind her with a click, muffling the voice of the trainer and the music as she approached. She was tall, her brunette hair reminding Maggie of a shower scrub. Corkscrew curls haphazardly scraped up on top of her head and held in place with a scrunchie. It looked prickly, stuck up and out at odd angles from her crown. She wore a plain, dark-grey t-shirt tucked into white leggings - but it had twisted around her middle. The whole look left Amanda looking kind of forgetful and a little dishevelled which of course made Maggie like her instantly.

“Okay, cake and coffee it is. I’m Maggie by the way,” she told the four women who’d begun following her up the corridor. The sound of the music and thunder from stamping feet and clapping hands faded the further they got. “Now, let’s go get our treat. Maybe we can discuss an exercise class we can all cope with,” she added on a mischievous grin as she turned towards the stairs. Hair in a scruffy topknot, some tendrils had escaped and were now sticking to her neck and forehead. Add in the fact that her white t-shirt was soaked in sweat and stuck uncomfortably to her back, she was most definitely ready for a break. Grimacing, Maggie pulled her top out of her taupe leggings and away from her damp skin. She then tugged it down to cover her arse as she headed towards the stairwell. The extra-large t-shirt had been a good call on her part as it ended mid-thigh - covering up all the wobbly bits.

“No way, enough already, Maggie. No stairs, Elevator,” Sheila whined. 

As Maggie turned, she spotted her new friends,’ arms folded as they leaned mutinously against the wall by the elevator. Sheila raised a brow and pressed the call button.

“Okay, elevator it is,” Maggie conceded, walking back to join them with a grin. “What the hell was that?” she asked, pointing over her shoulder to the room they’d just escaped as the elevator door opened.

“I think it was hell. Just without the fiery pits,” Amanda added, scrunching up her nose. The five-women began laughing as they all loaded into the elevator and pressed the button for the ground floor,… two-floors below. 

They’d had enough exercise for one day.

 

That was three-month ago. 

One wrong exercise class and the five-women had become the best of friends. Each one of them different; not only in age, but also in looks, personality, and circumstances. However, in a coffee shop that afternoon, they’d found common ground - in that they were all heading towards or had already left forty behind. They shared a love of books, coffee, and cake.

And not always in that order.

An enjoyable and laughter filled afternoon led to firm friendships and a weekly meet-up.

Always fun and occasionally damn near raucous.

Most of all, they’d found a kindred spirit in each other. 

Friends who not only encouraged and supported but also weren’t averse to egging each other on to cause mischief. 

See, life isn’t over once you get to forty, it’s just a case of heading in a new direction with a more confident you.

 






Chapter One
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Three Months Later

 

 

 

Maggie ran a critical eye over her hair in the mirrored back wall of the elevator. After having spent a good half an hour taming her riot of big natural curls into submission with straighteners, she turned this way and that, checking in the mirror. Finding it still sleek, shiny, and straight as an arrow as it flowed over her shoulders and halfway down her back, she quickly ran her sweaty palm down her black fitted pencil skirt. Next, she gave the girls a boost to make sure they looked perky in her new balcony bra. Tugging at the neckline of her ruby-red blouse she made sure there was just the right amount of lace visible above it. Pleased with her appearance, she blew out a shaky breath and stared critically at her reflection.

“You can do this,” she admonished, fixing a smile to her glistening pink painted lips. A quick rub over her teeth with a finger to make sure there was no trace of lipstick, Maggie stepped out of the door as the elevator stopped on Shaun’s floor. 

She and her husband seemed to have been growing more and more distant the last twelve-months. He’d gotten on a health kick - which was how she’d found herself in an exercise class herself. The exercise class hadn’t lasted, the friendships she’d made that day had, and she smiled at the thought of her friends. It faded quickly though because she’d not confided in them over the problems with her marriage. They didn’t have a clue there was anything wrong, as she’d not only been ashamed to admit it but also didn’t want to lumber them with her problems. They seemed insignificant compared with everything they had going on. As most of her friends were either divorced or heading that way - apart from Sheila who’d been widowed - she didn’t think she had a right to complain. After all, her husband not wanting to bed her didn’t seem such a big problem in the scheme of things. Poor Phillipa had children and her husband was using them as a bargaining chip to get his way in their separation. What she was going through just didn’t seem worth worrying them over.

Mind once again on Shaun and their issues, Maggie again tried to figure out what had changed between them and when. He’d never been overly affectionate or highly sexual, but recently he’d lost interest in sex all together. If he didn’t work such long hours, she’d be positive he was messing around, but he did. He was either in his office working on a case or in court with a client fighting for them. Even his exercise was done in the office on his lunchbreaks due to how busy he was now he’d made partner. Maybe she was making a big deal out of nothing, but recently he’d begun arguments over the slightest things. Her weight, clothes, not wanting to eat what she or the cook had prepared, or the dog being in the house. As he was hardly home anymore, she’d decided a visit to his office was in order. He’d not even gotten home before she’d gone to bed over the last fortnight. She’d decided it was time to be proactive and put a stop to the distance between them, thus get her marriage back on track. 

Checking the time on her phone and finding it nearly one in the afternoon, she headed down the corridor. Shaun would be due his lunch, so Maggie quietly let herself into the outer office of the rooms he used at Smithson and Partners. Finding his assistant, Josh’s desk empty, her shoulders relaxed. One less obstacle between herself and her plan. 

She sure as hell didn’t want an audience for what she was about to do. 

Nor did she want to have to deal with Josh giving away her surprise by bringing attention to her arrival; as was his job. 

