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    Introduction




    Caro ran her finger over the page in her sketchbook, following the contours of his face, remembering that moment when she had first picked up her pencil to sketch him. She had already been falling for him then but still refusing to admit it to herself. Too many obstacles stood in their way. She followed the straight line of his nose, the curl of his nostril, the curve of his cheek, the livid trace of his scar, then lay the book down on her bed.




    Damir.




    She had been sleepwalking through her life when he came into it. Her marriage over, her daughters having left home, she was getting through the days on automatic pilot with little thought for herself or what lay ahead. Meeting him had changed all that. What he had been through humbled her and drew her to him; and he had allowed her to believe in herself again and imagine a future.




    They’d had one summer together, just one summer, in which they had lived and loved against the odds.




    And now he had gone. He had left without explanation. Was he missing her as much as she was him, she wondered. Or had he forgotten about her already? Could he really want to cut short so soon the adventure they had begun together? Her heart screamed, No. Her head answered, Perhaps. Perhaps she should have expected this. He had once said that he never stayed in one place for too long, that he always moved on. Was he that allergic to commitment? At the time she had not paid proper attention, but now how she wished she had.




    Perhaps if she’d challenged him then, things would be different now.




    In the kitchen, the dog gave a sharp bark at something. She started then put down her pencil and sketchbook and stood up. Could it be him? Could he have come back, after all?




    She went downstairs but there was no one there. She opened the back door and let the dog into the garden. Turning back into the house her gaze landed on the calendar that she had marked during every day of their affair. Longer than she had thought possible. Shorter than she would have liked. She unhooked it from the wall and tore off all the marked pages with a heavy heart. Nothing would be the same now. She screwed them up and put them in the recycling before standing at the door and staring out at the garden that, like the house, was so full of memories. She could almost hear the shouts of the children when they were young, the clink of glasses from parties, the laughter when her family was at its happiest. She had spent many contented years planting and nurturing and soon both it and the house would no longer be hers.




    She went back to the bin to retrieve the calendar pages. She smoothed them out on the table, reordering them so March was on top. Six months ago. So much had happened since then. A small, pencilled dot marked the Monday they had met: the Monday when Fate had thrown them together and her life had changed.
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    All Caro wanted was to be at home, preferably stretched out on the sofa in front of a decent film. Instead she was on a crowded train travelling in the right direction with another hour to go. Everywhere there was noise when all she longed for was peace and quiet.




    She shifted in her seat, straightened her legs, feeling a sharp reminder of where her grandson, Danny, had rammed his tricycle against her shins. Through the window everything was pitch black. All she could see was her own reflection, her hair unruly. She closed her eyes against the unwanted reminder of time passing and pressed her forehead against the cold glass. Looking after just one small child for a day had exhausted her. Hard to imagine now how she had once looked after two of her own without batting an eyelid. The wheels clattered over the tracks and the carriage swayed from side to side. Lickety split. Lickety split.




    She opened her eyes as the motion of the train bounced her head off the glass and back again. Shifting again in her seat to get more comfortable she picked up the paperback that lay face down, broken-backed on the fold-down table in front of her. After a minute or two, she put it down again, unable to concentrate, and took a sip of her gin and tonic. Better.




    Perhaps that man was on the train again. She had looked up and down the aisle when she got on but just because she always got in the third carriage didn’t mean that he would too. If he was on the train at all. She’d probably never see him again.




    He had looked like a man with a story.




    She took another sip. And what story would that be? God only knew.




    She hadn’t recognised the language of the newspaper he had with him. He hadn’t looked happy as he read it. Did it take one unhappy person to recognise another, she wondered. But she wasn’t unhappy, she reminded herself. Not exactly.




    The previous week, he had sat beside her, leaning back in his seat, eyes shut, earphones in, grey hoody overlapping the collar of his dark waterproof coat. The music he was listening to leaked from his earphones in tinny bursts. She was on the point of asking him to turn it down when she heard the rattle of the refreshments trolley. This was her favourite part of the journey home: the moment when she began to be her own woman again: just herself, no one’s ex-wife, mother or grandmother.




    ‘A gin and tonic, please.’ The words were almost out before the attendant had put the brake on the trolley.




    As the ice was being shaken into the plastic beaker, Caro had reached down for her bag. Her wallet felt oddly bulky. She unzipped the purse to find no cash just a few of her grandson’s Lego bricks. The man beside her was pulling out his earphones and asking for a cup of tea.




    She remembered looking at the beaker of ice, the inviting little green plastic bottle of gin and the tin of tonic before picking them up to give back. ‘I’m sorry, but I don’t seem to have any money. My grandson …’




    ‘That’s all right, love.’ While the attendant finished making her neighbour’s tea, Caro rummaged in the bottom of her bag, hoping to find some loose change.




    ‘Let me,’ said the man next to her. ‘How much?’ he asked the attendant. ‘Yes. For both.’




    Caro couldn’t place his accent. East European, maybe?




    ‘That’s very kind of you,’ she jumped in, ‘but I can’t let you do that.’




    ‘Why not?’ He waved her away before counting out the cash. ‘There.’ He passed the gin and tonic back to her.




    ‘Your lucky night, love.’ The attendant had winked and smiled before turning to his next customer.




    ‘Thank you.’ She began to mix her drink. ‘Best bit of the day.’ But her joke was met with a polite smile. She had tried to talk to him, explaining about Danny taking her handbag and emptying her purse, telling him about her family then asking him about his. But he was less forthcoming. All she had elicited from him was that he had been married once, and no, he had no children. At her question, he had shut his eyes, taken a breath. She hadn’t imagined it. He hadn’t been unpleasant but he apparently did not intend his generosity to be taken as a sign of wanting anything from her. Her usual knack of getting people to open up to her hadn’t worked at all. Instead he held back, maintaining his reserve.




    Someone was walking down the aisle, grabbing at the seat tops to keep their balance, swaying with the motion of the train. Him! It was as if she’d conjured him out of the ether. He saw her and stopped.




