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  The Hen Night Prophecies: Unlucky In Love




  The Hen Night Prophecies: Always the Bride




  About the Book




  The third addictive romance in the fabulous series following five girls and their HEN NIGHT PROPHECIES.




  ‘Love will come through hope alone.’




  Or so a fortune-teller informs Charlotte at her future sister-in-law Zoe’s hen night. But the fact is Charlotte’s love life is utterly hopeless. She’s decidedly single and not happy about her ex-husband Richard working with her at the Arts Council, especially as he’s dating her boss.




  When Charlotte and Richard’s work trip to Yorkshire includes a visit to the Hope Foundation, Charlotte has to laugh – although she wonders if the spark between them really has been snuffed out. And what about devoted single dad Paul? And the dashing, dark and brooding Heath? Perhaps Charlotte has reason to hope after all . . .




  With special thanks to Ruth Saberton
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  Charlotte Sinclair was pressed for time and much as it pained her to forgo her usual double espresso she knew being late for work would annoy her even more. Charlotte was never late anywhere and she had absolutely no intention of changing the habit of a lifetime. Even Superman might have struggled to make it from Lambs Conduit Street and through the gaggle of commuters to Farringdon, so when Charlotte made it to the Arts Council’s offices with time to spare, it was nothing short of miraculous.




  ‘You look stressed,’ commented Richard, perching his neat Paul Smith-clad backside on the edge of Charlotte’s desk and grinning at her.




  Charlotte glowered back at him. She wasn’t a morning person, never had been and never would be. Richard really ought to have worked that much out by now.




  He was her ex-husband, after all.




  ‘Care to share?’ he asked.




  ‘No, thank you,’ Charlotte said coolly, booting up her ancient PC and taking off her jacket. ‘I’m far too busy to chat.’




  Refusing to meet his eyes she fixed her gaze on her computer screen. Charlotte drummed her fingers on the desk impatiently. She was rushed off her feet and every second counted. There were a million and one emails lurking in her in-box – everything from a troupe of juggling lesbians to a fire-eating opera singer – and the last thing she had time to do was exchange pleasantries with her ex.




  ‘Come on, Lottie, don’t be like that.’ Richard crinkled liquid-brown eyes at her in a winning smile. This might work on everyone else but it had no effect on Charlotte. She’d be more won over by the sight of Alan Sugar naked than by Richard on a charm offensive.




  ‘I’m not being like anything,’ she said patiently. Bloody computer! A snail with a limp would’ve moved faster. She made a mental note to go and nag her line manager about getting the system upgraded. And if he continued to ignore her, she’d have to dig out her tap shoes from 1987, figure out a routine and approve her own Arts Council funding to pay for it!




  ‘Relax!’ Richard’s strong fingers closed over her own frantically drumming ones. ‘The computer will start in a minute. Just give it time.’




  ‘I don’t have time. Believe it or not some of us actually have work to do.’ Charlotte yanked her fingers away, resisting the urge to squirt them with a big dollop of her antibacterial spray. Richard’s whole touchy-feely ‘we’re good mates’ routine drove her insane. After eighteen months, you’d think he would’ve realised she found it too difficult to be his friend.




  ‘Hmm,’ he said, ‘I take it you’ve missed out on your double espresso?’




  Charlotte frowned. Was there anything more annoying than a smart-arse, except maybe a smart-arse who knew you inside out? And how typical of Richard to assume it was lack of caffeine making her tetchy rather than the fact that he got on her nerves more than a dentist’s drill. Shouldn’t he be locked away in Accounting and Auditing, obsessing over a calculator?




  ‘I’m fine,’ she snapped. ‘Or rather, I would be if I was allowed to get on with my work. Some of us have to, you know. We’re not all sleeping with the boss.’




  ‘That was below the belt, Lottie.’ Richard’s eyes grew dark with hurt but Charlotte didn’t care. His poor-old-me routine didn’t wash with her.




  Not these days, anyway.




  ‘Please don’t call me Lottie. You know I hate it.’




