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Chapter One

Honeymoon blues


 


I should have been in Saint Lucia, lying on the beach while my new husband rubbed suntan lotion on my back. Instead, I was at my desk typing up a report for the boss from hell. She’d given it back to me twice already and I knew she’d go mad if I got it wrong for a third time, but my mind wasn’t on the job. All I could think about was Mark-my first real love - my childhood sweetheart. I looked at the words on the screen. They seemed to merge into a blur as I tried to stop myself from crying again. Doreen, who sits next to me, gave me a sympathetic look. ‘Are you all right, love?’ she asked.

‘I’m just fed up.’ I hammered the keys on the keyboard, trying to release the pent up anger inside me. Once the last sentence was complete, I gave it a quick proofread before taking it to Mia’s office. Mia looked up from her laptop. ‘I hope it’s going to be perfect this time.’ She took the papers from me and scrunched up her eyes as she read, her concentration etching a small line between her eyebrows. She sighed and tutted. ‘This is not good enough - again. You know, Terri, if this is the best you’re capable of then I am seriously going to have to look for a new PA.’ I felt like telling her to do just that but I needed the money and right now, my job was all I had going for me, even though it was utterly boring and full of stress.

‘I’m sorry, Mia. You know I’ve had personal problems.’

‘You can’t bring personal problems into the workplace. I’ve told you that before. It’s completely unprofessional. For your information, I happen to have personal problems of my own – not that you’d know unless I told you. I keep my problems to myself and I refuse to let it affect my work.’

I found it so hard to remain calm. ‘I’m trying my best. Just let me know how I can improve the report and I’ll do it.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘That’s what you said last time. I’ve added the amendments. Maybe you should get Doreen to check it before you bring it to me. I need it done before close of play today so I suggest you get back to it.’ She threw the papers towards me and turned her eyes towards her laptop. ‘And close the door behind you.’

I went back to my desk and was pleased to find a nice hot mug of tea and a scone, which Doreen had bought from the cake trolley. Doreen was great. She was like a second mum. ‘Thanks, Dor. This is just what I need.’ I bit into the scone and savoured its sweet, sickly taste. It masked the bitterness I was feeling.

‘Did she give you a hard time?’ Doreen asked, nodding at my report.

‘What do you think? She’s such a cow. I’m sure she does it on purpose.’

‘I don’t envy you, love. I’m just happy I have Steve. He never makes a fuss.’

‘Yeah, but you’re good at your job though. I’m rubbish. I don’t know how I got this job in the first place!’

‘You must have done something right.’

‘Either that or nobody else would work for her!’

‘You’ve got a point there!’ Doreen laughed and nibbled her scone.

Mia Cowell was head of the marketing department and she made everyone’s lives a misery. She had the right name: Mia, because all she thought about was herself – me, me, me and Cowell, because firstly, she was a total cow and secondly she was as sarcastic and judgemental as Simon Cowell, only not as funny and likeable. And to top it all she was annoyingly pretty. She was as tall and slim as a catwalk model with long dark brown hair and sharp green eyes, which slanted upwards like a black panther’s. She drove a black car too, a black sports car. I refused to believe that she had personal problems. I bet the only problem she had was whether she’d get her hands on the latest designer bag before anyone else did.

After Doreen had given her seal of approval, I took the report into Mia’s office. I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions if she threw it at me again. Her face remained expressionless as she turned each page, which was a good sign. She turned the last page, nodded and then handed it back to me. ‘That’ll do. Send it to Mr Groves and keep a copy for me in the file. Thanks.’ She waved her hand at me, which was her sign for me to leave.

Now that I’d finished the report, I had nothing major to do, except think about Mark. I replayed the scene from that Thursday night, over and over, inside my head until I thought I would die.







Chapter Two

That Thursday Night

 


I always went to Mark’s flat on Thursdays. He would either cook something or get us a takeout from the local Chinese. He would usually have chicken chow mien, while I preferred the spicier options. I’d let myself in with my key and was surprised to see an empty flat. Mark was nowhere to be seen and there was no sign of any food being cooked. Maybe he’s gone out for the takeout, I thought, but then I saw it on the table – a note.

Gone to the pub. Back soon. Mark

 


The first thing I noticed was the lack of emotion. He usually wrote something like, Dear Terri and Love Mark. I felt my stomach turn over. Feeling nervous I walked over to his fridge and cracked open a can of lager. I took it to the table and read the note again. It was quite abrupt; this wasn’t like Mark at all. I sipped the lager and jumped when I heard his key turning in the door. His eyes widened when he saw me. It was as though he didn’t expect me to be there. ‘Terri,’ he said, staggering towards the table. He sat down. ‘How are you?

‘I’m a little bit confused actually. What’s going on?’

He took off his jacket and placed it around the back of his chair, ‘I’ve something I need to tell you. There’s no easy way to say it so I’ll just come out with it. I can’t marry you.’ He burped then pulled out his chair to sit down. I didn’t know what to say so I just stared at him. His pale blue eyes, which were usually so warm, were devoid of emotion and his dirty-blond hair was dishevelled where he kept pushing his hands through it. It was as though somebody else had replaced him. I was so angry that he felt he had to get drunk to tell me.

I felt tears welling up in my eyes, ‘Why?’

‘It’s better I tell you now, right? I didn’t want to stand you up at the altar.’

‘But why did you let it get this far? The wedding’s in two weeks!’

‘I know. I guess I just got swept along. We’ve been together nine years so I thought it was the right thing to do.’

‘Don’t you love me any more?’

‘Yeah, course, but it’s more like brother and sister. I’m bored with us, Terri.’

I started to cry. He tried to get up but stumbled and bashed his leg on the table. He shouted some obscene words and then stood closer to me, his fingers moving through my hair. ‘I’m so sorry, love, but it’s for the best.’

‘But I don’t think so. What’ve I done wrong?’

He turned my face towards his and I so wanted to kiss him. ‘You haven’t done anything. You’re a stunning girl and any man would be glad to have you. We’ve just been together too long, that’s all. We were just kids when we got together. I don’t think I’m cut out for marriage.’

I loved him so much I didn’t care whether we got married or not, so I took hold of his hands. ‘Ok so we don’t get married. We’ll just carry on as we are.’

‘No.’ He pulled away and stumbled over to the window, ‘it’s over. It’s all over.’

I felt my stomach churning. Why did he want to end it? Nine years was such a long time and he wanted to throw it all away just like that. ‘You still haven’t told me why. You were ok last night. Has something happened? Maybe you’ve just got wedding jitters. It’s normal…’

‘I haven’t got the jitters.’ He turned his back to me and stood completely still for a moment. ‘I’ve met somebody.’

I felt like I’d been shot. I wanted to find her and kill her. How dare she take my Mark away from me. ‘Who is she?’

‘You don’t know her. I met her at work. She’s my new PA.’

‘Oh, that’s just typical. A man sleeping with his slutty secretary. I thought you were better than that!’

‘Don’t you see? She’s done you a favour. If it weren’t her it would’ve been somebody else, probably after we’d got married. It’s better this way. You’d better go.’

I wanted to hug him, just as I always did before leaving, but I thought better of it. I threw my key onto the table, burst into tears and ran out of the flat. How could he do this to me? He wouldn’t get away with it. Nobody breaks Terri Gordon’s heart. Nobody.

 








Chapter Three

Home Sweet Home

 


After the horrible day at work I’d had, I was happy to smell Mum’s best-recipe casserole simmering on the stove. She was sitting at the table reading a woman’s magazine. ‘Hi, love. Did you have a good day?’

‘It was ok. What about you?’

‘Oh, same as usual. Cleaning, cleaning and then some more cleaning.’

I threw my handbag onto the floor and placed my coat around the back of the chair. She had a hot cup of tea waiting, as usual and I felt warm inside as I sipped it. ‘I thought I’d go and see Claire later if that’s ok.’

‘You do what you want, love, you’re twenty-three years old now.’

‘I know, but while I’m still under your roof and all that…’

Mum smiled, ‘I know it’s hard for you right now but look at Catherine, she didn’t meet anyone until she was twenty-nine and she’s settled now.’

Catherine was my older sister. She’d moved out two years ago and lived a twenty-minute train ride away in a big, posh, converted barn. She’d had problems with her love life too until she’d gone to work at an accountancy firm after she’d passed her financial exams. She’d hooked up with one of the partners and she hasn’t looked back since. He’s quite nice too, Graham. He’s not your usual accountant-type; he wears jeans a lot and does extreme sports. He keeps trying to take Catherine scuba diving but she refuses – not because she’s “Little Miss Sensible” or anything, but because she nearly drowned when we were little. We were at this indoor swimming centre, which had its own wave pool and we thought she was laughing when she got caught in the waves, and so did the lifeguard at first. It was only when her face turned purple that Dad realised she was drowning and went to save her. She hasn’t been in water since. It’s turned into a phobia but she still refuses to do anything about it.

‘Do you think I’ll ever meet anyone else, Mum?’ I asked, feeling quite sorry for myself.

‘Of course you will. Look at you – you’re gorgeous! Mark’s an idiot. Forget about him.’

But it was easier said than done. I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I’d cried my self to sleep every night since he dumped me and I’d lost half a stone in weight. If it wasn’t for Mum’s tasty casserole I doubt I’d have eaten at all. I was just about managing to maintain my dignity in work, but it was getting increasingly difficult. If Mia wasn’t careful I’d lose it big time; it was getting so hard to control my outbursts of anger and frustration, lately.

I thought about her too; Mark’s new PA. I pictured her in my mind – a cross between Katie Price and Stacey Solomon – all glamour and fun and everything that I wasn’t. How could he fall for his PA? It was so predictable. There again, at least she wasn’t a doctor or lawyer or anything like that, she had the same job as me so we were even in those stakes at least.

Mum stood up and started to stir the casserole. ‘Tea’ll be ready soon so if you want to go and shower I’ll dish it out when you’re done.’

I ambled upstairs and threw myself onto my bed. I was so tired, lately; I barely had any energy to move, let alone shower. I wasn’t sleeping properly, you see, because when I wasn’t tossing and turning or crying I was having nightmares. The only thing that kept me from going to sleep now, though, was the thought of seeing Claire later. She’d been away on business and a month had felt like a year to me. I’d only just split with Mark before she left so I’d had to put up with all the misery by myself. If any of you have ever broken up with someone after nine years, you’d know how horrible it’s been putting up with it without a best mate to talk to. I hoped she would agree that my plan to get back with Mark was the right one; she was a good friend.

***

 


I enjoyed visiting Claire. I’d first met her at University. I’d decided to attend the local University to save money on living expenses and to stay close to Mark; but, being braver than me, she’d travelled all the way from London. She moved into a basement flat two streets away and she’s still there now, five years later. She got the job I’d wanted, marketing executive for a fashion magazine in Manchester. I didn’t apply for it, though, because I knew Claire was applying. It was too far away too. I wanted to stay local so I settled for the PA position ten-minutes walk away. It would have been okay if it wasn’t such a boring industry – furniture manufacturing. I spent most of my days trying to make beds and coffee tables look exciting. It was in a marketing department, though, and I hoped to work my way up to marketing assistant before the end of the year.

I’ve always felt nervous around Claire, though. One of her many job perks was that she got to keep samples from various fashion houses and sometimes I felt frumpy compared to her. Tonight was no exception. She answered the door wearing some silk palazzo pants and a tight-fitting halter neck top. Her long dark hair was tied back in a ponytail so that her diamante hoop earrings were visible. ‘Hi, babes,’ she said, before kissing me on the cheek – another habit she’d picked up since mixing with all those fashionistas. I followed her into her living room, which was a mess, as usual. I moved some newspapers and empty plates from her suede settee and sat down. I noticed some new stains on the cushions, too. I found it hard to believe that somebody as pretty and well groomed as Claire could have such a messy flat. She bent down and grabbed two dusty glasses from the side of her chair. She opened the wine bottle she’d left on the coffee table and started to pour. ‘So? How’ve you been, babes?’ she asked.

‘You know - same as usual.’

‘It’s been a month since you guys split. You need to move on now, don’t you think?’ She took a sip from her glass, leaving a huge red lipstick ring around it.

‘I try but I can’t stop thinking about him. I need to see him. I need to see what she’s like too. It’s like an obsession or something.’

‘Listen to me…you know how I’ve just started that meditation class? Well they tell you that you need to let things go if you want to have inner calm.’

‘Well let them have their inner calm if they want. The only way I’ll get inner calm is if I can get to see her…’

‘I don’t know what you want to see her for.’ She stood up and smoothed her pants, which were getting creased.

‘I don’t know why either. I suppose I just want to see what she’s got that I don’t.’

Claire tutted and shook her head.

‘What’s up with you?’ I asked.

‘It doesn’t matter what she’s like. He chose her. There’s nothing wrong with you – it’s just one of those things.’

‘I just think that if I see her, get to know her somehow, so I can be more like her, then I can find out how to get him to want me back.’

Claire stood up and made her way to the door leading into the kitchen. ‘I can’t listen to this. Do you want a bag of crisps?’

‘Go on then.’ I could never say no to a bag of crisps, especially if they were Cheese and Onion flavour. We both shoved crisps into our mouths, while Claire flicked the channels on the television, finally settling on a music channel.

Claire finally caved and spoke first. ‘What do you mean, you want him back? How can you after what he did.’

‘I love him, though. You don’t know what that’s like.’