    ‘Hello.’ He stood looking down at her. This time she registered how tall he was, his slight belly, his dark unreadable eyes. A man somewhere in his forties, she guessed, younger than her, his hair flecked with grey just above his ears. There were specks of paint on his hands and under his nails.




    ‘Hi. I was hoping I’d see you. I’d like to pay you back for last week.’ She gestured for him to sit down. ‘The trolley’s been past but I’ll go to the buffet.’




    ‘There’s no need.’ He looked as if he was going to walk on.




    ‘But I’d like to. It’s the least I can do. Please.’




    Looking reluctant, he nonetheless put his rucksack in the overhead rack and sat down. When she returned from the buffet with his cup of tea, he’d moved to the window seat so she could sit beside him.




    ‘You’ve been with your grandson … Danny, isn’t it … again?’ His smile sparked something in her, surprising her.




    For a wild moment, she considered saying, No, I’ve just spent the afternoon with my Italian lover … Yeah, right! Only in the wildest of her dreams.




    ‘You remembered,’ she said instead, flattered that he had. ‘Yes. Every Monday. Danny’s a handful at the moment. Terrible threes!’ The tantrum he’d thrown as soon as Lauren came through the door that evening, under the pretext of not liking carrots – which he’d liked perfectly well the week before – had been one of his best yet: heels drumming on the ground, fists flailing. ‘Attention-seeking, I suppose.’ She turned to see if he’d understood. As he poured the capsule of milk and the sugar into his tea, she noticed the shape of his hands, strong and workmanlike, nails cut squarely. He turned to her, his smile revealing an even row of white teeth only marred by the two slightly overlapping in the front.




    ‘You’re still working in London, then?’ she asked.




    ‘Yes, but we’ve finished. I’m in Guildford next week.’




    ‘Your English is so good.’ Was that patronising? The last thing she wanted to be.




    But he looked pleased. ‘I learned a little at school, but I spoke it a lot when I lived in Germany.’




    ‘But you’re not German?’




    He shook his head. ‘No. I go from Bosnia to Germany.’




    ‘And then to here,’ she prompted him.




    ‘Yes. To Birmingham and then my friend writes to tell me there is work down here. Sometimes I work with him, sometimes on my own. The rent is better out here than in the city and I’m with friends.’




    ‘Bosnia?’ She wasn’t even sure where exactly it was. Somewhere in the Balkans, near Croatia, she thought.




    ‘Yes, I left in the war.’ She could see the shutters had come down again so tried a different tack.




    ‘And you’re a painter?’




    He held his hands out in front of him and laughed. ‘You guessed?! A painter and decorator. I was to be a carpenter but there wasn’t enough work. And you?’ He nodded towards the leg of her jeans.




    When she had dressed that morning, she had thought the splat of Sap Green was so small no one would notice it. ‘Different kind of painting. I’m a portrait painter and art teacher.’




    ‘You paint people?’




    ‘I sometimes work from photographs too, but I prefer to paint the person in front of me if I can. It doesn’t feel so second-hand, and a painting is so much more than just a moment in front of a camera.’ She looked to see if he understood.




    ‘That must be hard.’




    ‘It can be, but I love it. I’ve met some interesting people and it’s fascinating how much you learn from the smallest movement.’ She almost started to tell him about the family portrait she’d been working on, what she had gathered about the parents’ testy relationship while she painted, from their body language as they sat with each other and how it contrasted with the cheery façade they presented to the world, but thought better of it. Why would he be interested in people he had never met? But she was pleased with what she had achieved. Another two sessions, and the painting would be ready.




    When silence fell between them, he put in his earphones. Caro took the hint, picked up her book and pretended to read but the noise of his music distracted her so she stared out of the window instead.




    As they approached Guildford, he stood up, hauling down his rucksack from the overhead rack. She stuffed her book into her bag.




    ‘My car’s in the car park. Can I give you a lift?’ Immediately she regretted her offer. He could be anyone.




    ‘So’s my van.’




    Why ever had she assumed he wouldn’t have his own transport? She hadn’t read him right at all.




    He walked with her down the platform. When they reached the exit, he stopped. ‘Let me walk you to your car. It’s not nice for a woman on her own at this time of night.’




    ‘That’s kind of you.’ He was right. It was a short walk but one that she never liked doing on her own. Too many TV police dramas had taught her nothing good ever happened in a car park. When they reached her Lexus, she unlocked the door, aware he was waiting for her.




    ‘Thank you for the tea.’ He gave a little bow. ‘And if you ever need any decorating …’ He pulled his wallet from his jeans pocket, took out a business card and presented it to her. Then he bowed again and turned to walk away with an almost im­perceptible limp, pulling his hood over his head. She watched as he took a pack of cigarettes from his pocket, flicked one into his mouth and lit it. He tilted his head back and a plume of smoke rose into the air above him.




    Caro stuffed the card in her pocket without even looking at it and got into the car. His giving it to her had felt more intimate than a mere business proposition. She dismissed the thought. He was touting for work – that’s all – and who could blame him? She switched on the radio and put him right out of her mind.




    




    The landline was ringing as she turned the key in her front door. Ignoring the post on the floor, she dumped her bag on the hall table and rushed into the sitting room. Too late. She sat down and switched on the nearest light. Even after two years she still half-expected to see the Tangerine Twist walls Chris had so loved – ‘warm and welcoming,’ he’d insist against her objections. Instead she was surrounded by the soft greys and greens she had taken months to choose, at first hesitating over changing anything that was ‘his’. But once the colours on the walls had changed, so had the atmosphere in the room. Peace at last. No more of Chris’s tutting and ticking about whatever had happened to him that day at the studios or about which programme she wanted to watch on TV. This room had been transformed to her taste and that had made a difference. One day she would get around to doing the rest of the house. She went over to the piano and played a few tentative notes – she really should practise more often. After a few scales and arpeggios, she embarked on her favourite ‘Moonlight Sonata’, a perfect match for her sombre mood, breaking off when her mobile started ringing from her bag. She reached the hall just as the ringing stopped.