Leaning against Josh’s desk, she pulled up her skirt to check her hold-up stockings, twisting her leg around to the make sure the line up the back was straight. Happy she was as ready as she’d ever be, Maggie again stood. Moving around Josh’s desk to Shaun’s office door, she pushed it open a fraction, then froze at the sight which met her. Shaun’s navy-blue suit jacket was over the back of his chair however, he wasn’t in his chair. Tie hanging loosely around his neck, buttons at his throat undone and shirt sleeves pushed up. Shaun had his arms braced behind him on his desk, his eyes were closed, head thrown back in ecstasy, a groan leaving him as he moved a hand to fist the hair of … 
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Maggie sat in the café; her eyes fixed on the table before her as she waited for her the last of her friends to arrive.

“Okay, we’re all here. Now, what’s this about?” Sheila asked on a yawn after arriving at what they now classed as ‘their table.’ Four pairs of concerned eyes turned on her as Sheila slipped into a seat with a groan making Maggie quickly look up before ducking her head. 

“Come on, Mags, spill,” Phillipa cajoled, pushing a coffee before her from a tray the server had just delivered. Smiling her thanks, Phillipa’s eyes once again returned to a subdued Maggie. 

“Yes, what was so ‘hush-hush’ you had to send out such an urgent and cryptic text to the group?” Jane queried.

“Come on,” Amanda grumbled, waggling her fingers before doctoring her coffee, mouth flattening as she caught sight of her own nails. “Damn, I had to run out in the middle of my nail appointment Mags. Look, only one hand done.” She shuddered, top lip curling in disgust as she shoved her hands out before her to show off her nail disaster. The nails of her left hand shone and sparkled with a pretty French-manicure, whereas the nails on her right hand were bitten and ragged.

“I’ve had to reschedule my hair appointment, Mags. Grey roots aren’t attractive,” Sheila sniffed disdainfully. Self-consciously, she fiddled with her fur-hat, tucking loose strands of her hair beneath it before slouching in her seat and taking a tentative sip of her drink. 

“I’m getting a divorce,” Maggie blurted, then cleared her throat, not meeting their confused wide gazes as she doctored her own drink with shaking hands.

“WHAT?” all four of her friends balked. Their raised voices and questions blending until it became a cacophony of sound. It was seemingly as loud as thunder to Maggie’s own ears, and her face heated in embarrassment as heads began turning curiously in their direction.

“Sheesh, keep it down,” Maggie hissed leaning forward. Sheila turned in her seat, glaring at a young couple on the table behind theirs. They were leaning over, necks craning, and heads tilted towards them as they strained to hear their conversation. 

“We’re not that interesting, honey, honestly,” Sheila told the male who’s chair backed onto hers. “Do you really want to hear about saggy tits, varicose veins, and an inability to orgasm? Would it help?” she asked with a spurious tone, a brow cocked. The young couple flushed at being caught listening in on their conversation. Red-faced, they got up and slunk out of the coffee house, leaving their half-finished drinks behind on the table. Satisfied with a job well done, Sheila nodded before turning back to face Maggie. “Why? I mean, you and Shaun have been together forever. I thought you and he were the ultimate loved-up couple? What happened?”

“Yes,” Phillipa agreed with a nod. “Damn Mags, you were our couple to look up to. The marriage we all aspired to have ourselves one day – like when we grow up.”

“Grow up,” Amanda snorted, pushing her spiral curls over her ears to get it out of her face. “As we’re all forty, close to,… or just over,” she lowered her voice to say this, chin dipping in Sheila’s direction. Sheila heard though, her eyes slitting as she gave Amanda the birdie and blew a raspberry. “Well, let’s just say,” Amanda continued. “If we wait much longer for our next Mr. Right, we’ll be going on dates using walking-frames.”

The others snickered at this and then sobered as they all once again focused on Maggie. 

“We’ve been kind of distant…”

“You didn’t say anything,” Sheila sighed.

“It’s okay, I thought it was just_” I don’t know,” Maggie shrugged. “Anyway, I went in to his office when I knew it was his lunch-hour. I wanted to surprise him, you know, bring back the spark,” she sighed. “Only I walked in on him with his personal trainer, and they weren’t working out.”

“Hang on, I must have misheard,” Sheila told her, finger in her ear, wiggling it as her brow wrinkled. “I must need my hearing checked because I could have sworn you said his personal trainer?”

“I did.”

“But isn’t his Personal Trainer a male?” Sheila practically squawked the question. 

“Obviously, Shaun’s whispered ‘bend over and take it like a man’ was dead on the money,” Maggie told her sarcastically.

“He’s gay?” Amanda squeaked. “But he’s so buff and, and masculine, and, and_”

“Yes, and he also enjoys having his cock sucked by a man,” Maggie snapped, then sighed and slumped in her seat.

“Jesus,” Phillipa mumbled, sitting forward, and reaching for Maggie’s hands which now lay on top of the table. “I’m so sorry, honey. I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say,” Maggie shrugged, taking her hands back before reaching for her mug and wrapping them around it as she took another sip of her drink.

“Lying bastard. I hope you cut his cheating dick off and fed it to him,” Jane growled.

“No.”

“No, but why?” Amanda asked incredulously.

“One, it was in his Personal Trainers mouth, and two_” she took a breath and then shrugged. “I kind of watched for a while through the crack in the door to his office”

“You watched… Why?” Phillipa’s confused gaze swung to the others as if looking for help.

