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Prologue

The threat of a housing development ruining a wildlife reserve has been resolved, but many things stay the same for the residents of Merebank Bay. Bryony is still searching for her perfect husband, Sharon is striving to hold her family together, and Stuart is still an enthusiastic birdwatcher. Marie is a friend to everyone, so the local community is shocked by the news that she has bought a one-way train ticket, and disappeared.
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Chapter 1

Marie slowly swizzled the remaining gin and tonic  in the balloon shaped glass, before picking out a piece of the delicious alcohol infused strawberry. The heat of the day still lingered, but the wind off the sea brought a chill to the air. Shivering slightly, she wrapped a cardigan around her shoulders and watched as the garden slowly began to close down for the night, and the chorus of bird song dwindled to the single, melodic call of a blackbird in the hawthorn tree. 

Gathering the crumbs from her plate, she scattered them on the lawn and entered the house just in time to watch her favourite television drama. When her phone rang, she was tempted to ignore it. She’d promised herself a leisurely week off from all her usual activities while her husband Stuart was away, and as both he and her son Damian had already phoned earlier, she wasn’t expecting any more calls tonight. But with Stuart away she couldn’t take the risk. 

Seeing her daughter’s name she hesitated, her finger hovering over the phone, but Debbie never rang her at this time. Something serious must have happened and it might mean one of the children was ill. Apprehensively she slid the accept button, pressed the loudspeaker and prepared herself for the worst. Suddenly, the room was filled with the sound of Debbie’s hysterical voice, and gripping the phone tightly, Marie struggled to make sense of what she was hearing, but it was almost impossible between the racking sobs.

‘Debbie, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?’ she asked.

‘No, well yes, in a way. Oh, I’ll tell you when you get here. You will come, won’t you?’

Marie hesitated, hardly able to believe what she was hearing.

‘Are you asking me to come to you?’ 

‘Yes, please come as soon as you can,’ she implored. ‘Oh, and mum, I nearly forgot, I’m living at a different address. I’ve sent you a text, you must check it before you set off or you’ll never get here. You will come, won’t you mum?’ Debbie begged. 

‘Of course, I will, if you need me.’ Marie replied indignantly, but before she could ask what had prompted this cry for help, the call was cut off, leaving no opportunity to discuss how or when she was going to get to this unknown destination. She sat down, and tried to compose herself while she decided what to do next in this almost unheard of, situation. Checking her messages, she found the address Debbie had sent, and to her surprise it was in a town miles away from Debbie’s previous home, where she had lived all her married life. 

She herself, was unable to drive that distance, her son Damian would be at work and her husband Stuart was in Portugal on a birdwatching holiday she’d given him for his birthday. There was no point contacting either of them tonight, it would only worry them, so she would wait until the morning to let them know what she was planning to do. 

An hour later, tired and bleary eyed from navigating many pages of online train time-tables, she’d worked out the best way to reach Debbie, but after several fruitless attempts to download the tickets, she gave up and climbed wearily into bed. Something was niggling at her, preventing her from sleeping, until it came to her in the middle of the long night. She’d sensed there was another person in the room with Debbie, someone who was interrupting when she was trying to speak to Marie. She spent a restless night trying to work out what Debbie had been trying to tell her, but it was no good, she would just have to get there as quickly as possible.

She packed enough clothes and toiletries to last a few days and dithered over what to wear for the journey. She decided navy trousers and jacket, with her pale blue blouse were practical for travelling. Now, when she was ready and waiting for the taxi to arrive, she tried to make contact with Stuart and her son Damian, but there was no reply from either of them, so she would have to try again later. She put her case in the hall and opened the cupboard under the stairs to access the safe where they kept a large amount of money, intended only to be taken out and used in an emergency. She took a wad of notes held by an elastic band, and tucked it in the bottom of her handbag, covering it with small packets of tissues and her make-up bag, and then impulsively, she removed two more twenty-pound notes, which she put in the zipped pocket of her jacket. She had no other cash in her purse and no way of knowing if Debbie would need financial help when she reached her, so she was confident Stuart would agree this was an emergency.

Expecting to be alone in the house, she’d cancelled some of the regular milk delivery, but as she returned to the kitchen, she gave a tut of annoyance at the sight of the outstanding bill lying on the worktop. When the text alert on her phone told her the taxi would arrive in five minutes, she grabbed an envelope out of a drawer and put the money and the bill inside it, which she then hurriedly pushed into the side pocket of her handbag, ready to post through Nancy’s letterbox next door. They had a standing arrangement between them, when either was away, so she would know it was for the milkman. 