    ‘For God’s sake!’ She checked the caller ID and saw Amy’s name. Caro still missed her younger daughter who had moved back in for a while after college then left home for a second time. Amy had been instrumental in getting Caro through the months immediately after Chris left. Sympathetic but upbeat was her style and, not wanting to show how crushed she really was, Caro had done her best to respond. It was true what they said: fake it to make it. The positive spin she initially faked gradually became a reality.




    The cat flap in the kitchen snapped shut as Tigger came in from the garden to greet her. She missed the usual welcome from her dog, Milo, but Amy looked after him most Mondays. Caro bent down to greet the cat as he threw himself on the floor so she could tickle his stomach. He had arrived from nowhere and adopted her just when Chris had packed his bags. Another saviour.




    ‘Just you and me tonight, old thing,’ she said. ‘I’m going to light us a fire and then we’ll have supper. I’ll get Milo tomorrow.’




    Her mobile started ringing again. This time she was ready.




    ‘Mum, it’s Amy!’ Her younger daughter sounded out of breath. ‘Where have you been?’




    ‘At Lauren’s. She wanted me to stay over so she could go back to the office till I reminded her that it’s my day in the shop tomorrow.’




    There was a sigh of impatience from the other end. Amy never hesitated to show her frustration at her sister’s exploitation of her mother’s good nature. However, she moved swiftly on to what interested her more. ‘That’s what I was phoning about. You will be here tomorrow?’




    ‘Tuesday. Aren’t I always?’




    When it came to arrangements, she and her daughter were at opposite ends of a spectrum. Amy relied on her mobile, arranging everything at the last minute. Caro liked knowing how her week was going to go in advance: it made everything less stressful.




    Amy brushed Caro’s question aside. ‘Patrick’s phoned in sick and there’s no one to cover in the shop. I’ve got to start prepping a wedding tomorrow, I’ve got a funeral on Thursday, and Ellie’s only coming in at lunchtime.’




    Getting up at dawn to be behind the counter at Bloom wasn’t Caro’s favourite way of spending a day but she liked helping Amy and having the chance to spend time with her, even when things got fraught. Amy had high standards for her business and was a demanding boss, but she was a much-loved younger daughter too.




    Caro pictured herself at the shop. The heating would be turned off in the front section where the flowers were and Amy would park Caro at the table by the door where she would sit, layered up like the Michelin Man, her fingers red with cold, her nose running. On the ground, the one-bar heater she took with her to ward off the chilblains made no discernible impact.




    Can’t wait. The words, thick with irony, were on the tip of her tongue but instead, she said, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be there. Don’t you want to know how your favourite nephew is?’




    ‘Of course I do. What did you get up to?’




    ‘I took him to toddler yoga.’




    There was a snort from the other end of the phone. ‘For God’s sake. What is Lauren like?’




    ‘The classes would probably do her more good than Danny or me. She’s so stretched at work.’ Caro felt a dart of disloyalty. ‘I’m so old, I could be everyone’s grandmother, but they’re all really friendly. The things we have to do! I was hopeless. We had to sit it out in the end.’




    ‘Lauren wouldn’t have the patience. She’s lucky to have you.’




    Was she? Sometimes Caro wondered whether Lauren took in how much she did with Danny. Her work as a criminal lawyer seemed to leave little room for noticing much else.




    ‘And Jason? How’s he?’ Caro was fond of Amy’s hipster boyfriend who, to the family’s delight, was proving a calming influence on her volatile daughter.




    ‘Great. He’s got some new project that I don’t understand but he’s happy and we’re cool.’ What Jason did as a digital business analyst was a mystery to all of them.




    After they said goodnight, Caro stood holding the phone, wishing they could have gone on but knowing Amy had Jason to get back to now she had sorted work out for the next day. The girls had been so generous about including her in their lives, doing their best to help her get over their father’s abrupt departure. She flashed back to their faces on the day when they found out – anger, grief, resignation. All of those emotions that she knew she had to deal with, as well as her own. Sometimes she even had the unworthy thought that the girls almost needed her to be bereft to justify the hurt and anger that they were feeling. If that had been the case at the beginning, the need had become habit.




    Because Chris waited until Lauren and Amy had both left home before making his move, they all understood that he’d been unhappy for years but hadn’t wanted to jump ship until the girls could look after themselves. His leaving threw all the good times and the bad into a new light.




    ‘It’s like nothing was what it seemed,’ confessed Amy as she sobbed in Caro’s arms. ‘It was all a lie. He didn’t love us at all.’




    Everything they believed the family was had been overturned.




    Then, a year ago, after several short-term girlfriends, Chris had announced he was in love with Georgie Florence, an actress with a bit part in his TV production of Little Women. Caro was adjusting rather better than she’d ever thought she would. She straightened her favourite picture, the rural scene that Chris had never let her hang after she’d bought it on holiday in France – ‘too amateur,’ he pronounced after she’d spent her own money on it. But she loved studying the brushwork, the build-up of the paint to convey the landscape. She adjusted it again. There.




    Although she inevitably had her low moments, she had grown to understand them as being part of her recovery process. If anything, she was beginning to think it might be something of a blessing to be living on her own. She suspected Paul, a friendly graphic designer she had met at one of Fran and Simon’s dinner parties, was harbouring hopes that their acquaintance might develop into something more, but she was unsure. He had been widowed a year or so ago, and Fran was taking huge pleasure in matchmaking them despite Caro’s discomfort about conducting any relationship at all, let alone in the glare of her friend’s inquisitive eye.




    ‘Of course you bloody well should meet other men,’ Fran had said. ‘You’ve got years ahead of you.’




    ‘Yes, I suppose I should,’ Caro agreed. Liar.




