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      Promises are either kept or broken. (Proverb)

      
      A bold heart is half the battle. (Proverb)

      




      
      Chapter One

      
       
      
      The Lilacs was as quiet as the grave. Just how Maggie Storm liked it, especially after all the noise and chaos that had gone
         on at home before she’d set off to come here.
      

      
      The washing machine had gone on the blink mid-cycle and no matter how politely she coaxed or not-so-politely thumped it, it
         simply would not work. Then Dave had taken a screwdriver to it and surprise, surprise he had flooded the kitchen. She had
         been telling him for weeks that there was something wrong with it, but he hadn’t listened.
      

      
      Not that he ever did listen. Seventeen years of marriage and he still asked how many sugars she wanted in her tea – that was
         if he ever got off his backside in the first place to make her a drink. ‘I DON’T HAVE SUGAR IN MY TEA,’ she would reply through
         gritted teeth. ‘ONLY IN COFFEE.’ Increasingly she was finding herself speaking to him in capital letters. Very big capital
         letters. Underlined, sometimes. If she ever complained he would accuse her of nagging and say that she was lucky to have a
         husband who made her a drink and that it wasn’t his fault that he couldn’t keep up with her faddy likes and dislikes. ‘But
         that’s women for you,’ he’d add with an annoying roll of his eyes and an even more annoying puff of breath that said, Pah! Women! Always changing their minds.

      
      Lucky. Yeah, she was lucky all right. Just think of all the worse husbands she could have ended up with – that sick Austrian
         bloke who kept his poor daughter in the cellar all her life, for one.
      

      
      But lucky her: at the age of nineteen she had married Dave Storm who had all the magnetic charm, sophistication and understanding of Mr Blobby. She was now so used to referring to
         him as Mr Blobby in her head, she was sure that one day soon the name was going to slip out. Give Mr Blobby a lager in his
         hand and an audience of his mates from the garage where he worked as a mechanic and he thought he was so funny. Downright
         hilarious. A real Jack the Lad. There must have been a time when Maggie had thought he was funny, but now he mostly made her
         grind her teeth. Sometimes she had cartoon-like fantasies of taking a swing at him with a frying pan. Not to kill him, of
         course, merely to knock some sense into him. I don’t take sugar in my tea . . . Bang! I don’t like being called Mags . . . Bang! I hate the way you sniff for no real reason . . .

      
      Sometimes, when she wasn’t imagining herself with a frying pan in her hands, she pictured herself screaming, her mouth wide
         open, her eyes bulging nearly out of their sockets. The temptation to scream was growing harder to resist. But she mustn’t
         give in to it. Do that and she might lose it and never stop screaming.
      

      
      Not Losing It was one of her New Year’s resolutions. Along with:

      
      
         Do Something New.

         Learn To Stand Up For Myself.

         Lose Weight.

      

      
      Other than Not Losing It, she had done nothing about the resolutions, but it was only the third of January, so early days.

      
      It was her first day back at work after the Christmas holidays and, to be honest, after a week of being cooped up with Mr
         Blobby, Blobby Junior, and Brenda – the mother-in-law from hell – it was a relief. Paid to clean other people’s houses, she
         made their lives easier. A shame no one did the same for her. If she was paid by the regret instead of by the hour, why, she’d
         be richer than the Queen!
      

      
      
      She finished cleaning the loo and then sprayed the glass bowl hand-basin with Cillit Bang and wondered if the Queen had even
         heard of Cillit Bang, much less used it. ‘What does one do with this?’ she imagined her, thoroughly baffled, asking one of
         her flunkies.
      

      
      Maggie had been working for the family that owned The Lilacs for four years now. Whilst she felt she knew a lot about them
         – as their cleaner she saw herself as all-seeing and all-knowing – they knew very little about her. For instance, she knew
         that Mr Edwards (Please-Call-Me-Ethan) was forty-six and ran his own bed linen company. He wore Armani aftershave, Hugo Boss
         and Paul Smith suits, size eleven shoes and a fifteen-and-a-half-inch shirt collar, and suffered with stomach problems (there
         was a ton of antacid products in his bathroom cabinet). He preferred boxers to Y-fronts and had a massive CD collection in
         his office, which he liked to listen to when he was working from home. Sometimes he played his music so loud it made the pictures
         on his walls slip. She was always having to straighten them. If his wife was around, he listened to his music through headphones.
      

      
      With six bedrooms and three bathrooms, a dressing room, a lounge (sorry, sitting room), a dining room, a conservatory, a TV
         room, an office and a kitchen the size of a tennis court and a laundry room with a loo and shower off it, The Lilacs was the
         biggest house in Lilac avenue. She couldn’t begin to think how much money Please-Call-Me-Ethan had to earn to run it. Lately
         he looked tired and fed up, which was a pity because he was a really nice bloke. He had dead gorgeous dark-brown eyes and
         a really lovely smile. He had a great body, too, a body she certainly wouldn’t turn down if it came at her in the middle of
         the night the way Mr Blobby’s did. He was always nicely dressed, whether it was jeans and a T-shirt or one of his expensive
         suits. And he had the most amazing hands – square strong hands with the nails all neatly trimmed and very clean. Unlike Mr
         Blobby’s. But then Mr Blobby was a car mechanic, so that was hardly something she could complain about. She suspected that Please-Call-Me-Ethan was not entirely happy or entirely faithful to his bitch of a wife.
         Maggie didn’t blame him.
      

      
      Mrs Edwards (Please-Call-Me-Mrs-Edwards) was forty-one and had probably never done a day’s work in her life. She was a member
         of an exclusive fitness and spa centre, where she spent most days flexing and toning and having her hair and nails done. No
         wonder she always claimed to be exhausted. She was a minuscule size eight and wore nothing but designer clothes. Her walk-in
         wardrobe was bigger than Maggie and Mr Blobby’s bedroom and was laid out with shelves, drawers and hanging rails. Nothing
         was ever out of place; coat hangers all faced the same direction and shoes were carefully stored in their original boxes.
      

      
      Recently Mrs Edwards had started visiting a clinic for Botox injections on the quiet. Maggie had the feeling that no one,
         including Ethan, was supposed to know about the clinic, but all-seeing, all-knowing Maggie knew about it. She had seen the
         bill for the last visit, a bill dated for the morning when Mrs Edwards had said she was going to the dentist. The bill had
         been in the pocket of the Prada jacket Maggie had been told to take to the dry cleaners. When she had found the bill and handed
         it over, saying, ‘I think this belongs to you, Mrs Edwards,’ the woman had turned very red and very pouty. Careful, Maggie
         had wanted to warn her, we don’t want to undo all the expensive work on that face of yours, do we?
      

      
      The Edwards had only the one child. She had just turned fifteen, and as spoilt brats went, Valentina Edwards was right up
         there with the very worst. She was a monster. A mouthy madam. It was plain for anyone with a pair of eyes in their head to
         see that she took after her mother in almost every way. Whatever she asked for, she was given. Her latest demand, which Maggie
         had overheard two weeks ago, was for a pair of shoes for a party she had been invited to. And not any old shoes; she wanted
         a pair of Gina shoes as worn by all the WAGS. They cost the best part of four hundred pounds. Maggie had heard her father, who was working from home that
         afternoon, say he was sure she already had plenty of perfectly good shoes in her wardrobe. Failing that, and seeing as they
         now had the same size feet, she had her mother’s extensive shoe collection at her disposal, because as they both had to be
         aware, there was a recession on and he wasn’t made of money.
      

      
      Maggie had often heard Ethan try to be the voice of reason, but in this instance – unable to avoid hearing every word of the
         argument while she polished the granite work surfaces in the kitchen, but sadly not within viewing distance – he was being
         out-shouted from all sides. Mother and daughter had ganged up on him and accused him of being mean, of depriving a poor girl
         of a measly pair of shoes for a party. ‘What next, Dad?’ Valentina had screeched, probably with a toss of her Goldilocks long
         blonde hair. ‘Will I have to stop having my legs and bikini line waxed because of some stupid recession?’
      

      
      ‘Since when did you start having your legs waxed?’ he’d asked.

      
      ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Ethan, she’s been having them done since she was thirteen! If you took a bit more notice of your family,
         you’d know that.’
      

      
      ‘Pardon me, I’m just trying to keep a business going so I can fund your waxing and God knows what else!’

      
      ‘Now you’re being petty.’

