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  Chapter 1


  December 2012


  



  



  On Christmas Eve, Deborah greeted her son and Erica at the front door and Erica let out a gasp. Dave gripped her hand.


  ‘Excuse this old thing,’ said Deborah, ‘but what with all the preparations and everything, I’ve been feeling a bit weak. It’s just easier sometimes to use the chair.’


  ‘But I could have helped you with…’


  ‘Nonsense, Erica. No, please, it is in no way your fault, heavens no. Now, come in, come in. Phyllis has been telling me all about when she first met you. I must say, I’d have loved to have seen old Gertrude’s face.’


  In spite of herself, Erica sniggered. ‘It was quite terrifying.’


  ‘Oh, she’s nothing to worry about; all growl and no bite, that one.’ 


  



  Standing in the living room, with her back to the door, Erica admired the decorations. The tree touched the ceiling, its tip bent over; the angel with her twisted halo dangled at a precarious angle; one wing pointing up and the other down. 


  ‘It’s much too big, I know, but Dave, my husband Dave, always insists that if you’re going to have a tree you might as well have a tree.’


  From behind them came a booming, avuncular voice. ‘Ah, I thought I heard the doorbell,’ followed by an audible gasp. ‘Melissa?’


  Deborah swung her chair round. ‘Dave! This is Erica.’


  ‘Of course, of course; silly of me.’ He bounded across the room and shook Erica’s hand vigorously. ‘Lovely to meet you at last, it was just that split second when I first caught sight of your back, the hair, but now, looking at you, I see, well there you are; Erica. Welcome.’


  The moment of tension passed. Drinks were consumed, and they made their way to the dining room situated at the back of the house. It overlooked a large mature garden with a raised bank. Erica could see two ponds; the one on the top bank had a waterfall that cascaded down into the pond below. ‘You have a beautiful garden,’ she said. ‘Were those ponds already here when you moved in?’


  ‘There’s another one at the side of the property too, you know,’ said Deborah. ‘And they are all the creations of my dear and wonderfully talented husband.’


  Dave gave a theatrical bow. ‘Guilty as charged.’


  ‘You have a very good eye; they look so natural; like they’ve been there for ever.’


  ‘Well, thank you most kindly,’ said Dave as he reached across the table to place a butterfly kiss on the back of her hand. 


  ‘Will you give over, Dad,’ exclaimed Dave.


  



  The meal, when it arrived, was served by staff. Erica watched, mouth slightly open, as her soup was ladled into a bowl by a stiff-looking gentleman in a penguin outfit. Coughing and spluttering, she grabbed her pristine white linen napkin to cover her mouth. Dave gave her a warning glance. Phyllis asked if she was alright, and Dave’s father dashed over to thump her firmly on her back. With tears streaming down her face, she caught Deborah’s eye. Deborah looked away quickly and nodded towards the penguin-suited staff. ‘Thank you. I’ll ring when we’re ready for the next course.’


  As the last of the staff waddled out, Deborah snorted loudly and Erica collapsed into giggles. 


  The two men shrugged and Phyllis, with an indulgent smile, remarked, ‘Honestly, Deborah, will you never grow up?’


  Wiping her eyes, Deborah said, ‘Sorry Mum, but you have to admit it’s all a bit farcical.’ She turned to her husband. ‘Honestly, love, I know you said that you were getting help in, but I hadn’t realised quite how formal they were going to be. Poor Erica, I’m sure she must think we’re all quite mad.’


  ‘No, not at all,’ hiccupped Erica.


  Deborah cocked her head to one side.


  ‘Oh, alright,’ confessed Erica. ‘Maybe just a little mad.’


  



  The following day started well. They ate their Christmas lunch at one o’clock, and the moment they’d finished Dave’s father stood and declared, ‘Let the games commence!’


  Phyllis clapped her hands. ‘Erica, would you be a dear and bring the trolley through. It’s just outside in the hall,’ she said. ‘And no peeking!’


  Erica frowned.


  ‘It’s best just to do it,’ said Dave with a grin.


  ‘Right then,’ said Phyllis, revealing a small garden tub filled with water. ‘Who’s got the oranges?’


  ‘They’re in the kitchen, Mum.’


  Dave jumped up. ‘I’ll get them.’


  ‘The rules are very simple,’ said Phyllis. ‘Everyone will get 20 seconds and the person who grabs an orange in the fastest time is the winner.’


  ‘We are, as you surmised last night, Erica, just a little mad; I hope you don’t mind getting wet,’ said Deborah.


  Erica’s shoulders began to shake.


  ‘Are you alright, dear?’


  ‘Yes, yes, Phyllis, I’m fine,’ she spluttered. ‘I’m just imagining my mother’s reaction—she’d, she’d have a fit; I can hear her now: ‘what a ridiculous notion, orange bobbing indoors; the floor will be ruined,’ and then, and then she’d add, ‘besides, shouldn’t it be apples?’’


  Deborah went first. Lifting her head after just a few seconds and dripping water from her nose, she said, ‘It’s no good, I can’t get any purchase on the damn things. You have a go, Mum.’


  Phyllis came up spluttering and giggling. ‘I used to be so good at this; come on, Erica, your turn.’


  ‘Don’t forget; hands behind your back.’


  ‘She knows the rules, Dad; go on, Erica, you can do it.’