    To Fran’s badly disguised delight Caro had met Paul for a quiet drink but they were both taking their new friendship very slowly indeed – one tiny step at a time. The truth was: the thought of anything more intimate than a walk over the Downs or a meal for two terrified her. It had been too long since she had been with anyone other than Chris.




    She stroked the threadbare throw that covered the back of the sofa. Once upon a time Amy had taken it to primary school and used it to nap on during the sleep break. Her nametape was sewn on to one of the corners. Caro felt for it, then rubbed her thumb along it. Yes, it was good that the girls still needed her.
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    Every time Caro came to Bloom, Amy’s ingenuity and obvious talent impressed her. That morning, five bicycle wheels were suspended in the window, each one with an explosion of flowers arranged at its hub, ivy trailing towards the floor. Beneath them were bicycle baskets overflowing with early daffodils and tulips. A blackboard advertised the coffee and cakes that could be bought inside – at the back where it was warmer.




    She could see Amy moving around, picking flowers from the stands for one of the pre-arranged bouquets that would go under the outdoor awning to tempt people in a hurry. Her auburn curls were scraped back in a ponytail, emphasising a determined chin and eyes that sized people up on first sight. Caro tapped on the window so Amy swung round, alarmed, then smiled when she saw who it was, and unlocked the door to let her in. Inside, the invigorating scent of fresh flowers – hyacinths, freesia, blowsy pink lilies and stocks – was sharp in her nostrils.




    The modest corner-shop front was deceptive. Inside was an Aladdin’s cave that stretched back in a deep L-shaped room that Amy had divided into two – flowers at the front and coffee and cakes at the back where young mums gathered during the mornings and after school, accessible by a side door. Caro looked around her at the flowers, vases and gift cards. There was a big table with the till at one end and space for laying out the flowers for arrangement at the other.




    The two women hugged as Milo ran out from the back, ecstatic to see Caro. She bent down to greet him then straightened up. She raised a hand to Amy’s cheek, worried her daughter was looking tired.




    ‘Oh, Mum, I’m so glad you’re here.’ She dodged her mother’s hand, keen to get on.




    Caro walked through the brick archway to the café at the back, stopping to consider the paintings by local artists on the wall – some of them hers – and checking if any of them had the red dot marking a sale. She was delighted to see her portrait of a lined Italian nonna she had met in Italy had been stickered.




    What do you want me to do first?’




    As she spoke, a van pulled up outside and hooted twice.




    ‘That’s the Dutchman. Bang on time. When he’s brought in the flowers, could you condition them and get them in the buckets? Ellie washed a load last night, so they’re in the back. Then there’s a whole pile of admin … If you can bear to sort that out, I can finish off the displays and make a start on sorting out the wedding flowers.’




    After she’d taken and dealt with the delivery from Holland, Caro went to the back of the shop to make them both a tea. She reached for cups and saucers from the collection of mismatched junkshop crockery that Amy loved. As she waited for the kettle to boil, her phone rang.




    When she saw it was her mother, her worry-meter started ticking. Though elderly, May was still perfectly able but naturally Caro was her first stop when there was a problem. And there were many. Caro’s parents had moved south from Lincolnshire when her father retired so that they would be close to her and their grandchildren. Since her father’s death Caro had felt the weight of responsibility for her widowed eighty-three-year-old mother. Not that May needed much – not yet. But Caro was always watching for signs of her deterioration into all the things old age was advertised to bring. She did her best to help when she could but May was not always easy. She came from a generation that had experienced and dealt with the tragedy of world war, to emerge with that stiff upper lip and a determination to get on with life because there was no choice.




    ‘Do you think I need double-glazing? Someone’s just quoted me such a good deal.’ Her mother never wasted time with small talk.




    ‘How many times have I told you to hang up on those cold callers? They’re sharks.’ Caro squashed the familiar but unreasonable rush of anxiety and irritation.




    ‘They sent someone to the house yesterday. Such a nice man.’




    Caro sighed as May explained. Her mother’s marbles were intact but her age and the fact she lived on her own made her a perfect target for savvy salesmen. And sometimes she was lonely so she invited them in. Caro worried what might happen.




    ‘… eight thousand pounds.’




    ‘How much?! Tell me you haven’t signed anything.’




    ‘No, but he’s coming back. I said I needed to think about it.’




    By the time she persuaded May that she didn’t need double-glazing, Mandy and Sarah had arrived in the café and the smell of coffee was drifting through to the front of the shop. Caro positioned herself at the front counter with the business laptop and some paperwork, the electric bar heater at her feet and Radio 2 in the background. The music occasionally took her back to life before Chris, to university, to her early independence and lack of responsibilities. To freedom. The songs reminded her of particular parties, old boyfriends, of falling in and out of love, the first joint. Those were the days, my friend. She stared out of the door, trying not to worry about May, wondering whether she should be doing something more decisive about her mother’s living arrangements. But May liked where she lived, and her friends. Caro hummed to the Stones’ ‘Get Off of My Cloud’, stuffing her fingers in her pockets for warmth where they touched the business card given to her by the stranger on the train. She took it out and looked at it for the first time. A yellow fleur-de-lys was set against a deep blue background with his name and contact details beside it: Damir Davić.




    ‘What’s that?’ Amy was winding string round the bunch she had been working on.




    ‘Just a card that a man on the train gave me.’ Caro put it into her bag.




    ‘A man? On the train? Mum!’ Amy tied the knot and snipped off the ends, sweeping the cut stems and bits of string into the bin.




    ‘Nothing like that! He bought me a gin and tonic last week because Danny had swapped my money for Lego. I saw him again and I bought him a tea as payback. That’s all.’ She couldn’t help smiling. Her daughters could be like mother hens when it came to her. ‘So don’t go leaping to conclusions.’




    Amy ignored her. ‘He picked you up! Good for you. About time.’




    ‘That’s not what happened at all. He bought me a drink and I bought him one back. He even walked me to the car.’ Admitting that piece of information was a mistake. The desire of her daughters and friends to find her a suitable partner was coupled with a degree of over-protectiveness that sometimes bordered on the stifling.