Opening the front door, she was startled to find the taxi driver already standing on the doorstep. Flustered, and in her haste to go back inside to check the doors and windows were securely locked, she forgot all about the envelope, as she followed the driver down the path to the waiting car. 

It was early morning, and a flimsy veil of grey cloud still covered the sky, but as the taxi turned onto the promenade the sun was breaking through on the horizon, and silhouetted in a single ray of sunshine was a small fishing boat surrounded by seagulls jostling and harrying each other for the easy pickings being thrown overboard. A flock of oyster catchers tried vainly to join in the feast, but lack of size and ungainly flight meant they were no match for the larger gulls, and they were quickly sent on their way, with their strident calls of pic-pic-pic filling the air. Just beyond the jetty, the shrimp boats were hauled up out of the water, and some of the oyster catchers were resting there, hoping to return to the fishing boat when the gulls had had their fill. 

The roads were quiet, prior to the rush of workers and tourists who would soon be streaming into the resort, but the daily stirrings of the town were just beginning to be seen and heard, as shopkeepers swept the pavements and rolled out displays to the front of their premises. A few joggers made their way down the cobbled streets towards the sea front, and the sweeping vista of the bay with miles of open space and sky. 

The journey was short and uneventful and soon they were stopping on the forecourt outside the station. The platform was almost deserted, and although her case was small and easy to handle, the taxi driver insisted on accompanying her, to make sure she was standing in the best place to board the train when it arrived. When he discovered she didn’t have a ticket, he helped her to purchase one from the machine on the platform. Exactly, on time, the train to Preston drew into the station and she was on the second part of her journey. 

Arriving at Preston, she was surprised to find it teeming with people even at this early hour, and most of them were walking quickly with a sense of purpose which momentarily overwhelmed her, but she quickly pulled herself together and scanned the signs leading to the different platforms. The layout of the station was familiar to her, so she had no difficulty finding the way to platform four, which was reached by descending a long flight of iron steps. Fortunately, the time she’d spent mapping out her journey the previous evening, hadn’t been wasted, as it enabled her to go directly to platform four where she would be boarding her train. 

Before going down the steps, she joined the queue to purchase a ticket for the rest of her journey, and in her hurry, she bought a ticket to Manchester Airport, the train’s final destination, instead of Wilmslow, an earlier stop. With a sense of relief for successfully negotiating the journey so far, she decided to buy a cappuccino from the coffee shop on the platform, and seeing an empty bench, she sat down, clutching her bag in one hand and gripping the carton of coffee so tightly in the other it was in danger of spilling.

Further down the platform, two boys were fooling around playing a game of tag, but apart from sometimes getting in other people’s way, they didn’t give the impression they were looking for trouble. They were both wearing expensive looking trainers, and grey hoodies, which they kept pulling over their faces, but as they no doubt should be in school, they were probably hoping they wouldn’t be recognised. She guessed they were between ten or twelve years old, so hopefully there would be an adult travelling with them.

When it was almost time for her train to arrive, she drank the remaining coffee and looked around for the nearest litter bin. She left her case for the short time it took her to walk quickly to the bin situated at the entrance to the café. As she turned to make her way back, she caught sight of the eldest boy moving away from near the bench where she’d been sitting. She was surprised at how quickly he’d moved, but her case was still where she’d left it, and her attention was suddenly drawn to a group of people shaking their heads, while gathering their luggage together and moving down the platform. Curious to find out what was happening, she collected her case and went to ask a man standing nearby, if he could help her.

‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘What are they saying? I can’t quite make it out.’

‘Basically, we are on the wrong platform,’ he told her. ‘Due to an obstruction on the line, the train to Manchester Airport will now be leaving from platform five. It’s already there,’ he added, raising his eyebrows. 

Her heart sank as she thanked him, but glancing up at the departure board, the flashing number five confirmed what he’d just told her, so there was nothing to be done except follow the instructions and join everyone else hurrying towards platform five.

‘Don’t worry,’ he said, seeing her concern. ‘It’s not due to leave yet.’

Having heard disturbing stories, about pickpockets targeting women’s handbags at railway stations, she had an uneasy feeling about the large amount of money in her own bag. Deciding she couldn’t take a chance, she moved to one side to open her case and put her handbag into it. She was re-arranging the contents to squeeze it in, when one of the boys she’d seen earlier, approached her. Instinctively she put the top down and securely fastened the zip. 