      
      ‘And you’re both treating me as a walking ATM.’

      
      ‘Like, hello, can we stick to the point, Dad? Can I have the shoes, or what?’
      

      
      The bare-arsed cheek of the girl!

      
      As she lugged the vacuum cleaner upstairs, Maggie wondered why someone as nice as Ethan stood for it. Why didn’t he just walk
         out of the door one morning, climb into his car and drive away for ever?
      

      
      On the landing, she pushed open the door of Valentina’s bedroom. It was its usual pigsty mess: clothes, shoes, boots, tights, magazines, handbags, scarves, CDs and make-up tossed
         any old how. Thankfully Valentina wasn’t around; she was next door with her friend Katie Paxton. For her sins, Maggie also
         cleaned for the Paxtons. They had moved into the avenue a year and a half ago and since then Mrs Paxton had become Mrs Edwards’
         best friend. The two women had a lot in common, both having been cut from the same cloth.
      

      
      So whilst it was safe to say that Maggie knew quite a bit about her employers at The Lilacs, she was sure they knew absolutely
         nothing about her. They certainly would have no idea that every week, during her secret afternoon off, she would go to Kings
         Melford library and lose herself in a book. She had never told anyone about her afternoon off; it was her special time, the
         only time she had to herself. For three hours, when no one expected or demanded anything of her, she would sit in a comfortable
         chair and lose herself in a romantic novel – one of those bite-sized ones, as she called them. And as if carried away on a
         magic carpet, she could imagine being in another world and another life – a life of love and romance where candles flickered
         and hearts were always beating faster.
      

      
      Of course she knew it wasn’t real – she wasn’t stupid – but where was the harm in wanting it to be real? Where was the harm
         in dreaming of a sexy hunk of a man who would hold her in his arms and tell her she was beautiful?
      

      
      Because one thing was for sure: not in a million years was it going to cross Mr Blobby’s gormless mind to do that!

      
      She went over to the window and opened it to shake out the duster. A blast of freezing air hit her, and as she withdrew her
         hand and started to close the window, she heard a car coming down the avenue. She watched it slowly approach The Lilacs and
         when it was level the woman driving the car stopped it; she appeared to be checking if she had the right address. The car
         then turned onto the drive and stopped behind Maggie’s Fiat Panda. Not wanting to be caught gawping, Maggie closed the window and stepped away. Less than a minute later the front doorbell rang, followed by the sound
         of Mrs Edwards’ shoes on the limestone tiled floor of the hallway downstairs.
      

   



      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      First impressions are lasting ones and Ella Moore hated Mrs Edwards on sight.

      
      Usually she gave her clients the benefit of the doubt, but one look at this particular client and Ella would sooner say the
         world had got it wrong about Hitler, that he had been a much-maligned and misunderstood man. There would be no misunderstanding
         this woman, however. Her first words to Ella when she had opened the door had been: ‘You’re late.’ Ella had immediately apologized.
         She had explained that there had been a lot of traffic. An accident on the bypass. She was sorry. Very sorry. Mrs Edwards
         had tutted and given her a steely-eyed look as if to say: And what precisely does that have to do with me?
      

      
      With the pleasantries out of the way, Ella was now following Mrs Edwards and her unfeasibly pert bottom – a bottom that was
         wrapped tightly in a pair of fuchsia-pink trousers – as it sashayed through the house, four-inch heels clicking on the limestone
         and beating out the message, I’m the boss and don’t you forget it. Ella warned herself that if she took this job it would require a lot of tact, a lot of diplomacy and a heck of a lot of patience.
      

      
      Much of the ground floor appeared to be showroom perfect; all was as neat and tidy as a polished new pin. Which meant it was
         a soulless homage to upscale concept living. Interestingly, there was no sign that Christmas had been embraced here – the
         decorations, if there had been any, had already been banished.
      

      
      
      When the clicking of Mrs Edwards’ heels fell silent, Ella found herself standing in the extra-wide doorway of a large dining
         room. A long marble table with twelve cream chairs around it dominated the space. A colossal glass vase of peonies stood in
         the middle of the table. As silk flowers went, they weren’t bad. Beyond the table were French doors framed with gauzy muslin
         drapes, the bottoms of which lay artfully bunched on the pale oak floor – a design concept Ella had never thought much of.
         She was too practical and too pragmatic to approve of such wanton froufrou-ness. The glass doors opened onto a terrace and
         the garden. Ella’s critical eye came to rest on what was the focal point of the garden for this particular room: a water feature.
         It was the ugliest water feature she had ever seen, and she had seen some sights in her time. This one was made of metal,
         all sharp angles and spiky protuberances. She couldn’t be sure, but at a guess it might have been a modern twist on Botticelli’s
         Venus rising from her shell. If it was, water was spouting from Venus’s mouth in an arc of abject disgust into the pool beneath,
         a pool that vaguely resembled a shell. Poor Venus; what would she have thought to be thus paraded? At least she had been spared
         the indignity of water spurting from her breasts – two vicious spikes that could have an eye out no problem.
      

      
      ‘It’s quite something, isn’t it?’ Mrs Edwards said rhetorically, following Ella’s gaze. ‘Everyone always stops to stare at
         it. It’s Botticelli’s Venus. I had it placed there so it can be seen perfectly from this room. At night it’s illuminated.
         The lights change colour, too.’
      

      
      ‘Lovely,’ murmured Ella.

      
      ‘I bought it at Chelsea last year. I always go.’

      
      ‘Lovely,’ Ella murmured again, forcing a smile to her lips. She turned her attention to the room they were standing in. ‘Now,
         what was it you had in mind exactly for here?’ she asked. If the water feature was anything to go by, Lord only knew what
         horror she was in for. Yet, water feature aside, the little she had observed of the house so far wasn’t too awful. Okay, there were some over-splashes of decoration here and there, which she recognized as the folly of flicking through too
         many interior design magazines in search of inspirational latest trends, but at least the damage was minimal. In the course
         of her work as a decorative paint artist, she had encountered the weird and the wonderful many times over. A recent client
         had wanted her to turn the bedroom walls of his bachelor apartment into a scene out of a Bacchanalian orgy. Each to his own,
         she had thought.
      

      
      The woman handed her a weighty magazine. A double-page spread revealed the interior of a large sun-filled room, the walls
         of which had been covered in fairytale castles, mountains and meandering streams. It was pure Disney schlock. It was also,
         according to the caption, the dining room of some Hollywood starlet Ella had never heard of.
      

      
      ‘That’s what I want,’ Mrs Edwards said, pointing with an unnaturally long fingernail. ‘I want just the same thing. Can you
         do it?’
      

      
      In my sleep, thought Ella. But instead of answering, she gazed studiously at the walls, as if carefully assessing their potential.
         She went over and tapped the wall above the sideboard as though checking for its suitability, gave it a little pat and sweep
         of her hand for good measure. What she was doing in actual fact was gathering clues as to what kind of household The Lilacs
         was. With Mrs Edwards’ rudeness, her pert little bum that probably had trouble filling out a pair of size eight trousers,
         her clickety-click heels and her suspiciously line-free complexion, Ella had a pretty good idea of the set up, but a silver-framed
         photograph on the sideboard next to a tray of cocktail glasses and a chrome shaker had the potential to tell her more. As
         she moved in closer to take a surreptitious look, a telephone rang from somewhere else in the house.
      

      
      While Mrs Edwards went to deal with it, Ella made the most of the opportunity. Staring back at her from what was evidently
         a professionally taken photograph was a carefully posed Mrs Edwards with her head tilted over so that her sheer dark hair cascaded prettily from one side to give her an air of fragile coyness. It didn’t fool Ella. The woman was as fragile
         as a wrecking ball. To her left and slightly in the foreground was a teenage girl who had adopted almost the same pose. Like
         mother, like daughter. No doubt about it. The only difference was that the daughter was blonde. Behind them stood a tall,
         dark-haired man. Presumably Mr Edwards. The husband. The father. Tanned and dressed in a pale pink, open-necked shirt, he
         was undeniably good looking. In Ella’s experience any man who had the confidence to wear pale pink and was that attractive
         had to be a whole lot of trouble. The three of them together made an arresting-looking family unit. They would easily outshine
         most other families. Not that there was anything particularly sunny about their disposition.
      