  ‘I’m sorry. I give up. I was only trying to be civil.’ Raising both hands in surrender he slipped off her desk. ‘But, seriously, you really need to stop frowning, Lot – err, I mean Charlotte. It’s going to give you lines.’




  ‘Being over forty, you’re the expert so I’ll take your word for it,’ Charlotte replied calmly. Inside, though, she was seething. If she wanted to sit at her desk and scowl until the Grand Canyon appeared between her eyes, then it was up to her and nothing to do with anyone else, especially not Richard Sinclair.




  ‘Anyway,’ she continued smoothly as her computer finally woke up and allowed her into her emails, ‘there’s always Botox to sort out wrinkles. But as far as I know they haven’t yet discovered a cure for hair loss.’




  Richard’s hands instantly flew to his temples where, despite his thick head of curls, he was starting to look a little thin. Yes! Direct hit! Many times Charlotte had watched Richard checking his hairline in mirrors, glass doors and any shiny surface he came across. She still knew his weak spots (or should that be bald spots?) just as he knew hers. She was just toying with the idea of winding him up a bit more when Suzie, their pretty blonde boss and also Richard’s partner, joined them.




  ‘Do you think my hair’s thinning?’ Richard asked her, looking worried.




  Suzie ruffled his curls affectionately and dropped a kiss on to his cheek. ‘Don’t be silly. You’re as gorgeous as ever.’




  Richard swelled with pride as he basked in the warm sunshine of his boss’s admiration while Charlotte rolled her eyes. This billing and cooing was all very well for them but it was pretty distracting for everyone else.




  ‘Suzie, do you actually need me for anything? If not, I have plenty to do and I’d appreciate some quiet to get on with it.’




  Two perfect pink circles appeared on Suzie’s peachy cheeks. As though suddenly aware that she was in the office and not the bedroom she slipped her arm from Richard’s shoulder. It is pathetic the way she can hardly bear to be apart from Richard, thought Charlotte. They were like Siamese twins joined at the tongue, just like her brother and his new wife Zoe.




  ‘I’m calling a meeting,’ Suzie said quickly. ‘My office in five, OK?’




  ‘Fine,’ said Charlotte coolly. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I’m in the middle of a discussion with my colleague, so if you would . . .’




  She locked eyes with Suzie, but Suzie looked away first. All this time on and still she can’t bear to look me in the eye, Charlotte thought. But it no longer gave her the sense of satisfaction that it once had – in fact, it just made her feel sad. And very, very weary.




  ‘No problem. Just be there please,’ Suzie reiterated, trying to regain her composure. Her cheeks still stained pink, she turned sharply on her heel leaving Charlotte and Richard alone.




  ‘Yes, boss!’ Richard called after her, raising his hand in a mock salute but, once Suzie’s slender frame had vanished back into her office, the smile faded from his lips and he shook his head despairingly.




  ‘Do you really have to be so hard on her? None of this is Suzie’s fault.’




  Charlotte sighed. ‘Ahh, the guilt trip. You must have a season ticket.’




  ‘Don’t be like that,’ he pleaded. ‘Can’t we put the past behind us? We had our good times . . . You even used to laugh at my jokes.’




  ‘I was faking,’ she said, implying that her laughter wasn’t the only thing she’d had to fake in their relationship. But she had to admit that she missed Richard’s daft sense of humour.




  ‘Ouch,’ he said, smiling, but clearly hurt. ‘Seriously, though, we do have to work together. Can we be friends?’ He held out his hand, tanned and strong, the nails well shaped and beautifully manicured, each with perfect half-moons. Suddenly a memory flashed before her vision like the glittering scales of a fish flickering through sun-dappled water. That same hand was cupping her cheek and tracing the curve of her lips before straying lower to caress her breast . . .




  Oh no! Stop right there! Charlotte ordered herself. You are not having these thoughts! No way!




  ‘Friends?’ she echoed incredulously.




  ‘Absolutely. We shouldn’t let a silly falling out get in the way of our friendship.’




  Inside Charlotte was screaming and stabbing him to death with a Bic biro, but outwardly she remained cool and collected. She’d done more than her fair share of screaming and crying when she’d been married to him.