  Lifting her head up as time was called, she spat out a leaf. ‘It’s a lot harder than it looks.’


  ‘It’s all down to control,’ said Dave.


  ‘Oh, listen to the expert; go on then, Dad; show us how it’s done.’


  Dave knelt in front of the tub, put his hands behind his back, and dunked. After just 15 seconds he came up coughing and spluttering. Phyllis thumped him hard. ‘Swallowed a gallon of water,’ he gasped.


  ‘Come on Son, your turn, and remember, the family honour is resting on your shoulders,’ said Deborah.


  Dave stepped forward. He whipped off his glasses, handed them to Erica, and plunged his head completely into the water, coming up almost immediately, hair plastered across his face and an orange clenched between his teeth. He shook his head, soaking everyone, snatched the orange from his mouth, kissed Erica and said, ‘Easypeasy, orange squeezy.’


  Once everyone had dried off, Dave’s father announced the next game. He held up some cards. ‘Here are a few I prepared earlier,’ he said with a broad grin, handing Erica one. ‘As our guest, Erica, you go first.’


  She turned over her card. Her eyes widened as she slowly took centre stage.


  ‘I hope you haven’t made them too rude this year, darling,’ said Deborah.


  ‘Who, me?’


  Erica held up one finger and then tapped three fingers on her arm.


  ‘One word; three syllables,’ said Dave.


  Erica nodded, took a deep breath and started.


  ‘Can?’ said Phyllis.


  ‘Can-can?’ said Deborah.


  ‘Can suck?’ suggested Dave.


  Erica giggled and shook her head.


  ‘Can spaghetti?’


  She furiously tapped three fingers on her forearm again.


  Dave glanced across at his father, raised his eyebrows and declared, ‘Can noodle!’


  ‘Yes; oh, well done,’ exclaimed Erica.


  ‘Your turn,’ said Phyllis.


  Dave snatched a card from his father and turned it over. ‘Oh, for pity’s sake, Dad, really?’


  ‘Too difficult?’ 


  ‘No, Dad, just, oh, never mind.’ He marched to the front and began.


  ‘One word; three syllables; the whole thing,’ said Deborah.


  ‘Bottom?’ said Deborah.


  ‘Bottomless?’ suggested Erica.


  ‘Arsehole!’ cried Phyllis.


  ‘Mother!’ exclaimed Deborah.


  ‘It’s a word, dear.’


  ‘Well obviously it’s a word but…’


  ‘It only has two syllables though,’ said Erica.


  ‘Yes, there you are, Mother,’ said Deborah, throwing a stern look towards her husband.


  ‘Bottomlessly,’ declared Phyllis.


  Deborah snorted. ‘That’s not even a word, Mum.’


  Phyllis folded her arms across her chest. ‘That may be so, dear, but it’s got three syllables.’


  ‘Actually I think bottomlessly has four syllables,’ said Erica.


  Phyllis frowned. ‘Oh yes, so it has. Go on then, dear; you have another guess.’


  ‘Um, um, oh, what about endlessly!’ 


  Phyllis turned to Dave.


  He shook his head.


  Hysteria set in as the guessing became more and more ridiculous, until eventually Deborah wiped her eyes and said, ‘It’s no good, we give up; what is it?’


  Erica threw her hand up. ‘No, hang on, I think I’ve got it,’ she cried as she winked at Dave’s father. ‘Is it Uranus?’


  Dave chucked the card back towards his father, rushed over to Erica and planted a kiss on her lips. ‘You wonderful creature,’ he gushed. ‘You’ve saved me from further humiliation.’


  ‘Well done, dear,’ said Phyllis. ‘It’s your go again.’


  Erica glanced at her watch. ‘Actually, would it be alright if I rang my parents?’


  ‘Of course,’ said Deborah. ‘The phone’s in the hall.’


  



  Erica’s mother answered the phone. ‘Darling, is everything alright?’


  ‘Yes, of course it is; I’m just ringing to wish you a happy Christmas.’


  ‘Yes, right; fine. Happy Christmas darling,’ she said as she yelled, ‘William, William! It’s Erica, ringing to say happy Christmas.’ 


  Erica heard a chorus of happy Christmas wishes. ‘Having a party?’


  ‘No, dear; your father just invited the neighbours over, Margaret and Harold, remember them?’


  ‘Of course I remember them, Mum; I only left home a couple of years ago, for goodness sake.’


  ‘Alright dear; don’t take on. Anyway, did you like your present; it’s from both of us obviously but as usual your father left all the present shopping to me; I doubt very much if he’ll even remember what we gave you.’


  ‘We haven’t opened any presents yet.’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous; the Queen has already given her speech. Not opened them yet; I’ve never heard the like.’


  ‘So, let me guess,’ said Erica. ‘You’re all in the living room, eating turkey sandwiches and watching It’s a Wonderful Life.’


  ‘Well, oh, hold on; your father wants a word.’


  ‘Happy Christmas, sweetheart; we’re missing you and guess what we’re doing now.’


  Erica heard her mother snap. ‘We’ve already covered that and listen to this; they haven’t opened their presents yet.’


  ‘What’s wrong with that, Audrey?’ said William. ‘Lots of people don’t open their presents until after the Queen…’


  ‘Like who?’


  ‘Well, um, well…’


  ‘Erica; are you still there?’


  ‘Yes, Mother, but I’ve got to go now; we’re playing Charades.’