      
      From above came the distant sound of a vacuum cleaner starting up. Unless that was the daughter helpfully doing the chores
         for her mother upstairs, or the handsome hubby doing his bit, Mrs Edwards had a cleaner working for her. That would explain
         the rather battered old Fiat Panda Ella had parked behind on the drive. But of course a house of this size would have a cleaner.
         A full-time cleaner maybe. A gardener too. Any number of hired helpers. To which Ella was about to be added. She had no illusions
         as to how Mrs Edwards would treat her: she would be nothing more significant than a lowly tradesman, an outsider.
      

      
      But Ella was used to that, and not just in a work capacity. For seven years she had been in a relationship that had ultimately
         crumbled to dust because of one indisputable fact: she was never going to be fully accepted. For one person in particular,
         she wasn’t just an outsider, she was the enemy.
      

      
      Stupid, stupid, stupid idiot that she had been, Ella had made the mistake of falling in love with a man who had been married before. Not just married,
         but widowed. She had learned the hard way that there was nothing more dangerous than a recently widowed man. Forget the threat
         of an ex-wife – a living ex-wife with whom you could openly engage in combat – a dead wife is far more lethal. A dead wife never leaves the marriage; she’s there for eternity, immortalized, sanctified,
         an untouchable, ruthlessly divisive meddling force. From the grave she constantly reminds her replacement that she can in
         no way make the grade.
      

      
      The plain fact of the matter is there can be no substitute for wife number one. Not if she has had the misfortune to die tragically
         of breast cancer with her life all before her. Not if she heroically battled to the very end to fight the deadly disease because
         she simply could not bear to leave her beloved family. Not if she took up marathon running to raise money for the local hospice
         where she eventually lost her fight to stay alive.
      

      
      Who could possibly compete with such a saint? Certainly not Ella. She had been informed of this the very first time Lawrence
         had taken her home to Mayfield and introduced Ella to his two children. ‘They’ll love you,’ Lawrence had said when she had
         suggested it wouldn’t do to rush things, after all, his wife – Abigail – had only been dead a year. ‘They’ll love you because
         I love you,’ he had assured her. ‘They’ll want me to be happy, and you make me exceedingly happy.’
      

      
      Imagining herself as a pink Mr Kipling fondant, Ella had gone along with his wishes. His son, Toby, who had been twelve at
         the time, had been reserved but polite with her. He had formally shaken her hand and smiled hesitantly. She knew from what
         Lawrence had told her that Toby was quiet and thoughtful, a shy, anxious child who felt things deeply. Ella had liked him
         on sight and had been overcome with the extraordinary desire to wrap him in her arms and tell him that she would make everything
         all right for him again.
      

      
      A precociously bright girl, Alexis had been a different matter altogether. It was obvious, despite being only nine years old,
         that she had assumed the role of head of the household. After giving Ella no more than a cursory glance during that first
         uncomfortable introduction, she had started bossing her father around, informing him that he had forgotten to sign a form for school that morning, that they’d run out of washing powder, and had he remembered he’d promised to take her shopping
         for a new duvet cover for her bed? He’d promised, she reminded him. Promises were meant to be kept. She had said this so pointedly, staring straight at Ella and at the same
         time slipping her hand through her father’s, that Ella could have sworn the girl was saying it specifically for her benefit:
         My father made a promise to my mother, that he would always love her. Don’t think for one moment he could love anyone else.

      
      It was when Lawrence had asked Alexis if she wanted to take Ella upstairs to see her bedroom – big mistake, Lawrence; you should never have left her alone with me! – that Alexis had seized her moment and made it very clear how things were. And how they were going to be. Sitting on her
         bed, Alexis had picked up the framed photograph of her mother from her bedside table and shown it to Ella. Then she had taken
         down a photograph album from a shelf and, flicking through the pages, she had revealed herself to be the official custodian
         of her mother’s memory. Far worse than that, she was setting herself up to play the part of Mrs Danvers to Ella’s second Mrs
         De Winter. ‘You know, don’t you, that Daddy loved Mummy very much, and still does,’ she told Ella. ‘He was always telling
         her he could never love anyone else. He won’t ever love you. Not really. He’ll only pretend he does.’
      

      
      Quite possibly the girl had been right all along, because in the end, Lawrence hadn’t put up much of a fight to make her stay.
         Perhaps he had been pretending to both her and himself that he loved her.
      

      
      She was now thirty-eight and gone in a flash were seven years of her life. Gone too, in all likelihood, was the chance of
         her ever having a child of her own. There had never been any question of having a child with Lawrence – he had had a vasectomy
         after Alexis’s first birthday, and who could blame him for that? – and he’d baulked at the suggestion of having the operation
         reversed. But if Ella was honest, it would have been irresponsible to introduce a defenceless baby into the household; it didn’t bear thinking how Alexis would have reacted
         to it.
      

      
      Finally enough was enough and Ella had thrown in the towel: she could not go on. She had shown almost as much strength of
         character and determination as Abigail had shown when fighting her battle against cancer. But the crucial difference in Ella’s
         case was that the deadly disease threatening her life was Alexis. Ella had walked away alive, although there had been occasional
         moments when being buried six feet under had had its attractions.
      

      
      She had left Lawrence six months ago and despite all her fighting talk that she was once more back in control of her life,
         and no more did she have to don the armour of compromise, it still hurt. You couldn’t stop loving someone overnight; it took
         time for the sense of loss to lessen. It was the depth of her love for Lawrence that had made her try again and again to win
         Alexis round. Her friends and family had warned her that what she was taking on would not be easy. But love and her conviction
         that it always wins out played her for a fool and she was blinded by her unshakable belief that she had what it would take
         to mend Lawrence’s broken heart and cure his children of their grief. For wasn’t it grief and grief alone that caused Alexis’s
         cruel treatment of her?
      

      
      It hadn’t only been Lawrence who had stolen her heart; Toby had as well. She could not have loved Toby any more had he been
         her own son. He had been a simple, straightforward joy in her life and she knew that she had helped him to recover from the
         loss of his mother. He was nineteen now, in his first year at Durham University and still very much a part of her life. He
         called and texted her regularly, shared jokes with her, confided in her and constantly wanted to know that she was all right
         since the split with his father. Always quick in her desire to reassure him but never wanting to patronize him by lying, it
         was a difficult balance to convince him that she was indeed all right.
      

      
      
      She was meeting him this evening and was looking forward to catching up with him. She knew that he had been home at Mayfield
         for Christmas, then away with friends for New Year and now he was coming back for a few days before returning to Durham for
         the start of term. When he’d told Ella of his plans she had offered to fetch him from the station this evening and drive him
         to Mayfield. ‘I can easily take a taxi,’ he had said. ‘And so you could,’ she had countered, ‘but it’s always nicer to be
         met by a familiar face. Besides, it’ll be nice to see you.’ He’d agreed and not for the first time he had said his father
         was a fool to have screwed things up with her. Privately she agreed, but she would never ever criticize Lawrence to his children.
      

      
      There had been something so vulnerable about Lawrence when she had met him. Just as she had longed to make the world a better
         and happier place for Toby when he’d been a young boy, so she had with Lawrence. That was her first big mistake according
         to her sister, who was not slow in expressing her opinions. Her next big mistake, according to Catherine, was to ignore the
         warning signs that had been so clearly laid out, warning signs that everyone else had seen except for Ella. Trouble Ahead! Turn Back Now! NOW!

      
      But as ever, Ella had known best, her impulsive nature guiding her on. She had quashed the concerns of her family and friends
         and ploughed ahead, ever misguided that she knew what she was doing.
      

      
      The assertive clickety-click, clickety-click of approaching heels – I’m the boss and don’t you forget it – shook Ella out of her thoughts. To business. She had a potential client to impress.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ demanded Mrs Edwards, hands on sickeningly tiny hips. ‘Can you do the job for me or not?’

      
      Ella summoned her best ingratiating happy-to-do-your-bidding smile and said, ‘I’d love to do it for you.’

   



      
      Chapter Three

      
      
      
      His face turned up to the powerful jets of punishingly hot water, Ethan Edwards stood in the shower trying to wash away the
         last hour.
      

      
      It was the third of January and already he had crashed through the good intentions of his New Year’s resolution.

      
      No more women, he had promised himself. Which bit of that simple instruction did he not understand? he asked himself.
      

      
      Why did he do it?

      
      Because he could?

      
      Because it was so easy?

      
      No, it was none of those things. Absurdly he had thought it would be different, that this time it might be okay, that it might
         also mean something.
      