‘You dropped this,’ he said, holding out an envelope. She began to explain it wasn’t hers, when she recognised something familiar about it. Cautiously, she put her hand out to take it from him and saw the note and milk money folded inside. 

‘Thank-you,’ she said. ‘It must have fallen out of my handbag. Here, let me give you something.’ Her words were cut short by the panic-stricken voice of the other boy. 

‘Adam, come on,’ he yelled, ‘we’ll miss it and he’ll kill us if we’re not there.’ 

‘Don’t panic,’ the boy replied, but nevertheless, he too raced away. The envelope dropped between them as he went, and Marie watched helplessly as it was caught in the blast of air from a train roaring through the station. Anxiously, she looked around her, but the only person left on the platform was the man she’d spoken to earlier. As he’d already helped her and was now absorbed in a telephone conversation, she was reluctant to disturb him. Twenty pounds wasn’t worth missing the train for, so she walked as fast as she could, until she reached the steps leading back up to the bridge.

It was easier to negotiate the steps, with just one piece of luggage, but when she reached the top, she struggled to catch up with the few remaining business people who were already hurrying across the bridge. When she reached the top of the steps leading down to platform five, she was reassured to see the train waiting for the last passengers to arrive.

She paused for a moment to catch her breath, and as she was about to put her foot on the first step, she glanced round to make sure no-one was waiting to pass her. Out of nowhere the boy, Adam, appeared in front of her, but close up, he appeared older, more like a young man.

‘I’ll carry your case,’ he said as he put an arm out towards her, but she gripped the handle tightly. 

‘No thank-you’ she replied firmly, ‘I can manage it myself.’ He reached out once more, determined to pull the case from her, and as she struggled to hold on to the handle, her foot slipped over the edge of the step. For a few seconds she teetered in mid-air until she lost her balance completely and with her arms flailing in a desperate attempt to catch hold of something, she felt herself falling helplessly down the steps. Every bone in her body screamed with pain, until her head hit the ground and everything went black. 


	

Chapter 2

Bryony took the tray from Sharon and carried it into Ralph’s bedroom, where she was surprised to find him sitting in his chair, already showered and clean shaven. He was recovering remarkably quickly from the heart attack which had temporarily taken away his independence, and soon he would be able to take care of himself again. As his mobility increased, the carers who’d nursed him through the worst of the attack were gradually reducing their hours, and she began once more to believe the time was approaching when she would be free to leave, and begin the exciting new life she was planning for the future. 

Just the mere thought of it, and a frisson of excitement ignited her body. She tried not to dwell on the impact it would have on Ralph’s wellbeing, but there was still quite a way to go and she was determined to stay until he was fully recovered. After quickly checking the food was prepared to her satisfaction, she placed the tray on the table and swung it over his lap. 

‘Good morning, Father-in-law,’ she said brightly, ‘porridge with blueberries, toast and coffee, just as you like them.’ 

‘Thank-you, and a very good morning to you. Hopefully, I’ll soon be back to normal and I won’t be a burden to you anymore.’

Bryony tapped his shoulder affectionally,

‘Don’t be silly, you are never a burden to me, you know that. Now, I’ll leave you to enjoy your breakfast in peace, while I go down to have a word with that son of mine. I’m expecting to be faced with another of his hair-brained schemes, which I will have to turn down, due to his fanciful ideas.’ 

Ralph was thoughtful as he took a spoonful of the porridge and gave a sigh of appreciation when he tasted it.

‘Hugh has some good ideas Bryony, don’t be too hard on him. He’s young and enthusiastic, so you must give him a chance to develop. You would be wise I think, to take into consideration that one day you’ll be glad to hand over the reins to Hugh, and he needs to be ready.’ 

‘I suppose you’re right,’ she acquiesced reluctantly ‘but you must admit he is a bit headstrong.’ 

‘I wonder who he gets that from?’ Ralph chuckled, tucking into his breakfast. ‘Could it be his mother?’

Bryony left the room with Ralph’s comments ringing in her head. He couldn’t possibly know what she was planning to do, and his allusions to her leaving the business were merely coincidental, but she was hoping to keep it that way. It was true she would be leaving her son in charge, hopefully much sooner than Ralph envisaged, and before that he needed more training, but she would prefer it if he didn’t go over her head and ask his grandfather Ralph to fund one of his schemes.