    ‘To the car? Jesus, Mum. He could have been anyone.’




    ‘Well, he wasn’t. He was travelling home after a day’s work in London. That’s all.’




    ‘What did he look like?’




    ‘I didn’t really notice.’ Not true. She remembered the lines of his face and his five o’clock shadow, the scar on his cheek. He would make an intriguing portrait. ‘He was younger than me, interesting looking.’




    ‘A younger man. All the more reason to notice, I’d say. Was he hot?’




    ‘I’m not actually looking for another man, thanks very much – however much you all think I need one. Your dad was quite enough for one lifetime. I’m perfectly happy with things the way they are. I know where I am.’




    ‘Methinks the lady doth protest too much.’ Amy elbowed her arm.




    ‘Ow!’ Caro rubbed the spot, then tapped the keyboard of the laptop so the screen came back to life. ‘Stop it! I don’t know. Maybe.’ Yes, he was.




    ‘All right, I give in. So … has anyone replied to your ad yet? I still think a lodger’s a good idea. You enjoyed having Helen.’




    ‘But she wasn’t exactly a lodger. She filled the gap you left.’




    ‘Aching void, you mean!’ Amy teased. ‘You’ve got to admit it was a genius idea of Fran’s.’




    When Fran had suggested her god-daughter rent a room from Caro while she did a year’s apprenticeship at the Heathrow Aca­demy, Caro had hesitated about sharing her home with someone she didn’t know. Amy was one thing … but a stranger. In the end, she had been persuaded that she would be doing Helen a huge favour when in fact it turned out Helen had been doing one for her. Caro had enjoyed having her around and was sorry when she had moved out. Amy had convinced her to advertise for a lodger. ‘Stupid to be rattling around in that big old house when it could be earning you some income.’ She was right. The extra money did come in handy. Being self-employed was more hand-to-mouth than she would sometimes like. ‘And they’ll keep you company.’




    ‘Two so far but they weren’t right. One was your age and had blue hair. She was obviously dying to move out of home to somewhere she could have her friends over and party. So nope.’




    Amy screwed up her nose. ‘Don’t be so judgmental.’ She had started to pick out lilies and white roses for another bouquet.




    ‘Says you! Anyway I’m not.’ In fact, like Amy, she did make up her mind about people quickly, but that was only after years of practice. Or that was how she justified it to herself. ‘And the other was an elderly man who wanted to bring his ancient Westie with him so what with Milo’ – the dog lifted his head at the mention of his name – ‘it was a non-starter. But I haven’t given up. I just want to get the right person.’




    ‘You didn’t mind me and Lauren having people round.’ Amy had reverted to the young woman with blue hair.




    ‘I’m not having her … Someone else will turn up. Anyway, I think I’d like someone a bit older. It might be quite fun. I don’t want to be anybody else’s mother.’




    Amy’s raised eyebrows said what she thought of that.




    ‘But that’s what happened. Helen was always pouring out her woes about work. As for her love life … I want someone who’ll keep their distance.’




    ‘I thought you liked discussing love lives.’




    ‘Only if they’re yours or Lauren’s. And even then, there’s a limit! Talking of which, what about you and Jason?’ She remembered their last conversation. ‘Cool’s a good thing, right?’




    ‘Actually …’ There was a pause as Amy put the flowers in a bucket at her feet. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you. I think we’re going to move in together.’ She waited for her mother’s reaction. ‘At least once his flatmate Ben’s moved out, some time in the summer.’




    ‘You are? But that’s great.’ Caro was genuinely pleased. After getting to know him, Jason seemed a decent and thoughtful guy who probably deserved someone less high-maintenance than her daughter but he certainly brought out the best in her. The last time they had been together, she had caught him gazing at Amy as if he couldn’t believe his luck.




    ‘It’s a way off, but you don’t think it’s a mistake, do you? Lauren says we should.’




    Caro glanced at her daughter who had already moved on to the next arrangement and was picking out neon orange, red and pink gerberas. ‘Do you think it is?’




    ‘No, of course not.’ But Amy sounded unsure. ‘Suppose it doesn’t work?’




    ‘Why shouldn’t it?’




    ‘I do love him, I do, but sometimes … oh, I don’t know. I don’t really understand what he does all day. Digital business analyst! What does that even mean?’




    Caro thought of her own marriage, begun in such a whirl of optimism and excitement ending in such shattering disappointment. ‘It’s not as if you’re getting married. Think of it as a trial run.’




    ‘I don’t think I believe in marriage any more.’ Amy put the new bunch into its own bucket and moved it to the door. Of the two girls, she was the one who had been most upset by Chris’s defection. Her disillusionment about marriage had come from that, Caro was sure. Lauren’s hurt, on the other hand, had been channelled into a fierce anger towards her father for letting them all down.




    ‘Nobody’s saying you should, and anyway, you may change your mind.’ Caro moved on, not giving her own feeling of responsibility for Amy’s disenchantment time to sink its claws deeper. Could she have tried harder to keep the marriage together? ‘Lauren’s right. If you don’t take a chance, you’ll never know.’




    ‘I suppose.’ Amy straightened up, her hands full of flowers. She went over to the table and laid them out ready to arrange, leaving Caro to answer the phone if it rang. ‘Just shout if there’s anything you don’t understand or can’t deal with.’ She turned back to her mother. ‘I am excited really. Just nervous. I want it to work more than anything.’




    ‘I know.’ Caro stood and watched her for a moment. All she wanted was for both her daughters to be happy. Was that such a big ask? She went back to the laptop and the paper bills entering the amounts on monthly spreadsheets, filing them, not looking up until the phone rang with a customer making an order for a delivery. She took the details, steering the customer’s flower choice to cover what she could see Amy had in stock, choosing pale pinks and whites to celebrate the birth of a baby girl, and noting everything down for her daughter. That done, she began to go through the cards on the stands, rearranging them, filling up the empty pockets with more from the drawer, before straightening and dusting the shelves of empty vases for sale. The next phone call came from a bride wanting to discuss her wedding flowers. Caro made an appointment for her in the diary later in the week.