      
      He had known straight away that the attractive woman wouldn’t say no to him when he had invited her to join him for a drink
         in the bar of the hotel where they had both just checked in. Two drinks later, when her hand was brushing against his, he
         had known that she wouldn’t refuse his next invitation. He asked to meet up with her the following afternoon, apologizing
         that that evening he would be busy with a client whom he had to wine and dine. There had been no pretence between them as
         to what he was inviting her to do and she had been more than happy to agree.
      

      
      It really wasn’t something that he dwelt on, and it was contrary to what people said of him, but he had only ever considered
         himself to be moderately good looking. However, over the years he had been frequently told that there was a strong sexual magnetism about him, the general consensus being
         that it was a result of the way he carried himself. Apparently he had a confident and naturally relaxed manner that put women
         at their ease. It was possible there was some truth in this theory because ever since he could remember, women had been attracted
         to him.
      

      
      His very first experience with the opposite sex, and therefore one of the most memorable, had been a day before his fourteenth
         birthday. The girl, whom he’d fancied for some months, had been two years older than him and it had been an embarrassing débâcle;
         he hadn’t a clue what he was doing and in less than three minutes it was all over.
      

      
      Four months later he found himself being shown the ropes by a twenty-nine-year-old woman for whom he was doing weekend gardening
         work. Her name had been Lynette and in the beginning she had watched him from the kitchen window while he cut the lawn, dug
         over the flowerbeds, or did whatever task she had instructed him to do. Then one hot summer’s day, when he was up a ladder
         hacking branches off a cherry tree, she crossed the lawn in her bare feet and brought him a glass of cider. She had asked
         if he would like her to teach him everything he would need to know to be the perfect lover. What fourteen-year-old boy would
         have turned down an offer like that? Life skills, she had called their lessons in bed together. ‘I’m teaching you skills that
         will serve you well all your life,’ she told him. ‘Think of it as me teaching you to dance properly; a good dancer is never
         short of partners.’ He supposed nowadays she would be put on the sex offenders’ register.
      

      
      He turned off the shower, grabbed a towel from the heated rail and did a quick mental calculation: he was forty-six years
         old, which would make Lynette sixty-one. Towelling himself dry, he wondered whether they would even recognize each other if
         they passed in the street now. Unlikely.
      

      
      He used a corner of the towel to wipe the mirror above the basin. All around the basin and lined up on the glass shelf were female toiletries and make-up. They were expensive brands,
         nothing cheap. He was reminded of his wife.
      

      
      He looked at himself hard in the mirror. He was in relatively good shape; he hadn’t started filling out or turned all jowly
         like so many men of his age. Nor was he losing his hair, or his teeth for that matter. Nose and ear hair was under control
         and the gathering lines around his eyes weren’t too deep. His only real physical surrender to the passing of years was a smattering
         of grey hairs and the recent need for glasses, though he often alternated with contact lenses. He was careful what he ate
         these days – not too much red meat, not too much booze and he’d never smoked, so health-wise he was doing okay. Well, apart
         from the indigestion problems, which were definitely getting worse. But mentally he was in bad shape. Mentally he felt weary
         and jaded. Mentally he felt as if the best years of his life were behind him. They probably were. Which depressed the hell
         out of him.
      

      
      From the other side of the door, he heard a voice calling for him. Oh, hell, he couldn’t remember what the woman’s name was.
         Jo, was that it?
      

      
      Glasses.

      
      Grey hair.

      
      Bad memory.

      
      What did that say? Nothing good. But there was another, far more insidious sign that maybe the years were not merely catching
         up with him but overtaking at a disturbing rate. Lately he’d started having a more worrying problem.
      

      
      Kate? Was that it?

      
      Whatever her name was, she hadn’t been able to hide her disappointment at the way things had panned out in bed. He’d made
         light of his inability to climax, saying that it was more important to him to know that he had satisfied her. Which he had.
         Thanks to Lynette he had no trouble in finding the right buttons and knowing precisely how to press them. It was as easy as
         ABC.
      

      
      
      He knew that any doctor would diagnose stress as the cause of what was going on. Or not going on, to be more accurate. But
         then he didn’t need anyone to tell him he was under a lot of stress; he had it in shed loads. It was his constant companion
         these days. It was a miracle he could get up of a morning sometimes, he felt so weighed down by it. Not surprisingly, he was
         having problems sleeping, too.
      

      
      Was it any wonder he couldn’t remember that wretched woman’s name? God, he was lucky to remember his own name!

      
      The so-called experts kept talking about the green shoots of recovery, but the recession seemed a long way from coming to
         an end in his opinion. His business – Lamont Devereux Ltd – had taken a massive hit in the last year and all he could do was
         keep his head down and his hopes up in the belief that if he could just hold on and keep things ticking over, he would survive.
      

      
      He’d been through tough times before. Back in the midnineties when the price of cotton had skyrocketed, it had been bloody
         awful. But by the skin of his teeth he’d survived. He’d ridden the storm out by switching from buying cloth from Italy for
         his bed linen and having it finished here in the UK, to using Portugal for the entire process. When things had got sticky
         again in 1999, he had moved production to the Far East. Now, of course, everything was produced in China. Along the way, he’d
         stayed the course so successfully he’d been able to scoop up some of his competitors when they’d failed to adapt to the rapid
         changes facing the industry. What he’d wanted when he’d bought them out had been their clients: the bluechip prime accounts,
         such as Selfridges and House of Fraser.
      

      
      However, right now, the heady days of plenty seemed like a distant memory. Orders were twenty-five per cent down on this time
         last year and the mid-range retailers were dropping like flies. He’d had to lay off two members of staff last month and he’d
         hated having to explain that he could no longer afford to pay them. There had been tears from both, but thankfully no recriminations. He had promised that when things picked up, he would be in touch; they would be his first port of call,
         no question.
      

      
      But try telling his wife – and his daughter for that matter – that there was a recession on. Francine simply didn’t have a
         clue. She had scorched-earth tendencies when it came to shopping. He felt like getting a T-shirt printed with the words: We’re going to hell in a handcart, but no worries, my wife will be wearing Prada when we get there!

      
      As far as Francine was concerned, the recession was something that affected other people. She seemed to think they were immune
         to what was going on in the world. How stupid would you have to be to think that? Yet Francine was far from stupid. She was
         shrewd and calculating and knew how to fight dirty. He knew from bitter experience just how dirty she could fight. The worst
         of it was he had only himself to blame. He should have been more careful. Or better still, not had that wretched affair. Well,
         he’d paid for it dearly, and would continue to do so for some time yet.
      

      
      His name was being called again. The door handle jiggled, but the door didn’t open; he’d locked it. He always did.

      
      ‘You all right in there?’

      
      ‘Won’t be long,’ he called out.

      
      He put on his glasses, picked up his watch from the side of the basin, saw how late it was and hurriedly strapped it on. Time
         to bring matters to a close. He wrapped the towel around his waist and unlocked the door, smile firmly in place. He hoped
         to God she wasn’t going to suggest they stay in touch.
      

      
      The seven twenty-five Friday evening West Coast train from London was full and he was lucky to get a seat when it pulled out
         of Euston Station. He opened his laptop and prepared to spend the two-hour journey home to Cheshire checking the orders he’d
         landed. For small existing accounts, Ethan had a three-man team of agents who did the rounds of visiting the clients, but when it was one of the big accounts, he or Chris, his sales director, would make the visit and schmooze
         the client. He could have sent Chris for this particular client, but he’d decided to do the job himself; he’d felt the need
         to get away for twenty-four hours. Without his office to escape to it had been a long and torturous Christmas.
      

      
      The orders that had been placed were disappointing, though. He had tried hard to squeeze more out of the client, but had held
         back from pushing too hard and offering too many concessions. It would have smacked of desperation and that was never a good
         approach.
      

      
      But he was desperate. He was bloody desperate. He needed things to improve. And fast. Fearing just how bad things could get, he felt
         the by-now familiar burning sensation in his stomach. He winced and closed his eyes.
      

   



      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      
      If there was one thing guaranteed to make Ella furious it was a tailgating jackass. And if that jackass was the type who flashed
         his lights at her repeatedly whilst trying to engage the bumper of his tricked-out penis extension with the boot of her Toyota
         Rav for a mile and a half and then gave her the finger as he overtook on a dangerous bend, her dander was likely to be well
         and truly up.
      