“One, I recorded it on my phone so I could use it as evidence in the divorce. And_” Maggie nibbled her bottom lip after stopping mid-sentence, hands nervously wrapping and unwrapping around her mug.

“And?” Jane prodded.

“I wanted tips,” Maggie mumbled.

“Tips? What do you mean, tips?” Sheila asked, hazel eyes slitting suspiciously.

“Well, obviously, I must have been doing it wrong all these years_”

“Bollocks,” Amanda growled, slicing her hand through the air as she cut off Maggie’s morose tirade. “You were not doing it wrong, you were just the wrong sex_” However, she stopped talking mid-sentence, head cocking to one side as she took in Maggie’s flushed cheeks and how she was avoiding eye contact. Sheila’s sharp gaze now zeroed in on her.

“Okay, spill? What else aren’t you telling us?”

“What?” Maggie jumped guiltily, clearing her throat, brown eyes widening and blinking as she pretended innocence.

“You did something, I know you did. You can’t lie for shit. You’re all flushed, and you won’t look us in the eye. Now tell us,” Sheila hissed, leaning over the table.

“I may have then tried out the trainers technique on Shaun’s assistant, Josh.” Maggie mumbled, head hanging down in shame.

"You did Josh?” Amanda croaked, blinking. “Please tell me you were found by Shaun?”

“I was,” Maggie admitted, a small grin lifting one corner of her mouth. “Especially as I did him outside Shaun’s office. Man is Josh ever vocal,” she told them earnestly.

“Go, you. Get in there,” Philippa chuckled, then gave a fist pump and an excited squeal. Sheila shushed her as murmurs and tuts could be heard around the coffee house as heads once again began turning in their direction. Eyes wide, Phillipa clapped her own hands over her mouth to stem her excitement. “Sorry,” she mumbled once the other patrons returned to their own conversations and she dropped her hands once again.

“So, then I told Shaun I had video evidence of his cheating,” Maggie added. “I told him he needed to get his lying cheating arse home and pack because I was divorcing him.”

“Damn, girl. I’m so proud of you,” Sheila murmured tearily, leaning over the table and taking Maggie’s hands in her own to stop her twisting them together on the table. 

“So, are we here to celebrate your upcoming freedom or to commiserate with you?” Jane asked, biting her lip in indecision.

“Once the inks dry on the paperwork, we’ll celebrate,” Maggie told them, lips thinning with determination.

“Hell, we should just rename our group, after the ink dries,” Amanda chuckled. “Especially as most of us are either going through a divorce or heading that way.”

“I like it, not that we’re all going through shit, that sucks,” Maggie assured her, and Jane nodded. “I like the name though, it has a nice ring to it.”

“Yes, it does,” Phillipa agreed. “Okay, from this day forward, we’ll be known as the ‘After the Ink Dries Club.’ Just five-friends’ who support each other, and are going to live life to the fullest from now on.”

“Here, here,” Amanda, Jane, and Sheila called, drinks held up in the air.

“No more shit from men,” Sheila told them with her eyes slit and the others agreed, clinking their mugs together. Then her eyes went to Maggie once more and she noticed hers were glittering with unshed tears. 

“It will get better, Mags,” Sheila assured, putting down her drink and patting Maggie’s right hand where it was fisted on the table-top beside her own drink. “I promise it will. Plus, you have us. We’d never blow your personal trainer,” she added, and Maggie began to laugh.

“I love you, guys, you know that, right?” Maggie asked once she’d sobered. As they nodded, she sniffled, a single tear trickling over the rim of her left eye and trailing down her cheek. Then she sucked in a calming breath and wiped the back of her hand over her face.

She would not let this break her. 




Chapter Two
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Two Months Later

 

 

 

Maggie looked around her and blinked. The room was big and open, full of bikes and all kinds of equipment and weights which filled her with dread. What was worse than all the things she’d only seen on adverts though, was the place was covered in mirrors. So many, each wall seemed to be made from them. 

“I thought you said this was a fun gym. You said this was a place where we could exercise without any pressure? It looks more like a posing pit of torture to me,” Maggie hissed, turning on Sheila with an incredulous glare.

“How the hell would I know what it looks like inside? Do I look like I come to places like this? I only saw it from the outside when I drove past,” she glowered. “It’s a gym. And as far as I know, the mirrors are there so you can check your form. You know, make sure you are doing the exercises properly,… or so Google told me.”

“Sheila, why on God’s-Green-Earth would I like to watch myself exercise. Hell, I don’t even like the thought of it, never mind seeing my bits jiggle as I grow redder and redder in the face and out of breath,” Maggie growled.

“Nah, it’s fine Mags. No one cares what anyone else is doing in a gym,” Phillipa assured her as she entered behind them. Maggie rolled her eyes because Phillipa had her black hand-towel around her shoulders like a Super-Hero cape. She confidently strolled into the cavernous room, and rubbed her hands as if excited to get started.

“You said this would be fun? That just maybe there would be some available men here.” Jane’s tone was accusatory and whinny as she turned on Sheila.

“There are men,” Sheila responded, and Jane looked around, her hands out in a ‘Where’ gesture. A snort leaving her, as her head swung towards a man who looked like the veins in his neck were about to explode. He was lay on his back on a bench, feet under a bar with big round weights either side of it. He was grunting and bellowing, wide thighs quaking like jelly as he struggled to push up the bar with the weights on. There was another man stood by his feet, shouting orders at him like a Drill-Sergeant.