She rolled her eyes, ‘Yeah, well I don’t need a man. I can look after myself. I don’t want a man throwing his dirty underpants around my flat.’

I wanted to tell her that it wouldn’t make any difference if he did, her flat was that chaotic, but I thought better of it. ‘Yeah, well I don’t need a man either. I just want Mark.’

Obviously lost for words, Claire continued to stare at Shakira’s wriggling hips on the television. ‘I suppose you’re going to say that Mark wouldn’t have left you if you looked like that,’ she said pointing to the screen.

Claire could be quite nasty at times. I sometimes thought I only stayed friends with her because I had no other friends. ‘I wasn’t going to say that at all,’ I replied.

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘All I’m saying is that you’re better off without him and it wouldn’t matter if you looked like Shakira or Anne Widdecombe because he doesn’t want you back. Get over it for your own sake.’

I realised that Claire was never going to see sense and so I told her I was going home. I’d only been there for a couple of hours but I refused to spend any more time with somebody who wouldn’t understand that I had to get Mark back and that the only way to do it was to become friends with his PA.

 








Chapter Four

Birthday Surprise

 


Catherine placed another mouthful of rice into her delicate mouth. She looked amazing. She’d had her hair cut into a geometric bob, which sharpened her round face and gave her some cheekbones. She’d dyed it a darker brown and it shone whenever the light hit it. Graham looked good too. He’d put gel on his mousy hair and it looked funky and cool. He’d dressed casually in khaki combats, white t-shirt, and black leather jacket.

‘So how are you doing, pet?’ Graham asked, his face showing concern like a parent trying to comfort an injured child.

‘I’m fine, considering,’ I said, taking a forkful of Cantonese chicken and putting it into my mouth. The flavour was hot and made me cough. I took a sip of my lager.

Mum started patting me on the back. ‘We can’t take you anywhere,’ she said with a giggle. I felt embarrassed that Mum still kept treating me like a child. It was Mum’s fiftieth birthday and since Dad was no longer with us, Catherine and I had decided to take her to her favourite Chinese restaurant. I was glad because it meant I could have a good heart-to-heart with Catherine later, now that they were staying at our house. Since Dad and Catherine moved out it was just Mum and me, and the house sometimes felt too big for just the two of us. As great as Mum was, she’d sided with Claire when it came to Mark. She said she’d never forgive him for what he’d done to me and she meant it too. Mum held grudges. Mark’s name had been added to her grudge list, right underneath Dad’s. ‘Terri’s trying to forget about “you-know-who” and get on with her life. Isn’t that right?’ Mum said, before taking a sip of her red wine.

‘I guess.’ There was no point in arguing. I saw Catherine and Graham exchange looks.

Catherine smiled at me. ‘We can have a good girly talk later can’t we, Tez?’

My mood brightened. ‘That would be great.’

***

 


Graham headed to bed first and my mum seemed to hang around for ages making small talk. I wanted to speak to Catherine alone. I rarely got to see her these days and although Mum didn’t see her much either, I needed some big-sisterly advice on how to get Mark back. After an hour of drinking wine and listening to music, Mum could no longer keep her eyes open so she went to bed.

‘Thank God for that – I thought she’d never go,’ I said collapsing onto the settee, my legs outstretched.

‘It is her birthday!’ Catherine put her feet up as well. ‘So, come on then – what do you wanna talk about?’

‘I know Mum told you I was over Mark, but I’m not. I want him back, Cat. What do you think I should do?’

Catherine looked up at the ceiling, her fingertips brushing her forehead. It was her way of trying to look intelligent. ‘Do you want my brutally honest opinion?’

‘I wanna know what I should do…’

‘After what he did to you I wouldn’t want anything else to do with him.’ She sipped her wine and avoided eye contact.

‘I know all that – but I can’t help still being in love with him can I? I don’t want anyone else. I know if I don’t get back with him then I’ll be on my own forever.’

Catherine laughed. ‘Oh my God, you’re so dramatic. You might not think you’ll meet anyone else like him, but believe me, you’ll meet someone better than him – I did.’

‘Yeah, but you weren’t engaged before Graham, were you? Me and Mark were together nine years!’

‘What does that matter? I’ve been in love before, too.’

‘Ok, ok, I know all that, I still want to know how I can get back with him though. What should I do?’

Catherine sat up and stretched. ‘I don’t know. Phone him. Tell him you miss him and you’d like to go out as friends and catch up.’

‘That won’t work. Ever since we cancelled the wedding and sorted all that mess out he hasn’t spoken to me. The last thing he said was that he hoped I’d get over it.’

‘Oh, bully for him. He sounds a right prat, Tez. I always knew he was.’

‘He’s not. I know he won’t go out with me though – not even as friends. He’s got a new girlfriend now and she’d probably go mad anyway.’

‘Is he on Facebook?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you still see his wall?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well then. Find out what he is up to and accidently bump into him.’

I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t thought of Facebook. It was perfect. She was bound to be on there. I would find out everything I could about her and then I would accidently bump into her, not him. I would be her new friend and then I would become her enemy. My plan was perfect. I ran to get my laptop so Catherine could help me.

 








Chapter Five

The good book

 


I’d never been so happy to see Facebook. I must admit, I was starting to get a little bit bored with it; all people seemed to do was bitch at each other and fall out. And, I knew for a fact that some of the girls from my old school had touched up their photos – how else would Lisa’s spotty skin look so smooth and tanned? It took a while to load but the first thing I noticed when I looked at Mark’s page was the new photo. It used to be one of us together from our holiday in Vegas, but it had now been callously replaced by one of him with her! Catherine took out her glasses from her handbag. Her mouth dropped open. ‘She’s not that nice, Tez,’ she said, obviously trying to make me feel better, as in my eyes she was absolutely gorgeous. They both had their arms around each other’s waists and they were smiling into the camera. I moved my face closer to the laptop and stared intensely at this girl. She had long, glossy, brown hair and dark eyes. Her skin was tanned and her white, cropped-top and mini skirt showed her slim, toned figure off to perfection. Her teeth were straight and white and she had a smattering of freckles across her snub nose which gave her an “all-American” look, which I envied. She was the total opposite of me. My naturally curly red hair was frizzy in comparison to hers and mine stopped growing once it reached my shoulders; hers was halfway down her back. My light, grey eyes felt dull compared to her sparkling peepers and my size 12 figure felt flabby and hideous next to her tiny frame. They do say men go for the opposite of their partner when they are looking for an affair and I realized that there was no way on earth he would have me back now. Why would he want a frump like me when he was with a supermodel? I turned my attention to Catherine. ‘I don’t know who you’re looking at, Cat, but she’s gorgeous!’

Catherine shook her head and took off her glasses, ‘Nah, she’s a dog. A cheap, tart. He’ll soon get bored of her. Girls like her are ten-a-penny round here.’

‘Well I haven’t seen that many girls like her, I can tell you.’

‘Yeah, well she’s too obvious. That hair and tan are false for a start and her boobs probably are too. You’re much nicer than her, Tez.’

I was getting fed up with Catherine now. She was trying too hard to make me feel better but it wasn’t working. I’d seen the picture. I’d seen the smiles on their faces and their arms around each other. They were happy. ‘Why would he want me when he’s got her?’ I said, despondently.

‘Because you’re gorgeous; with your red curls and big blue eyes. You’re loads of fun too. She’s probably boring.’ She sipped some more wine.

‘My plan was to meet her and find out what she had I didn’t but I don’t think I need to now. It’s obvious what she’s got, innit?’

Catherine sighed. ‘Don’t bother yourself with it. He’s in the past. Just forget about it now.’

‘And my eyes are grey not blue,’ I said before glugging down my full glass of wine in one go.

Catherine’s mouth gaped open. ‘You need to sort yourself out. You’re not ‘avin any more wine if you’re going to drink it that fast!’

‘I need more,’ I said trying to wrestle the bottle from her perfectly manicured hands.

She glared at me. ‘Look, you wanted to see what she looked like and now you have. You still don’t know anything about her as a person. She might be a total psycho.’

‘So what if she is? Mark prefers her.’

‘So what are you going to do now then? Let it eat you up forever?’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’ I started to move the cursor on my laptop in an attempt to find out some more information about this man-stealer. I glanced down and noticed a message she’d left on his wall. Her name was Monica (typical of her to have an exotic name). Her message mentioned she would miss him when she was out with the girls on Saturday. I scanned further; another message mentioned she’d be at “Zanzibar” if he wanted to meet up. This was perfect. I knew she’d be out on Saturday and I knew where she’d be too. There could be a problem if Mark turned up but I knew I should go and meet her somehow; find out what she was like.

Catherine didn’t approve of my plan to meet up with Monica but as she was staying tomorrow night she agreed to come with me – if only to stop me making a total fool of myself.









Chapter six

One of the girls


 


Catherine looked amazing in her fitted blue shift dress and silver high-heels. She’d clipped a diamante hair-slide into her sleek hair which matched her necklace perfectly. ‘Come on then,’ she said, ‘let me at ya.’ She stood behind me and proceeded to straighten my rough curls. I could smell the burning as my hair frazzled between the ceramic plates. It did look pretty good once she’d finished though. She then started to apply my make-up. I usually did my own but it consisted only of a swipe of clear lip-gloss and a dusting of powder blusher. I never enhanced my eyes, though, because eye make-up irritated my sensitive eyes (that was my excuse anyway). Catherine used her make-up to underline my small eyes with an indigo blue pencil. She then applied some turquoise shimmering eye-shadow and navy blue mascara. I didn’t think it was going to look as professional as it did. I looked quite good for me. She then dusted on my blusher and outlined my lips with a dark coral lip-liner. Next, she filled in my full lips with a similar coloured lipstick. I loved it. It made my teeth look so white and I looked like Nicole Kidman.

‘Wow,’ I said, ‘you’re moving back in here and doing my make-up every day!’

Catherine laughed. ‘You look great. I hope Mark does turn up and then he’ll see what he’s missing.’

I moved my fingers through my straight, glossy hair, which suddenly seemed much longer. I was definitely going to start using my straighteners much more often. I couldn’t stop staring at this person in the mirror. It wasn’t me. My hair and face was transformed and my black jumpsuit made me look two dress sizes smaller. I too hoped that I’d see Mark. The last time he’d seen me I’d had my hair scraped back in a ponytail, my face was bare and I’d been wearing my green velour tracksuit which he’d said he hated several times. Why hadn’t I taken any notice of his words? Why did I continue to dress so frumpily? He’d told me he’d hated the tracksuit yet I’d carried on wearing it. I’d always said I hadn’t seen it coming and him dumping me was a total shock but now I think about it there were some little clues, like the time I went to kiss him and he told me I should stop eating garlic so much because it was off-putting. Maybe this was why he’d looked elsewhere. I suddenly understood that maybe Mark leaving me was my fault after all.

***

I’d only been in “Zanzibar” twice before and both of those times were with Claire. We’d have a good enough time but as I was coupled-up I didn’t flirt with guys like she did. They usually didn’t want to flirt with me anyway because Claire always stood out more – I was always second-best. That was another reason I was glad to have Mark. I didn’t need to impress him; I could be myself. That thought hit me again – I didn’t need to make an effort, so I didn’t. That’s why he left me. At first I thought it was going to be another one of those nights where I was second-best. Most men’s jaws fell open as Catherine walked past, yet, for the first time ever, some of them dropped open for me! I couldn’t believe it. Men were actually looking at me appreciatively.

We were in the middle of ordering our drinks when a man came over. He was quite good-looking with short auburn hair and friendly brown eyes. He had loads of freckles which made him look like a cheeky schoolboy. He was the total opposite of Mark. ‘Hi, there,’ he said, looking directly into my eyes.

‘Hi,’ I replied, feeling slightly embarrassed and unsure as to what to do next.

‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked.

‘My sister’s getting me one, thanks,’ I said.

He looked at Catherine and took a step back. ‘Oh, well, in that case…’ He started to walk away but Catherine, realizing what I’d said, called him back. ‘It’s ok. You don’t have to go,’ she said.

He turned around and smiled. ‘I thought she was giving me the brush-off.’

Catherine placed her arm around my shoulder. ‘She’s been out of the dating scene for a while. She hasn’t got a clue. She turned towards me. ‘Have you?’ I shook my head and she giggled. ‘I’m Cat and this is Tez.’

He frowned.

‘It’s Terri,’ I said.

‘Oh, right. I’m Mark.’

That was it. It had all been going so well until he’d said that. I didn’t want another Mark – I just wanted my Mark.

He held out his hand for me to shake and I offered mine. It felt nice to touch another man’s hand but I felt self-conscious too. I did feel some sort of spark but I felt guilty, as though I were cheating on my Mark somehow. I noticed Catherine’s expression-smug and self-satisfied.

‘I just remembered, I’ve got to make a phone-call,’ she said, and before I could stop her she was striding half way across the dance floor leaving myself and Mark nervously facing each other. This dating lark was horrible. I felt so exposed; so vulnerable. Right now, this man thought I was potential girlfriend material, it was a nice feeling, which after a few months would be replaced with arguments and me wearing my green velour tracksuit and him eyeing up other women. I couldn’t let it happen.

‘I think I’m going to find out where Cat’s got to,’ I said before walking slowly away. I turned back to see the look on Mark’s face – disappointment. Well it was better to be disappointed now and not two weeks before the wedding, wasn’t it?