      
      It was thanks to this particular species of tailgating jackass that when she pulled into the station car park five minutes
         later, she misjudged the distance at the barrier and clipped her wing mirror with a loud and disagreeable clunk. She lowered
         her window, snatched the proffered ticket from the machine and swore with great feeling.
      

      
      She parked next to a shiny black Mercedes, rattled off a silent prayer that the damage would be minimal, and got out to check
         what the jackass was responsible for making her do. She saw nothing irrational in blaming him for what had happened. Nothing
         whatsoever.
      

      
      She was relieved to find that she needed to do nothing more than straighten the mirror back into place. Her mood, however,
         was not so easily straightened and as she locked the car and hitched her bag over her shoulder, she wished plague and pestilence
         on the jackass. Well, a flat tyre at the very least on his way home. But not if it meant anyone else would come to harm. Her
         well-behaved conscience wouldn’t allow for a catastrophic pile-up.
      

      
      She hadn’t gone far when she saw the outline of a man coming towards her in the dark. She slipped her hand inside her jacket pocket. Ever since last year when she had been mugged
         in a multi-storey car park in Manchester and had subsequently gone on a self-defence course, she was always alert to danger,
         always on her guard. In her current frame of mind, she was more than ready to defend herself. Yet as fast as she had reached
         for her weapon of choice she registered that the approaching man was smartly dressed, lugging a laptop bag and had another
         bag hooked over a shoulder. He was also talking on his mobile, his head nodding in that way all mobile users’ heads nodded
         when they were deep in conversation and oblivious to their surroundings. She immediately dismissed any thought that he was
         a mugger and relaxed. But a sudden movement in the shadows to the man’s right had her tense and alert again. As if in slow
         motion, she watched a hooded figure emerge from behind a van and pounce on the unwary man. There was a loud, startled cry
         and then the man went down. Ella didn’t hesitate. She let out a bloodcurdling scream, sprinted like a rocket being fired and
         launched herself at the hooded figure. Having successfully taken him by surprise she jabbed him hard in the face with her
         keys. She then aimed a vicious kick at his shins. And another for good measure. Yelping like a wounded dog, he turned and
         hobbled away.
      

      
      ‘You okay?’ she asked the man as she helped him to his feet.

      
      ‘I . . . I think so. Thank you. Thank you for wading in like that.’

      
      ‘It’s what anyone would have done.’

      
      He readjusted his glasses, which had become dislodged, and dusted himself down. ‘I wouldn’t be so sure about that. He had
         a knife, you know.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said matter of factly. She picked up his mobile phone from the ground and gave it to him. ‘Do you want me to call
         the police?’
      

      
      He looked about him. There was no sign of the hooded figure.

      
      
      ‘No,’ he said. ‘What’s the point? It could be ages before anyone gets here.’

      
      ‘Up to you. By the way, you’re bleeding. Quite a bit by the looks of things.’ The collar of his white shirt was turning very
         red.
      

      
      He put a hand to where she was indicating and it came away from his neck covered in blood.

      
      ‘Here,’ she said, after delving in her bag. She passed him a tissue from a small packet. ‘Does it hurt?’

      
      ‘Not really,’ he replied with a shake of his head. She could see, even in the dark, that he looked pale and dazed. She could
         also see that he was extremely good looking. Strangely there was something familiar about him. He removed the tissue from
         his neck and looked at it; it was sodden with blood.
      

      
      Worried, she said, ‘Let me see. If that toe-rag has cut a vein, you need to get to hospital fast.’

      
      He turned so that she could get a better look.

      
      On closer inspection she could see that it was in fact his earlobe that was bleeding. ‘It’s your ear,’ she said, ‘so nothing
         too serious. I still think you should get yourself checked out.’
      

      
      He shook his head. ‘I’ll survive.’

      
      ‘It could have been a dirty knife. A tetanus shot might be a good idea.’ She handed him another tissue.

      
      He took it from her and managed a small smile. ‘I bet you were a girl guide with an armful of badges, weren’t you?’

      
      ‘Wrong. I was kicked out after only two weeks for insubordination.’

      
      ‘Insubordination?’

      
      She laughed. ‘You don’t want to know. Now give me your bags and I’ll help you to your car. You’re sure you’re okay to drive?’

      
      ‘I’ll be fine. And there’s no need for you to help me to my car. My wounded pride is suffering enough as it is.’

      
      ‘Don’t be silly.’ She took hold of his bags. ‘Where are you parked?’

      
      
      ‘Are you always this—’ He broke off to dab at his ear again.

      
      ‘Helpful?’ she said, helpfully.

      
      ‘Insistent, I was going to say. And please don’t think I’m not enormously grateful that you were around in my hour of need.
         I am.’
      

      
      ‘But you feel wrong-footed, is that it? Your masculinity has been called into question because the poor wee damsel saved the
         knight in shining armour?’
      

      
      ‘Something like that, yes.’

      
      ‘Then get over it.’

      
      ‘Wow, you’re very direct for a poor wee damsel.’

      
      ‘Trust me, I’m at the top of my game when it comes to directness right now; it was one of my New Year’s resolutions. Come
         on, where’s your car?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t you have a train to catch? Or someone to meet?’

      
      ‘I have a few minutes to spare before I’m due to pick someone up.’

      
      ‘A husband?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘A boyfriend?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      He came to a stop a few feet away from the shiny black Mercedes that only moments ago she had parked next to. ‘This is my
         car,’ he said.
      

      
      ‘I’d figured that out for myself, since the other one is mine.’

      
      He looked at her. ‘What are the chances of that? My guardian angel parked right next to me?’

      
      ‘I’d say it was spookily coincidental,’ she said. ‘Do you have your keys?’

      
      He fished a bunch of keys out from his coat pocket. ‘I can honestly manage from here on,’ he said with a smile.

      
      Once again Ella was struck by the nagging familiarity of him. Where on earth had she seen him before? ‘Well, if you’re sure
         you’re all right, I’ll leave you to it.’ She gave him his bags conscious that Toby’s train would be arriving any minute.
      

      
      ‘If the circumstances were different, I’d offer to take you for a drink,’ he said as he opened the rear passenger door of
         the estate car and stowed his things inside. ‘As a way of saying thank you.’
      

      
      ‘And I’d refuse on the grounds that you’re a perfect stranger. But I’d dress up the refusal by saying I have someone to meet,
         so as not to hurt your feelings.’
      

      
      He smiled again. He was looking a lot less dazed now. And rather too attractive for his own good. ‘But at least you think
         I’m perfect,’ he said.
      

      
      And much too charming for your own good, she added mentally. He probably saw a green light with every half-decent woman he
         met. ‘Two pieces of advice,’ she said as she began walking away. ‘One: never talk on your mobile when you’re alone and in
         the dark; it makes you the perfect victim.’
      

      
      ‘There’s that word again: perfect. You’ve got my number straight off the bat.’

      
      She ignored the interruption. ‘And two: get a doctor to look at that ear of yours; you might need a couple of stitches. Goodbye.’

      
      She was halfway across the car park when she heard a car behind her. It slowed and drew level; the window slid down.

      
      ‘Is this totally emasculated knight in tarnished armour allowed to know the name of the poor wee damsel who may well have
         saved his life?’
      

      
      Amused, she carried on walking. ‘Don’t you worry your pretty little head about my name. I’m sure you have plenty of other
         names with which to concern yourself.’
      

      
      The car kept pace with her. ‘No, really, I want to know. If it wasn’t for you, who knows what may have happened to me?’

      
      He was a trier, she had to give him that. ‘Just call me the Dragon Slayer,’ she said with a laugh.

      
      *

      
      
      With a tissue pressed to his ear, Ethan watched her go. If he was honest, he was still feeling a bit shaky. As muggings went,
         he had got off lightly. He’d had nothing stolen and had suffered nothing more serious than a cut ear, but it was what could
         have happened that really put the wind up him. A single thrust or slash of that knife and he could have been killed. It made
         him realize that if there was one thing he didn’t want, it was to die before he was good and ready. There was still so much
         more he wanted to do with his life. So much more he wanted to get right.
      

      
      But that woman had been amazing in what she had done. Had she stopped to think of her own safety? Probably not – it had all
         happened so quickly. She must have acted on instinct. Maybe she was always as impulsive. He liked that in a person. Perhaps
         because it was the way he’d always been.
      