If that happened, it was possible Ralph might seek the opinions of his financial advisers on the viability of Hugh’s proposition, and at the moment, that was something she’d rather avoid. She would deal with it, if it happened, but for now, the foyer was alive with people waiting for attention. Bryony, acknowledged the greetings of familiar guests who returned year after year, while at the same time, she was careful not to miss out the newer clientele. The time spent talking and discussing the local attractions could prove to be invaluable, but sometimes it had to be carefully managed or time would be wasted, as Justin was sometimes inclined to do.

Unfortunately, this morning she found herself caught by a very regular visitor who always demanded her undivided attention, unavoidably making her several minutes late for her meeting with Hugh.

He was waiting in a small meeting room, but unusually, there were no papers with drawings or plans, on the table in front of him.

‘Hi mum,’ Hugh greeted her. How’s granddad?’

‘He’s very well, getting stronger every day. I think he’ll be able to manage without any help soon, but he’ll still want to keep the physiotherapist. Ralph has a lot of faith in him and thinks the exercises are contributing to his recovery.’ 

‘Ah, well, that’s very interesting,’ Hugh replied nervously, ‘you see it leads me into what I want us to talk about.’ 

Puzzled, she took a seat opposite him.

‘You want to talk about granddad?’ 

‘No, not exactly, but about the benefits of keeping fit. I was thinking it would be a good idea to have a gym, here in the hotel.’ 

Bryony shook her head in despair. So, this was what it was all about. She was tired of pointing out the lack of room available in the hotel for any of his ambitious plans, and she was never going to agree to using the car-park to build something ridiculous like a swimming pool.

‘Don’t worry, it doesn’t involve your precious car-park,’ he said, as if reading her mind and she listened cautiously as he told her of his plan to turn a small conference room into a gymnasium. Bryony’s thoughts were racing, as she tried to assess the size of the proposal. She needed him to see she wasn’t turning it down out of hand, so she asked exactly which of the rooms he was thinking about?’ 

‘The small conference room at the back. It isn’t very well used’ he added quickly. but it is just about big enough and is accessible from the rear entrance, which is good because it means people won’t need to go through the hotel to reach it.’ 

Providing any facilities to non-residents, went against everything she believed in regarding the hotel, but when she re-iterated what she’d said many times before, he laughed and told her she was old fashioned. 

‘I reckon we could make it residents only,’ he conceded, his shoulders sagging, ‘but…’ 

‘Go on,’ she said impatiently, ‘what were you going to say?’ 

‘You are not going to like hearing it mum, but you are a bit of a snob. Dad told me how difficult you made it for him when he wanted to invite local people to come into our bar here, but despite that he made it a real go of it. And I’ve got to say, he and Janet have made a huge success of their new venture.’ 

Bryony bristled at the effrontery. This wasn’t the first time she’d heard the hotel being compared unfavourably with the golf club, but she wasn’t prepared to hear it from her own son. 

‘Are you comparing The Portland Arms with the golf club?’ she demanded. 

Hugh was keenly aware he’d upset his mother yet again, but this time his blood was boiling. She stamped on any idea he put to her, almost before she’d heard him out, but this time he was determined to make her listen. 

‘You never give dad praise for anything, do you? But you know what? He’s doing really well, no matter what you say.’

Bryony stared at him. ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’

He was already pushing his chair back, ready to leave. ‘I’m sorry,’ he replied. ‘I was out of order, but I’m not taking it back. I still say dad is making a good fist of it. Anyway, I’m going to ask granddad what he thinks.’ 

Bryony was fuming, but she needed more time, so she told Hugh to produce a plan of what he had in mind, and that way, they could give it some serious consideration when they discussed it again. 

Hugh didn’t respond immediately. ‘Is this a delaying tactic?’ he asked dubiously. 

‘No, but I really don’t want granddad involved in the business, so let’s keep it under wraps for a while. There is no real need to involve him yet.’

‘Okay,’ Hugh replied. ‘There isn’t a problem, is there?’ 

‘Nothing that you don’t already know about. Old age, and of course he has had a heart attack. It’s hard enough convincing him to follow doctor’s orders to take things easy, and I could do without any extra pressure.’

Hugh nodded. ‘I understand. I’ll do as you ask and put it all on paper for you, before even checking granddad out.’ 

Breathing a sigh of relief, she promised to give his proposition some careful thought, and left Hugh looking far more optimistic about the future. She was confident she’d secured some valuable time to sort out her own financial plans, before Hugh became more impatient to make a start on his project. Young people were in so much hurry these days.