I was scanning the room, looking for Cat, and that’s when I saw her – Monica; in the flesh. She seemed smaller and slimmer. She’d tied her hair up into a high ponytail but I knew it was her because of the sparkling eyes and freckles. She was in the middle of a group of girls who could have been cheerleaders. Her dirty laugh echoed over the music. Catherine was right – she did seem cheap and slutty, especially now I could see how she dressed. She wore a pair of hot-pants which were so high up her thighs you could see her bum cheeks and on her top half; she wore a matching bra-top. The other girls weren’t much better. I noticed half the men in the room were slavering over them. I knew I had to get to know her better so I could find out what Mark found so fascinating, other than her stunning good looks, of course. I didn’t know how to do it though. Girls didn’t approach girls, unless they were lesbians. I looked at the other girls, hoping I’d know one of them from school, or something, but they were all strangers. One of them caught me staring and glared at me. I moved towards the corner and found a seat. I kept on looking for Cat, but I also kept one eye on Monica and her gang.

I saw a group of men approach them. There was an obvious leader – he looked like John Travolta in his white t-shirt and leather jacket. He moved closer to Monica and she seemed flattered by his obvious leering. At one point he had his hand on her bottom as he whispered in her ear. I found it odd that she didn’t slap him. All she did was move closer and whisper replies into his ear, at the same time placing her hand on his arm. She was a total flirt. How could she do this to Mark? I never did anything like that when I was with him – granted nobody approached me in the first place, but that wasn’t the point. I’d never flirt with another man like that when I had a boyfriend. I watched as he sat down and pulled her onto his knees. I saw his hand rubbing her thigh and I heard her dirty laughing again. I felt like going over to her and punching her in the face but fortunately for me Catherine suddenly appeared and sat down opposite me. ‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you,’ she said placing a glass of lager down in front of me.

‘I’ve been looking everywhere for you. In future, don’t run off like that, ok?’

‘I was leaving you two to get to know each other. I didn’t want to be a gooseberry.’ She looked behind her and then scanned the room. ‘Where is he anyway?’

‘I don’t want another boyfriend, Cat. It’s too soon.’

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well, I thought he was lovely. He seemed like a really nice lad. Just what you need.’

‘You know what I need.’ I sipped my lager and resumed my spying on Monica. She was now sitting next to Travolta, with her head resting on his shoulder while he continued to stroke her thighs. The other girls were talking to his friends. Only one of them was left by herself and the poor thing was sat on a stool, twisting her hair around her fingers and sipping what dregs remained in her wine glass. I felt sorry for her. That used to be me. She was probably single too. It didn’t seem fair that Monica had my Mark yet she was also about to have Travolta too by the looks of it-the greedy cow.

Catherine opened her crisps. ‘Do you want one? I didn’t get you any ‘cause I thought you’d left with that nice guy.’

I took a crisp and savoured its cheesy flavour. ‘I don’t know why you thought that – you must know it’s too soon.’

‘It isn’t too soon at all. If you leave it any longer you’ll end up a lonely old woman.’

‘Stop being so dramatic, Cat!’

We were in the middle of a sisterly argument when the Mark from earlier came and sat down next to Cat. He looked at me. ‘So you found each other then?’

He obviously couldn’t take a hint. ‘Yeah.’ What else could I say?

‘I’d get you another drink but I see you already have one.’ He pointed to my lager.

‘Yeah.’ Boy, this conversation was awkward.

Catherine intervened. ‘So, do you live local, Mark?’

‘Just round the corner.’

Catherine offered him a crisp and he smiled as he took one. ‘We do too,’ she said, obviously enjoying every minute. ‘Do you work?’

I thought this was a bit rude, asking somebody if they worked, but Catherine wasn’t the most tactful person. She spent her days chasing up people who didn’t pay their debts and so she could seem abrupt sometimes.

‘Yeah, I work for the Herald.’

Catherine sat upright in her seat. ‘So you’re a journalist?’

‘Not quite. I’m in editing at the moment but I’m doing little bits. I hope to be one some day.’

Catherine was impressed but I wasn’t. Well I was a little bit, but it didn’t change the way I felt about dating him. Mark continued talking to Catherine about work and various other boring things while I focused on Monica again. Things had gotten worse – now she was sitting on his lap facing him and from where I was sitting it looked like she had her tongue down his throat. I could see his hands roaming all over her backside. What a slag! I knew I had to find my Mark and tell him about this. He had to know that he’d dumped me for a total slapper. Then he would realize how good I was for him and get back with me. I interrupted Catherine and Mark’s conversation. ‘Cat, look!’ I pointed to Monica.

Catherine wasn’t impressed. ‘What?’ she asked, irritably.

‘It’s her! Monica!’

Catherine’s eyes widened as she took in the drama unfolding in the corner. She grabbed her mobile phone from her handbag and took a photo. It didn’t turn out very well though because of the lighting but it would do as evidence if Mark were to come into the club tonight.

Freckly Mark looked surprised at Catherine’s actions. ‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘I’m just taking a photo. It’s evidence.’

He looked amused. ‘Evidence of what?’

‘Do you see that girl over there?’

He smiled. ‘I see her.’

‘Well it’s a long story. But let’s just say her boyfriend won’t be too happy about her snogging another fella.’

Mark laughed. ‘Moni has loads of boyfriends. She’s just having a laugh while she’s young.’

Catherine and I stared at him. ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

He stretched his arms and seemed embarrassed. ‘That’s my sister,’ he said, before trying to take the mobile from Catherine. ‘Please delete that picture; she’s not a bad girl really. She really likes her new boyfriend. She’d be devastated if he found out.’

Catherine was obviously torn. If she deleted it she knew I’d never forgive her and if she didn’t she would be ruining a potential future relationship for me. I could hear her brain whirring as she struggled with the decision. She could never make any simple decision – something she consistently blamed on being a Libran; so this would have been killing her. I made the decision for her. ‘Delete it, Cat.’ I said.

She frowned. ‘What?’

‘I said delete it.’

Mark turned towards me. ‘Thanks Tez,’ he said.

‘It’s Terri,’ I replied. Nobody calls me Tez, except Cat and my Mark.

He turned back towards Catherine and watched her delete the offending photo. You must be wondering why I asked her to delete it, right? Well, I now had a potential opportunity to get to know Monica better-through her brother! He seemed to like me. Maybe I could get into some sort of relationship with him, then not only would I be able to find out more about Monica, I would also get to see my Mark again, because we’d be like in-laws! This was going to be more perfect than I’d imagined. It had to be fate. I was meant to come here tonight. Freckly Mark and I were meant to be – for a while, anyway – just not forever.

 








Chapter Seven

Hey ho the bitch is gone

 


I went into work on Monday feeling pleased with myself. I couldn’t wait to tell Doreen all about freckly Mark. We’d spent the rest of Saturday night chatting and when we’d left the club he’d given me a quick kiss and his telephone number. We’d gone out to the cinema last night and even though I vowed not to fall for him, I did enjoy the feeling of being fancied again. He couldn’t keep his hands off me during the film and so don’t ask me what happened at the end. (Or the beginning – or the middle!). He was gorgeous too, in a cute sort of way. He was also funny. Before last night, I don’t remember the last time I laughed until my cheeks hurt. Catherine was right. Freckly Mark was exactly what I needed right now. I knew it wouldn’t get serious. We were having too much fun for that.

I saw Doreen busily typing away. ‘Doreen, guess what?’ I said, throwing my bag down on the desk and putting my coat around the back of the chair.

Her eyes widened. ‘What?’

‘I’ve found a way to get my Mark back!’

I told her everything that happened. She continued to type as I spoke; she was the best at multi-tasking. ‘Well, I’m glad you’re happy, love, but I hope you don’t break this young man’s heart. He sounds ever so nice.’

‘You don’t need to worry about that, Dor. I’m not planning on dating him for long enough to break his heart.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘It’s not the length of time you are courting that matters, Terri.’

I was about to question her further when her boss, Steve came over to us. ‘Terri, Mia’s asking for you. She wants to see you in her office, right away.’

A feeling of dread came over me. I knew my happy feeling wouldn’t last long once I’d entered this place of evil. I smoothed down my skirt, tidied my hair and knocked on her door.

‘Come in.’ I tried to identify the tone in her voice but it didn’t sound evil or happy; just neutral.

I opened the door and was surprised to see Mia looking bedraggled. Her usually neat hair was pinned into an up-do, with so many loose strands it looked windswept and her usually immaculate face was pale and drawn. Her eyes seemed red and puffy, as though she’d been crying. ‘Sit down,’ she said, pointing to the chair. ‘I just wanted you to know, that I’ll be taking some time off. I know I lectured you about not bringing your personal problems into the workplace and I need to lead by example. I told you I’ve been having personal problems, didn’t I?’ She moved some of the loose strands of hair from her eyes and attempted to put them back into her bun.

‘You did, yes. You said you don’t bring your personal problems into the workplace.’

She nodded. ‘That’s right. Things have gotten worse, though and so I’m going to have to take some time off to sort them out. I can’t concentrate on work when things are this bad.’

I wanted to ask her what problems she had but she was my superior and I knew my place.’ I hope you get things sorted,’ I said, ‘So who will I be working for while you’re gone?’

She smiled. (The second smile this year, I think). ‘I don’t intend to be away for long and so I thought, from your experience and your qualifications, that you could take over for a while.’

I felt my heartbeat speed up. Was Mia Cowell actually allowing me to take over her job? ‘That would be great,’ I said.

‘I knew I could count on you, Terri. I’ve left a list of things I need sorting. I hope to be back in two weeks. Can you manage until then?’

I nodded. ‘Is there anyone I can go to for help if I need it?’

‘Yes. You can go to Steve. I’ve cleared it with him.’

‘Thanks.’

‘Oh and I’ve hired a PA from a temp agency for you. Don’t try to do everything yourself. Give her the work you would normally do for me, ok?’

I nodded. She stood up, put on her coat and grabbed her handbag. ‘I’ll leave everything in your capable hands then. See you soon.’ And with that she was gone, leaving me to sit behind her desk. It felt weird, yet it was giving me a taste of what life could be like if I stopped being scared of responsibility and actually got my act together.

I spun around in her chair and was amazed at the view from her window. Down below I could see people going about their daily business. An aeroplane flew past and I could almost see the passengers inside it. It was a great view. I was surprised she got any work done at all there were so many distractions outside. I was interrupted by a knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ I said, in my best Mia Cowell voice.

It was Steve. ‘I’ve got your new PA here, Terri,’ he said.

A small girl who looked like she should still be in school stood before me.

‘And you are?’ I asked, suddenly aware of how a small glimpse of power had turned me into a monster.

She visibly quivered before me. ‘It’s Danielle,’ she said.

‘Nice to meet you, Danielle. Why don’t you take a seat outside and I’ll be out in a second to show you around.’

She smiled. ‘Thanks.’

She closed the door behind her. I took several deep breaths. I would not let power go to my head. I wouldn’t become like Mia. I wanted Danielle to feel happy in her work; there was no need to be a bitch. From now on, this department was going to be a bitch-free zone.

After I’d spent the morning training Danielle I went back into Mia’s office to eat my lunch. I invited Doreen to join me but she had errands to run. I hoped she really did and it wasn’t just an excuse to avoid me now that I was a boss. I tucked into my tuna and mayo sandwich as I logged onto Facebook. I was the boss now so surely this was a perk! Mark’s page hadn’t changed much. I noticed some more messages from Monica. One of them said how much she’d missed Mark on Saturday and how she’d spent the night hoping he’d come to see her. What a joke! She was probably praying he wouldn’t. Who knows what she and Travolta got up to that night? Well, freckly Mark probably does. I’d get to find out tonight as I was meeting him again. I was quite looking forward to it. Last night was for getting to know each other, but tonight was about getting to know Monica. I needed ammunition. If I could get proof that she was a total cow then maybe my Mark would realize the mistake he’d made, dumping me and we’d have our dream wedding after all.

 








Chapter Eight

Twenty questions

 


Freckly Mark looked quite smart when he picked me up. He was wearing a grey suit and a spotted tie. ‘Hi,’ he said opening the passenger door of his Peugeot. ‘Sorry I’m late; I’ve just got out of work. They sent me on a job, interviewing a woman about her stolen dog.’

‘That sounds, interesting,’ I replied as I stepped into the car and started to adjust the seat.

‘Yeah it was. Les was off sick and so I got to do his job. I hope he stays off all week.’

I laughed. ‘My boss is off too. I’m doing her job while she’s away!’

‘Wow! Freaky!’ he said, starting the engine and revving it up so it screeched as he pulled away from my house. I’m sure I saw my mum poke her head around the curtains. She would think he was a right boy-racer!

‘So where are you taking me tonight then?’ I asked.

‘I thought we’d go to this nice restaurant we use for work sometimes. They do a nice Chinese if you’re interested.’

‘I love Chinese.’

‘Great. Me too.’

The journey only seemed to take five minutes. He parked his car in the restaurant car park and we made our way to a table in a corner. It was nicely decorated; much like your usual traditional Chinese restaurant. There was a tank with some goldfish in it, right next to our seats. They were also playing traditional Chinese music over the speakers. There weren’t many other people eating and so we were served our food quite quickly.

I started to twist noodles around my fork – I’d tried chopsticks once before but they weren’t for me – and I watched intently as Mark used his chopsticks like a professional.

‘So, have you got any other brothers and sisters then or just Monica?’ I asked.

‘No, there’s just Moni and me.’ He scooped some more noodles up and put them into his sexy, mouth.