      
      He turned right to where the exit barrier was and after hunting through his pockets for his ticket, he inserted it into the
         machine; the barrier went up and he drove out onto the main road. Ahead of him he saw the Dragon Slayer, as she had called
         herself. She was crossing the road to the station entrance. For the first time he took in her appearance. She was tall with
         a long stride, which gave her an immensely purposeful manner. He could be wrong, but the way she was dressed implied that
         she was a person who didn’t like to conform too much. She was wearing a red woolly hat pulled down tight over her head, with
         a red and purple striped scarf wrapped around her neck. She had on clumpy black boots, an above-the-knee black skirt and a
         purple corduroy jacket with large, over-sized red buttons. It was a colourful and individual ensemble. Was it what they called
         Boho chic? Or was it Vintage? He didn’t know. He didn’t even know if there was a difference. What he did know was that it
         was the antithesis of the way his wife dressed.
      

      
      As he waited for the traffic lights to change and watched the colourful figure disappear inside the station he contemplated what he was going to do in the morning. Whether she liked it or not, the Dragon Slayer was going to be thanked properly.
      

      
      The lights turned to green and he pulled away. Just what had she meant by him having plenty of other names with which to concern
         himself? She had said it as if he had been coming on to her. Which he mostly certainly had not. She was not his sort. In fact
         she couldn’t be further from the type of woman he normally went for. All he wanted to do was thank her.
      

   



      
      Chapter Five

      
      
      
      Bug-eyed and sprawled on the sofa, Mr Blobby was back from the pub.

      
      With a fried egg sandwich in his hand and a dribble of egg yolk running down his chin as he channel-hopped at dizzying speed,
         he was in a world of his own, snorting and shouting at the telly, letting it know that there was nothing pigging on despite
         him pigging well paying through the pigging nose for a pigging load of pigging useless channels.
      

      
      But that was all right because Maggie was also in her own world. She was on a tropical beach, lying on the hot white sand
         in the dappled shade of a coconut tree and her lover was telling her he couldn’t live without her. Holding her tightly against
         his taut, muscular, tanned body, Miguel’s eyes were dark and blazed with desire for her. His hands were gently caressing her
         like the waves of the warm ocean they had just swum in. ‘I love you, Maggie,’ he whispered huskily in his sexy foreign accent
         – she hadn’t yet pinpointed exactly where he was from, but it was somewhere hot and dusty, one of those Latin American countries
         where he rode around on a horse, his ruffled white shirt open, his eyes squinting in the dazzling sun. ‘Say you’ll never leave
         me, my darling Maggie,’ he begged her. ‘Say you’ll always be mine.’ ‘I will,’ she replied breathlessly. ‘I’ll always be yours.’
      

      
      ‘Yer what?’

      
      Maggie leapt up guiltily from the hot white sand. She glanced over to the sofa where Mr Blobby had finished chomping on his
         egg sandwich and was now opening a can of Heineken: it frothed messily over his hand. Frowning at her, he let rip with one of his disgustingly loud belches. Whoever said a man
         couldn’t do two things at once had never met Dave Storm. Frowning and belching at the same time, he had it down to a fine
         art, a real Master of the Universe.
      

      
      ‘What did yer just say?’ he asked after he’d licked the froth off his hand. See, there was no end to his talent.

      
      ‘Nothing,’ she murmured. She picked up the holiday brochure that had been lying on her lap unread for the past half hour and
         hid behind it. Clear blue skies and the promise of a week in the sun had whipped up Miguel from her imagination. But a cut-price
         package holiday to the Costas or some cheap Eastern European country where they were still digging bullets out of the walls,
         was a million miles from the dream she dared to dream. For a start her husband wouldn’t be with her. There was no place for
         him in her dreams.
      

      
      Daydreaming aloud, though – she would have to watch that. She could get herself into all sorts of trouble.

      
      After a few minutes had passed, she cautiously lowered the brochure and peeped over the top of it at Dave. His attention was
         once more focused on the television; he had found something to his liking: Ross Kemp on Gangs. Great, the perfect cultural high spot for their Friday evening.
      

      
      Not for the first time in the last year Maggie wondered how she had ended up married to a man who scarcely noticed her, never
         mind cared about her. When had she become invisible to him, other than when he wanted her to fetch and carry for him? And
         why, lately, had her mind become so disloyal and so badly behaved?
      

      
      Everyone used to say she was an easy-going roll-up-her-sleeves-and-get-on-with-it kind of woman. True, she got on with things
         – what else were you supposed to do when the sink was blocked, the tea needed cooking and the washing basket was overflowing?
         – but the easy-going bit was way off the mark. It was an act. She had learned long ago to pretend that nothing bothered her. It was how she had dodged the shame of not being able to read and write.
      

      
      When she was twenty-four, when Dean had started school, she decided to take the plunge and joined an adult literacy class.
         In the first lesson the teacher had explained that children and adults who can’t read develop all sorts of coping strategies.
         She’d had no idea what the teacher had meant by that, but then he’d gone on to say that her pretending nothing bothered her
         was a coping strategy, a way of protecting herself. The teacher had then said that in reality everyone did it, everyone pretended
         all sorts of things; happiness was often the biggest pretence of the lot. Sitting here with Mr Blobby – he was now scratching
         the top of his head like a monkey – Maggie knew all about pretending she was happy. Her fear was that one day she would stop
         pretending. That was why she had made Don’t Lose It one of her New Year’s resolutions. She had to keep it in mind at all times.
      

      
      A full-throated belch from the sofa made her wince. How she longed for just a little refinement from Dave. She wasn’t talking
         la-di-dah fancy ways and talking all posh, but couldn’t he just . . .
      

      
      Just what?

      
      Change! She wanted to scream back at herself. Say it, Maggie! Speak the truth for once! Admit you want him to be a completely different
         man. A man who actually appreciates you. A man who doesn’t belch and scratch his bum in public or poke about in his nose as
         if hunting for something he’s stored up there for safe-keeping.
      

      
      She thought of Mr Edwards at The Lilacs. Now there was a man who had impeccable manners. Charming, handsome and always polite,
         what a waste he was on that bitch of a wife of his. The woman just didn’t appreciate what she had. Maggie knew what would
         shake her up – a week of walking in Maggie’s shoes. Force her to live with Mr Blobby, just like on that Wife Swap programme, and within twenty-four hours she would be on her knees screaming to be allowed home, promising that she would never again criticize her husband or take
         him for granted. Never again would she lie to him or manipulate him.
      

      
      What a belter of an idea she’d come up with! Maggie could hire out Mr Blobby as a way to prove to other wives just how lucky
         they were. Husbands like Mr Edwards would pay good money for that.
      

      
      Like he was probably going to have to pay good money for Mrs Edwards’ latest whim, having the dining room redecorated when
         there was nothing wrong with the way it was.
      

      
      Hearing how Mrs Edwards had spoken this morning to the woman who was going to do the redecorating work, Maggie wouldn’t have
         blamed her if she’d told Mrs Edwards where she could stick the job. But like most people in this world, she probably had a
         living to earn. Funny though, she didn’t look like your average painter and decorator.
      

      
      The ringing of the telephone put a stop to the flow of her thoughts and knowing there was about as much chance of Mr Blobby
         rousing himself from the sofa as there was of her imaginary sexy lover Miguel being on the other end of the phone, she went
         to answer it.
      

      
      ‘Get us another beer on your way back, will yer, Mags?’ Mr Blobby called after her.

      
      It was Lou, Maggie’s mum. ‘You still on for bingo tomorrow evening?’ she asked.

      
      Every now and then Maggie joined Lou and her friends – The Sisters of Fun – for a night out. The Sisters were Betty Best,
         Pegs the Legs, Mo-Jo and Foxy-Loxy, otherwise known as Lou. They were all in their early sixties and took great pleasure in
         behaving as badly as they could at every opportunity they got.
      

      
      An evening at the Plaza Bingo and Social Club wasn’t Maggie’s favourite form of entertainment but as her mother repeatedly
         told her, if she didn’t do that she wouldn’t go anywhere of an evening. ‘Yes, I’m still up for it,’ Maggie said. ‘What time do you want me to meet you?’
      

      
      ‘Seven o’clock. And wear something a bit more special than you usually do.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Maggie asked, trying not to feel narked by Lou’s comment.

      
      ‘It’s Peggy’s birthday. We’re going dancing afterwards.’