  ‘A silly falling out?’ she repeated slowly. ‘Is that really how you see it? Richard, we didn’t have a row over what to have for dinner! I was your wife and you left me. Worse than that, it only took you three days to find someone else! Friends are supposed to be loyal to one another!’




  ‘Lottie,’ Richard sighed heavily, ‘you’d finished with me, remember? You asked me to leave!’




  ‘I asked you to give me some space for a while!’ She bunched her hands into fists. She was not having a scene in the office. No way. Lowering her voice she hissed, ‘You wanted us to have a baby, Richard, it was a major step. It wasn’t like you’d asked me to go and pick up a pizza!’




  ‘And what was so wrong about that?’ he shot back. ‘Most women in their thirties would be over the moon to have a baby with their husband, but not you, Charlotte. Oh no, that was one commitment too far for you, wasn’t it? Were you worried about wrecking your amazing career or your figure? Or maybe –’ his voice dropped and suddenly his eyes were filled with a wistful expression – ‘you just didn’t love me enough?’




  For a second she was speechless, struck dumb by the unfairness of this accusation. If they’d had a baby, she knew that the tiny person would have owned her heart and soul. No baby could ever have been so wanted. But what about Richard? Would he have loved them both enough to sacrifice the freedom that he so enjoyed? To swap his latest impractical sports car for a Family Wagon or to collect nappies rather than vintage wine?




  A baby was for life, not just for wet weekends.




  She’d had to be sure, had to make certain that they both wanted the same things. What if he got bored once the novelty wore off and the colic kicked in? Or became so absorbed in his work that he never had time for them? Or what, a nasty little voice had whispered, if you can’t cut it as a mother? What then?




  She sighed. ‘There’s no point raking over this again; it’s ancient history. Let’s move on.’




  ‘Like you did, you mean?’ he said, eyes still doey.




  ‘That’s rather ironic,’ Charlotte replied calmly, quitting her mailbox and shrugging into her jacket. ‘It took you three days to go from wanting a child with one woman to shagging another. Has the Guinness Book of Records contacted you yet?’




  ‘What about you? I blinked, and suddenly you were filing for divorce,’ Richard shot back, his eyes bright with indignation. ‘You never even gave me a chance to explain!’




  As she fastened her jacket Charlotte’s heart was doing a flamenco. She detested dirty laundry airing, loathed dredging up these horrible memories.




  ‘There was nothing for you to explain. It was all very clear,’ she reminded her ex-husband firmly. ‘You proved beyond all reasonable doubt that my instinct to think things through was the right one. So actually, Richard, I owe Suzie, don’t I? If it hadn’t been for her I could have made one huge mistake.’




  Richard stared at her. ‘How can you be so indifferent? I really missed you when I moved out.’




  For all of three days, thought Charlotte darkly. Then she sighed. He would never get it.




  ‘Of course you did,’ she said. ‘The fridge didn’t fill itself, dinners didn’t appear by magic and – unless I’m very much mistaken – man might be able to land on the moon but he hasn’t yet managed to give himself a blow job! Now unless you want to be in the bad books with your latest lover, I suggest you make a move to this meeting because we’re late.’




  And scooping up her notebook and pen Charlotte stalked off leaving Richard staring open mouthed behind her.




  ‘How the hell did I ever marry someone so cold?’ he said finally, but she chose to ignore him. So he had the impression she didn’t care that he’d moved straight from her to Suzie without so much as brushing his teeth? And just like everyone else in the office he thought she was fine with the situation, did he? Well, good. She’d much rather they all believed she was a cold sarcastic old bag than that they knew about all the nights her pillow had been wetter than a British summer. No, it was infinitely preferable that everybody took her to be as tough as old boots because that way nobody would ever know the sad, pathetic truth.




  Richard Sinclair had smashed Charlotte’s heart to smithereens.
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  While Suzie banged on about the latest government subsidies and funding targets Charlotte zoned out, doodling on her notepad to look busy. Dredging up the unpleasant memories with Richard was the emotional equivalent of ripping off a scab. Perhaps she wasn’t quite as over things as she’d believed.