  ‘Charades,’ exclaimed Audrey. ‘Such a silly game; I can’t be doing with it. Anyway, it’s a children’s game.’


  ‘Not with the words we’re using.’


  ‘I see,’ said Audrey in that disapproving tone that Erica recognised from her childhood. ‘Right; well, you’d better get back; here’s your father again.’


  ‘Is everything alright, Dad?’


  ‘All perfectly fine, don’t worry sweetheart; you know your mother.’


  ‘Yes, Dad, I do, hence my question.’


  ‘Don’t rise to the bait; I never do,’ said William. Lowering his voice, he added, ‘It drives your mother insane.’


  ‘Love you, Dad.’


  ‘Love you too, sweetheart; bye.’


  



  Dave’s father finally handed out the presents at four o’clock. Erica opened her small parcel under the watchful eye of an adoring Dave and was surprised to find that it contained an innocuous looking brass key attached to a comical looking black sheep key ring. There was a small card inside embossed with the words, Black Sheep Cottage: an idyllic location; join me to welcome in the New Year.


  She held the key up and remarked, ‘It’s a key.’ 


  ‘Well spotted,’ said Dave.


  ‘But where is the cottage?’


  Before Dave could respond his father spoke. ‘Um, Dave, could I have a word?’


  Tearing his eyes away from Erica, Dave barked, ‘What?’


  ‘It’s about your grandmother’s cottage,’ he said.


  Phyllis glanced at Erica. ‘I’m very sorry about this, dear, but I fear there is no longer a cottage in Yorkshire.’


  ‘What are you talking about?’ demanded Dave.


  ‘Oh dear; this is very awkward,’ said Phyllis.


  ‘It’s getting more and more difficult for me to travel,’ explained Deborah. ‘And you hadn’t shown the slightest bit of interest in going back there ever since, well, ever since Melissa left, and so Mum felt that it would be better to sell the thing. Your father did try to dissuade her but she was adamant; she asked him to organise the sale and so, well, there we go.’


  Dave went very pale. He catapulted himself out of his chair and bore down on his father. ‘Sold it? Sold it? When did you bloody sell it? Jesus!’


  ‘It’s alright Dave,’ said Erica. ‘It was a lovely thought and…’


  ‘Shut-up!’ he screamed.


  Erica’s eyes brimmed with tears. She shut up.


  ‘I ask again,’ Dave yelled. ‘When did you sell it?’


  Deborah started to speak.


  ‘Whatever it is that you’re going to say, Mum, I’m not interested.’ He returned his attention to his father. Spitting out the words like bullets, he asked, ‘When did you sell it?’


  ‘There’s no need to…’


  ‘I ask again, when?’


  ‘Earlier this year; I think contracts were exchanged in…’ he turned to Deborah.


  ‘In February,’ Deborah said. ‘A lovely couple, Jason and Nicole Morgan bought it.’


  ‘Yes, in February that’s right,’ agreed Phyllis. ‘I appreciate that we should probably have told you, but it had become a place of such sad memories, I just thought; oh, dear.’


  Dave staggered back to his chair and slumped back down. No one spoke. His father tut-tutted loudly. Deborah closed her eyes and Phyllis twiddled with the sleeve of her cardigan. Erica quietly replaced the key into its box.


  ‘Everything’s fucked,’ snarled Dave. He snatched the box from Erica’s hand and stormed out. The sound of the front door slamming reverberated around the house.  


  



  One more conversation about the war and the plucky spirit of the Brits would, Maggie feared, send her over the edge. She wondered how Erica was getting on and decided to ring her, not with the fake emergency call that had been discussed and rejected, but simply to speak to someone her own age.


  ‘Happy Christma…’


  ‘Oh, Maggie. Thank God,’ cried Erica.


  ‘Erica? What is it; what’s the matter?’


  ‘It was all going so well, really it was, his parents are smashing and his mum, well his mum is amazing, she’s got a wicked sense of humour and even though she’s in a wheelchair, which was a bit of a shock I must confess, she can certainly get about, at some speed too. And Dave, he’s been great, well, he was being great and then, when it turned out that the key was an empty gesture, he just went ape and he’s gone.’ She began to sob quietly.


  ‘Are you still with Dave’s parents?’


  ‘Yep,’ she spluttered.


  ‘Right, no arguments, I’m coming to get you; ideal excuse to extract myself from this hell hole of geriatrics.’ She glanced at her watch. ‘It’s five o’clock now, so I’ll borrow one of Daddy’s cars, should be with you by about half six. I’ll grab some provisions, there’s enough food and drink here to feed a bloody army, and we’ll go back to the flat.’


  



  Later, Maggie settled Erica on the settee and poured two stiff brandies. ‘Here you are, get that down you, and when you’re ready you can tell me all about it; your phone explanation wasn’t very clear.’


  After her second brandy Erica told Maggie everything.


  ‘So, where is he now?’


  ‘I’ve no idea.’


  ‘How peculiar; and it all kicked off after he found out that his grandmother had sold the Yorkshire place, you say?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How peculiar,’ Maggie repeated.  


  ‘Oh, Maggie, it was awful; he behaved like a spoilt child.’


  ‘I expect he was the same when he was little, throwing a tantrum if he didn’t get his own way; you know, the type of kid that you would cheerfully trip up as they strutted about all cocky and full of themselves.’