‘So what does Moni do then?’

‘She’s a student over at the Uni.’

This came as a surprise considering Mark had told me she was his new PA. ‘Oh? What is she studying?’ I asked.

‘Psychology, I think.’

‘Does she do any part-time work, then, to help pay her fees?’

‘Not that I know of. She lives at home so she hasn’t got any expenses or living costs to pay for – just her course fees and she doesn’t have to pay them until she gets a job.’

I placed a mouthful of chicken satay in my mouth and enjoyed the taste of cream and peanuts. I enjoyed watching Mark eat. Even the way he ate was sexy. I was surprised at my feelings. I was doing my best not to get close to him but it was getting so difficult. ‘Is that where she meets so many fellas?’ I said giving a little giggle.

‘She’s not that bad! She’s only nineteen. She’s too young to settle down with one guy, anyway. We all keep telling her that.’

‘Who’s all?’

‘Me, Mum, Dad, you know.’ He took some gulps of his lager. ‘Wow, this Peking duck is seriously hot, tonight!’

‘My satay is too. I like it hot though!’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘Do you now?’ he said, flirting with me.

I felt my cheeks redden as I realized what I’d said. I smiled. ‘You know what I meant! So, you said she likes her boyfriend then?’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘Oh, yeah. So you know her boyfriend don’t you. Some friend of yours isn’t he?’

‘He is yes, and Cat’s.’

‘Well she does like him, yes, but he knows she’s only young and as far as I know, they are both taking it easy.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘You know. They see each other but flirt with other people when the need takes them. They both don’t want to settle down just yet so it works for both of them.’

That explained everything. My Mark didn’t want to tie himself down with marriage and he’d been with me since school so, he too, was probably sowing his wild oats, so to speak. ‘Well, she’s a pretty girl, so why not, eh?’

He took another sip of his lager and stared right into my eyes. I felt my insides turn over. He was seriously gorgeous and sexy. I couldn’t let myself feel this way. I wanted my old Mark not new Mark. He leant forward. ‘So what’s your view on dating then?’

I felt defensive. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Are you a one-man woman or do you like to keep things free and easy?’

I wasn’t sure what answer he wanted to hear and I didn’t know what answer to give. I didn’t want to get serious with him but I didn’t want to spoil things either. I was always a one-man woman when I was dating someone so I thought it best to be honest.

‘I don’t cheat. If I’m seeing someone then I don’t flirt with other men. If I wanted to do that I’d stay single.’

He sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. ‘I was hoping you’d say that. I totally agree with you. I think there’s nothing worse than being cheated on so I wouldn’t do it to anyone else.’ He seemed upset.

‘Have you been cheated on then?’ I asked.

‘Yeah, a couple of times. Makes it hard to trust anyone else again, though.’

I felt myself becoming closer to him. He too, knew how if felt to have your heart torn out. ‘I’ve been cheated on too,’ I said, before taking another sip of my drink.

He seemed surprised. ‘Well he must have been a right idiot then that’s all I can say!’

I realized that he may actually be right. Perhaps my Mark was an idiot. I knew I had to continue with my plan to find out more about Monica, though, so I could let him know exactly what she was like. There again, if he knew about her flirting and he did it too, then perhaps I was better off forgetting all about him and concentrating on the seriously sexy specimen of manhood sitting opposite me.

 








Chapter Nine

The return of evil.

 


Two weeks had flown by and I was pleased with the progress I’d made while Mia was away. Not only had I finished off every project on her list, I’d started several more which Steve had happily signed off. He was particularly impressed with my new ideas for promoting our pine collection. I’d used our computer graphics programme to come up with some graphics depicting gingham and sunflowers which produced the country cottage feel I was after. It looked great, even if I said it myself. It was even better when Steve came into my office to tell me that sales had increased by 45% since the country cottage campaign was launched. I was surprised then, when Mia verbally attacked everything I’d done. I didn’t ask whether she’d sorted out her problems but she certainly looked better than she did the last time I’d seen her. Her hair was thick and shiny again, left loose to fall in waves around her shoulders and her eyes and skin were back to their sparkling best.

‘Thank you for holding it together while I’ve been away, Terri. You’ve tried hard I can see that, but there are some things that need changing now that I’m back and I’ll pass them to you once I’ve sorted through my emails.’

I went back to my desk and sunk into my chair. Doreen smiled and produced a bar of chocolate from behind her back. ‘I thought you’d need this,’ she said with a smile.

‘Oh, Dor, you’re the best. I hoped she’d be a changed woman when she got back but she’s still a cow.’

‘Yeah, once a cow always a cow, eh?’ Doreen laughed at her own joke and I couldn’t help joining in.

‘I thought she’d be pleased with my work,’ I said, taking a huge bite of chocolate and feeling the sweet sensation as it melted in my mouth.

‘She’s scared, hon. If your work was as good as Steve said it was, then she’d be worried you were going to take her job!’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ I said.

‘You’re too good for this place, Terri. Now you know you can do her job, then go and do it somewhere else.’

I nudged her in the ribs. ‘Are you trying to get rid of me?’

‘You know I love you,’ she said giving my head a little rub, ‘but you’re wasting your skills, sitting in here doing her dirty work for her. You’ve got a degree so use it.’

Doreen was probably right. I only stayed here because it was comfortable, not when Mia was having a go, but when I was having cosy conversations with Doreen and eating cakes and chocolate. It was only a short walk from my house too so I didn’t have to catch buses or spend money on petrol or parking. It meant I could have an extra half hour in bed too. These were all things that were important to me, but maybe I was wasting my life. I’d only stayed here because I had my Mark and now I no longer had him maybe there was nothing keeping me here. An image suddenly flashed into my head – it was freckly Mark. He was staring intensely into my eyes and his lips were curled into that sexy half smile of his. I felt my cheeks redden at the thought.

‘You’re daydreaming again,’ Doreen said. ‘Are you thinking about your new man?’ She gave a cheeky giggle before taking a bite out of her chocolate bar.

‘I was actually,’ I said, giggling too.

‘He sounds nice. Maybe you should forget about your old one and concentrate more on him, now. He seems good for you.’

‘Yeah, maybe you’re right.’

As I checked Danielle’s work from the past two weeks I kept seeing images of freckly Mark in my head. When I tried to force them out and replace them with images of my Mark I realized it was getting harder to picture his face. I tried so hard to think about his blue eyes but they kept changing into cute brown eyes…

***

Claire had phoned me this afternoon and asked me to meet her at her apartment. I didn’t really want to go. She’d not been that nice the last time I’d gone round and I’d been spending so much time with freckly Mark that I’d not had time to miss her. I felt it best to have a break from him, though. We were starting to see too much of each other – maybe that was why he wouldn’t get out of my head. I was starting to fall for him. This wasn’t part of the plan and I didn’t know how to deal with it.

I pressed the buzzer and felt a dread in the pit of my stomach as I heard Claire answer the door. As usual, she looked perfect. Her hair was pulled into a side ponytail and she wore a long kaftan with golden leaves printed on it. ‘Hi, babes,’ she said, ‘long time no see, eh?’

‘Yeah, I’ve been busy with work while Mia was away.’

‘Yeah? Well I’ve got some news that may surprise you.’

I followed Claire into her messy living room and sat down on the settee, which was surprisingly clutter-free for once. ‘So, what’s this news then?’

‘I think you’ll need wine for this.’ She went into the kitchen and came back with a bottle of wine and two clean wine glasses. ‘Well, you know when you said you wanted to get back with Mark and I told you that you shouldn’t.’

‘Yeah, I remember.’

‘Well, maybe you should.’

‘What are you on about? I thought you said I should get over it? What’s changed your mind?’

She smiled and fiddled with her ponytail. ‘I’ve heard rumours, now I’m not saying they’re true or anything but you know what a small world it is.’

‘What rumours?’

‘There’s a girl at work, Fiona, and I’ve just found out she’s friends with your boss.’

‘Who, Mia?’

‘Your boss is Mia Cowell isn’t it?’

‘Yeah. What’s going on?’

‘Well… the thing is she dumped her husband because he went off with his secretary and it turned out that he realized what a big mistake he’d made but was too scared to come back and they ended up meeting by accident one night and one thing led to another and now they’re back together.’

‘So what’s that got to do with me and Mark getting back together?’

‘Don’t you see? Her husband regretted what he did? He wanted to get back with her all along and she was missing him too but she was too scared to contact him, which was why she was probably a total cow at work, but they’re happy now.’

‘So you think that Mark maybe wants to get back with me but is too scared to admit it.’

‘Possibly, yeah. Don’t you see? All that stuff about you wanting to accidently bump into him was probably the right thing to do after all!’

‘He’s a liar though, so I wouldn’t believe a word he said anyway.’

‘Why’s he a liar?

‘Because he said that his girlfriend was his new PA but her brother told me that she was a student. So why would he say that?’

‘Well maybe the girl in the Facebook photo isn’t his girlfriend. Maybe it’s someone else. Anyway, since when do you know her brother?’

I felt a weird feeling in my stomach. I hadn’t thought of that. What if it wasn’t Monica who was his girlfriend, after all? But it had to be. Freckly Mark said his sister liked her new boyfriend but they both didn’t want to get tied down. Maybe my Mark was with her because he knew she wasn’t the serious type. Maybe he told me she was his PA to make it easier on me. It sounded better than telling me she was someone he picked up in a bar one night. And I now knew why Mia was behaving so weirdly. She must have thought I was acting like a silly schoolgirl, moaning about my fiancé leaving me, when all along her husband was cheating on her with his secretary. It made me feel so miserable to think that even women as beautiful as Mia could also get cheated on. Beauty was no insurance policy.

I gave my glass to Claire and she topped it up with more wine. ‘So what if you’re right? What if Monica isn’t Mark’s girlfriend? How do I find out who she is then?’

‘Well, I would contact his office and find out his PA’s name. Find out if he has a new PA first and then you’ll know if he was telling the truth. Then you can find out more about her and stalk her if you want to.’

‘I don’t want to stalk her or anyone else! I’m not a stalker, but maybe you’re right about me accidently bumping into Mark.’

‘Yeah. I think you should go for it. Go onto Facebook and find out whether he’s going out anywhere this weekend and make sure you go there too. I’m free this weekend and I can go with you if you like.’

I sipped some more wine. I felt butterflies in my stomach at the thought of seeing my Mark again. ‘Ok, thanks,’ I said.

We spent the rest of the evening catching up on other gossip and drinking more and more wine. By the time I got home I was ready to get straight into bed but when I unlocked the door my mum was waiting for me, her face glum.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ I asked.

‘I’ve been waiting for you all night. Why did you have your mobile switched off?’

‘I didn’t!’ I took it out of my bag but she was right; it had managed to turn itself off in my bag.

‘Mark’s phoned!’

‘I told him I couldn’t see him tonight because I was seeing Claire. What did he want?’

She shook her head. ‘Not that Mark.’

I felt those butterflies again. ‘What?’

‘That cheating pig Mark that’s who.’

I leant against the wall for support and dropped my bag and coat onto the floor.

‘What did he want?’

‘He wouldn’t say would he? He just asked for you and I told him you were out and then he phoned back again to say he’d tried your mobile and it was switched off.’

‘And then what?’

‘Nothing. I asked him if he wanted to leave a message and he said no.’

Talk about being woken up. I’d been looking forward to a nice relaxing sleep but now I was all on edge. ‘Do you think I should call him?’

‘It’s up to you. You know what I think about him. You’ve got a nice young man now. You’re an idiot if you have anything to do with pig face.’ She walked upstairs and I heard her turn the tap on, ready to brush her teeth.

I switched on my mobile and my heart lurched when I saw the message envelope flashing. I had a text. It was from my Mark. My hand was shaking as I opened the message. It said, Hi Terri. I just wanted to see if you wanted to meet up. Let me know. Love Mark x. My heart fluttered. It said “Love”. Claire was right. He did miss me. He wanted me back. I tried to analyze my feelings; I should have been jumping for joy. This was all I’d wanted since I’d left his apartment on that Thursday night, yet now I felt numb. I pressed the reply button and tried to think of my response. I was obviously going to meet him but I didn’t want him to think that I was eager, or anything. I typed, Dear Mark but then changed it to Mark but as I typed it the same image of freckly Mark popped into my mind. He was smiling. I felt guilty as I continued to type the rest of the message. I would love to meet up. Let me know when and where. Terri x

 








Chapter Ten

Meet the parents

 


I was in two minds, whether or not to meet freckly Mark tonight. Initially I was eager to because he was taking me to his parents’ house for tea. His sister would be there and it was my chance to get to know her better and find out more about her and my Mark. I had butterflies though, because there was a chance that Monica would invite my Mark and imagine how embarrassing it would be for freckly Mark and Monica if they found out their partners had been engaged to each other. I hadn’t mentioned it to freckly Mark because I didn’t feel the need to discuss past lovers; we were only having fun. I didn’t know whether my Mark had told Monica about his past either – I doubted it considering they were both in an open relationship. I was even less sure about going now that I’d arranged to meet my Mark again. I felt as though I were cheating on freckly Mark and it made me feel like a total cow. I liked him. It wasn’t love; it definitely was lust but it was mostly friendship. If it didn’t work out between us I hoped we would stay friends-there was no chance of that if he found out I was meeting my ex, though. Maybe it was best to cancel the whole thing and break up with him. I couldn’t bring myself to do it, though.