  How dare he try to blame me for the divorce? Charlotte thought furiously, her fingers gripping her pen so hard that her knuckles glowed through her pale freckled skin. That was a case of false memory syndrome if ever she’d heard it. Charlotte had loved Richard from the minute she first saw him to the second before he confessed his infidelity. The warm, tanned caramel skin, lean lithe body and those melting Maltesers eyes never failed to make her grow weak with molten lust. Richard had always been more than enough and she loved him totally and utterly, trusting him one hundred per cent to feel the same way.




  What an idiot she’d been.




  So much for forsaking all others. He’d only lasted three days before his dick had got the better of him. Three days to forget seven years of marriage, the endless dinners, ego massages and passionate sex. Three days to fall into the arms of Suzie.




  How could he ever imagine she could get over that?




  So when Richard had pleaded for a second chance, Charlotte hadn’t wavered for a nanosecond. As far as she was concerned he’d proven beyond any doubt that he wasn’t committed to her or the family he claimed he wanted so much. On the fourth day she’d filed for divorce, wanting to put it all behind her as soon as possible, and Richard had moved in with Suzie on the fifth.




  ‘Last item on the agenda,’ Suzie was saying, her firm tone dragging Charlotte back into the present. ‘The Yorkshire projects have finally been given the go-ahead from Head Office to move to stage-two funding – subject, of course, to approval.’




  There was a brief ripple of applause from the people gathered in the office.




  ‘You don’t need me to remind you how vital it is that projects get stage-two clearance,’ Suzie continued. ‘Allocation of funding enables charities to continue the good work that they’ve begun. Richard and I will be visiting the projects in person. We’ll be working hard to prepare some detailed interim reports.’




  I bet you will, thought Charlotte, jabbing her pen nib into her pad. A few days cosied up in some plush hotel would no doubt be written off to expenses somewhere along the line, too.




  Suzie shuffled her paperwork together. ‘I have every confidence they’ll both be approved for funding. The Hope Foundation and YORC appear to have done some excellent work.’




  The word ‘hope’ made Charlotte smile in spite of herself as a silly memory flitted through her mind.




  Love will come to you through hope alone.




  A few months ago her baby brother Steve (Some baby now! He was in his thirties and over six feet tall!) had been about to get married and, to her great surprise, Charlotte had been invited to his fiancée Zoe’s hen night. Although she liked Zoe, they weren’t really close, being as diverse in personality as they were in looks. Charlotte was tall and angular with red hair and a natural inclination to keep herself to herself. Zoe, on the other hand, was a small and slender blonde with the face and personality of an angel. She was also very gregarious and loved nothing more than gathering her nearest and dearest around her at every opportunity.




  I suppose I’m one of her nearest and dearest now, Charlotte had thought as she RSVP’d to her Hen Night invitation. Past experience had taught her there was little point making excuses. Much as she would rather be indoors, happy to be miserable and antisocial in front of the telly, Zoe would only find another way to include her. Maybe they needed a spectre at the feast? And if so, who better for the job than bitter and twisted old Charlotte?




  So on the evening of Zoe’s hen party she’d grabbed a couple of bottles of red and dragged herself over to Richmond. She’d been resigned to a night of giggling, L-plates and nail painting. She’d even expected a stripper or a gorilla-gram.




  What she hadn’t expected was a visit from a psychic.




  That little surprise had been the handiwork of Libby, Zoe’s scatty twenty-four-year-old sister. A ball of uncontained energy, Libby could scarcely sit still for ten seconds at a time before bombing around on her skateboard, zapping hapless aliens on her Xbox or jumping about with the Wii Fit. Just looking at her made Charlotte feel exhausted and more ancient than Methuselah. Had she ever been that young and impulsive, so confident that life was brimming with great opportunities just crying out to be grabbed with both hands? As the hens sipped their drinks and bubbles of excited conversation had risen and popped like champagne fizz, Charlotte had felt herself becoming more morose by the second. Of course she’d never been as full of beans as Libby or as open and as loving as Zoe. How could she have been? Life had kicked her in the teeth when she was only twelve and, as far as Charlotte could see, it had been downhill from then on in.