“This definitely does not look like a fun place. I mean, look at him,” Maggie growled, pointing accusingly to the overly muscled guy on the bench. “His face is so puce he looks as though he’s about to have a coronary,” she whispered this as she turned back to her friends. She eyed him again with concern, trying to remember all she’d learned about performing CPR. “Unless you are looking forward to becoming an ambulance chaser. You know, follow him to the hospital, and hope to get him to accept a date after he recovers from his heart-attack, I can’t see it being fun.” 

Sheila herself now eyed up the man dubiously. He was sweating profusely as he struggled to straighten his legs out above him. He looked like he was having trouble breathing, his knees pushing into his chest with the bar and weights pressing down on him.

“I’ll admit he looks kind of_” Sheila blew out a breath, her hand moving around as if searching for something positive to say. “Okay, I’ve got nothing,” she admitted, shoulders slumping in defeat.

“Hey, over there,” Jane whispered out of the corner of her mouth, chin and eyes moving over her left shoulder like she had a twitch.

“He’s about twelve,” Maggie gasped, following Jane’s comedic nod towards a lad on an exercise bike. He was clean shaven and looked so young Maggie doubted he’d even hit puberty, never mind be capable of growing facial hair. 

“Actually, he’s twenty-two,” Amanda told them, her cheeks heating.

“Amanda, you hussy,” Sheila cackled shaking her head.

“What, he was at a club recently and I was kind of horny, and he was available,” she shrugged. As they gaped at her she scowled. “I did check his age to make sure he was legal.” 

“What, you checked his school bus pass?” Sheila asked sarcastically. 

“You’re just jealous,” Amanda hissed, giving her the birdie. “Trust me, the guy may not have facial hair; not all men can grow it, I’ll have you know. However, what mass he lacks in his build, he more than makes up for where it counts,” she sniffed, and they all began to laugh. 

“Right, I’m not staying here, I’d rather go home,” Maggie told them once she’d sobered. “At least as home I can stick in a DVD in and embarrass myself within my own four walls where only the dog is a critic,” she added.

“Ladiessss, today’s your lucky day. I’m in the mood for loveeee” a voice croaked, dragging out the ‘S’ and ‘E’ as if the speaker liked what he was looking at. 

Turning as one, the five friends found themselves confronted by a man who had to be eighty if a day. He was small and scrawny, sporting a tan so deep it made him look like a shrivelled prune. Add in the fact he barely reached Jane’s shoulder; who at five-foot-seven, was the tallest of their group wasn’t saying much. He had three long white hairs; which was all he had left on his shiny bald head. He’d swept them to the side like a minimalist quiff, and had stuck them into the side of a black sweatband he had around his wrinkled forehead. Maggie blinked as he gave them a lascivious grin, showing off blindingly white false teeth. However, as he thrust out his groin in a parody of sex, she had to bite her lip to stop herself from laughing. His crude hip action brought attention to the rest of him which was whip-thin. His arms and legs hanging out of his long shorts and vest like noodles. There was way more hair on his body than his head, and each overly long white strand seemed desperate to be trying to escape the string vest he had tucked into a pair of pink, silk shorts. To say his shorts were big on him would be an understatement. The white socks he had on disappeared under the turned-up hem where they stopped mid-calf. 

“I think Mags idea of exercising at home has merit,” Sheila told them, her lips twitching with amusement. “Thank you kindly for your wonderful offer, but we’ll pass,” she told the ageing Casanova dryly.

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” he told them good naturedly with a wink. Then, his surprising alert and bright blue eyes began surveying the gym; probably searching out his next victim. 

“George, you old coot, get over here.” 

At that gravelly voice, they watched the old guy’s thin shoulders droop and his smile falter. 

“Damn, forgot I’d brought the wife.” He winced, then slunk off, heading to the corner at a fast clip to where an old woman sat on a rowing machine. She was facing them, chubby arms on her hips as she glared at her husband. Her white curly head highlighting her dark skin which was a similar shade to her husband’s. 

“Oh, look, a matching set,” Sheila snickered.

“Okay, who’s for coffee and cake?” Maggie asked, shaking her head as the old woman cracked her husband around the back of the head with her right palm as soon as he was within reach. She then pointed to the machine beside her own and waited for him to climb on, her arms folded beneath her enormous saggy boobs which hung over her stomach.

With that, all five women turned around and walked out again.

“I think the gym is a bust,” Maggie told them as they piled into Sheila’s Range Rover.

“You think,” Phillipa mumbled dryly.

“I’ve come to the conclusion that exercise is highly overrated, and just not for me,” Maggie added.

They laughed all the way to the coffee house. 

 


Chapter Three
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11-Months later

 

 

 

Stepping off the last stair in her worn jeans, comfy jumper, and socks. Maggie yawned as she bent to pick up the post from the mat by the front door as she passed. In her small kitchen, she filled up the kettle from the tap, placed it back on its stand and flicked the switch to boil it. Grabbing two mugs out of the cupboard over the sink, she spooned in a teaspoon of coffee and sugar into each mug. Pouring in the hot water from the boiled kettle, she stirred in a generous measure of milk in one and cream into the other. Taking her own over to the tiny two-seater kitchen table; all she could fit in the room, she sat, taking a tentative sip as she began looking through the mail. 

“Birthday card, birthday card, crap, crap- oh crap.” 

Huffing out a breath, Maggie shoved most of the post to one side, then slid a finger beneath the lip of the envelope containing the courts seal. “Happy Birthday, Mags, you’re a free woman,” she whispered as she read the papers inside the envelope. Putting them down on the table once she’d read them through twice, she picked up her mug, and again sipped at her coffee. 