Catherine came to my house late afternoon, as previously arranged and she spent some time doing my hair and make-up. I had to make an effort, seeing as I was meeting Mark’s parents. ‘Make me look like Nicole Kidman again,’ I said as Catherine went to work on my frizzy curls.

‘I’ll do my best,’ she said.

‘Did Mum tell you that Mark wants to meet me?’

Catherine paused. ‘She did, yeah. I told her I thought you were an idiot.’

‘Thanks!’

‘You know what I think about him, Tez. Why don’t you just stick with your new fella? He’s gorgeous.’

‘I don’t love him, Cat. I still love Mark and if I don’t meet up with him and try to get him back I’ll always regret it. I need to know there is definitely no chance of us ever getting back together before I can start getting serious about anyone else.’

She shrugged her shoulders. ‘Why are you making so much effort for tonight then?’

‘Because I’m meeting Mark’s parents. I have to make an effort for that.’

‘Are you sure it’s his parents you’re making an effort for?’

‘What do you mean by that?’ I suppose I was trying to look good for Monica’s sake too – I didn’t want her to think that her boyfriend’s ex was a frump.

‘I mean, are you sure you aren’t doing it for Mark. I know what you’re saying and everything but I think deep down you do really like him but you won’t let yourself admit it.’

‘I do like him, yeah. I said that. It’s just not serious that’s all – and I don’t want it to be. Can we change the subject now?’

‘Ok.’

***

 


Catherine had done a magnificent job with the makeover, again. I kissed and hugged her and went down to the hallway to wait for Mark. I glanced at myself in the hall mirror. My hair was sleek and glossy again and my eyes sparkled. I looked quite tanned in the aqua tunic top and white palazzo trousers. I heard his car horn beep and I grabbed my duffle coat from the coat-stand.

‘You look gorgeous,’ he said leaning forward to kiss me.

‘You do too,’ I replied, taking in his purple shirt and khaki trousers. He’d gelled his hair and it made him look dangerous and even sexier.

‘Moni’s looking forward to meeting you,’ he said as he put his foot down hard on the accelerator again, making screeching noises. I held onto the sides of my seat and took some deep breaths as he almost ran over a cat.

‘I’m looking forward to meeting her too,’ I said. I really was too. I wanted to know exactly what it was my Mark found so fascinating. He wasn’t shallow enough to leave me for someone with looks and no substance. Mark was too clever for that. Monica had to have something that kept him interested.

The car journey must have only taken about five minutes, which made me wonder why he hadn’t suggested we walk to his house. It was in the quieter part of town, where the accountants and doctors lived. Mark’s dad answered the door; I could see where he got his good looks from, his dad was the spitting image of George Clooney.

‘Nice to meet you, Terri. We’ve heard a lot about you,’ he said, before taking my coat and hanging it over the banister.

‘Nice to meet you too,’ I said, finding it hard not to stare at him for too long.

His mum came out of the kitchen. She was beautiful too; she looked like Nigella Lawson. ‘I’m sorry I look such a mess,’ she said dusting bits of sponge off her apron, ‘I want everything to be delicious!’

‘I’m sure it will be,’ I said, shaking her hand.

‘David, pour Terri a drink,’ she said before going back into the kitchen. Mark’s dad went to get some wine. It was then that I heard a door slam upstairs and some footsteps on the stairs. It had to be Monica. I was right – it was Monica, although she wasn’t alone. She was with a good-looking man.

‘Hi, you must be Terri,’ she said, smiling. ‘This is James.’

James held his hand out and I shook it. Why did she bring one of her flings and not Mark? I thought to myself. I took freckly Mark’s hand as he led me into the dining room. I thought Monica and James were following us but when I turned around I could see them kissing; her hands were squeezing into his bum cheeks and he had his tongue in her ear. I was shocked that they would behave like that in her parents’ home. I was starting to dislike her even more. Maybe my Mark only went off with her because of her slutty behaviour. Towards the end, we hardly slept together and when we did it was routine – going through the motions with no real passion. I’m sure most men would find it difficult to resist such an obvious nympho.

Mark pulled a chair out for me and I sat down. He sat down next to me, opposite his dad and his mum sat facing me. Monica and James decided to join us eventually, both of them looking completely dishevelled. James even had Monica’s lipstick around his chin. Mark’s parents exchanged knowing looks and grinned.

‘So, Terri? Mark tells me you work in marketing, is that right?’ Mark’s mum asked.

‘Yes. I’ve just got promoted and I’m looking forward to some more hands-on work with campaigns.’

‘That sounds great.’ She passed me a tray of vegetables and I placed some on my plate, next to the roast potatoes and roast beef.

She looked at James. ‘And James, Monica tells me you’re in the police force. That must be really exciting.’

He smiled. ‘Not as exciting as you’d think. Most of the time I’m doing paperwork or sitting in my car bored.’

She laughed. ‘Well I’m sure it’s a lot more exciting than being a dinner lady.’

Mark had told me his mum was a dinner lady at the local school. She only worked for a couple of hours each day, just to give her some independence. She didn’t need to work, you see, because Mark’s dad was a top heart surgeon who made good money. I stared at him again. He had the same sexy mouth as Mark. I imagined him dressed in his scrubs and I almost choked on my potato. I felt my face redden and I turned to face Monica instead.

‘So I hear you’re studying psychology, Monica,’ I said.

‘Yes. I’m in my final year now and so I hope to join the police too when I’m done.’

Again, I almost choked on my food. I didn’t know how she would cope in the police force – all those men in uniform. She’d have them for dinner! How would she get any work done? And such important work too! I dreaded the thought. ‘Really? Isn’t it dangerous?’

She laughed. ‘Of course it’s dangerous – that’s why I want to do it.’ She gave James a look. ‘I love a bit of danger, don’t I, Jimmy?’

He shuffled uneasily in his chair and Mark helped him out. ‘She’s always been a daredevil, haven’t you, Moni. Do you remember that time you jumped off the climbing frame and cut your head open?’

Monica laughed again. Her laugh was so dirty – just like the rest of her. ‘Oh yeah! How can I forget that, eh? And do you remember that time you dared me to run in front of that lorry…’

Mark avoided eye contact and sipped his drink. He whispered, ‘I didn’t dare you,’ before turning to me. ‘Shall we go and sit in the lounge while we wait for our coffee?’

His mum stood up. ‘That’s a good idea. Everyone go into the lounge and I’ll bring in the coffee and cakes; homemade as well, guys.’

We all went into the lounge, which was like something out of a designer home magazine; all wooden floors, sheepskin throws and wall-to-wall books. I sat next to Mark on one of the three brown, leather settees. Mark’s dad sat on a leather recliner and sipped some whisky. I found it hard to take my eyes off him, again. Mark was cute now but if he looked like his dad when he was older – wow! I hoped Mark hadn’t noticed me leering at his dad. I think Monica had because when I turned to look at her she had a weird, smug expression on her face. I wonder if they taught her how to read body-language at Uni; she would have me sussed for sure.

‘Mark tells me you’ve met James before,’ she said.

‘Oh?’ I was confused.

Mark nudged me. ‘You remember, when we were at Zanzibar you said you knew Moni’s boyfriend and he was a friend of yours and Cat’s.’

What was going on? Was James Monica’s boyfriend? Maybe my Mark had been one of her flings and not her boyfriend, after all. It was all starting to make sense. She wasn’t a PA. I’d gotten the wrong girl. How could this have happened?

James interrupted my thoughts. ‘You’ll have to jog my memory, Terri. I can’t quite place you.’

I laughed. ‘It’s ok. I think there have been some crossed wires somewhere. I got you mixed up with somebody else.’

Monica narrowed her eyes. I glanced at Mark, who was looking as confused as I felt. Fortunately his mum had perfect timing, bumbling through the door with a tray full of the most gorgeous smelling cakes ever. She placed them on the walnut coffee table which was almost the size of our dining table, at home. I chose a flapjack and Mark took a blueberry muffin. It tasted divine. I wanted to take one for Doreen. She would just love them. ‘These are absolutely delicious,’ I said to Mark’s mum.

‘I’m so glad you like them. I’ve only recently started baking again. I do so much at the school it feels like work when you do it at home!’

I laughed. ‘Well, I’m glad you’ve made these, they’re lovely.’

‘I’m glad you’re not watching your figure like most of the girls these days,’ she said.

‘Mum!’ Monica shouted.

Her mum looked surprised. ‘What?’

‘That’s a bit rude, isn’t it?’

Her mum turned to face me. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude, Terri. You’ve got a great figure. I didn’t mean you were fat or anything.’

Monica grinned again and leaned against James, crossing her leg so that it was almost on top of his thigh.

‘That’s ok. I knew you didn’t mean that.’

Mark tapped me on the shoulder. ‘Shall we go for a walk?’

‘I’d like that, if that’s all right with you Mrs Wyatt?’

‘Of course it is. You can go too if you like Monica. Don’t feel you have to stand on ceremony.’

Monica grabbed James’ arm. ‘Come on. Let’s go upstairs,’ she said, practically dragging the poor guy off the settee.

***

I rarely went for walks, which was a shame considering we lived next to a nature reserve. Mark took hold of my hand and I felt all warm inside. I knew this feeling. It was the start of falling in love. I tried to pull it away but he just clasped hold more tightly. I could hear his breath quickening and I knew he was feeling the same as I was. I turned to look at him. He brushed my hair from my face and leant forward. As he kissed me I was torn between enjoying the way he made me feel to wanting to push him away. I didn’t want to get hurt again and I didn’t want to hurt him either. How could I give him a proper relationship when all I kept thinking about was my ex. He started to pull me closer now and I could feel he wanted more. I pulled away. ‘I thought I heard somebody coming,’ I said, wiping my mouth.

He pulled me toward him again. ‘It’s ok. You never get many people walking by this time of day.’ He took hold of my hand again and led me into the woods. He pushed me gently against a tree and started to kiss me again, this time harder. I was powerless to push him away this time as I was enjoying it too much. He started to moan and his breathing got faster. I felt his hands as they moved from my hair down to my breasts; next, his hands were teasing my nipples; I wanted him there and then but I just couldn’t do it. I managed to get the willpower to push him away. He looked hurt. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ he said.

‘I’m sorry. It’s just too soon. I can’t do this. Not here.’

‘Let’s go somewhere else then. You can come around mine when my parents are out. I want you, Terri. I can’t stop thinking about you. You’re driving me crazy.’

His hands were caressing my hair again and then he was pulling me closer again and I almost gave in but I had to be strong. ‘I like you a lot, but I don’t want to get serious just yet.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘It’s been over a month now. How long do you expect me to wait?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Well in that case I may as well walk you home,’ he said, obviously disappointed.

When we got to my house he gave me a quick kiss on the cheek.

‘When will I see you again?’ I asked.

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, before walking away, not bothering to turn back to wave.

I knew he probably wouldn’t call me. I was a little upset but I knew it wasn’t anything like when my Mark dumped me. I was so looking forward to seeing him again and hopefully getting back with him. Then everything would be all right.

 








Chapter Eleven

The secret is out

 


Funnily enough, freckly Mark did phone me. He actually apologized and said that he hadn’t meant to come on so strong but that Monica had been giving him a hard time because all we’d done was kiss. I wasn’t happy about him discussing our relationship with her, but they were close and it was what brothers and sisters did. I discussed things like that with Catherine so it was only to be expected, I guess. We arranged to meet up and he promised he wouldn’t try anything again until I was ready. It wasn’t him that was on my mind, though, it was my ex. It was getting near to our meeting and I was becoming so nervous.

I told Doreen about my plans to meet my ex, during our morning break. Like my mum, she was also sceptical. ‘You don’t want to go raking up the past, love. Stick with your new man. He makes you laugh, right?’

‘Yeah, but that’s because we’re not serious. We’re just having fun.’

‘Having fun sounds good to me,’ she said biting into her flapjack.

‘I was with Mark for nine years, Dor. I can’t just switch off my feelings. I was going to marry him.’

‘I know, love. I don’t want to sound harsh but he dumped you – two weeks before your wedding.’

‘I know that but maybe he’s realized he made a mistake.’

She sipped her tea then turned to face me, her green eyes fixed on mine. ‘I think you are making a big mistake meeting up with him. If he does want you back, who’s to say that he won’t do it again.’

I took a gulp of my tea and tried to ignore the butterflies in my stomach. My head knew Doreen was right but my heart chose to ignore the hard facts. I liked freckly Mark a lot but, right now, I wasn’t in love with him – I knew I could love him, the early signs were there, but I still loved my Mark and I probably always would.

Once break time had finished, Mia called me into her office. I sighed as I knocked on the door. Once I was seated she took out a folder and started to read some papers. She then shuffled them, placed them back into the folder and folded her arms. ‘So, Terri. I’ve been thinking…How did you like doing my job last week?’

I didn’t know where this was going but I told the truth. ‘I loved it.’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Good. That’s what I was hoping you’d say. The thing is, I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately and I’ve come to realize that there are more important things than work.’ Wow. I never thought I’d hear her say that. She stood up and started to pace back and to. ‘I’m about to turn thirty-five and I feel that I’m ready for a new chapter in my life. I’m resigning, Terri. I’ve already spoken to Steve and we both feel that if you want my job then you are more than qualified. It will save on advertising for new staff and I could train you up during my notice period. What do you say?’