Mid-morning, she went into the office to collect the post which Justin, the reception manager, had already sifted through. There were several magazines and envelopes in different sizes in Ralph’s basket, which made them tricky to hold with one hand. As she raised her free hand to knock on his door, an envelope slid from the middle of the pile onto the floor. She picked it up, and looked at it with interest. It was a square envelope, and obviously contained a card of some description, but Ralph’s birthday wasn’t due and the quality of the paper, and the beautiful script, didn’t quite fit with a get-well card. 

It would be a simple act to ease the envelope open and satisfy her curiosity, but instead she resisted and placed it on top of the pile before entering. He was sitting in his favourite chair in front of the window, where he had a panoramic view across the bay. On the small table next to him, was a pile of his favourite magazines.

‘Oh, I see you’ve already been attended to, that’s good,’ she said, ‘do you want your magazines nearer to you?’ 

‘No thank-you dear, put the post on top of them if you don’t mind. I’m enjoying taking in the view for now.’ 

‘There’s a very pretty envelope here,’ she told him, holding it up and turning it around, ‘do you want to see what it is?’

‘No thank-you, I’ll open it later.’ Although he was unable to see her face, he could sense her disappointment at his unwillingness to share it with her. He wasn’t being deliberately secretive, but he had a good idea what the envelope contained and he wasn’t sure how she would react to it. He’d been hoping it would arrive on one of Bryony’s days off, when his post was brought to him by a member of staff. 

Bryony placed it with his magazines on the table.

‘I’ll see you later then.’ She turned to leave the room, but stopped when Ralph put out his hand. 

‘No, let’s do it now.’ He handed it to her and watched as she slid the silver blade under the fold of the envelope and pulled out a beautiful, embossed card. She turned pale and gasped with shock. 

‘I’m so sorry my dear,’ Ralph said as she stared at the card.

‘You knew of course,’ she replied, and he simply nodded his head.

It was an invitation to the wedding of Janet Bancroft and Colin Portland. He had never meant much to her, even when they were first married, and Janet Bancroft was welcome to him, but somehow, she’d found a kind of satisfaction in knowing Colin hadn’t married again. But now, her boring ex-husband was marrying mousy Janet Bancroft and, of course, Ralph was being invited to his son’s wedding. 

Somehow the possibility had never entered her mind, but here they were, planning their wedding, and in a move which was rubbing salt in the wound it was being held at the golf club. Someone had shown initiative in having the club registered for weddings, but it was unthinkable for the son of Ralph Portland to hold his wedding there. Even if they begged her to, she would never contemplate attending their wedding, but despite that, her feelings of rejection were real.

What really hurt, was knowing it would already be the main topic of conversation in the town and yet no-one had thought to tell her. Not even Marie, her oldest friend, who would have been one of the first to know. She picked up the phone to confront her and listened with annoyance to the characterless voice of the answer machine telling her Marie wasn’t available. The other place she was likely to be was the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, gift shop, where she worked as a volunteer several hours a week. Her patience was stretched even further when Marie’s friend Claire answered and told her Marie had arranged to have a few days off work. 

Bryony took a deep breath and, with a nonchalance she didn’t feel, asked if Marie had gone away on holiday. Claire told her she had no idea where Marie was, she hadn’t told her and Claire hadn’t asked.

‘I do know she has been feeling tired recently and she decided to have a break from her usual activities and voluntary work while Stuart was away.’

‘By break, did she mean a short holiday away from Merebank?’ she demanded, bristling with indignation, ‘because she isn’t at home. Anyway, what do you mean by saying Stuart’s away? Isn’t he with her?’ 

Claire bit her tongue and tried very hard to keep her temper in check. ‘Surely you know Stuart is in Portugal on a birdwatching holiday?’ In the ensuing silence, Claire couldn’t resist adding. ‘I presumed she’d told you that.’ 

‘Of course, she did, I’d just forgotten,’ Bryony lied. ‘I still don’t understand why she isn’t answering her phone.’

‘She did tell me she was going to have her phone switched off most of the time. So, she wouldn’t be disturbed,’ Claire added pointedly. ‘Except of course, for the pre-arranged chats with Stuart. Do you want to leave a message or not? I’ve got customers waiting to be served.’

Bryony hesitated, but she didn’t want to give Claire the satisfaction of having the upper hand, so she curtly declined.

‘No, thank-you. I’ll no doubt speak to her soon anyway.’ 

‘Please yourself,’ Claire muttered, as she replaced the phone. ‘Anyway, I wouldn’t tell you if I did know something.’ She knew she’d rattled Bryony, but she was telling the truth, she didn’t know where Marie was. For some reason, Marie had been secretive about what she was planning to do, but despite her actions being out of character, Claire had respected them. Respect was something she didn’t have for Bryony Portland, in fact she’d never had any time for her, and she was well aware the feeling was mutual. For some inexplicable reason, Bryony seemed to believe she was closer to Marie than any of her other friends. 