“Hey, Aunt Mags. Happy birthday,” her fifteen-year old niece, Hayley mumbled sleepily as she stumbled into the kitchen. Coming up behind Maggie’s chair, she slung her arms around her neck and as she turned, planted a smacking kiss on her cheek. “You beat me to it,” Hayley pouted. “I was going to make you a brew and some toast, then bring them to you in bed as it’s your birthday. Now, where are we going to celebrate this evening?” she asked as she unwound her arms from around her Aunt and grabbed her own coffee before joining her at the table. “Anything interesting?”

“Nah, just some junk mail, a couple of cards and my final divorce papers,” Maggie told her niece, picking up her drink and taking a sip.

“Wow, that kind of sucks on your birthday, but at least you’re free of him now. He wasn’t much of a husband to you or an uncle to me.” Hayley wrinkled her nose, then frowning, looked to her Aunt in concern. “How do you feel?” she asked, pulling her legs up on her chair and sitting cross-legged as she drank thirstily from her mug.

“Like my birthday came,” Maggie grinned, and Hayley chuckled, putting her drink down before she spilled it.

“So, is it a celebration?”

“Yes, definitely a celebratory day.”

“Excellent, are the girls’ coming?”

“I’ve not told them yet.”

“Obvs,” Hayley rolled her eyes, looking at the open post. “I meant about your birthday, the divorce is just a little something extra for us all to celebrate.”

“Yes, it is,” Maggie responded with a smile, but then it fell. “Do you not miss Shaun being around?” she asked, her guilt rising at depriving Hayley of a father figure.

“No, he may be my uncle, my flesh and blood, but he was never father material.” Hayley wrinkled her nose and picked up her drink again with a shrug. “Whereas you,” she sighed, a whimsical smile lighting her features. “You have been an awesome substitute mum to me since my parents died. I couldn’t have asked for a better parent, which is probably why mum named you as my guardian in their will. You’ve always been there for me,” Hayley told her, reaching across the table to squeeze Maggie’s hand.

“Do you know, that is probably one of the nicest things you’ve ever said to me,” Maggie told her, her hand turning and squeezing Hayley’s back.

“It’s true, you took me in…”

“You’re family,” Maggie told her sternly, releasing her hold on her hand.

“I know. However, not everyone would have seen it that way. Not everyone would have been happy to take in a confused and heartbroken five-year old, and raised her as their own. Especially as my dad was your now your ex’s brother. As I wasn’t blood to you, a lot would have walked away from me, but you didn’t. Hell, you even fought him to keep me when you left him, and for that, I will always be grateful. I love you aunt Mags.”

“I love you too,” Maggie sniffled, wiping below her eyes.

“Sheesh, no need to get all emotional,” Hayley told her with a roll of her eyes and a lopsided grin. “Now, what do you want for breakfast?”

“How about we get dressed and go out to eat?”

“You’re on,” Hayley squealed, picking up her mug again and finishing her drink. “I’ll even feed his lordship,” she told her, eyes lifting to the ceiling as they heard a thud. 

“Yeah, he wouldn’t move,” Maggie sighed when they heard a bark followed by the sound of running footsteps heading down the stairs.

“Come on Ralphie, you little horror. Toilet, and then I’ll get your breakfast,” Hayley told the French bulldog as he came trotting through the kitchen door like he owned the place. 

“He’s a real diva.” Maggie added on a sigh as the dog ignored Hayley to sit himself down before her. Head to one side, he glared until she got up from her seat and opened the back door for him herself. 

“He is, but it’s your own fault. You’ve babied him,” Hayley told her aunt as the dog popped up and bounded out of the backdoor now Maggie had moved.

“It’s that little squished face,” Maggie responded from the backdoor as he trotted past her. 

“He looks like a chunky bunny with those big ears,” Hayley laughingly told Maggie as she retook her seat at the table.

“I know, which was why I couldn’t resist him when I spotted him,” Maggie sighed.

“Uncle Shaun never did like him, did he.” 

“Hell, Shaun, doesn’t like anything that can upset his orderly routine.”

“Well, Ralphie plays by his own rules,” Hayley told her aunt with a grin. “He’s even more spoiled than uncle Shaun,” she added, squealing and pulling her legs up on her chair when he came running back into the kitchen, darting between the chairs. She eyed him with amusement as he skidded to a halt, then rolled onto his back beneath the table, grunting and shuffled about, legs in the air. 

“I think he needs therapy,” Maggie told her niece dryly as shut the back door behind him before sitting back down in her seat at the table.

“Hmm. Come on you, you little horror,” she chuckled, putting her feet down to get up. Opening the dishwasher, she pulled out his clean dishes, filling one with water before placing both on his food stand. She then began scooping dried food into the second dish from the bag of food they kept under the sink. “There you go your highness.” Hayley told him, eyeing him with her hands on her hips as he continued to just lie beneath the table. “I tried,” she sighed with a shrug when he didn’t move. “Right, I’ll be ready in five,” she told her aunt as she washed her mug at the sink and put it on the draining board. She then quickly left the kitchen, and could be heard running back up the stairs. 

“Come on, Ralphie, you need to eat. Mummies going out.”

He came out from under the table and sat on his haunches before her, head to one side. His ears began moving up and down and side to side, as he seemed to glare at her. 

“I won’t be out long,” Maggie cooed. “If you’re a good boy, I promise to bring you a treat,” she coaxed. 