      
      Maggie knew perfectly well that ‘dancing’ was a euphemism for going on the pull. Peggy was her mother’s oldest friend; they’d
         met more than forty years ago when they’d worked on the production line at a plastic moulding factory. As with the rest of
         the Sisters, a steady stream of husbands and boyfriends had come and gone like rainy days; the Sisters were constantly on
         the hunt for a new man in their lives. Peggy’s last boyfriend – Ali the Turk – had been fifteen years younger than her; she’d
         met him on holiday in Istanbul where he’d been working as a waiter in the restaurant next door to the hotel she’d been staying
         in. The romance had gone from strength to strength until Ali had come to live with Peggy in Macclesfield and a month later
         she had discovered him in bed with next door’s twenty-two-year-old daughter. He was packed off back to Turkey faster than
         you could say doner kebab. Despite the experience, Peggy said she still wanted a younger man, a bloke with a bit of go in
         him.
      

      
      When Maggie came off the phone she heard Mr Blobby shouting for his beer. Get it yourself, you idle skunk! she answered back silently. She wondered if Peggy would be interested in taking him off her hands. Dave didn’t have much
         go in him, but he did at least fit the bill of being younger.
      

      
      She went into the kitchen for a face-off with the washing up. She could have cheerfully smashed the lot and taken it outside
         to the wheelie bin. Except the local Nazi council would take her to court for misuse of the bin.
      

      
      No glass allowed.

      
      No paper allowed.

      
      
      No tins allowed.

      
      And under no circumstances whatsoever, no china smashed in a fit of desperation allowed.

      
      Life was bloody unfair.

   



      
      Chapter Six

      
      
      
      A large five-bedroom Victorian semi-detached house a two-minute walk from Crantsford town centre, Mayfield had been Ella’s
         home for seven years. However, it had never been a real home to her. How could it have been when Lawrence and his wife Abigail
         had bought it the year Toby was born?
      

      
      On the other hand, her modest three-bedroom end-of-terrace Georgian house here in Kings Melford had felt like home to her
         from the day she moved in four months ago. When she had left Lawrence, her sister and brother-in-law had invited her to live
         with them in Derbyshire until she got herself sorted. As grateful as she was, she had decided to stay in Cheshire. Having
         built up a good business here she didn’t feel she had the energy to start over somewhere else.
      

      
      So after only two months of renting, she completed on the irresistibly named Tickle Cottage and set up home. She had now very
         nearly redecorated the entire house to her exacting taste. The only room she had yet to transform was her bedroom and that
         would have to wait until her neighbour, Phil, had made her some fitted wardrobes. She and Phil had worked together on many
         jobs in the past – he was a much-in-demand joiner – and it was he who had tipped her off that the owner of the house next
         door to his wanted to sell. By cutting out an estate agent, Ella and the vendor were able to come to an agreement over the
         price and as she was a cash buyer and there was no chain involved either end, the purchase went ahead without any hitches.
      

      
      She was happy here. Surprisingly happy at times. Tickle Cottage was the sort of welcoming house that wrapped itself around you when you stepped over the threshold. It was warm and
         cosy, like a hot buttered crumpet on a cold winter’s day.
      

      
      One of her abiding memories of when she moved in with Lawrence at Mayfield was the perishing cold. He and the children were
         immune to it, perfectly used to the Arctic temperatures caused by rattling windows that didn’t fit properly and a boiler that
         was far too small for such a substantial house. It was also as fiendishly temperamental as Alexis.
      

      
      Just as Ella had never won Alexis round, she had never grown accustomed to the cold. Nor had she ever made her mark on the
         house. If it had been hers, and if she had had the money, she would have taken that large, draughty house by the scruff of
         its Victorian neck and turned it into something truly beautiful, but whenever she had suggested making any changes – just
         little changes, such as a fresh lick of paint here and there – Alexis had been quick to accuse her of wanting to rid the house
         of her mother’s beloved memory. Ella should have known from the start that this was how it was going to be. An obvious clue
         had been there in the hall the very first day she had visited Mayfield. Propped against a wall, with a tin of paint beside
         it, had been a ladder. Intriguingly they were both still there when she returned a week later. And still there several months
         later. It turned out that the ladder and the pot of paint had been there for nearly two years – Abigail had been about to
         paint the hall when she learned that the cancer that was slowly but surely destroying her had spread and she had to go into
         hospital. The ladder and pot of paint had never been moved since that day. Not until Ella caught her elbow on the ladder and
         brought it crashing to the ground. With no one around, she furiously consigned it to the garage and to hell with the repercussions.
         Predictably Alexis threw a tantrum when she came home from school and saw that it was gone. For once Lawrence backed Ella
         up, claiming safety had to come first. Alexis refused to speak to Ella for a week.
      

      
      The only rooms Ella had been allowed to redecorate had been her workroom in the basement and Toby’s attic bedroom, and his had only come about because the roof had leaked and the
         existing woodchip wallpaper, which the previous owners had put up, peeled away from the wall beside his bed.
      

      
      Right now, Saturday morning, Toby was asleep upstairs in Ella’s spare room. Luckily his train had arrived a few minutes late
         last night and so she hadn’t kept him waiting after the unexpected incident in the car park. She wondered how the man she
         had helped was feeling today.
      

      
      When she had been mugged – her assailant had managed to snatch her handbag as well as give her a black eye and a subsequent
         dislike of multi-storey car parks – she had felt horribly violated the following day. She had been outraged, too. How dare
         that feral bastard do that to her! For about a month she was suddenly all in favour of capital punishment, even for the pettiest
         of crimes. Hang the bloody lot of ’em, she would mutter whenever she read or heard of someone being robbed in the street or
         attacked in the supposed safety of their own home. In time she reverted to her normal more reasoned and liberal-minded self,
         which advocated getting to the root of the problem.
      

      
      Her breakfast made – tea, toast and marmalade – she sat at the kitchen table and read through the notes she had made yesterday
         whilst at The Lilacs. She would put together a quotation over the weekend and post it to Mrs Edwards first thing Monday morning.
         She had suggested emailing it, as she often did these days for her clients, but Mrs Edwards had made it very clear that she
         didn’t sully herself with such a means of communication. ‘You can post it to me,’ she had said. ‘Or better still, drop it
         off on Monday. And make sure you address it to me,’ she had added.
      

      
      Ella knew what that meant: Mr Edwards at this stage was to be kept in the dark about how much the work was going to cost.
         It was always a risk playing along with a client who wanted to do things this way, as there was a danger there would be quibbling
         later on when it was time for her fee to be fully paid. It was why she always asked for a hefty initial payment up front. If the client didn’t agree to that, Ella wouldn’t
         take the job. She was fortunate enough to be able to pick and choose. To a degree. After all, she did have to keep a roof
         over her head.
      

      
      She hadn’t set out to make a career of specialist paint finishing work, but as with so many things in life, she had drifted
         into it by accident. Having studied art and textile design at Manchester University she had got a job as a textile designer
         down in London working for Liberty. From there she went to work for a firm that she believed would give her more artistic
         freedom. For three years she couldn’t have been happier, but then the firm went bust and suddenly she was in trouble, jobless
         with bills to pay, including the rent on a basement flat that she shared with a friend. One day her friend’s well-heeled parents
         came to visit and when they saw the cheap second-hand bedroom furniture that Ella had bought and transformed by stripping
         and repainting in a cheerful blue and yellow Provençal style – that was the phase she was going through then – they immediately
         commissioned her to source and paint furniture for a farmhouse in Tuscany they were in the process of restoring. Ella couldn’t
         believe her luck, especially when they said they wanted her to go to Tuscany to source the furniture and paint it in situ
         in their farmhouse. The commission didn’t stop at furniture; she was later asked to decorate the entire house and from there
         other commissions came in from neighbouring Brits in the area, as well as some Italian neighbours. It had been an extraordinary
         turnaround; one minute she had been facing penury and the next she had landed a peach of a job. She had more money in the
         bank than she’d ever had and she was living a dream life.
      