This was a total shock. I didn’t know what to say. Since Mia had been back she’d seemed happy and I hadn’t expected this at all. Mia loved her job. Maybe she’d found something to love more.

‘So what are you going to do?’ I asked.

She smiled and it suited her. She seemed carefree and relaxed and much younger. ‘Can you keep a secret?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m emigrating! I’ve found a new job in New York. Can you believe it?’

Before I realized how intrusive I was being I asked a personal question. ‘So what does your husband have to say about it?’

She stopped still, her eyes wide. At first I thought she was going to shout but she sat back down, rested her arms on the desk and leant towards me. ‘It doesn’t matter to me what he thinks. I’m leaving him. It’s time for me to go it alone.’

‘So you’re splitting up?’

She laughed. ‘If you had to put up with what I’ve had to put up with from him the past few months you’d be going it alone too, I imagine. So, how are you anyway? You seem much happier lately.’

I couldn’t believe that Mia Cowell was actually interested in somebody other than herself! ‘Yeah, I’m fine actually. I’m meeting Mark on Friday. I think he might want to get back together.’

She attempted to say something and then closed her mouth, obviously thinking better of it. She picked up the folder she’d been reading and stood up. ‘Well, I think that concludes our meeting. I will have a contract drawn up and we’ll start you’re training tomorrow.’

I almost fainted with shock when I got back to my desk. Doreen had to get emergency donuts to help restore my sugar levels! I felt good, though. Maybe things were going to get better after all. I had the job of my dreams-Marketing Assistant-which came with a huge pay rise, and there was a chance I would be getting back with the man of my dreams.

***

I wasn’t looking forward to seeing freckly Mark. He’d arranged to pick me up and take me out for tea. He told me to dress casually as were only going to a local pub but I’d never felt so nervous getting ready. I didn’t want to lose him as a friend but I knew I would if I mentioned my Mark. I decided not to mention anything and to try and act normal. I pulled my curls into a ponytail and stepped into my tight jeans and trainers. I wore a Kings of Leon t-shirt and leather jacket to finish my casual look. I’d still not managed to perfect the make-up and hair that Catherine had done to me when I’d first met freckly Mark. I sometimes felt he was disappointed when he saw me come out of my house in jeans, wild curls and no make-up, but he never said anything. He was too nice. That was the reason I couldn’t afford to get serious with him; that’s when things would go wrong. Doreen was right. We were having fun and I wanted to do that for as long as I could.

He kissed me on the cheek when I got into the passenger seat. He looked gorgeous in his black t-shirt and black jeans. ‘I hope you’re hungry,’ he said.

‘Yeah. I’m starving,’ I replied, but I was so nervous I didn’t think I could eat anything. I felt like such a bitch. He’d told me he’d been cheated on before and I felt like I was cheating now that I’d arranged to meet my ex.

We arrived at the pub and a waiter showed us to some seats overlooking the river. I watched as some swans swam by. Mark shifted in his seat. ‘You seem distracted,’ he said.

I turned to face him. ‘Oh, not really. I’m just a bit shocked after what happened in work today.’

‘Oh? What happened?’

I told him what Mia had said and he seemed really pleased for me. I noticed he seemed a little weird too, though. ‘Are you ok?’ I asked.

‘Not really,’ he said, turning away from me to glance at the river.

‘What’s happened?’ I started to worry. I hoped he wasn’t going to break up with me and then I realized that I did have feelings for him, otherwise I wouldn’t be bothered, would I?

‘It’s just something Moni said that’s all.’

‘What did she say?’

‘She was looking at one of her boyfriends’ Facebook pages and there was a photo of you on it.’

‘So?’

‘Well, when she asked him who you were he said you were his ex fiancé.’

I shuffled in my seat and pretended to be shocked. ‘Wow! Small world, eh? So one of her boyfriends is my ex fiancé! Talk about keeping it in the family!’ I laughed, hoping he would see the funny side but he remained glum.

‘I’m starting to piece it all together now. That night at Zanzibar, you weren’t interested in me, were you? Not until you found out I was Monica’s brother.’

I felt like a naughty school girl who’d been caught cheating in an exam. ‘That’s not true,’ I argued.

‘I can’t believe I was starting to like you.’ He gulped some of his lager and continued to stare out of the window. A long boat was going past and the man driving it was waving at us. We both ignored him.

‘I’m sorry. It’s not what you think, honest,’ I said.

‘What do I think?’

‘I don’t know, but you’re not happy, are you?’

‘No. It seems like you were only with me so you can find out stuff about your ex.’

I took hold of my bread roll and started to break it into pieces. ‘You said yourself you’ve been cheated on so you know how it feels! He cheated on me with your sister! I just wanted to see what she was like, that’s all.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘So why were you taking a photo then? Why were you trying to split them up?’

‘Because I was jealous, ok? I thought he should know that the girl he left me for was a cheater!’

‘Yeah well he cheated on you so you should be glad it’s happening to him now.’

The waiter brought us our food and seeing it made me feel sick. I pulled out my chair and went into the toilets. I sat down in the cubicle and took some deep breaths. Why was I feeling like this? I was upset, but not about my ex. I was upset because it was obviously the end of my relationship with freckly Mark. I should have been honest with him from the start. He wouldn’t trust me now – and he shouldn’t trust me, not when I was meeting my ex on Friday. What if he found out about that from his sister? She tells him everything and she still keeps in contact with my ex because I’ve seen her messages on his Facebook wall. Maybe I should tell him about my ex.

. Once I’d sorted myself out I went back to the table. Mark was tearing apart his steak with such force I’d swear he was imagining it was me.

‘I’m sorry, I just needed to get some air,’ I said when I noticed him glaring at me.

‘What’s going on here, Terri?’ he asked. I could see the pain and mistrust in his eyes. I couldn’t hurt him any more.

‘I suppose I never should have gone out with you. That’s why I walked off when you came over in Zanzibar. It was too soon after my ex. I was on the rebound.’

‘So I am right – you were only with me because of Monica.’

‘At first, yeah, but then I really liked being with you. I like you a lot.’

He laughed sarcastically. ‘Well whoop de doo! I should feel flattered should I?’

I never thought I’d hear him speak so nastily. I was glad it was happening now, though, before I got too close to him. Relationships always went wrong. Maybe I should join a nunnery. ‘Like I said, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for you to find out.’

‘Yeah, I bet you didn’t!’

‘So, I guess that’s it then?’

He looked right at me and instead of seeing warmth in his eyes I sensed a cold, hard, almost evil presence. ‘Yeah, I can’t trust you now, can I?’

I pushed my plate away, having touched none of it and waited while Mark scraped the last of his chips from his plate and put them in his mouth. He washed them down with a large gulp of his lager. I felt my eyes welling up and I hoped he wouldn’t notice. This was painful. It was almost as painful as that Thursday night.

Without looking at me he took his coat from his chair and said, ‘I’ll drive you home, then.’

It was total silence in the car. I turned my head away and looked out of the passenger window through teary eyes. I didn’t want him to see I was upset. If he saw how vulnerable I was he would only hurt me more. When I saw my street sign I felt tingles in my stomach, pure pain as I stepped out of the car without looking at him. I heard the engine rev loudly and the screech of his wheels as he pulled away. I rushed upstairs before my mum could see I was upset and threw myself on my bed. I couldn’t believe how upset I was. It was only a bit of fun. I wasn’t in love with him, I loved my old Mark. I was just crying because he was a friend and I felt guilty, that was it. That had to be it. At least I wouldn’t feel guilty now when I met my Mark on Friday.

 










Chapter Twelve

Rumours


 


I’d decided to go into town on my lunch break to find something new to wear for Friday. I’d just stepped into my local boutique when my mobile started ringing. It was Claire. What could she want? She hardly ever phoned during lunch-she was usually too busy. ‘Hello?’

‘Terri, babes, I’m so glad I caught you. Have you accidently bumped into Mark yet?’

‘Didn’t you get my text? I’m meeting him on Friday. He phoned me when I was at yours the other night.’

‘What text? I didn’t get any text? You can’t meet him, that’s why I’m phoning.’

‘What are you on about?’

‘Well, you know those rumours about your boss getting back with her husband and everything, ‘cause he missed her?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Well Fiona got it wrong the stupid cow – it was the other way round! Mia cheated on her husband and he threw her out. They’re not back together at all!’

‘I know that! She’s emigrating.’ Oops, I realized that was supposed to be a secret. ‘Don’t say anything though, it’s a secret.’

‘That’s no secret. I knew that. She’s going to New York with her boyfriend.’

My heart sunk. ‘So she’s going abroad with the man she cheated on her husband with?’

‘Yeah. Look, I’m sorry. It doesn’t mean Mark doesn’t want you back, though.’

‘He must do, otherwise why did he arrange to meet me?’

‘I don’t know. All I’m saying is not to expect too much, that’s all.’

‘Well, thanks for the call. I’ll phone you on Friday to let you know what’s happened.’

‘You do that. Don’t forget I’ll be in London though. My sister’s getting married this weekend, remember?’

‘Oh, yeah. Give her my best.’

‘Will do, Chou.’

I continued to look around the shop and I chose a pair of silk palazzo pants, which looked so great on Claire; I’d been after a silk pair for weeks. They were black with small white hearts on them, so I knew they’d be slimming. I scanned the rails for a matching top and I was lucky to set eyes on a fitted satin Basque-style top with tiny jewels for buttons. There was no time to try them on so I took them to the counter and paid using my credit card. Now that I was a marketing assistant I could pay my credit card bill off on time, so a little spending spree wouldn’t hurt. Mark was worth it. I’d already arranged for Catherine to come round on Friday to do my hair and make-up again, even though she was against the idea of me getting back with Mark; but, like me she was intrigued as to why he wanted to meet me.

That afternoon I sat with Mia while she showed me how to use some of the computer packages I’d not used before. I had to admit, she was a great teacher; either that or I was a great student as I picked it up so quickly that she got through two days worth of training in one afternoon. We spoke about her new job and she told me that she would be working for one of the most prestigious advertising agencies and although the job was entry-level it was full of perks. She showed me a picture of her new apartment. It was gorgeous. I’d always been jealous of her but now I was positively green with envy! She had everything. She told me she was hoping to get half of her husband’s millions when they divorced, but if Claire was right, I’m sure she’d be lucky to get anything at all. When I’d finished showing Mia I understood how to design posters, I was allowed to sit with Doreen and finish off some of my own work.

‘I hope you don’t turn into a cow when you get Mia’s job,’ Doreen said with a giggle.

‘You know me, Dor.’

‘Yeah. You’ll be ok. You’ll ‘ave to come out ‘ere and share cakes with me at break, though.’

‘Even better, you can come into my office!’

She giggled. ‘We can have discos and everything! No-one will know!’

I was going to miss sitting next to Doreen. Being alone in that huge office was one thing I wasn’t looking forward to. I enjoyed working with people, having a chat and a gossip. I was looking forward to meeting Mark tonight though. I would finally get the chance to hear how he realizes his mistake and wants us to get back together. I would play it cool, at first, but then I would throw my arms around him and we would kiss passionately and then we would end up in bed together at his apartment and that would be it – we would be an official couple again only this time I’d make more of an effort so that he’d have no reason to look elsewhere ever again. I still missed freckly Mark a little bit. I cried myself to sleep for a few nights but then I just stopped thinking about him and started thinking about my Mark again and our reunion.

***

 


Catherine had excelled herself this time. Feeling full of confidence I made my way downstairs and out of the front door. It was weird walking to Mark’s apartment again after all this time. He lived further away than Freckly Mark but too near to make it worthwhile getting a bus or a taxi – it was quicker and cheaper to walk there. I wished I’d worn comfier shoes, but I was deliberately making an effort – no more trainers for me. These high heels would have Mark drooling, hopefully.

My stomach was full of butterflies dive-bombing wildly as I knocked on the door. Mark answered and it was like looking at a stranger. I wasn’t expecting to feel like this. I thought he would be familiar and it would be like we’d never been apart, but it wasn’t like I’d expected. Mark appeared to be nervous too. ‘Come in,’ he said with an air of formality. ‘Would you like a drink?’

‘A lager would be nice,’ I replied. In the past I would have sat down on the settee after getting my own lager, but this time I hesitated. It was strange being here after all this time.

‘Sit down,’ he said; pointing to the settee we’d sat on so many times together.

I sat and felt uneasy when he sat down next to me. He passed me my lager and I felt nothing as our hands touched. I put this thought out of my mind as I looked into his blue eyes. He looked tanned and well-groomed, as usual, but I didn’t feel any spark.

‘So, why did you want to see me?’ I asked.

He placed his lager onto the floor. ‘We can talk about that later. First tell me what you’ve been up to.’

I didn’t feel comfortable with the way he’d changed the subject so I asked again. ‘I’d rather just get straight to the point.’

He sat back and stretched his arms. ‘I don’t know where to start, really. I thought we could have a catch up first. I’ve missed you, you know.’

My heart started to beat quicker. He’s missed me. I knew it. ‘Have you? I’ve missed you too.’

He smiled and bent down to get his lager. He took a sip. ‘When you’ve seen somebody every day for nine years it’s weird when you suddenly stop seeing them, you know?’

‘Yeah. It was your idea, though.’ I sipped my lager and stared at my feet. I was starting to like my new shoes.

‘You look great by the way,’ he said.

‘Thanks. You do too.’

There was a distinctly awkward atmosphere. It wasn’t how it used to be at all. Things had changed. Maybe people were right about him; I shouldn’t get back with him.