With a bark, he jumped up, trotting over to his food bowl where he instantly began decimating his food as if he’d not eaten in a week. 

“Sucker,” Maggie chuckled around the rim of her mug as she finished the dregs of her coffee. Eyeing up the post on the table, she left it there to get up and wash her own mug. She’d just placed it beside Hayley’s on the draining board as she heard her running back down the stairs. Locking the back door, she shoved her socked feet into her comfy trainers and left the kitchen, pulling the safety gate closed behind her.

“Come on, kiddo, food.”

 

 






Chapter Four
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Sitting at the table by the window, Maggie sat back with a replete sigh.

“Aunt Mags?”

“Hmmm?” Maggie responded, mug cupped between her palms as she savoured the rich, aromatic coffee. She’d gotten used to jarred coffee due to finances, but damn, she loved the proper stuff. She was tired, and truth be told a little depressed after seeing the legal confirmation of her marriage being over. Not that she was sad to finally be free of Shaun, it was just the wasted years.

“You’re being watched,” Hayley whispered leaning forward. “Don’t look now, but there’s a guy at the back table on your left. He’s been eyeing you up over his newspaper for a while now.”

“Please,” Maggie snorted. “He’s probably just daydreaming,” she added taking a savouring sip of her coffee as she hunkered down in her seat. 

“No, he’s definitely watching you.”

“Yeah, because at forty-two exactly - give or take a couple hours - I’m an absolute catch,” Maggie told her dryly as she sceptically eyed her over the lip of her mug.

“You’re gorgeous.”

“Yeah, right,” Maggie chuckled. “I have crows’ feet,” she mumbled, putting her mug down to count off all her faults on her fingers. “I have cellulite on my thighs; not that he can see that as I’m sat on my very rounded arse.” Hayley went to interrupt but Maggie’s eyes slit in warning until she clamped her mouth shut again. “I have a muffin top hanging over the waistband of my jeans. Plus, my hair; which has natural grey streaks running through it, is presently tied up in a sloppy ponytail. I am not, by any stretch of the imagination, a catch. I’m just old and tired, and let’s not forget my high-flying job. I mean, I work checkout in a supermarket for God-sake. I am nothing special,” she waved her hand, picking up her mug again with a shrug.

“You are beautiful,” Hayley told her. An aggravated growl leaving her as Maggie rolled her eyes as she took a drink. “You work a job to put a roof over our head, food on the table, and pay the bills. As you’ve always told me, there is absolutely nothing wrong with an honest day’s work. Plus,” she added, holding up an imperious hand to stop her aunt as her mouth opened to interrupt. “A Job is a job. You have nothing to be ashamed of. You gave up a good career as a psychologist because uncle Shaun didn’t want his wife working - not once he’d passed the barre exam. However, once you get your qualifications updated, you’ll have clients queuing around the block to see you again. Plus, if Uncle Shaun hadn’t been such a scumbag, you would have had a better pay out when you left him.”

“I didn’t want his money,” Maggie growled.

“He owed you. He was the one who cheated, not you. Plus, you gave up a lucrative and satisfying career for him when he asked. After said lucrative career had paid to put him through his education for his now well-paid job.”

“I was happy to do it. That’s what you do when you’re married, you do things for each other. Plus, I didn’t mind giving it up as by then I had you and you were worth it.”

“I thank you for that but, you were owed compensation for everything you gave up for him. If he wasn’t a divorce lawyer; therefore, knowledgeable about all the loopholes, you would not have been stuffed over in the proceedings. You did nothing wrong, it was all him. It’s not fair that you are the one who suffered.”

“I don’t mind.”

“But…”

“No, honestly, Hayley, I’m happy it went this way. Now, I have nothing to thank him for.”

“It wasn’t fair,” her niece fumed, forehead scrunching as she eyed her aunt over the table.

“Life is very rarely fair, baby. I just hope you’ve seen your life’s worth of the unfair for now though. You lost your parents way too soon. Then lost your home when me and Shaun split up, you deserve nothing but happiness from now on.”

“See, you are such a good person. An absolute catch,” Hayley told her, wagging a finger at her with a soft smile.

“Okay, I’m a catch. A bit like a chubby Tuna,” Maggie told her and grinned as Hayley shook her head.

“You’re gorgeous,” Hayley growled.

“Thank you, but you’re biased,” Maggie responded with a wrinkle of her nose as she again took a sip of her coffee. When her phone began to ring, she put her mug down and dug her phone out of her coat pocket, sighing as she answered.

“Hey,” she responded, then pulled it away from her ear as Phillipa began to sing an out of tune rendition of Happy Birthday. Across from her, Hayley giggled, before picking up her frothy iced coffee sucking it noisily up through the straw. 

“Thanks, Phil,” Maggie smiled when her friend had finished. “Although, I think I’m going to start ageing backwards from now on.” Frowning, Maggie listened to her friend tutting in annoyance. 

“What’s wrong?” Hayley asked, releasing the straw. Elbows on the table, she rested her chin on the backs of her hands as she looked enquiringly to her aunt.

“Steve has let Phillipa down. She can’t go out tonight as he says he can’t take the kids.”

“I’ll babysit, you go out,” Hayley told her.

“You have school in the morning.”

“So, I’ll stay over at Phil’s. I can bunk in with Heather,” she added sitting up. “That way, Phil can drop me off in the morning as my school is only around the corner from Heather and Chris’s anyway,” she shrugged.