In her head, Bryony went over the brief conversation with Claire. It was obvious she knew more than she was admitting to, but why all the secrecy? Marie’s behaviour was so strange and secretive, it seemed to point to one thing. Was that why she’d made sure Stuart was safely out of the way in another country? It was highly unlikely, but not impossible that Marie had another man in her life.

‘Well, well,’ she said to herself, ‘Marie Fowler, what a dark horse you are.’ 


	

Chapter 3

Sharon watched her youngest child, Lily, run to join her friends in the middle of the playground, and waited in vain for her to turn and wave goodbye. It was a glorious June morning, and with time to spare before she was due to start work, she took the route leading towards the sea, with the intention of walking the final half mile along the promenade.

Checking her watch, she calculated there was sufficient time for her to take the short detour to where her friend Louisa lived. When time permitted and Sharon’s shifts coincided with Louisa’s trips to the playgroup, they took the opportunity of walking into town together and catching up on the latest family and local news. 

A few years ago, following a proposal for a housing development which threatened to encroach on a wildlife sanctuary, Sharon’s husband Tom, had been one of the builders involved. At the time, as newcomers to the area, they had been made unwelcome by some of the local residents. A solution to the problem had come from an unexpected source, when Ralph Portland decided to sell the family home, Portland House and the land it was built on, in the wake of his son Colin’s divorce.

Portland Point, officially opened by Ralph Portland, offered starter homes for Merebank’s aspiring young people, grander houses for the more prosperous of the community, and various designs in between.

Bryony Portland, who’d married into the family, was a woman people loved to hate, but in the few years Sharon had known her she’d found no reason to complain, especially as Bryony had given her a part-time job as a hotel receptionist when she first came to live in Merebank Bay with her family. 

Four years ago, when Louisa and her husband Damian, after many failed IVF treatments, had been distraught to learn that Louisa would never be able to carry a child full term, Sharon had offered to be a surrogate mother, using one of the couple’s own embryos. 

Approaching the house Sharon could hear the childish chatter of Pearl, the successful outcome of the surrogacy, and it changed to loud shouts of joy when Sharon arrived. Pearl’s face lit up and she wriggled out of her mother’s grasp to throw herself headlong into Sharon’s arms. While Louisa gathered the things she needed for the playgroup, Sharon put Pearl on the push-along child’s tricycle which Louisa used, to speed up the process of getting anywhere on time. She felt a special bond with the child she’d carried in her womb for nine months and she would never forget the joy they’d shared when Pearl was born. 

‘Come along, little beauty,’ she said to her now, ‘let’s get this show on the road, or aunty Sharon will be late for work, and we all know what that means.’ 

‘Is Bryony still a stickler for timekeeping?’ Louisa asked, as they manoeuvred the tricycle over the threshold.

‘I think so, but I make sure I’m never late, so I don’t really know.’

Builders working on the house opposite, called out greetings to them as they passed, and Louisa told Sharon how much she and Damian appreciated his parent’s generosity, which had given them the opportunity to live on this estate. 

‘We are so grateful to Marie and Stuart for helping us with the deposit, and I sincerely hope we can repay them soon,’ Louisa said with feeling. 

‘Speaking of Marie,’ Sharon said, ‘have you seen her recently? I haven’t heard from her since Stuart went away and I’ve been intending to call and check she’s alright. I don’t believe they’ve ever been apart before, and if I don’t go soon, she’ll be thinking I’ve deserted her.’ 

‘I know, I’m just the same,’ Louisa replied, ‘like you, I keep meaning to, and then something happens, and I forget. I know Damian has tried to ring his Mum, several times, but it just goes to the answer machine. I’ll remind him again this evening. By the way, how’s Tom? We used to see him around the site quite a lot, but he’s rarely here anymore.’ 

‘He’s fine,’ Sharon replied, ‘but he’s very involved in his latest project. He’s just about to sign a contract to build some exclusive, executive homes in Cheshire, somewhere near Wilmslow, I think. From what I’ve seen of the early designs, they are not just big, they are super big and out of this world. Tom told me some of the footballers from Manchester City and Manchester United have already expressed an interest.’ 

‘Wow,’ Louisa exclaimed, ‘they must be costing a fortune.’ 

‘Yes, although I’ve no idea how much they will sell for. I don’t think anyone knows yet.’ 