  But as the hen night progressed she’d (mostly) kept her cynicism at bay, watching as Zoe opened her presents and chatted excitedly about the big day. She’d felt almost maternal listening to the younger girls’ conversation. They were all so hopeful that they’d find love and happiness, their lives stretching before them like fields of untrodden snow. Hers was all slushy and ruined, she’d thought bleakly, as would theirs be one day. But she had held her tongue, knowing that there was time enough for dizzy Fern, serious Priya and lively Libby to discover for themselves that Prince Charming invariably turned back into a toad once you’d kissed him. Her cynicism didn’t quite extend to Zoe and Steve, though, because she knew that her brother loved his fiancée with all his heart. Steve was one of the good guys but, and here was the rub, he was still a man and therefore programmed to be a complete disappointment to womankind.




  That came with having a willy, in her experience.




  When Libby announced that she’d booked a tarot reader for a bit of a laugh (no strippers for Zoe which was clearly a big let down as far as Fern and Priya were concerned), Charlotte was more than ready to scoff at the clichéd predictions of love, marriage and children that she knew would be trotted out more times than the donkeys on Blackpool Beach.




  She’d show that phoney psychic a thing or two.




  Thinking back to the darkness of Zoe’s conservatory on that warm June night Charlotte shivered in spite of herself. Although she’d been rather disappointed with how ordinary Angela, the psychic, had appeared – a curly grey perm and Marks and Spencer’s slacks weren’t quite in keeping with the hooped earrings and jewel-hued skirts she’d been expecting – the reading itself had been spookily accurate and many things had resonated rather too much for Charlotte’s liking. Get a grip, she’d told herself firmly, they’re all lucky guesses. The comments about being hard to get had been made because she was in her thirties and not wearing a wedding ring, and the bags under her eyes were a huge give away that she was tired and working far too hard. It was all standard stuff.




  Or at least it was until the reading drew to a close.




  ‘You doubt me,’ the tarot reader had said with a sigh. ‘I can see it in your face. But you doubt yourself even more, don’t you, lovie? Underneath the control and the sharp tongue there’s a lonely and very scared woman, a woman who thinks she’s not good enough to love and to be loved in return.’




  Charlotte had feigned a yawn. ‘Right.’




  Angela shook her head. ‘It’s a lonely path you’ve chosen to tread. Keeping yourself safe isn’t the road to the happy family life that you long for.’




  ‘It sounds great to me, nice and peaceful. I see enough of my family at Christmas,’ she shot back. But the psychic just sighed, which really wound Charlotte up. How dare a total stranger feel sorry for her? Nobody was allowed to feel sorry for Charlotte Sinclair!




  ‘Thanks for the reading.’ She stood up, smoothing the creases out of her black wrap dress. ‘I’ll send in the next sucker – I mean hen – shall I?’




  The psychic shrugged. ‘You’re not a believer but my guides don’t care about that. Besides, they are never wrong. They have a message for you now and even if you choose to discard everything else I’ve told you, please listen to what they say.’




  Derek Acorah had nothing on this!




  ‘Go on, then. What is this vital message? Saturday’s lottery numbers? Brad Pitt’s email address? Please don’t tell me George Clooney’s proposing marriage. I hear he has a thing about Japanese pot bellies and I’ve already lived with one pig in my life.’




  But Angela wasn’t listening. Her eyes had gone all weird, kind of turning inwards on themselves, and when she started to speak her voice sounded completely different, all gravelly and low, with not a trace of her previous West Country burr. In spite of herself Charlotte’s skin prickled.




  ‘Love will be yours and love is waiting for you,’ Angela rasped. Her eyes locked on to Charlotte’s with burning intensity. ‘Heed this, Charlotte Sinclair, and heed it well. Love will come to you through hope alone.’




  Charlotte stared back at her. ‘What’s that supposed to mean? Love will come to me through hope alone? What the hell is that all about?’




  The psychic didn’t answer, or, more accurately, couldn’t answer because suddenly she was slumped over the table, her curly grey head narrowly missing her crystal ball. Moments later, when she did raise her head, Charlotte was alarmed to see that she was a horrible shade of grey.