“Are you sure? Didn’t you want to come somewhere with us to celebrate, maybe the pictures?” Maggie asked, phone to her chest while the spoke.

“No, I’m fine, we hang out all the time. Go out with the girls, have some adult fun for a change. Don’t forget, you have other things to celebrate.” She mouthed this not wanting Phil to overhear.

Maggie frowned, biting her lip in indecision. 

“Go, it’s your birthday,” Hayley told her. “Here, give me the phone.” 

She raised a hand and waggled her fingers at her aunt until Maggie gave in and handed it over. “Hey Phil, I’ll babysit, you go and show Aunt Mags a good time.” She pulled the phone away from her ear as Phillipa squealed, then putting it back to her ear, began laughing as Phil began talking again.

“What’s funny?” Maggie asked suspiciously.

“You’re going to a singles night.”

“What?” Maggie spluttered, putting down her coffee as she nearly choked trying to swallow. 

“Apparently there’s a singles event going on tonight at the Dairy Maid. Phil says she’ll have a taxi pick us up at seven-thirty. I’ll get out at hers, and she’ll join you so you can go and collect the others on the way.”

“But…” Maggie went to protest but Hayley just poo-pooed her off with a wave of her hand as she spoke into the phone.

“I’ll make sure she’s ready, Phil, see you later. Bye,” Hayley added as she ended the call. 

“I can’t go to a singles night, that’s preposterous,” Maggie sputtered.

“Of course, you can, you’re single now, remember,” she grinned. “Now, drink up, we need to go find you the perfect outfit for this evening,” her niece told her, and Maggie just blinked. “Come on, hurry up. We have to find you something knockout to wear, then you have to sort out your hair and make-up.”

“I’m not ready for this,” Maggie grumbled.

“Stop moaning. It’s about time you got back out there. I mean, uncle Shaun didn’t wait about did he. He didn’t even wait for the divorce to be finalised before he moved his boyfriend in. Not that he let being married stop him in the first place,” Hayley snarled as she picked up her drink. “Mum would be so upset with the way he’s treated you,” she added, watching her aunt’s mouth compress and her eyes slit. Hayley hid her grin with her hand knowing by the look that passed over her aunt’s face she’d played the right hand to get her compliance.

“Okay, we’ll head over the road to the Supermarket. They have a clothes section in there. We can look and grab something for tea while we’re there. Then we’ll head home as Ralphie needs a walk.”

“Great. Oh, and you’re still being watched,” Hayley added, chuckling when Maggie blew a raspberry. 
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Jerry

 

 

Jerry sat in the back corner of the café. As he’d arrived nearly an hour early for his appointment, he’d ordered a full English breakfast and was just finishing up when a woman with a teenager in tow walked in. There was something about her; a familiarity that niggled so much so, he’d found his eyes drawn to her again and again as he’d eaten. She was sat with her back to him, so he couldn’t see her face, but her mannerisms were eerily familiar.       Frowning, he looked to her once again as he tried to figure it out. Her hair was in a messy ponytail, a few silver stands woven through the thick brunette tresses. Breakfast now eaten, when she turned her head, he zeroed in on her profile over his newspaper. Her nose was small, the tip slightly tilted and there was a slight bump on the bridge. She had high cheekbones, and from here, he could just make out the dark feathery lashes resting on them.       Frowning, still unable to figure it out, he went back to his paper. Opening the sports section, he began reading the football results but didn’t take a damn thing in as once again, his eyes were drawn to the brunette. She’d made a snorting sound to something the teenager with her had said and his eyes moved to her instead. She was pretty. Blonde and blue-eyed. She’d be beautiful when she grew up, but she didn’t interest him, she was too young for one and nowhere near as arresting to as her parent. However, when he heard her words, Jerry felt his heart rate pick up, excitement flooding his system. 

Aunt Mags.

Could it be?

No, it was a ridiculous thought.

There was no way Maggie would suddenly appear.

Certainly not here and now; not after all this time. 

There was absolutely no way the woman who’d been on his mind more and more recently could still be in the area. 

As her head turned again to the side, Jerry’s eyes dropped to her lips. The bottom one was fuller than the top and as she turned her head further, he got a glimpse of a perfect cupids bow. At the sight, his groin tightened in remembrance of days gone by. Of a young girl who’d sit with her nose in a book. 

Jesus Christ, it was her.

He couldn’t believe it. 

After all these years, he’d finally found Maggie Lynch again. 

He’d tried searching her out on social media a few times over the years but to no avail.

She was his one regret from his youth.

The one that had gotten away.

The reason he’d kicked up a fuss when his dad had left the area, dragging him with him in his last year at sixth form.

Damn, she’d filled out nicely. 

He could make out the swell of her generous breasts in her baggy jumper as she bent to drag her phone out of her coat pocket. His eyes closed at the husky timbre of her voice, the tone one he remembered well as she answered her call. 

His lips twitched as her niece took the phone from her and set up an evening at a singles night. 

Interesting.

From what he’d managed to garner from their conversation she was divorced… 

Which meant she was available, and fair game. 

He hadn’t liked hearing her talk so derogatorily over herself though. Hell, he liked curves on a woman, something to cuddle up to or grip onto. She’d most definitely matured well, not at all the girl he remembered. Back in their youth she’d been shaped more like her niece. 

Closing his eyes, he remembered the sound of her laughter, the way she’d moaned in his ear as they’d lost their virginity together.

His mouth watered at the thought of what he would like to do to her now…

“Hey, Jerry, sorry I’m late,” Roger Ambrose told him as he took the seat opposite. 