‘I saw you on Facebook with her,’ I said.

He looked confused. ‘Who?’

‘Your new girlfriend.’

He placed his lager down again. ‘My new girlfriend isn’t on my Facebook page.’

‘What?’

‘I can’t put her on there.’

‘Why not?’

‘I just can’t.’

‘So who’s the slutty brunette in your main photo?’

He laughed. ‘That’s Monica.’

‘And who’s she?’

‘She’s just this girl who keeps flirting with me. She keeps messaging me telling me where she’ll be and to be honest she’s a bit of a stalker. I had a fall out with my girlfriend a few weeks ago and I sort of copped off with Monica at a club and ever since then she keeps trying it on. She’s got a fella though and I’ve got a girlfriend so nothing’s happened since.’

‘So what does your girlfriend think about you having Monica splashed all over your Facebook page?’

‘She knows all about it. She’s glad. People don’t suspect anything if they see me with Monica.’

‘What do you mean?’

He took a deep breath in. ‘My girlfriend’s not my PA. She’s a married woman, ok?’

I was shocked. ‘What? How could you!’

‘She’s not married any more, they’re separated.’

‘Because of you, right?’

‘We didn’t mean for it to happen – it just did!’

‘So why did you ask me over tonight? You don’t want to get back together with me do you?’

He laughed sarcastically. ‘What gave you that idea?’

‘I don’t know. I guess I just thought you’d realize what a mistake you made that’s all.’

‘But I didn’t make a mistake, Tez. We grew apart. I grew up and you didn’t.’

I got angry. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘Come on Tez, look at yourself. I left school, went to Uni got an entry level accounts job and now I’m a partner in my firm. I have ambition and I need a woman who’s got ambition too. All you wanted to do was stay local, get yourself a dead-end job and have an easy life. You need to get out of your comfort zone and do something different!’

‘For your information I’m a marketing assistant now!’

‘I know but that’s only because Mia’s leaving!’

I paused to digest what he’d just said. How did he know about it? I hadn’t told him. Then it hit me. I looked at him. He was avoiding eye contact, gulping his lager.

‘Oh my god – it’s her isn’t it? You’re Mia’s bit on the side!’

I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. I sat back down and started to gulp my lager down-fast. ‘So, when did it happen, then? When did you first meet her?’

‘It was at your Christmas party.’

I walked to the fridge and got some more lager. Now that there was no chance of a reunion I could relax a bit more. ‘How could you do this to me? With my own boss as well! I always thought she was a cow but all this time she was telling me to get over my problems when she was the cause of them all! What a total bitch! It’s a good job she’s leaving otherwise I’d have to kill the cow!’

‘For your information she feels terrible about the whole thing! She’s dreading Monday when you go to her for your training.’

‘I bet she only gave me her job because of her guilt! Well you know what? I think I’ll take a lesson from you – on Monday I’m gonna step right out of my comfort zone! If she thinks she can take my fiancé from me without a fight she’s more of an idiot than I thought!’

‘Tez, calm down. Don’t lose your new job whatever you do.’

‘So now you’re saying I should stay in my comfort zone? You’re full of shit, Mark! I don’t know what I ever saw in you in the first place!’

He looked hurt. ‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do, though. Right now I don’t know why I ever wanted to marry you. You’re right; you did me a huge favour cancelling the wedding. And you know what else? If you had asked me to get back with you tonight I wouldn’t have – I love somebody else now, not you.’ I don’t know whether it was the drink talking or not but the words came out of my mouth before they’d registered in my brain. Now that I’d said them I knew they were true. I didn’t love Mark, not ex Mark anyway – I loved Freckly Mark.

‘So is this Monica’s brother you’re talking about, then?’ Mark stood up and walked towards the fridge. He took out a sausage roll and started to eat it, dropping crumbs all over his carpet.

‘How do you know about Mark? It seems you know everything I do, lately.’

‘Monica saw a picture of you on Facebook; the one from Paul’s wedding. Paul put it on there; anyway Monica recognized you and told me you were seeing her brother. It’s no big deal.’

‘And that’s when you told her we’d been engaged.’

‘Well what was I supposed to tell her?’

‘You do realize that you’ve ruined things between me and Mark. I hadn’t told him I’d been engaged and I didn’t tell him I knew you were seeing his sister, either.’

‘So, that’s not my fault. You should have been honest with him right from the start.’

‘Like you know anything about honesty you cheating pig!’

‘Now there’s no need for that!’

Obviously not a student of body-language himself, he came over to me, attempting to give me a hug. I took the opportunity to hit him hard across his face.

‘Ow!’ he screamed, ‘what did you do that for you psycho!’

I’d drank too much and I’d had a shock finding out about Mark and Mia. It all became too much for me; I burst into tears and collapsed onto the settee. Mark came and put his arms around me again and this time I didn’t have the energy or the inclination to push him away. ‘If you want, I’ll get in touch with Monica and sort things out for you,’ he said.

‘Don’t bother; you’ll only make it worse.’ I looked at him and felt glad that I finally had closure. I could let him go now. His blue eyes were watery and I knew we’d always have the past but that it could no longer ruin our futures. ‘So you’re going to New York then?’ I asked.

He nodded and brushed my hair away from my eyes. ‘It’s probably for the best now, isn’t it? A clean break?’

‘Yeah. Is that why you asked me round here? To say goodbye.’

‘Yeah. I’m starting to think it was a bad idea now though!’ He laughed, which eased the tension and I laughed too.

‘No. It was a great idea and I’m glad you thought of me.’

His eyes watered again. ‘Of course I thought of you. Like you said, we were together nine years and almost married! You’ve been a big part of my life.’

I hugged him. ‘Thanks. I’m so glad we had this talk. I know what I have to do now.’

‘I hope that doesn’t mean killing Mia!’ He laughed again.

‘I’m over that now and I think I’m finally over us too.’

He smiled. ‘We were just kids weren’t we? Maybe if we were just meeting up now things would be different?’

‘I guess.’

We sat there for a while longer just holding each other. I felt a sense of peace wash over me, that I hadn’t felt for a long time. I could move on now. Once I’d seen Mia for the last time I could say goodbye to my past and look to the future – hopefully a future with Freckly Mark in it.

 










Chapter Thirteen

Decisions, decisions


 


Mia looked nervous as I took my place next to her. I could see why Mark was attracted to her; not only was she beautiful but she was ambitious too. She was also a cow but maybe she didn’t show Mark that side of her.

‘Terri,’ she said, ‘I’m glad you decided to come into the room so amicably.’

‘You know if I’d found out about you and Mark straight away I would probably have killed you but now that I’ve realized I’m finally over him I actually pity you.’

Her eyes widened, ‘Why would you pity me?’

‘Because you’re giving up everything and taking a chance on a cheating pig, that’s why. For your sake I hope he can keep it in his pants.’

She shook her head. ‘I think we’d better crack on with this, don’t you?’ She opened the publishing package our company used for designing letterheads.

We sat in silence for the rest of the training, only speaking about work; once we’d done I went back to my own desk and told Doreen the gossip.

‘What a cow!’ she said, ‘Well, we knew she was a cow, anyway but this is even worse than ever! Do you want me to kill her for you, love, because I’m too old to go to prison,’ she giggled as she continued to type.

‘Oh, Dor, you’re so funny! You cheer me up.’

‘No, but seriously though, someone needs to put the bitch in her place!’

‘I’m over it now, Dor. She’s done me a favour in a weird sort of way.’

‘Yeah, you’re better off without him, love. So does that mean you are going to start getting serious with your new man then?’

‘I can’t, Dor. He doesn’t want to know. He said he’ll never trust me again. No, I think I’ll concentrate on my new job for a while – men are too much of a distraction. At least I won’t have any personal problems to bring in to work, will I?’

Doreen laughed and opened her desk drawer. She took out two chocolate bars and handed me one. ‘They say a chocolate bar is a substitute for love so get that down you.’

I bit into the creamy chocolate as I thought about Freckly Mark. The chocolate reminded me of his eyes. It was so ironic that when I was with him all I could think about was my ex Mark and getting him back when now all I could think about was getting Freckly Mark back, yet at the same time I didn’t want to risk getting my heart broken all over again. It was hurting me already and we’d only been dating less than six months – imagine how I’d feel if he dumped me in nine years time? I continued to eat the rest of the chocolate as I finished sending emails telling my customers about my promotion.

***

 


I went round to Claire’s that evening. I’d promised to tell her all about my date with Mark. She was shocked when I told her about him and Mia. She was also upset that she hadn’t managed to get the gory details from her work colleague first, to spare me the embarrassment of finding out the way I did. I told her it didn’t matter as going to see Mark had given me the closure I needed so that I could move on.

‘So that’s definitely it then. You’re totally over Mark?’ she said before shoving a prawn cocktail crisp into her mouth.

‘Well, not exactly,’ I said.

She rolled her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I’m over my ex but I don’t think I’m over freckly Mark?’

‘Ok, first things first. Now that you’re over your ex Mark let’s just call freckly Mark, Mark from now on, is that ok? All this freckly Mark this, Freckly Mark that is getting really annoying.’

‘I know, I only said it so you didn’t get mixed up between him and the other one.’

‘I know, so like I said, let’s just call him Mark and you can call the other one ex if you like.’

‘Ok. Well, anyway, I think I might be falling for Mark. I can’t stop thinking about him. I really miss him.’

‘Look, I was right about your ex, wasn’t I? He didn’t want you back? Well, I don’t think Mark wants you back, babes, otherwise he would have called you.’

I bit into a crisp. ‘I know. I thought he would call. I really thought he liked me.’

‘I know. I think you need to forget about men for a while and come hit the town with me!’

‘I don’t know…’

‘Come on. It’ll be a laugh.’

I knew then that I’d fallen for Mark. I never usually turned down a night out with Claire. I just wanted to be by myself for a while, to think things over; work out what I was going to do to get back with Mark.

 










Chapter Fourteen

A surprise visit


 


It was the first day in my new role. Mia had gone. She’d gone quietly too – no big send off. I was glad about that as I wouldn’t have gone and half the office wouldn’t have either – probably why she didn’t have one. Lots of people have come up to me recently and congratulated me on my new job. I think they’re glad that the office will be a bitch-free zone from now on. I was happy to find out that Danielle was going to be my new PA. We’d gotten on so well when she came as a temp; Steve liked her too and so now she was here permanently. I’d asked her to hold all my calls while I attempted to get to grips with a poster using the publishing package I’d struggled with. Despite this the phone started to ring.

‘Danielle, I thought I asked you to hold my calls,’ I said, hoping I didn’t sound too bitchy.

‘I know that, Miss Gordon, it’s just there’s someone here asking to see you.’

‘What, here in the office?’

‘Yeah, it’s a girl; she said you know her, Monica Wyatt.’

What could she want? ‘Ok, send her in, thanks Danielle.’

The door to my office opened slowly and Monica entered. ‘Wow, what a great workspace!’ she said before sitting down opposite my desk.

‘Hi, so what can I do for you?’

She grinned and spun around on her chair. ‘I think that should be what I can do for you!’

I was pleased to see she’d dressed appropriately for once. She looked nice in her jeans, t-shirt and trainers. ‘Ok. What can you do for me?’

‘Our mutual friend called me the other night. He told me that you are missing my brother. Is that right or not?’

She was making me feel really uncomfortable. ‘Of course I miss him. We had a laugh together.’

‘So that’s all it was then, a laugh?’

I knew she was pushing for more information. If Mark didn’t make it as a journalist she certainly would. ‘Well, it was a bit more than that. I like your brother a lot.’

She twirled around in her chair again and then leant forward on my desk, her dark eyes boring into mine. I felt like I was a defendant on trial. ‘So you would go as far as to say you love him then?’

My butterflies started dive-bombing again. ‘Well…’

‘It seems our mutual friend thinks you do.’ She picked up my stress ball and started to pummel it. ‘So, is it true?’

‘Maybe.’ I stood up and walked towards the window. I never got tired of the view. It relaxed me.

‘Mark misses you too, you know. He hasn’t said anything but he’s been so moody lately.’

I didn’t look at her. It was too painful – she reminded me of Mark. ‘Is that right?’

‘Yeah. Anyway, I’m fed up of him being so miz all the time. I think you two should get back together and I’m here to help.’

I turned to face her. She looked so young sitting there; she could have been a school girl. ‘And how are you going to do that?’

She grinned and put her finger to her lip. ‘It’s a secret. Let’s just say that if you two aren’t back together by the end of this week I’m losing my touch!’ She walked towards the door and then turned back to face me. ‘You do want to get back with my brother, don’t you?’

I nodded. ‘I really do, yeah.’

‘Great. Leave it with me, then.’ And with that she was gone. I felt a little unsure, though. My first impressions of her hadn’t been good and I hadn’t been impressed that evening at her parents’ house either. Had I made the right decision, trusting her to sort out my love-life? I decided to leave it in her hands; there was nothing else I could do anyway, was there. I got back behind my desk and resumed my poster designing, trying to take my mind off love. It was more trouble than it was worth sometimes.