  Oh Lord, please don’t let the old dear be about to pop her clogs! That really will put a dampener on the hen night!




  She stepped forward. ‘Angela? Are you OK?’




  ‘I think so,’ Angela answered, her voice now weak and trembling. ‘Would you be so kind as to fetch me a glass of water?’




  ‘Of course!’ Still slightly panic stricken Charlotte filled a champagne flute with iced water and moments later Angela was sipping it gratefully, colour slowly returning to her waxy skin.




  Was all this part of her act? Charlotte wondered, crossing her arms and regarding the older woman through narrowed eyes. If so, it was bloody good. She’d really had her going there for a moment.




  ‘I’m so sorry if I frightened you, love,’ Angela said eventually, fanning her face with a pudgy hand. ‘Sometimes my guides have messages that are so important they simply have to pass it on, regardless of how draining it is for me.’




  That shattered the illusion right away. What a load of old cobblers! If these spirit guides of hers were so genuine, then why did they insist in speaking in riddles, rather than saying something specific like: ‘Your perfect man will be in the fish finger aisle of your local Waitrose at one-thirty next Tuesday and his name is Adam’? These cryptic messages allowed for a wealth of interpretation, which was obviously the whole point.




  Charlotte didn’t believe it for one second.




  But now in the office with the September sunshine streaming in slices through the blind, Charlotte recalled the prophecy and shivered in spite of the warmth.




  Love will come to you through hope alone. As if! Charlotte scooped up her things and trailed back to her desk. She wasn’t even sure whether she believed in love, anyway. The evidence so far was rather shaky to say the least.




  ‘It’s good news about the projects going to second stage, isn’t it?’ Richard paused by her desk and gave Charlotte a smile of genuine delight. ‘After all the hard work you put in at the early stages you must be over the moon.’




  ‘Yeah, that’s right. I’m overjoyed that yet again Suzie’s taken something from me that I spent ages working on.’




  ‘You put in the ground work for both projects, though,’ Richard was keen to keep the conversation on a safer footing. ‘Suzie would be the first to say that the credit goes to you.’




  Charlotte pulled a face. The trouble was that Suzie probably would give her all the credit. The woman was never anything but fair and polite to her, in fact, she often seemed to go out of her way to be super nice. That was what a guilty conscience did to you, Charlotte supposed.




  ‘I’m glad I put in all the grunt work so that my ex-husband and his girlfriend can slack off in a country hotel,’ she said icily. ‘I must remember to put that particular achievement on my CV when I update it.’




  ‘I can’t win with you, can I?’ said Richard. ‘Day in, day out I put up with your sarky comments and being made to feel like a leper in my own work place. Every attempt to be civil is thrown back in my face. And as for poor Suzie—’




  ‘Oh yes, please let’s hear about poor old Suzie!’ countered Charlotte. ‘My heart bleeds for her. Sleeping with another woman’s husband is an act that really requires my sympathy. I tell you what, Richard, why don’t I just go into her office right now and apologise for being so bloody unreasonable!’




  ‘For God’s sake, we’d split up!’




  Charlotte was considering splitting his lip when a vibrating sensation in her jacket pocket announced a call. Saved by the buzz, Richard. Pulling her BlackBerry out she saw the word Dad flashing on the screen and her heart went into freefall. She loved her father, but their relationship was rather topsy-turvey: ever since her mother had walked out Charlotte had taken on the role of parent. While Geoff Kent found solace in the bottom of a bottle it had been left to his twelve-year-old daughter to worry about paying the bills, buying groceries and getting Steve and herself to school. Consequently she’d had to grow up pretty fast. There’d been no time for a teenage social life, so Steve and her father had become her whole world. Even now she felt a nagging sense of guilt for having moved out and for leaving Geoff to fend for himself.




  ‘Dad! How are you?’ she asked brightly, perching on the edge of her desk and pointedly ignoring her ex-husband.




  ‘I’m very worried,’ Geoff was saying. ‘I’ve had terrible indigestion lately. What if I’ve got cancer, Charlie, like Mrs Cook from next door?’