When they reached the town, Louisa headed for the playgroup and Sharon quickened her steps towards the hotel. She was so relieved she hadn’t been tempted to confide and tell Louisa her suspicions about Tom and his business associate Fiona Campbell. It was probably all in her imagination anyway, and Louisa would think she was being foolish. The latest plans would be a very lucrative venture, and she didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but even so, she would prefer less money and more Tom. 

But today was a special day, and despite her suspicions she was determined to enjoy it. By a sheer stroke of good luck, Tom had secured a cancellation at the best Italian restaurant in the town, enabling them to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary in style. Their son Sam and his girlfriend Jodie were home from university so they’d offered to look after Lily. Sharon had bought a new dress for the occasion and arranged to have her hair done on the way home from work, in a bid to bring back some of the romance which seemed to have gone missing from their marriage recently, and as she joined the guests going up the steps to the imposing hotel entrance leading into the foyer, she felt a familiar tingle of excitement. 

Reception was busy with guests, and after dropping her coat and bag in the office she joined Justin, who was handing out leaflets and advising some of the residents about the many local attractions and recommended eating places in the area. She had a meeting arranged with a young couple who were considering the options of holding their wedding at the hotel or the newly refurbished golf club. They were comparing the two venues one more time, before making their choice. 

Since he’d become the events manager of the exclusive golf club, Colin Portland with his new partner Janet, had transformed the club into the hub of local entertainment and a sought-after events venue. Although it would be anathema to Bryony to provide entertainment in the hotel, Sharon knew she must hate the thought of Colin’s success. 

Fortunately for Sharon, today’s meeting was a complete success. With very little effort from her, but a great deal of input from the father of the bride, who was paying for the whole thing, the deal was secured by a more than adequate deposit.

‘They are very lucky,’ she said to Justin as they watched them leaving. 

‘Well daddy is very rich apparently, but I wonder if they are getting the wedding they want, or the one he wants?’

‘Well, it’s certainly going to be wonderful,’ she replied happily. ‘You know I’m leaving early, don’t you?’ Before he had time to reply, her phone vibrated in her pocket, and after checking there was no-one around, she answered it. Justin turned and started to tidy the desk.

‘It’s Tom,’ she said, frowning slightly. ‘Hiya,’ she whispered, ‘Tom, please don’t tell me you’re running late.’ 

There was a silence during which her expression told Justin it wasn’t good news and he moved away and busied himself straightening the leaflets on the stand. 

‘I’m sorry sweetheart, but I can’t make it tonight. The bigwigs are having an impromptu meeting and they’ve asked me to join them. I promise I’ll make it up to you. Sharon, are you there?’ 

‘Yes,’ she replied, but I can’t believe what you are saying. Tom, we are so lucky to get this booking, please don’t cancel. It’s our anniversary and I’m so looking forward to it.’ 

‘I don’t think you understand,’ he replied, ‘this is very important.’ 

‘And our anniversary isn’t?’ 

‘Look, I’ve got to go, but I’ll ring you later. Don’t forget, I’ll make it up to you. I promise.’ 

She stood there deflated, all the excitement and anticipation slowly draining away. She told herself it was just one night, but it wasn’t just this once. It was happening more and more, and all in the pursuit of money. 

‘Bad news?’ Justin asked. Sharon nodded.

‘He’s cancelled tonight. I’m sorry, I’m behaving like a teenager. I really don’t know why it’s affecting me like this.’ 

He put his arm around her shoulder. 

‘You’re tired. You’ve been doing extra hours here; and Bryony takes advantage of you because you are too soft and too flexible. You’ve got a husband and children to care for and something has to give. I know because it happened to me until my wife Ellie put her foot down, but now it’s you who suffers. You’ll have to stick up for yourself,’ he said firmly. 

‘I know,’ she replied, ‘but that’s enough about me. I’ll go for my break and cancel my hair appointment. Looking on the bright side, at least I got an expensive new dress out of it. Now, I just need somewhere posh to go, so I can wear it.’ 

‘That’s my girl, always positive.’ 

Walking towards the office, she heard Bryony’s voice, and not wanting to be drawn into a discussion about work, she turned quickly and made her way to the small meeting room, which she knew had no bookings. It wasn’t until she’d made herself a coffee at the machine on the end of the bar and turned to take a seat, she became aware there was someone else in the room. It would be easy to walk away, but it still remained the quietest room in the busy hotel, so she sat down to drink her latte. 