  ‘Maggie!’ exclaimed Erica as a snigger escaped.


  ‘That’s more like it. Now come on, there’s no point dwelling on the man. He’ll doubtless turn up when he’s good and ready. Let’s see what we can rustle up from the goodies that I purloined from the parents.’


  



  



  



  



  



  



  


  Chapter 2


  Six Months Earlier


  



  



  On the bus back to her flat, Erica Woods stared through the murky windows at the streets of London, streets that had once held promise. Her fellow passengers looked miserable; beaten down and weary. They, like her, seemed to have accepted their lot in life and just given up. The heavy dark boulder in the pit of her stomach was becoming unbearable. Her bones hurt; her head hurt, even her teeth hurt. As the bus approached her stop she rang the bell and descended the stairs; head down, she trudged along the brightly lit street. Past the ever open shops, cafes and bars, she turned down the side alley where the market stalls stood empty, bleak without their bright awnings, eerily silent in the shadows. Entering her flat, she leant heavily on the door, closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She must not cry because once started she would never be able to stop. The phone rang.


  ‘Hello darling,’ said her mother brightly.


  With false bravado, Erica replied, ‘Hi there.’


  ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘What do you mean, what’s the matter? Nothing’s the matter.’


  ‘Erica, this is your mother and don’t you be telling me that nothing’s the matter when patently something is the matter.’


  ‘It’s been a hard day, Mum, that’s all. I’m fine.’


  Her mother’s sigh must surely have been audible to the entirety of Bolton-on-Swale. ‘I don’t know why you insist on staying in that desolate flat, in a dead-end job. Your father and I have always said that you can come home. There’s no shame in it. At least you’d be safe and secure.’


  ‘I’m safe and secure here, Mum.’


  ‘Well, that’s a moot point dear. I have seen where you live and work and as far as I’m concerned they are neither.’


  ‘Mum, we’ve been over this. Granted I’m not exactly in my dream job…’


  ‘Hah!’


  ‘But I’m not giving up. I’ve worked bloody…’


  ‘Don’t swear, dear.’


  Erica gritted her teeth. ‘I’ve worked very hard over the years and I’m not about to give up at the first hurdle, surely you can understand that; you and Dad were the ones who told me that failure was not an option.’


  ‘That’s your father’s opinion, Erica. I, on the other hand, do not believe in beating a dead donkey.’


  ‘Well, thanks for that Mum, I’m many things but a donkey, dead or otherwise, I am not.’


  ‘You know what I mean. Please don’t deliberately misconstrue what I say simply to make a point.’


  ‘Anyway, Mum, you rang. Was there a particular reason or…’


  ‘Oh, yes. That friend of yours, Marge, Matty…’


  ‘Maggie?’


  ‘That’s it. She rang the other day to speak to you. She’s back from, from, wherever it was that she went to, and wondered if you wanted to meet up.’


  Erica, cheered. ‘Brilliant; did you give her my number?’


  ‘No dear.’


  ‘Why ever not?’


  ‘Well, I wasn’t sure if you wanted to see her again, you know, considering what happened.’


  ‘Oh, for goodness sake, Mum,’ exclaimed Erica. ‘That was years ago.’


  ‘Yes, well. Anyway, she gave me her mobile number. Just a minute, I jotted it down somewhere. Ah; here it is; 0775432901.’


  ‘Hang on, Mum. I need a pencil or something.’ Erica scrabbled around in her copious handbag and located a pen. ‘Shit,’ she exclaimed.


  ‘Erica, I do wish you wouldn’t…’


  ‘The blood-stupid pen has leaked. Everything’s covered in ink, as are my fingers now. Right, so, what was that number again?’


  Her mother repeated it. ‘So, I take it that you will be ringing her.’


  ‘Too right I will. I need cheering up,’ Erica replied, immediately regretting her slip.


  ‘So there is something the matter. I knew it.’


  ‘Alright, alright, I give up. I’m a bit down at the moment, nothing to worry about really. As I said earlier, I’ve just had one of those days. Anyway, I know one thing for sure; Maggie will snap me out of it.’


  ‘I’m sure you know best,’ said her mother without conviction.


  ‘Thanks for ringing, Mum, but I need to get on. I’ll ring you soon.’


  ‘Make sure that you do, dear. Otherwise I worry.’


  ‘Bye, Mum.’


  ‘Bye, dear.’


  



  Erica put the phone down slowly. She hadn’t been entirely honest with her mother. She and Maggie still had issues to resolve. They hadn’t spoken since completing their finals when Maggie had swanned off with Jared and Erica had returned to her parents in North Yorkshire to contemplate her options. Her father had attempted to encourage her by leaving the morning paper outside her bedroom door with various ‘situations vacant’ circled. He colour-coded his circles. Green, in his opinion, was an excellent opportunity; blue, a reasonable opportunity, and red, well, red was if you must. Her enthusiasm dwindled day by day as rejections came from all the green and blue circled adverts until, eventually, she was reduced to the if you must list. 