    Before returning to the laptop, she looked in her bag, hunting for her lip salve. Encountering the stranger’s card again, she took it out from the bottom of her bag, stared at it again, thoughtful, then tucked it safe in her purse.
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    A waiter led Caro into an almost empty dining room full of black-lacquered tables laid with rush mats and chopsticks. Pictures of Mount Fuji and a couple of pagodas in cherry blossom time completed the Japanese vibe. At her table, she ordered a bottle of white wine. Fran was always late but Caro never minded. She had dashed home from Bloom with Milo, changed, and come straight out again so was glad to have a moment or two to sit alone and reflect. She knew what Fran would want to talk about.




    Caro had long wrestled with her conscience over her friend’s affair and where her loyalties lay. Her friendship with Simon, Fran’s husband, went back a long way to when they had all met at some ghastly school quiz evening. The other parents on the team, including Chris and Fran, were hideously competitive so she and Simon had observed from the sidelines, bonding over how slow they were with their answers and their failure to take the whole thing sufficiently seriously. They were responsible for the team’s humiliating defeat. She and Fran had gone on to forge the closest of friendships after a joint stint as school governors when they discovered a shared disrespect of authority and sense of humour. But her friendship with Simon was almost as important to her as the one she had with Fran. She had been over the reasons why she hadn’t told him Fran was seeing Ewan behind his back hundreds of times. She had been a coward. Saying nothing meant never confronting the situation or involving herself. But if Simon were ever to find out she had known all along, he would see her silence as a betrayal. And he’d be right.




    Before Chris had announced their marriage was over, Caro had indulged Fran’s affair, believing it was just a flash in the pan. But after his departure, not long after the affair had begun, she felt increasingly angry and impatient with her friend. ‘Do you know what you might be doing to a family?’ she had asked, raw from her own break-up, exhausted from juggling her own and her daughters’ seesawing emotions. ‘Look at mine.’




    But Fran had dismissed her concerns. ‘It’s not the same. We’re not harming anyone. No one knows apart from you.’




    And more than two years on, Caro’s knowledge of the affair had become part of her and Fran’s friendship. It seemed too late to say anything, and anyway was it her place? So she tolerated it. Was this wrong? Probably. But their friendship was too important to her to risk.




    ‘You look exhausted.’ Fran’s voice made her turn. ‘You OK?’




    The first thing Caro saw was the large faux-fur hat that made her friend look as if she’d walked off the set of War and Peace. ‘Just a day in the shop.’




    Fran took off her voluminous check coat and scarf, draping them over the back of her chair so they immediately slid to the floor. ‘You don’t really enjoy working there, do you?’ Fran, a theatrical agent working in a small company, didn’t believe that anyone could enjoy working somewhere without central heating, or doing anything that they didn’t really love. ‘Life’s too short,’ she’d say. Her positive attack on life was one of the things Caro loved about her. Their careers couldn’t be more different, but Fran’s was a fund of good stories that Caro could relate to, some of them even about Chris, who Fran occasionally had to wrangle with professionally. That had sometimes made things difficult between the four of them, but unlike Chris, Fran made an effort (not always successful) not to bring the office home with her. She removed her hat and put it on the table before picking up and reorganising her coat on the chair. She looked fabulous, her clothes as bright as her personality. Black was not an option in her wardrobe.




    ‘I like being with Amy and helping her out. The work’s not the point. Wine?’ Caro poured a glass for her as Fran stuffed her hat into her orange bag.




    Fran sat down with a sigh. ‘I’m gasping. Cheers! What a day. I’ve been battling for a part for Jon Flood in EastEnders then, when I finally secure it, he only turns it down. It’s beneath him! Can you believe it?!’ Settled into her seat, Fran returned to her original subject. ‘But seriously, you should say no to Amy sometimes. Those girls take advantage of you.’




    Caro looked at Fran. And don’t you do the same, sometimes? Hastily she dismissed the thought, springing to her daughters’ defence instead. ‘No, they don’t. I agreed to this arrangement. I like being involved with their lives. I can always say no.’ She pulled a face at what they both knew was a lie. ‘You’d be the same.’




    Fran shook her head, not a hair of her chic crop moving out of place. ‘Yes, I admit I drove Will’s laptop to Newcastle when he needed it for revision but he had an exam the next day.’




    Caro laughed. ‘And you paid for him to go to Italy with you last summer. You spoil him.’




    ‘OK. We’re both still slaves to our children even though they’ve left home and are supposedly fending for themselves. But he doesn’t really need me or Simon any more, and I get that. I couldn’t wait to get away from my parents either. We’re doing it for us really, aren’t we?’




    Caro and Fran were different in many ways, and this was one of them. Despite her occasional complaints, Caro enjoyed being part of her daughters’ lives. Her own would be so much emptier if she weren’t. Was that the difference between having daughters and sons? She twisted the two semi-eternity rings that Chris had given her when first Lauren and then Amy were born around her finger. She always wore them as a memento of the happiest days of her life. The tiny diamonds flashed in the light. ‘Wait till you have grandchildren.’




    ‘Not something that’s on the cards, thank God. Will’s too busy in London, working hard and playing hard. Who’d have thought he’d end up a City boy?’ A note of pride had entered her voice. ‘I can’t even keep track of the girlfriends.’




    ‘You wait. You’ll love them.’ A memory from the day before of feeding the ducks with Danny and seeing his happiness at them squabbling over a bit of bread gave Caro a little glow of pleasure.




    ‘Not yet. I’m not ready. Really not. It’s way too aging apart from anything else.’ Aging was not something Fran would do without a fight. ‘What do you think of the hair?’




    Caro wasn’t sure how it differed from the last time they had met. ‘I like it shorter.’




    ‘I had it lightened a bit,’ Fran corrected her with an arched, neatly threaded eyebrow. ‘Lifts my face, I think.’