It wasn’t just the cancellation of the restaurant which upset her, but more importantly she regretted the lost opportunity for them to spend some quality time together. She’d been looking forward to getting dressed up and having fun, something they hadn’t done for what seemed like a long time. What, or who, could be so important to him he was prepared to let her down, especially on their anniversary? She became aware that the other person in the room had stood up and was walking towards her.

‘Did I startle you?’ he asked. ‘You were very deep in thought’. 

‘Not at all,’ she replied, recognising him as one of the business men who were resident at the hotel for a few weeks. ‘I’m sorry, but I was unaware the room was booked.’ 

‘No, I’m not here in a working capacity, I had a very early morning session and now I’m finished for the day. Do you mind if I sit down?’ Sharon shook her head.

‘Not at all, Mr. Philips, but I won’t be very good company I’m afraid.’ 

‘Oliver please. As I’m going to be staying here on business for some time, I think first names would be acceptable, don’t you? Especially as I already call you Sharon. I must make a confession. I overheard a little of your conversation with Justin and I dived in here to get away and give you some privacy, I’m sorry it didn’t work out.’ 

Sharon was mortified. It was totally against the hotel’s code of conduct to air personal problems within hearing of the guests. Embarrassed, she apologised for putting him in a difficult situation, but he waved her apology away. ‘I didn’t hear anything of importance,’ he assured her, ‘unless of course, you count cancelling a hair appointment important. Which I guess you do.’ 

Beginning to relax, she smiled at the man who was sitting opposite her. There was no denying he was very good looking, and she might have commented as much to Justin, but she had never wished to be sitting chatting in a bar with him, or any other man for that matter. 

They talked about the charm of Merebank, and how long it had been her home, and she told him about the problems they’d encountered following their move here, especially Tom’s involvement in a contentious proposal for a housing development. She learned Oliver was divorced, had two grown- up sons, and was here doing some kind of research. 

He didn’t look old enough to have grown up sons, but she didn’t tell him that. He’d changed from the business suit he normally wore, and the more casual clothes he was now wearing gave him a distinctly boyish look. He obviously kept himself fit as there was no evidence of middle age spread. He periodically ran his fingers through the dark blonde hair falling over his forehead and his brown eyes were alert and quizzical. Suddenly pulling herself together, Sharon looked at her watch and realised they’d been talking much longer than she’d thought. ‘I must be going,’ she exclaimed, ‘I’ve got to ring the restaurant and cancel the booking. I don’t suppose they will be very pleased with me.’ 

‘I’d already decided to eat out this evening, because although the food here is excellent, I feel like a change of scene. I know one of my colleagues is thinking of eating out tonight and he might join me, if it would help you out.’ 

Oliver took out his phone. ‘I’ll just ring Tim,’ he said, ‘to check if he’s game.’ When his friend told him he’d already made other arrangements, Sharon stood up ready to leave, and was shocked when Oliver suddenly suggested they went to the restaurant together. 

‘That would solve the problem,’ he said, but the change in her expression told him otherwise and he held his hands up, with his palms facing outwards in a gesture of surrender. 

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ he said, ‘I spoke out of turn. I just thought it would simply be two friends going for a meal, but understandably your husband wouldn’t see it like that. Apologies again.’ 

‘I don’t honestly know,’ she replied, ‘he isn’t the jealous type but,’ 

‘Look, forget I said anything, I spoke without thinking.’ 

‘No, let’s do it,’ she said impulsively, ‘I’ll tell Tom when I speak to him from home.’

‘Are you sure?’ Oliver asked. 

‘I am,’ Sharon replied, suddenly picturing the smart, intelligent, Fiona Campbell who was a constant feature in Tom’s conversations and who was going to be at the meeting tonight. 


	

Chapter 4

Marie opened her eyes, and slowly moved her head  to one side. A blind covered the window, but a pale orange glow framed the edges as light pushed its way into the room. Gently, she rotated her neck back again, and saw reflected in the mirror on the facing wall, a metal stand with a bag hanging from it. The fluid it contained, dripped methodically into a tube, and instinctively she moved her free hand across her body to try and locate where the canula was attached to her arm, but she cried out as sharp, splinters of pain pierced her shoulder. 

She was in hospital but she had no idea why she was there. Her head was throbbing, but so was the rest of her body. She tried to pull herself into a sitting position but again cried out in pain, and although the only sound she could produce was an unintelligible croak, it had the desired effect of catching someone’s attention and footsteps could be heard approaching. A few moments later, she heard the door open, and saw a nurse enter the room.
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