      
      She had been in Tuscany for two years when she met Lawrence. He was on a trip to the area to visit a vineyard and their paths
         crossed at the airport when she was on her way home to England to visit her sister, Catherine. He had caught her attention
         because he was a dead ringer for Colin Firth. The resemblance was uncanny. The same strong jaw, the same chin, even the same slightly ruffled demeanour. They got
         talking at the check-in desk when they discovered they were on the same flight to Manchester and that it had been delayed
         by an hour and a half. After a moment’s hesitation he asked if she would like to join him for a coffee to while away the time.
         By the time they were boarding the flight, he had explained that he had been widowed for a year, he had two children and lived
         in Crantsford, which was about an hour from where Catherine lived. She decided she liked him. She liked his hesitancy, the
         way he lowered his voice and appeared to choose his words with extra care. She liked his quiet subtlety. He looked and sounded
         more like a stereotypical college professor than a wine importer. Although, not having met any wine importers before, she
         wasn’t really sure what one was supposed to look like. But Lawrence gave the impression of being bookish and thoughtful, a
         man who internalized strong feelings. He had sad eyes and unruly collar-length hair that needed cutting. He looked altogether
         in need of some tender loving care. What woman could resist?
      

      
      They exchanged telephone numbers during the flight and two days later he called her. He sounded even less sure of himself
         on the phone, as if it had taken all of his courage to ring her. She had found herself trying to make it easier for him, oiling
         the wheels of their conversation by assuming an exaggerated air of cheerfulness. After a great deal of rambling around the
         houses, he had eventually asked her out for dinner. She had accepted happily.
      

      
      She saw him three times during her ten-day stay with her sister and when it was time for her to return to Tuscany he drove
         her to the airport. It was there, just yards from where she had to go through passport control, that he kissed her for the
         first time. Up until then there had been nothing more than a shy peck on her cheek. But at the airport he kissed her very
         publicly and very surely. He held her tightly, as if he couldn’t bear to let her go. She had felt deeply touched. It was then, wrapped in each other’s arms, that they decided – despite the obvious difficulties of conducting a long-distance relationship
         – that they wanted to continue seeing each other.
      

      
      Whenever Lawrence needed to visit one of his suppliers in Italy, which was about once a month, they would meet up and occasionally,
         work permitting, Ella would fly to England to see him. Most of their relationship was conducted by telephone or email and
         she didn’t meet his children until eight months later, by which time she had fallen in love with Lawrence and he with her.
         He told her that he hadn’t believed himself capable of finding anyone else who would make him as happy as his wife had, but
         Ella, he said, made him happier than he thought possible. He described himself as a broken man whom she had put back together
         again. Knowing that she had had such a powerful effect on him made Ella love Lawrence all the more. What more potent force
         in the world was there than knowing you were responsible for turning someone’s life around?
      

      
      A year after they had met, one hundred per cent certain that she was doing the right thing, regardless of the advice from
         her sister and parents, Ella gave up her life in Tuscany and returned to England to be with the man she loved. She didn’t
         delude herself that it was going to be plain sailing taking on Lawrence’s children, but the challenge appealed to her.
      

      
      She had never been afraid to take a leap of faith, but this particular leap proved too much for her in the end. She wasn’t
         a quitter by nature and it still rankled that she had failed. What bothered her most – and she had never dared utter such
         a guilty confession – was being forced to accept that Alexis, a child, had got the better of her.
      

      
      Forgiving Alexis was one of her New Year’s resolutions. It would not be easy. The girl, sixteen years old now, had caused
         Ella the kind of bitter heartbreak that would take a long time to recover from. But Ella knew that the only way to put Lawrence
         truly behind her was to forgive Alexis for sabotaging their relationship. The wretched girl had done it systematically from day one, pitting herself against Ella in the full knowledge that Ella couldn’t fight back. How could
         she reprimand the girl for bursting into tears whenever Lawrence so much as put his arm around Ella? How could she tell the
         girl that her father had moved on, that he had a new love in his life now? No, Alexis had cast her in the role of wicked stepmother
         and there hadn’t been a damned thing Ella could do to change things.
      

      
      But she wouldn’t make that mistake again. Which was why her second New Year’s resolution was that her head had to rule over
         her heart. Never again would she invest herself in a relationship that had disaster written all over it.
      

      
      Being direct – as she had told that man last night – was her third resolution. It came under the heading of Spades and Shovels.
         From now on she would speak her mind. She would be forthright and candid. There would be no more tiptoeing round any important
         issues.
      

      
      When Toby finally surfaced – hair tousled, face crumpled, chin unshaven and stomach rumbling – Ella fed him scrambled eggs
         on toast followed by a large piece of Marks and Spencer Christmas cake. When he’d finished eating he helped put away her Christmas
         decorations in the loft and then she drove him home to Crantsford.
      

      
      ‘So what’s new chez Mayfield?’ she asked him. Last night he hadn’t said a word about his father or sister, even when she had
         prompted him as to how Christmas had gone. Instead he had talked about his new life at university; he was clearly enjoying
         himself with a whole new circle of friends and interests.
      

      
      ‘Do you really want to know?’ Toby asked after not replying straight away. ‘Or are you just being polite?’

      
      ‘A bit of both, she said, turning briefly to look at him. He was the spitting image of his father. Only slightly bigger. At
         six feet two inches, he had the strong, muscular physique of an athlete in his prime, which of course, at nineteen, he was. He had taken up rowing when he’d been in the sixth form at school and had continued the sport at Durham. He had been picked
         to row for his college and was training every morning at some unearthly hour. She could see that his shoulders and chest had
         noticeably broadened since she had last seen him.
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t going to tell you, but Dad’s started seeing someone new.’

      
      ‘Someone new? What happened to . . . to what’s her name? The one with the fox terrier?’

      
      ‘It was a Jack Russell and it bit Alexis.’

      
      Ella kept her gaze fixed on the road ahead and the car she was following; she didn’t want Toby to read her expression. Did it bite Alexis very hard? Please say it did.

      
      ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said with a laugh. ‘The dog had discerning taste.’

      
      ‘I was thinking no such thing.’

      
      ‘You’re a terrible liar, Ella.’

      
      She couldn’t help but laugh with him. ‘Okay, so exit stage left Ms Jack Russell. Who’s replaced her?’

      
      ‘For a couple of weeks he saw a woman whose name I can’t remember and then there was some woman called Debbie. Now there’s
         a Sue on the scene.’
      

      
      ‘That’s quite a rapid turnaround in girlfriends in six months. What’s he done, joined a dating agency?’

      
      ‘That’s what I said to him. He says he hasn’t.’

      
      ‘However he’s meeting all these women, he’s certainly not letting the grass grow under his feet.’

      
      ‘He’s being an idiot. He’s trying to convince himself he can easily replace you.’

      
      ‘You can’t blame him for trying. It’s what most people do – a few rebound relationships to get back in the game.’

      
      They drove on in silence. When Ella stopped at the traffic lights in Crantsford by the dental practice where she was still
         on the patient list, Toby broke the silence. ‘How about you?’ he asked. ‘Have you met anyone? To get back in the . . . game?’
         he added after the smallest of hesitations. Thoughtful hesitation was something else he had in common with his father.
      

      
      Again she laughed. ‘When would I have time to meet anyone? More to the point, where would I meet anyone? Anyway, I’m a lost
         cause.’
      

      
      ‘No, you’re not. But I think it’s good that you’re not rushing into a string of meaningless relationships like Dad. He’s the
         biggest fool going right now.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t say that. And for the record, when I used the word “game” I wasn’t trivializing the relationship I had with your father.
         How’s your sister coping with all these new girlfriends?’
      

      
      ‘How do you think? She hates them all.’

      
      Ella might have expected the opposite from Alexis, spitefully greeting any replacement of Ella with open arms. But apparently
         not. Alexis wanted her father to herself; anyone who might threaten that was going to be considered the enemy and would be
         treated accordingly. She should have grown out of this behaviour by now. It was dangerously destructive. To Alexis most of
         all.
      

      
      When Ella had arranged to collect Toby at the station last night he had told her that his father and Alexis had gone to Norfolk
         for New Year to stay with Lawrence’s parents. She had hoped they wouldn’t have arrived back yet, but as she pulled onto the
         drive she saw that she was out of luck: Lawrence’s car was in front of the garage. Through the sitting room window she could
         see fairy lights twinkling on the Christmas tree.
      

      
      ‘You’ll come in, won’t you?’ Toby said, already opening the door to get out.

      
      Her heart sank. To refuse would make her seem petty and cowardly. ‘Just for a few minutes,’ she said with forced brightness.
         ‘Just to say Happy New Year.’
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Be careful what you wish for...

Erica James