  Without her grandmother’s financial help Erica would have been trapped. With it she was able to rent a flat in London. It wasn’t exactly a penthouse, but it was hers, all three rooms of it, including a small backyard that could be approached via the fire escape. The bathroom, such as it was, contained an unenthusiastic shower that sprinkled water slowly at a temperature that was dependent on other usage in the block. It ranged from lukewarm to icy cold. The property had been described in the estate agent’s window as a self contained flat situated within an imposing and grand building, a statement designed to distract from the fact that the flat itself was not large at all. The estate agent’s description had also mentioned original features, presumably referring to the bathroom’s avocado coloured sink and toilet. The statement that the flat was in a thriving part of town and close to all amenities certainly covered its proximity to the market, shops, cafes and restaurants, sandwiched as it was between two alleys—Market Way at the front, and at the back an alley with no name. No name alley backed onto all the aforementioned shops, cafes and restaurants, and was therefore populated with bins as well as workers sheltering under the eaves, grabbing a smoke whenever they could. Erica looked round at her living room with its mismatched furniture covered in multicoloured throws, her Gustav Klimt prints covering the drab paintwork, and her cheese plant, which she had nurtured from a sorry-looking, three-leaved specimen bought from the market stall when she’d first moved in, two and a half years ago. She felt better; this place, for all its faults, was at least her own.


  After a surprisingly warm shower and an uninspiring microwave meal, Erica poured herself a generous glass of white wine and rang the number that her mother had supplied earlier.


  ‘Maggie Hunter-Lopez; to whom am I speaking?’


  ‘Oo, get you. Hi, Maggie, it’s me, Erica.’


  The squeal emitted was such that Erica was forced to hold the phone at some distance from her ear.


  ‘Erica! Hi there yourself. How the devil are you? Your mum says that you’re living and working in London now. Well done you. So, tell me all; is it your dream job? I bet the flat is spectacular; where is it? Is it in Kensington, Knightsbridge, Notting Hill, or Hampstead? Tell me it’s in Notting Hill, I love that place.’


  ‘Peckham.’


  ‘Peckham? Bloody hell Erica, Peckham?’


  ‘It’s not that bad.’


  ‘Sorry, I’m sure you’re right; but, Peckham, I mean, well it hasn’t exactly got a good reputation has it?’


  ‘It’s not that bad,’ Erica repeated. And before she had a chance to think she heard herself say, ‘You must come and visit; whereabouts are you these days?’


  ‘Back with the folks at the moment; very dreary.  Anyway, I’d love to visit; when?’


  With no way out, Erica suggested the weekend, adding quickly, in the hope that it might act as a deterrent, ‘You’d have to sleep on the sofa bed though; I’ve only got one bedroom.’ 


  ‘No problem; it’ll be like the old days.’


  An awkward silence fell.


  ‘Yes,’ said Erica brightly, ‘just like the old days.’


  ‘You are alright about me coming, aren’t you? Because, you know, well…’


  Erica took a deep breath. ‘Of course I’m alright about it. I wouldn’t have invited you otherwise,’ she said with her fingers crossed. ‘It was all a long time ago.’


  There was a slight pause. ‘We had such fun didn’t we, before all the; well anyway, I’m looking forward to seeing you.’


  ‘Me too,’ said Erica. And as the words came out of her mouth she realised that it was true; she was looking forward to seeing Maggie again.


  Leaning back, Erica wondered what had become of Jared. It seemed likely that he and Maggie were no longer together, otherwise why would Maggie be living with her parents? He was, of course, the cause of their fallout. The usual story; girl meets boy, they fall in love; boy meets best friend of girl, he falls in love with her; boy leaves girl and goes off with best friend. Girl and best friend fall out. Summarising it like that made Erica see how pathetic it all was, how predictable and banal, and she was ashamed to recall her rather pitiable attempt at suicide.


  



  Having been dressed and ready for an hour, Erica was putting the finishing touches to the salad when the buzzer went. Maggie had arrived. 


  ‘I’m on the top, number seven. See you in a tick.’


  At first the two women said nothing. They eyed each other up. Erica noted that Maggie, stunning, tall, and blonde, with blazing blue eyes, hadn’t changed a bit. Erica, small, with mousey brown hair and dull blue eyes, felt that familiar pang of jealousy twist in her gut. 


  ‘You haven’t changed a bit,’ said Maggie.


  ‘I was just thinking the same of you,’ remarked Erica.


  They exchanged an awkward hug. ‘Come in, come in,’ said Erica brightly. ‘Drink?’


  ‘I’d love some wine. Any colour, I’m not fussed.’


  ‘So, no change there either then?’


  ‘Nope. You?’


  ‘Nope.’


  ‘And don’t tell me; is that lasagne I smell?’


  With a little giggle Erica admitted that it was indeed lasagne.


  Grinning broadly, Maggie exclaimed, ‘Bloody hell, don’t tell me that’s still the only dish you cook.’ 


  ‘It absolutely is not,’ cried Erica, as she handed Maggie her white wine. ‘I do a mean moussaka too.’


  ‘That’s the same dish, Erica; potatoes instead of pasta; oh, and a few aubergines thrown in for good measure.’


  ‘I know,’ she groaned, ‘but in my defence they are both very tasty.’ 


  Both women took a gulp of wine as the background noises from no name alley drifted into the room.


  Eventually Maggie spoke. ‘So, who’s going to mention Jared first?’


  Erica gave a wry smile. ‘It looks like you already have.’


  ‘Right; so, it will probably come as no surprise to you that Jared and I are no longer together.’


  ‘I did wonder,’ admitted Erica.


  ‘As well you might. I was a cow, I know that and, for what it’s worth, I felt awful about it, especially when I heard from Mum that you’d, you know…’


  ‘Tried to top myself?’