    ‘Your face doesn’t need lifting.’ Caro picked up the menu although she knew exactly what they would order.




    ‘Why don’t you try it? Might make all the difference with Paul. Have you seen him again?’




    ‘No.’ In fact they had gone to see the latest Matt Damon movie together only a week ago but there was nothing romantic to it. She didn’t want to enflame Fran’s hopes.




    Fran narrowed her eyes and squinted at her. ‘Really?’




    Caro laughed. ‘It’s not about to happen, whatever your fevered imagination is telling you. He’s a friend.’




    Fran looked disappointed. ‘Why not? He’s a nice man. You could do a lot worse. You should make the effort anyway.’




    Caro didn’t need reminding that since Chris had left, she had stopped paying the attention Fran thought every woman should give herself, but Fran was determined Caro shouldn’t shrivel away unnoticed in life. With Caro’s best interests at heart, she was a hard taskmaster – stimulating and irritating – and Caro loved her for her energy and the fact that she cared.




    ‘I mean it. You look great but you could look even better with those curls under control. Why don’t you go and see Nina? Say I sent you?’




    ‘Maybe.’ The idea of a new hairstyle was vaguely appealing. Caro pushed the offending curls back behind her right ear. ‘What are you going to have?’




    ‘The usual. And this is on me by the way.’




    Caro couldn’t read Fran’s expression. There was clearly some kind of agenda she had missed. ‘Why don’t we just split it?’




    ‘I insist.’ Fran raised her glass. ‘I need to ask you something.’




    Caro braced herself. Of course this meeting wasn’t going to be all about how she could improve herself. There was always some drama going on in Fran’s life, at home or at work, and Caro didn’t have to guess what this might be about. She sipped her wine. ‘Just don’t ask me to cover for you, that’s all. You know how uncomfortable it makes me. Let’s get on and order.’




    ‘You don’t even know what I’m going to say.’ Fran pretended a pout. ‘But OK, let’s get the food out of the way.’




    Once the waiter had taken their order, Fran put both forearms on the table and leant forward, looking intent. ‘You’re right. It is Ewan.’




    ‘You promised you were going to cool it down.’ Not that Caro had ever really believed she would. It was over two years since Fran had met Ewan at the funeral of a mutual friend. He had travelled down from Scotland to be there. Caro had witnessed for herself the instantaneous attraction between the two of them. Simon had been away at one of his alternative health conferences so hadn’t been there to discourage his wife from flirting with this stranger. Not so unusual. Fran liked men, and they liked her. Simon condoned her flirtations because they amused him. He liked his wife to enjoy herself and was confident they went no further. But this time, he would have been wrong. The flirtation had developed into a long-distance affair that had gone on for a couple of years with Simon none the wiser.




    Not long after that funeral, Fran had called Caro just before she was due to teach her U3A art class. In a hurry, she’d taken the call, aware the waiting pensioners wouldn’t appreciate her being late. Of all her pupils, they could be the most demanding, wanting every minute’s worth from their hour.




    ‘Ewan’s asked me to dinner!’ Fran didn’t even wait for a hello.




    ‘You’re not going?’ Caro could see her students through the glass door, looking in her direction.




    ‘Of course I am. It’ll be fun. Simon’s away next week at another conference in Switzerland. He won’t even know.’




    ‘Even so …’




    ‘Don’t spoil things. Just because Chris never lets you out of his sight … Nothing’s going to happen, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s just a night out with someone new who makes me laugh.’ Her excitement was infectious.




    ‘So you’ll be telling Simon, then?’




    ‘Of course not. He’d only worry.’




    Caro allowed herself to be persuaded that nothing would come of it, that it was just a bit of fun. This was easily done since she believed that they had reached a point in their life where little changed. They had chosen their futures and were hurtling along well-maintained tracks towards the final destination. How short-sighted she had been.




    She lifted her wine. ‘You haven’t said anything to him, have you?’




    ‘Not exactly. I do feel guilty about Si and I meant to call it a day but the sex is too amazing. Still! I can’t resist.’ Her face had lit up. ‘He does everything in the bedroom that Simon doesn’t. And not just in the bedroom.’




    Caro briefly considered her current non-existent sex life and was surprised by a tiny prick of envy that she hadn’t felt before. Even in the last years of her and Chris’s marriage, the space between them in the emperor-size double bed had felt like a chasm. Maybe a new hair cut was the way to go after all? And Paul?




    ‘He just knows all the right buttons to press. Si doesn’t. Simple as that.’




    ‘Can’t you tell him?’ Listening to Fran talk about Ewan made Caro feel guilty about Simon, too. She wanted Fran to be happy but not at his expense. ‘We’ve talked about this so often. Last time you promised you’d end it.’




    ‘I did try. And then … well, you know.’




    Had Caro ever felt that sort of magnetic attraction to Chris? Of course she had – once – but so much had happened since, it was hard to remember the feeling. Her loneliness came rolling back towards her.




    Fran looked around her then said quietly, ‘You should try it, you know, then you’d understand.’




    Should she? ‘It’s not the sex. It’s just I hate you cheating on Si. He doesn’t deserve it. Anyway, there’s no way I’m about to try it, thanks.’ Caro grinned, any earlier envy disappearing in a puff. ‘Those days have long gone as far as I’m concerned. Getting the kit off, going to all that trouble … I haven’t got the energy.’




    ‘You’d be surprised. I used to think …’ Fran stopped as Caro gave her a look. ‘Anyway the point is, I haven’t seen him for ages. We text and email a lot. And Skype sex … You’ve no idea.’




    ‘No, I haven’t.’ She tried to roll a mental shutter over the image that Fran had just planted in her mind.




    Fran laughed. ‘Your face! I’m sure you weren’t always this buttoned up.’




    Wasn’t she? Perhaps that was one of the reasons why Chris had gone looking elsewhere. She didn’t like the thought that she might not have been exciting enough in bed for him. At the same time, she questioned whether she had ever felt that real spark that seemed to exist between Fran and Ewan. But what more could she have done?