“No problem. I’ve had a bit of a break while I’ve waited on you,” Jerry informed him, shaking the hand proffered to him. “Just give me a second while I make a note of something.”

With that, he took out his phone and wrote the name of the Dairy Maid in his phone, and 7:30pm. He’d google it and make a few enquiries once he was alone. 

He couldn’t wait. 

Anticipation ignited his blood as he saw Maggie stand, pull on her coat, and flick her pony tail over the collar.

“Someone you know?” Ambrose asked, a dark brow rising in enquiry as he followed where Jerry’s eyes were fixated.

“Just an old friend,” Jerry told him. “Now, would you like a coffee while we discuss this contract from the board of directors?”

“I’d love one, but I don’t have time. Plus, I’ve already drank gallons of the black stuff this morning. 

“That bad?”

“Yes, the board members bicker worse than my kids,” Ambrose told him dryly. Taking off his dark navy-blue pinstriped suit jacket, he hung it over the back of his chair. “You have no idea how much I envy you your work attire,” he told Jerry, tugging off his tie and undoing a couple of buttons around the throat of his white shirt. 

“You mean my sweatshirt or my suit? I do have to don a suit from time to time you know if I come into the head office.”

“I know, but not all the damn time like me, and I bet you still wear a t-shirt beneath it. Admit it, you only wear the sweatshirt when off site to cover your tattoos. But, oh my God, what I wouldn’t give to wear jeans to work just now and again.”

“You could always come work on site with me instead of the office,” Jerry told him with a grin.

“I can’t really see myself doing what you do there?” Jerry’s own dark brows rose at his words and Ambrose sighed. “No, I mean, you’re all brooding male, with muscles and tattoos. Whereas I’m more of an Olive Oil type to your Popeye. I’m your front man, the one who plays in the monkey suit so you can carry on doing what you like. Whereas I’ve never been any good with my hands.”

“I do hope your wife agree,” Jerry told him, grin widening and green eyes sparkling with mirth.

“No, Charlie has no complaints - as six-children should attest to. I just can’t swing a hammer for shit,” he told Jerry drolly.

“Hell, I’d be lost in an office all day. I’ve been there and done that, hence, why I employ you. Plus, being on site means I don’t have to go to the gym, as I get all my exercise done on the job. Win, win,” he winked. 

“Quite. Now, where’s this paperwork you refused to bring into the office?”

“Right here,” Jerry told him, pushing a black A4 wallet across the table towards him. 

“All the plans and costs are here?”

“Yes, down to the last penny. I’ve also included the predicted timescales; once planning permission is granted of course.”

“Excellent, then if you have no questions, I could do with getting on.”

“No questions, thanks for coming to meet me. I have somewhere I may go myself,” Jerry told him, eyeing the door Maggie had so recently vanished through.

“A hot brunette to chase up, hey?”

“Maybe a little accidental meeting,” Jerry told him. A slow anticipatory grin began as he dragged his leather jacket off the back of his chair and slid his arms into it.

“Accidental, huh, is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

“It’s been a while since I was a kid,” Jerry snorted.

“Yeah, you and me both my friend, you and me both. Right, have fun. I’ll ring you once I’ve put this before the board,” Ambrose told him, tapping the black wallet. 

“I’ll look forward to your call.”

“I wouldn’t if I were you, they’ll expect you to be wearing a suit if they want to meet with you.” Ambrose chuckled as Jerry’s mouth twisted in derision.

“I’ll worry about that if and when it happens.”

“Oh, it’ll happen,” Ambrose assured him, pulling his suit jacket on and stuffing his tie in his pocket. “It’s just a matter of when. They want in on the deal, Jerry,” he told him as Jerry dropped a twenty-pound note on the table and they both headed towards the door.

“Okay, I’ll catch you later. I think I need milk,” Jerry told Ambrose as he waved over his shoulder and jogged across the street to the supermarket. 

“Go get her, Tiger,” Ambrose called. A chuckle leaving him as Jerry gave him the birdie before disappearing through the entrance of the Supermarket. 








Chapter Five
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Maggie

 

 

 

After spending twenty-minutes unsuccessfully looking through the women’s clothing section for an outfit for this evening, Maggie gave up. Nothing had caught her eye. So instead, she now pushed a shopping trolley up the dairy aisle. 

“What do we need?” Hayley called, practically salivating over all the yoghurts in the fridges. 

“Grab us some Greek ones, maybe Strawberry or Peach.”

“Yum. Anything else?”

“Milk. Oh, and a pot of single cream.”

“For your coffee?”

“Yeah. I can’t give my cream up. I’d rather do without a meal than cream in my afternoon coffee.”

“Hey, Aunt Mags, just a head up,” Hayley told her out of the side of her mouth. “By the cheese. It’s the guy from the café. You know, the one who was eyeing you up. Wow, he has a great arse,” she whistled, standing on tip-toe, looking over Maggie’s shoulder and waggling her brows.

“Shush,” Maggie chided, mouth pinching as she glared at her niece; who unrepentantly grinned back as she moved out of reach. “Go on, Aunt Mags, you know you want to look,” she cajoled, practically dancing as she bobbed to the side to keep out of her aunt’s reach. 

“I do not,” Maggie hissed quietly, eyes moving purposely onto the other side of the aisle as she pushed her trolley. 

“Ouch,” came a pained male growl.

Maggie groaned, realising she’d been so busy trying not to look, she’d shoved her trolley into him.

“God, I
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