  ‘God, Erica, I couldn’t believe it,’ said Maggie.


  ‘It was, as all the best books say, a pathetic cry for help. Not my sort of thing at all and frankly humiliating. A trip to hospital for a stomach pump, interviews with some nut doctors and then home to Mum and Dad feeling very sorry for myself.’


  ‘I don’t know what to say.’


  ‘There is nothing you can say, not really. You certainly can’t blame yourself. Jared was the one who dumped me, and I was insanely jealous of you,’ Erica downed the last of her wine. ‘If I’m honest…’


  ‘Oh, I think that’s best.’


  ‘Well, if I’m honest, I was always a bit jealous of you.’


  Genuinely shocked, Maggie asked, ‘Why, for God’s sake?’


  ‘Look at you.’


  Maggie looked down at herself. ‘Yes; and?’


  ‘Your silk fine hair and willowy body, for a bloody start,’ exclaimed Erica.


  ‘Well, there is that, I admit,’ chuckled Maggie. ‘Mind you, you stunning little pixie face you; you still look about 12, don’t you ever age?’


  Erica lashed out playfully and the tension was broken.


  Maggie reached into her Dolce and Gabbana tote bag. ‘I note that our glasses are empty. Fear not; I came bearing booze,’ she cried, brandishing a bottle of red. ‘Where do you keep the bottle opener?’


  ‘Maggie! That looks like a vintage Burgundy.’


  Maggie gave the bottle a cursory glance. ‘I expect it is. I nicked it from Daddy’s cellar. So, bottle opener?’


  Erica jumped up. ‘I’ll get it. I need to take the lasagne out anyway.’


  



  They ate the meal Japanese style, cross-legged at the coffee table. Gesticulating wildly with her fork, Maggie related her ill-fated trip with Jared. ‘It all started so well. We trekked across Europe and made our way to Daddy’s villa in Tuscany.’


  Narrowing her eyes, Erica said, ‘Hold on a minute; you trekked?’


  ‘OK. Not exactly; we went on the Orient Express to Venice and then hired a car to drive to Tuscany.’


  ‘Hah!’


  ‘Anyway by the time we got to the villa I was beginning to seriously doubt my judgment. Jared was turning out to be a man of hidden shallows. He was all me, me, me, and I was beginning to feel like a brainless bimbo for giving up a perfectly good friendship for the pile of crap that was turning out to be Jared T.K. Cox.’


  ‘He wasn’t like that with me,’ retorted Erica.


  ‘Oh, I don’t doubt that for one second; he was considerate, loving and charming with me too, at the beginning. But put him in radar range of breasts and lo, the transformation from a perfectly pleasant human being to dickhead was complete within nanoseconds.’


  Erica’s eye’s widened. ‘You mean like when I introduced him to you?’


  ‘Oh, shit, um…’ 


  ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Don’t you dare apologise to me,’ said Maggie. ‘Anyway, we were going into Empoli every day. He swanned around and flirted with every Italian woman he saw, showing off his fluent Italian among other things. He was insufferable.’ Maggie took another mouthful of food, made satisfying murmuring sounds and then added, ‘This is really good, very authentic.’ 


  ‘Thanks. So what happened?’


  ‘We met this equally insufferable American upstart called Chase. He’d picked up an Italian waitress who looked like she was from the cast of Carmen, called Donatella; hardly spoke a word of English. Jared and Chase thought it was hysterically funny that they could make inappropriate sexual comments to her and she would just smile sweetly. My protests simply encouraged them. One drunken session resulted in Chase being knocked to the ground by some Italian bloke who did speak English. Donatella stormed off, with Jared in hot pursuit.’


  ‘What, he just abandoned you?’


  ‘Yep. He sent me a text a short while later saying that Donatella was a bit upset, can you believe it; a bit? Anyway, he said he was taking her back to the villa and could I go with Chase to pick up her things from the hotel. A hotel, I might add that was just outside Florence, some considerable distance away. I said I’d see what I could do and that I’d be back at the villa in a few hours.’


  ‘You went with Chase?’


  ‘As it happens, no, I didn’t. He gave me what I can only suppose he imagined was a winning smile, a sort of twisted smirk with spittle drooling down his chin, and said something to the effect of a fair exchange as he groped my arse.’


  ‘He sounds charming; I can’t think why you would turn him down.’


  ‘No, hard to imagine isn’t it? Anyway, the net result was that I got back to the villa much sooner than Jared expected, only to find him and Donatella mid fellatio on the villa steps.’


  Erica snorted so violently that the wine she’d gulped down exited through her mouth and nose in a splendid arc across the coffee table. With tears in her eyes, she spluttered, ‘You are joking?’


  Dabbing ineffectively at the spray of wine, Maggie announced, ‘I kid you not.’


  ‘So,’ Erica said thoughtfully, ‘it seems that you saved me from a disastrous relationship.’


  ‘Yes, I suppose I did. Obviously, it goes without saying, that wasn’t actually my prime motive for going off with your man.’


  ‘No, but still…’


  ‘The thing is, well, the thing is, I feel, um, oh, hell!’


  ‘You feel treacherous, disloyal and perfidious?’


  ‘What are you; the new compiler for the Thesaurus?’


  ‘Not exactly, no.’