    ‘Don’t look like that! I’m joking. Ewan’s a bit more out there than most. That’s all. But the point is he’s coming down again in a few weeks, after I get back from the States. I think he wants us to make a proper go of things.’




    ‘What?’ Caro coughed as her wine went down the wrong way. ‘You don’t mean you’re going to leave Si? You can’t.’ Them splitting up was unthinkable. Nothing would be the same after that.




    They waited while the waiter put down the miso soups, the shared tempura, gyozo dumplings and a sushi board, angling everything till it was just so.




    Fran snapped apart her wooden chopsticks with impatience. ‘If you’d rather we didn’t talk about it … I do get that it’s difficult for you, but there’s no one else I can talk to. No one else who I trust.’




    Caro was touched. ‘It’s OK. I’ve come to terms with Chris leaving now, and with you having a better sex life than I’ve ever had. I can take it. My shoulders are broad!’ She sighed as if Fran’s confidences were a monstrous burden. But her friend had been such a support when Chris moved out – always available, always clear-sighted. Caro had poured out her heart time and again to Fran who had provided meals, poured wine, made endless cups of coffee and listened. No, she would never turn her back on her now. ‘Don’t do this to Si. He’ll be devastated.’




    If she wanted to talk, then they would, but Caro would be straight with her, as Fran always had been. That honesty was what gave their friendship that special closeness. ‘But what about Si?’ she began. Dear Simon: a man who had devoted his life to his family, who adored his wife and asked no questions. ‘And anyway, why would Ewan suggest that now?’ It made no sense.




    ‘Why not now?’ Fran challenged her. ‘Neither of us have any kids to think about now they’ve all left home. We can do anything with our lives. It’s the last throw of the dice.’




    It might as well have been Chris talking.




    ‘Don’t be so melodramatic! Think about all the other things: your finances; the house. What would happen to that? And where would you live? Would you move to Scotland? What about your job? This is insane.’




    ‘Don’t.’ Fran put her head in her hands. ‘It’s so hard. I think about Simon all the time and I really don’t know what to do. I love him and I don’t want to hurt him, but I love Ewan too. Si’s the loveliest most generous man, but he’s just … well, I know him too well.’




    ‘He doesn’t deserve this.’ Caro sipped her soup, her hands warmed by the lacquered bowl.




    ‘Don’t you think we all need a bit of excitement now and then?’ Fran looked up at her, daring her to disagree.




    Caro wondered how to reply. It was a long time since she had experienced true excitement. Did she miss it? ‘Has Ewan talked about this before?’




    Fran shifted in her seat, looking sheepish. ‘Not exactly. You see, we always try to live in the present—’




    Caro made a face. ‘Oh please.’




    Fran was undeterred. ‘But then … last time he did say we must talk about the future.’ Her eyes were shining like a child’s at the prospect of Christmas. ‘But work’s got in the way, and now I’ve got to go to New York to see a few shows, check on how a couple of my clients are doing out there, find out what’s coming up and meet up with the people who matter. I’m hoping the transfer of Wild Horses will take Marisa Flight with it. I’ve promised her I’ll try to make sure they do. On Broadway …’ She hummed a snatch of the tune. ‘That’s what they all want: a Broadway show. Then, when I get back, Ewan and I will get together.’




    ‘Such a glamorous life.’




    ‘You wish.’ Fran’s eyes glittered with excitement at the thought of the weeks ahead.




    But Caro hadn’t meant to sound envious. She would enjoy hearing about the shows, the meals, the people Fran met, but it wasn’t something she wanted to be a part of herself. She was a homebird and was content to be so.




    They picked at their sushi, both of them preoccupied by their thoughts. Fran prodded a piece of plump salmon with a chopstick. ‘This is Simon, so kind, so dependable, but dull.’ Then she added wasabi and ginger. ‘And this is Ewan … Spicier and irresistible.’ She popped it into her mouth. ‘Look … If I stay with Si, I know exactly what my life will be like for the next thirty years.’




    ‘No, you don’t,’ interrupted Caro. ‘Anything might happen.’ She grasped wildly for an example. ‘Simon might lose his job …’




    ‘Some chance!’ Fran laughed. ‘He’ll be running that health clinic till he drops down dead, brought to his knees by vitamins and supplements.’




    Caro smiled. His single-minded devotion to the clinic that promoted every type of alternative health care imaginable was a joke among his close friends. He took the teasing with a good heart while at the same time retaining his absolute conviction that he and his practitioners were providing an invaluable service to the community.




    ‘But if I go with Ewan, our future’s unknown. And that’s ex­citing.’




    That word again!




    ‘Think about Ewan’s wife.’ Caro’s heart went out to this woman she had never met. She knew better than anyone what it was like to have your life’s expectations and future certainties thrown into the air, leaving you bewildered and bereft.




    Fran’s eyebrows rose. ‘But they haven’t slept together for years. They’re virtually estranged.’




    ‘And you believe that?’ Caro smiled at Fran to take away the sting. ‘Be careful—’




    ‘Cynic! Even if you’re right, I’ve got to hear what Ewan has to say.’




    Caro looked down at her plate. She might not be as worldly as Fran but Chris’s departure had taught her a thing or two. ‘Must you?’




    ‘Yes. Simon needn’t know. He’ll think I’m with you.’




    ‘Ah.’ And finally they had got there. ‘No! What did I say when you sat down?’ Caro pushed back her chair. ‘I’m not being your alibi again. I won’t lie to him.’ If only she had been as firm at the very beginning. But nothing she could have done would have stopped Fran. She was an adult, capable of making her own decisions and living by them. She was not Caro’s responsibility, nor was her marriage to Simon. If Caro had told him what was going on, she would have broken the bonds of her friendship with Fran. She didn’t want that. Poor Simon. But at least her lies to him so far had been of omission not commission. Wasn’t there a difference? She wasn’t so sure any more.
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