 










Chapter Fifteen

Twists of fate


 


It’s so funny how things turn out sometimes. The Universe works in mysterious ways, so they say. Monica did try to sort my love-life out. She came to see me at the end of the week and told me she had officially lost her touch and she was probably going to fail her psychology exam now that she’d lost the power to interrogate people and persuade them to do her bidding. I told her she’d be fine and that if Mark didn’t want to get back with me then there was nothing she or anyone could do. I’d thanked her for trying. I didn’t ask her what she’d done to try and reunite us because she’d already made it clear that it was top secret. Although I’d had my doubts about trusting her, initially, I knew by the disappointed look on her face that she had done something to try and sort things out. The sweetest thing was what she’d said as she left my office. She told me she was upset that I wasn’t seeing Mark anymore as it would have been nice to have got to know me as a friend. I wished Mark felt the same way. I was surprised that he hadn’t wanted to get back with me; I was so sure he was starting to feel the same way I did. Maybe he was and that was why he didn’t want to get involved again – in case I cheated on him and hurt him.

Anyway, I’m digressing, it turns out that there was an interesting chance meeting that helped pave the way for our reunion. Doreen, bless her, helps out at church on a Sunday morning, baking cakes and serving tea and coffee after the service. Anyway, as luck would have it, Mark’s mum joined in last Sunday, as now that she was a confident cake maker, she wanted everyone to sample her delights and felt she should give something back to the community. You can see what’s coming can’t you? Yes, well Doreen, being the gossip she is, started telling her about me. She can’t remember how she got onto the subject (blaming her phantom dementia, as usual) but Mark’s mum put two and two together and realized it was me Doreen was talking about. It turned out that Doreen had told Mark’s mum how much I was missing my new man without knowing it was his mum she was talking to. When Mark’s mum twigged it was me she knew I really was in love with him and she went back home and told Mark. Needless to say he wasn’t impressed at first, he’d already told Monica he wasn’t interested, but what happened next was just so coincidental it made him consider meeting me again, to talk.

You are dying to know what happened next, right? Well, I’m getting to it now. Mark had gone into work and that Les person was off sick again and so they sent Mark to the Women’s Institute to interview some of the women about all sorts of things, from hobbies to relationships and as unbelievable as it sounds, Doreen was there. I know; she gets around does our Doreen. Again, she didn’t realize at first that Mark was the one I’d been pining for; she just grabbed him (not literally) and started bending his ear about all sorts, including me. Why she feels the need to tell everyone about me I don’t know, but as with all weird coincidences, Mark felt like it was a sign. When He and Doreen worked out they were both talking about me they knew something special had happened; Well, Doreen made Mark see something special had happened. Anyway she talked him into meeting up with me tomorrow. I am so nervous now though. Keep your fingers crossed.

 








Chapter Sixteen

A happy ending?

 


I heard his car screech to a halt outside my door and my heart skipped a beat (I know it’s a cliché but it did, really.) I opened my door, checking my reflection first in the hall mirror. Catherine had taught me how to straighten my own hair and do my eye make-up and I thought I’d done a good job. I was wearing the black jumpsuit that gave me a confidence boost. He got out of the car and held the passenger door open for me.

‘You look nice,’ he said.

‘You do too,’ I said noticing he’d made a real effort. He wore a striped shirt and black jeans and he’d gelled his hair again. I could smell a strong smell of aftershave too.

‘This feels weird, you sitting there,’ he said.

‘Yeah. I’ve really missed you, you know.’

‘Me too.’ He continued to stare at the road ahead and I wanted him to stop the car so I could kiss him and tell him how I really felt but I managed to hold in my excitement a while longer. We pulled up outside the Chinese restaurant and he held my hand as we were led to the same table we ate at the last time.

Mark poured us both some wine and smiled. ‘I want us to be totally honest with each other tonight,’ he said, taking a sip.

‘Me too. Listen, I just wanted to say I’m sorry about not being entirely honest with you.’

He shrugged his shoulders. ‘I understand why you did it, but that doesn’t excuse it.’

I felt a little uncomfortable. ‘I know. I promise I won’t keep any secrets from you again.’

‘Let’s just see what happens tonight,’ he said, ‘I’m still not convinced we should start seeing each other again.’

I felt sick. ‘Why not?’

‘I don’t know. There’s a little voice inside my head telling me I can’t trust you. I’ve been cheated on so many times and I don’t think I can handle it again.’

‘You can’t go through life avoiding relationships, though.’

‘I know that, it’s just…’

‘Just what?’

He stared at me with those chocolate eyes and I literally swooned (I know – it’s too corny, right?) ‘I was just starting to get really close to you and I thought we could get serious, you know?’

‘Yeah. I was scared of that at first, that’s why I kept pushing you away, but I’m not scared any more. I know that Monica and Doreen have already told you this, but I’m just going to come out and say it…I think I love you.’

The waiter picked this moment to bring over our appetizers and so there was a long silence while he did this. Mark’s face was expressionless, which made me nervous. When the waiter had gone he put his arm on the table and reached for my hand. ‘I was starting to feel the same about you, but there’s something stopping me.’

‘Stopping you from what?’

‘Stopping me from giving in to how I feel. I’m just scared it’s all going to go wrong. M life is running quite smoothly for once and I don’t want things to get spoiled.’ He started to eat some of his prawn crackers while I stirred my soup around, without putting any of it into my mouth. Here we go again, another ending.

Maybe I should avoid anyone with the name Mark in future. They were obviously no good for me. ‘Well if that’s the way you feel then why did you agree to see me again?’ I said.

‘I missed you. And it was weird how people were trying to get us back together. I just thought maybe we didn’t talk properly before. I don’t really like leaving things up in the air.’

‘I know. I think we should be together. I think someone has been trying to put us together for ages,’ I said, pointing to the ceiling.

‘I still don’t know, though. Terri.’ He scooped some noodles onto his chopsticks and twisted them around and around. ‘I like you a lot. I just don’t think I can trust you.’

I decided to try and eat my soup as it smelt absolutely delicious and mega-spicy. I wasn’t disappointed when I’d swallowed it. My mouth was starting to burn, though so I took a gulp of my drink. My face was probably flushed from the heat as Mark grinned. ‘How’s your soup?’ he asked.

‘Hot!’ I said.

‘I seem to remember that you like it hot, right?’ His eyes glinted.

I went along with his flirting. ‘You remember right.’

He picked up his wine and took a couple of sips. ‘What are we going to do, then?’

I didn’t know what he meant by this; was it a suggestion of taking things further or was it a question about our future together. I took it to mean the latter. ‘You know what I want to do, Mark. I promise you, I’m a one-man woman. I’ll never cheat on you. I don’t know why you won’t give us a chance.’

He placed his drink back down on the table and pushed his plate away. ‘I’m not hungry any more. What do you say we go for a walk by the river?’

‘Yeah, why not. I’m not that hungry either and that soup’s well too hot, even for me!’

He stood up and went to pay the waiter. I took hold of his hand when he came back to the table and we walked right out of the car park and down the path towards the river. It felt strange walking in the dark. It was getting colder; I could see millions of stars up above in the cloudless sky. I snuggled against Mark’s shoulder as we walked. I was glad that he didn’t try to stop me. We didn’t talk at first but it wasn’t awkward; if anything it was nice.

When we got to the river Mark took off his coat and placed it on the floor. ‘Sit.’ He said. I sat down next to him and he placed his arm around me. It felt so nice I wanted it to last forever. It was becoming clearer now that he was coming around to the idea of us getting back together. ‘I love to come down here when I’ve got things on my mind,’ he said, staring straight ahead at the rippling water.

‘I like it here too,’ I said.

‘Yeah. It’s quiet. I like the quiet life. No cares or worries.’

‘I bet you don’t have much to worry about. You have a great family and your job sounds interesting.’

‘It is yes. I am happy right now, that’s why I don’t really want a relationship. If it all goes wrong then my life will be ruined.’

‘You’ve been in relationships before, though and you’ve survived! When I first met you I didn’t want a relationship either, not after what my ex did, but now I can’t imagine life without you.’

He turned to face me. ‘You don’t know how much you upset me when I found out you’d only gone out with me because you wanted to get back with your ex.’

‘Ok, I’ve already said I’m sorry and, anyway, that was before I knew you. I swear on my life that once I got to know you I wanted to go out with you because I liked you and not because of Mark.’

He sighed. ‘You still tried to get back with him, though, didn’t you?’

I’d vowed to be honest, so what else could I say? ‘I did meet up with him, yes, but as soon as I saw him again I didn’t feel anything. Seeing him again made me realize that it was you I wanted, don’t you see? Even if he’d asked me to get back with him I’d have said no. I just want us to be together.’ I couldn’t help it; tears started to roll down my cheeks. I’d never felt so vulnerable – not even with ex Mark.

He pulled me to his chest. ‘Shhhh,’ he said, ‘it’s ok.’

I continued to cry, letting all my sobs out. I wasn’t just crying for him, I was crying for my ex too and the death of that relationship. I guess I knew that there was going to be no future with Freckly Mark after all so I wanted to make the most of our last night together and let him hold me. I breathed in the smell of his aftershave and I so wanted to go to sleep. I felt so safe with him. It was as though I’d known him all my life.

When I was all cried out I sat up and rubbed my eyes. He was looking at me with a solemn look on his face. ‘I think we should go back to the car, don’t you?’

I nodded and waited while he put his coat back on. He held his hand out and I took it, practically clinging on to him for dear life. When we got into the car he smiled and turned on the radio. ‘Let’s see if I can find something to cheer you up,’ he said fiddling with the dial.

He revved the engine and skidded away from the curb and as usual, I held on for dear life as he took the corner in third gear. The “Black Eyed Peas” pounded out of the stereo. As I listened to the words, “tonight’s going to be a good night” I really hoped that it was a sign that Mark had finally made up his mind to get back together.

He glanced over to me. ‘Are you ok, now?’ he asked.

‘I’m a bit better,’ I said.

He turned his attention back to the road. ‘I think I’ll stop the car just around the corner from your house if you don’t mind.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘I think it’s best.’

He stopped the car near the park and switched off the engine. ‘I know you’re upset about everything and I’m upset too but you’ll get over it. You got over your ex, right? I think I’ll get over it too. Let’s just say we did get back together and you cheated on me in a couple of year’s time. I don’t think I’d get over that.’

‘And I don’t think I would get over it if you cheated on me, either.’

‘So you agree it’s for the best to call it a day now?’

I tried to stop myself from crying again. ‘It doesn’t matter what I say. You’ve already made up your mind anyway.’

He didn’t say anything; he just kept staring out of the window.

‘I may as well go then,’ I said.

He unfastened his seat belt. ‘I’ll let you out,’ he said attempting to open his door.

‘No, you don’t need to get out. I can open the door myself.’

He sat back down. ‘Ok, you do that then.’

I opened the door and stepped out onto the pavement. I looked at him. He looked so gorgeous, yet so familiar at the same time. Why did I meet him at the wrong time, when I was on the rebound? I should have realized how special he was the night I’d first met him. ‘I guess this is goodbye, then,’ I said, hoping that he would suddenly change his mind, but he didn’t.

‘You look after yourself, Terri,’ he said, before switching on the engine and driving out of my life forever.

I walked slowly down the path. I knew why he’d dropped me around the corner. He knew I’d not want to go straight into my house, to face my mum. He knew me so well. I decided to sit in the bus-stop for a while; it was quiet. All the buses had stopped running. I put my head in my hands and started sobbing again. If it was possible, I cried harder and longer than I did with my ex. I must have fallen out of real love with him ages ago. I was so glad he cancelled the wedding now. I just wish I didn’t have to go through the pain of another break-up. This was going to last for weeks; I didn’t need the hassle now that I’d got my promotion. If there was one thing Mia taught me it was not to bring your personal problems into work. As I sat with my head on my lap, tears pouring out of my eyes I sensed a presence enter the bus-stop. I felt scared. I couldn’t look up. I was scared they would make a fuss because I’d been crying.

‘Terri.’

I recognized that voice. It was Freckly Mark. What was he doing here?

I raised my head. ‘Mark?’

He sat down on the bench, next to me. ‘I was half way down the road and the DJ started talking about love, for some reason, and that’s when I knew what an idiot I’d been.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I just parked the car and ran back down here. I knew you couldn’t have got far!’ He put his arms around me. ‘Look at you, you’ve been crying!’

‘I know,’ I said, continuing to blubber all over him.

‘It’s ok. I’m here now and I’m not going anywhere.’

I looked at his face. ‘Do you mean that?’

He smiled. ‘Only if you promise me you’re not going anywhere either?’

I threw my arms around him again. ‘You know I won’t!’

‘Great. So, how do you fancy going for a walk around the nature reserve tomorrow afternoon?’

I saw a cheeky but totally sexy glint in his eyes. I knew what he was getting at and I couldn’t wait. ‘You bet! And I promise I won’t push you away this time!’

He pulled me towards him and we kissed. I’d never felt so happy. I was a changed woman. I vowed to go through my wardrobe as soon as I got home and throw away my green velour tracksuit, my pink velour tracksuit and any other lounging around clothes. I’d also get rid of any baggy white knickers and bras with the underwire missing. A trip to the lingerie department was in order – especially now that things were going to get steamier. I was going to try new things too; I’d learnt my lessons. Mark Wyatt was going to be with me forever. I would give him no reason or chance to escape! And as for him, I was a one-man woman and I wouldn’t let him forget it.

 


The End

 


If you have enjoyed this book you may also enjoy other books by Anna Pescardot:

 


“Always the Bridesmaid” – a romantic comedy

“Old-Fashioned Romance” – a short romantic story.

 


You can now follow Anna on Twitter or Facebook. She enjoys discussing her books with readers who have enjoyed her work.
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