  Maggie bowed her head in exaggerated shame. ‘Right; anyway, yes, I confess; I feel that I am all of the aforementioned adjectives. Sorry.’ Slowly she bought her head up and stared appealingly into Erica’s eyes. ‘Are we still friends?’


  Erica gave Maggie a playful slap. ‘Honestly. You look like some poor lovesick puppy caught chewing the carpet. And, do you know what?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Suddenly it all seems so unimportant and, from what you’ve just told me, the wonderful, suave and masterful Jared T.K Cox is simply an insignificant, self serving fool.’


  ‘More wine?’


  ‘I’d love some. I seem to have wasted the last mouthful,’ said Erica with a look of innocence. ‘Any idea what he’s doing now?’


  Pouring more wine, Maggie asked, ‘Who?’


  ‘Jared.’


  ‘Don’t know and don’t care. More to the point, Erica Frances Woods, if, as you have just pointed out, you are not working on the new Thesaurus, what job are you doing in the great metropolis?’


  ‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ Erica slurred as she pushed herself up from the settee and made her way unsteadily to the bookcase. ‘Just after I rang you I unearthed this.’ She thrust a large photo album into Maggie’s hand and collapsed back down. ‘Oops,’ she giggled.


  The rest of the evening was a blur of reminiscing and wine until eventually, at three in the morning, the two women staggered into Erica’s bedroom and passed out, fully clothed, on the bed. 


  



  They surfaced, bleary eyed and hung-over well after noon the next day. Neither of them could face breakfast, and after several strong coffees decided that some fresh July air was the answer. Arm in arm they made their way out onto Market Way to be confronted by the cacophony of noise and bustle that was the Saturday market. The stalls were brightly coloured and one, selling fruit, caught Maggie’s eye. This was fruit like she’d never seen: the sheer quantity, the variety, the colours and, above all, the aromas. There were bananas still attached to their stems as if they had just been hacked from the tree; oranges the size of melons; melons the size of footballs. Grapes glistened in the sun, calling out to be eaten. She stared open-mouthed as the huge stall holder, a Reginald D. Hunter look-alike, wielded a large knife; the thud of this knife as it sliced through the fruits filled the air. Mid-way through this process he threw her an enormous lemon and, amazingly, she caught it. Its outer surface was waxy and very rough. The stall holder said nothing. He simply nodded his head towards an ancient looking grater. She began grating the rind, the scent rising from the lemon fresh and clean.


  The stallholder shot Erica a delicious smile. ‘Heavy night, Erica?’ he asked.


  ‘You could say that, Winton. I’d like you to meet my good friend, Maggie.’


  Wiping his massive hands on a cloth attached to his belt, Winton extended his arm across his stall.


  ‘Hi there,’ Maggie managed to mumble.


  ‘Are you here for a visit or…?’


  ‘Just visiting.’ Throwing Winton one of her own smiles, she added, ‘I do hope my grating is up to standard.’


  Picking up the wooden slab, Winton examined the lemon gratings with exaggerated concern. He scooped a pile into his hands and let them fall through his fingers back onto the board. After repeating this process three times he announced, in a sing-song voice, ‘The best lemon-rind I’ve ever seen.’ 


  ‘You are a perfect idiot,’ exclaimed Erica. 


  ‘So,’ he asked, ‘where are you two beauties off to?’


  ‘Actually, Erica, seeing all this fruit has made me realise that I’m quite hungry,’ announced Maggie. 


  ‘She should take you to…’


  ‘Yes, right, thanks Winton,’ interjected Erica rapidly. ‘We must dash. You know, things to do, people to see and all that.’ She grabbed Maggie’s arm and dragged her away from Winton’s stall, saying she knew of a fantastic new café that had opened up on Blenheim Grove. Twisting her body round, Maggie gave Winton another smile and a wave just before they disappeared from sight and burst out onto Peckham High Street. ‘Bloody hell, Erica; what’s the rush?’


  ‘No rush,’ declared Erica, ‘it’s just that I agree with you; we really should eat something and I’ve heard that this new café is really swanky.’


  ‘Actually, I’ve had it up to here with swanky,’ said Maggie flinging her hand above her head. ‘No, I’ll tell you what I fancy and that’s a decent greasy spoon, and, as it happens, when I arrived yesterday I spotted a divine looking place just behind the railway station. It was called um, oh, it was a fantastic name.’ As she struggled to recall the name Maggie failed to notice her friend’s discomfiture. ‘Lord of the Fries! That was it. Isn’t it a wonderful name?’


  ‘I’m sure you’d prefer…’


  ‘Nope; come on, it’ll be fun. A decent fry-up will do us both good.’


  Erica gave up. ‘OK,’ she said reluctantly.


  Walking through the door ten minutes later they were regaled with the delicious smell of cooked bacon and hot coffee. With her head down, Erica followed Maggie to the counter where a buxom woman with a terrifying perm was serving an equally buxom man a mug of steaming tea. ‘There you go luv, get that down you and you’ll feel on top of the world in minutes.’ Turning to greet her new customers she exclaimed, ‘Erica! Can’t keep away, even on your day off; now that’s what I call loyalty. What can I get for you and…?’ she gave Maggie an enquiring stare.


  ‘Maggie,’ said Maggie giving Erica a wide eyed look. ‘My name is Maggie, I’m um, well, I’m Erica’s friend.’


  ‘Welcome to our humble abode, luv. It looks like you’ve arrived not a minute too soon. You need to get something substantial down you, girl, before you waste away completely. Now, what can I get you?’