  ‘Dad, you’ve had indigestion for years. You practically mainline Gaviscon,’ Charlotte pointed out.




  ‘That’s true,’ Geoff agreed, perking up and going on to recount the entire week’s plot of EastEnders in minute detail. He didn’t get out much so Dot, Phil and Ian Beale were like personal friends to him. Twenty long minutes later they felt like personal friends to Charlotte too, and her ear was throbbing from being pressed to the phone.




  ‘That man,’ Geoff tutted. ‘He’s a bad lot all right, isn’t he?’




  ‘Mmm, absolutely,’ she agreed.




  ‘Not like my Steve,’ Geoff added. A pause followed and then he added petulantly, ‘I never see Steve these days. He doesn’t come and visit me any more.’




  Charlotte closed her eyes wearily. ‘Dad, Steve’s been away on his honeymoon. He got married to Zoe a few months ago, remember?’




  ‘Married?’ Geoff echoed. ‘But he’s only fifteen!’




  Here we go again, thought Charlotte. ‘Dad, Steve’s thirty. He’s married to Zoe who wrote that Jane Eyre series on the BBC that you loved so much. You went to the wedding and had to wear a posh suit, remember?’




  But she may as well have been speaking Klingon for all the meaning her words held for Geoff. Much as she tried to prompt his memory, he really couldn’t recall his own son’s wedding.




  ‘And then, Dad, you turned to the chief bridesmaid – that was Libby, Zoe’s sister – and told her she was beautiful. You said “I used to like older women, angel, but they’re all dead now”.’




  He roared with laughter. ‘I like it! Who said that again?’




  Charlotte’s throat tightened. ‘I do love you, Dad.’




  ‘I love you too, Charlie Barley,’ he said warmly, ‘but I can’t stand here chatting all day. I don’t know what you were thinking of, phoning me so early in the day. Haven’t you got work to do?’




  ‘Tonnes,’ she said. ‘Talk soon, OK?’ but Geoff had already rung off, ensconced back in his small world of Albert Square, Mrs Cook and big forgotten chunks of the last six decades.




  Charlotte hung her head and hoped that her red hair hid her tears. Dementia exacerbated by alcoholism was how the consultant had explained it, but to Charlotte it was worse than that. It was like losing him all over again only this time to something that she couldn’t help him fight. No one could because all the love and hope in the world wouldn’t be able to fill the shadowy absences in her father’s mind.




  Love will come to you through hope alone.




  Unbidden and oddly loud, the words of Angela’s prediction echoed through her mind as loudly as though the psychic was standing right behind her. Charlotte jumped and spun around. But there was nobody there.




  She laughed nervously. Love would come to her through hope alone, would it? What a load of old rubbish. Would hope alone help Geoff? Had hoping that Richard loved her enough to understand how fearful she was of having children stopped him sleeping with another woman?




  No, of course it hadn’t. If there was one thing Charlotte Sinclair didn’t have, it was hope.




  She was fresh out of that.
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  Charlotte didn’t confide in anyone about her father but as the day went on she felt more and more worried about him. He was clearly deteriorating. She needed to talk to Steve. Much as she hated to give her brother any stress when he was so newly married, Charlotte knew that any decisions that were made about their father had to involve the whole family.




  And, unfortunately, her family didn’t include a fairy godmother with a magic wand.




  As soon as it was lunchtime Charlotte tore out of the office and dashed into Starbucks. One double espresso later she was starting to feel slightly less keyed up, the drumbeat in her temples was slowing down and her stomach was untangling itself. She fished her BlackBerry out of her bag and called Steve. Maybe if he visited their dad it would jog Geoff’s memory about the wedding? Surely it had to be worth a try?




  When her brother didn’t answer, Charlotte dialled his home number instead. Sometimes Steve worked out of the office room but not today because Zoe answered, sighing with affectionate exasperation as she explained that her husband had forgotten his mobile.




  ‘I should superglue it to him! What is he like?’




  ‘Useless. Like most men,’ Charlotte said tartly. ‘Never mind, it’ll keep, I suppose.’