  Turning to Erica, Maggie asked, ‘Gosh, I’m not sure. What would you recommend, Erica?’


  ‘Um, the All Day Breakfast is always good,’ replied a blushing Erica.


  ‘Right; I’ll have an All Day Breakfast and a mug of coffee please.’


  ‘I’ll have the same. Thanks, Joyce.’


  ‘Two dog’s breakfasts all day, Mac,’ she bellowed. Lowering her voice slightly she continued, ‘Table 6 is free. I’ll bring your coffees over.’


  ‘Thanks, Joyce.’


  Maggie followed Erica to table 6 and sat. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me; this is where you work?’


  ‘Yes, well, I…’ Erica was saved from having to explain further as the sound of church bells filled the air. Scrambling frantically, she located her phone, which had worked its way into the furthest reaches of her bag. ‘I don’t believe it,’ she cried.


  ‘What?’


  ‘It’s another message for Dave.’


  ‘Dave? Who’s Dave?’


  ‘You might well ask.’


  ‘I just did.’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘What do you mean, you don’t know?’


  ‘I don’t know who Dave is.’


  ‘So why are you getting messages for him?’


  Erica opened her mouth to reply.


  ‘And don’t say, ‘you might well ask’ or I will not be held responsible for my actions,’ added Maggie.


  ‘Here you are, luvs, two mugs of coffee. Food won’t be long.’


  ‘Thanks, Joyce,’ said Erica as she took a sip. ‘Perfect.’


  ‘Naturally, naturally,’ sang out Joyce as she made her way back to the counter.


  ‘So, come on, tell me all,’ said Maggie. She took a tentative sip from her mug and exclaimed, ‘Oh Erica, you’re not kidding. This really is a good coffee.’


  Elbows on the table and leaning forward, Erica began to tell Maggie about the many text messages that she’d received. ‘It’s really weird,’ she said. ‘It all started soon after I moved into the flat. So I’ve been receiving these things for over two years now.’


  ‘But haven’t you told whoever it is that you’re not this Dave person?’


  ‘Oh, it isn’t just one person. I must have received texts from dozens of different people and, to answer your question, yes, I have told them, well most of them, that I’m not Dave but, as you can see,’ she said, flashing the phone in front of Maggie’s nose, ‘I’m still getting them.’


  Grabbing the phone, Maggie said, ‘So, what does this one say?’ She quickly scanned the message. ‘Reminding him of a doctor’s appointment; intriguing. I wonder who he is.’


  ‘I get a lot of those; I hope he’s not seriously ill or anything,’ remarked Erica. ‘The thing is, given all the different messages from all these people, I actually know quite a lot about him, whoever he is.’


  Before Erica could continue, Joyce plonked their food in front of them. ‘The sauces are on the—oh, Erica knows. Enjoy.’


  ‘This looks delish,’ cried Maggie. ‘I’m ravenous.’


  



  Once they’d finished their food and ordered another coffee, Maggie extracted a notebook and pen from her handbag. ‘So, what do you know about this bloke, Dave?’ she asked, eyes glistening with anticipation.


  Erica tut-tutted; scrolled back through her messages and read them out to Maggie who made a list. ‘This is quite extensive,’ she said, handing her notebook to Erica. ‘Look.’


  Erica looked. ‘Good grief, you’re not wrong.’


  Under the heading, what we know about Dave, Maggie had listed twelve pieces of information, including that he played golf at various posh golf clubs, attended parties in the West End, and had a Paypal account. This last piece of information also revealed his surname.


  ‘I bet we could track him down, you know,’ said Maggie. ‘We even know that he most likely lives in London.’


  ‘And we know his age,’ declared Erica.


  Maggie grabbed her notebook back and scanned the list. ‘How?’


  ‘A voicemail from his grandmother last week, wishing him a happy 30th.’


  ‘Perfect; so, what do you say; shall we go on a Dave Hunt?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous!’


  ‘Why is that ridiculous? Come on. It’ll be fun,’ cajoled Maggie as she looked around, ‘And, let’s face it; if this is where you work it seems to me that you could do with a bit of fun.’


  Reluctantly, Erica was forced to agree. 


  ‘And while we’re on the subject; why are you working here? I was under the impression that your sights had been a little higher. Wasn’t it journalism or something of that ilk?’


  ‘I am still writing,’ Erica wailed, ‘but none of the papers or magazines are exactly breaking down doors to offer me a job. I’ve had a few pieces published; just not enough to keep me fed and watered; hence this job. I’m so knackered when I get back home that all I want to do is collapse into bed; I certainly don’t have the energy to be creative. Anyway, it isn’t that bad here. The staff are lovely and the customers, well, the customers are interesting.’


  ‘Such a useful word, ‘interesting;’ it covers so many sins,’ remarked Maggie with a broad grin. ‘Oh, do say we can investigate this Dave chap. I’m at an impasse with my research…’


  ‘Something to do with the rise of Mary Seacole to a heroic black role model, wasn’t that it?’


  ‘Yes, that’s exactly it. There’s been loads written comparing her nursing skills to those of Florence Nightingale; the problem is verifying it. I’m waiting on some paperwork from Jamaica but it seems to be taking forever. Your phone call came just in time; I was going insane at my parents’ place. This would be a fun interlude…’
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