  ‘I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t you come over for dinner?’ Zoe suggested. ‘Steve’s normally home by half six so you can catch him then.’




  ‘You guys are just back from your honeymoon,’ Charlotte protested. ‘I’ll catch my brother another time.’




  ‘Don’t be daft! We’d love to see you. And please don’t worry about being a gooseberry. Libby’s living with us at the moment so we’re not exactly swinging naked from the chandeliers!’




  ‘How come?’ Charlotte asked, rather taken aback. She’d been worried about popping over for dinner but moving in with newlyweds was something else. What a nerve!




  But Zoe was laughing. ‘It’s typical Libby, really. She never got around to renewing the lease on her flat and was then totally amazed not to be able to find another one instantly. My little sister never thinks things through, I’m afraid. But maybe that’s part of being twenty-four?’




  ‘Mmm,’ said Charlotte. Actually, she couldn’t ever recall being as carefree and impulsive as Libby. Probably the most spontaneous thing she’d done when she was the same age was to change from Tesco to Asda. Libby’s world of extreme sports, foreign travel and wildly unsuitable men was another planet compared to her own experience.




  ‘Please come,’ Zoe pressed. ‘We haven’t seen you since we got back from Italy. Besides, I really need to go through the wedding pictures and it would be great to have your help. You know what Steve’s like; he’ll just pick the first twenty he sees so that he can get back on the Xbox as quickly as possible. Honestly, I could throttle Libby for introducing him to that.’




  ‘He was just as bad when he had the Sega,’ Charlotte recalled. Goodness, it had been hell trying to prise him away from Sonic and Tails to do his homework while she tried to master the mysteries of cooking. Everything she made was invariably charred or raw. Steve had spat most of it out and demanded his mum back while Geoff had just stayed in the pub until time was called. Mostly they’d lived on toast.




  No wonder she hated cooking. Zoe, on the other hand, was amazing at it and spending the evening with her and Steve would make a pleasant change from a microwaved meal for one and a lame whodunnit. Agreeing to be in Richmond for seven o’clock, she flipped her phone shut and dashed back to the office. Her in-tray still induced vertigo and Richard and Suzie were still the emotional equivalent of salt in an open wound, but in spite of all this she felt much more cheerful.




  It felt good having something to look forward to.




  ‘That was delicious, but I can’t eat another mouthful!’




  Charlotte looked regretfully down at her plate, which was still loaded with lemon chicken and fragrant basmati rice. It was quite simply the nicest food she’d eaten in ages.




  Maybe toast and Marmite wasn’t all it was cracked up to be?




  ‘I’ll finish yours, then!’ Steve reached across for her plate and scraped the leftovers on to his empty one.




  ‘Oi! Share that, you greedy pig!’ Libby demanded, elbowing her brother-in-law in the stomach and spooning some rice on to her plate. ‘I’d like seconds. This food rocks!’




  ‘You’ll be the size of a house at this rate,’ he teased, but Libby just laughed and clapped a hand against her washboard stomach.




  ‘Two hours of kick boxing will soon burn it off. But what’s going to stop your gut spreading?’




  Steve waggled his sandy eyebrows suggestively. ‘I’m a newlywed, remember? Lots and lots of red-hot sex will sort my fitness out!’




  Zoe sloshed him with her napkin while Libby made puking gestures. Charlotte just rolled her eyes and took another sip of wine. The warmth and easy chatter was a million miles from the strained atmosphere at work and slowly she felt the tension start to slide away. There was something so comfortable about being with Zoe and Steve; she didn’t know whether it was the welcoming atmosphere of the dining room with its crimson walls and French windows flung open to the small courtyard garden, or whether it was the sense of love and acceptance she felt. But it was a world away from her cold, empty flat.




  ‘So Steve’s fitness plan involves lots of steamy shagging, does it, sis?’ Libby teased her sister whose cheeks were peony pink. ‘Sounds like a fab diet!’




  ‘The F-Plan?’ Charlotte refilled her glass. ‘My ex-husband tried that one. Just not with me.’




  There was a pause before everyone burst out laughing.
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