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Two months earlier

The long wait in the corridor hadn't been as stressful as watching the consultant flick through the notes in the folder, eventually letting his gaze travel over them both before settling on his patient.

"There's no easy way to put this, Scott."

"Then give it to me straight."

Sara squeezed his hand and he knew if he looked at her, the thinly disguised veil of bravado would crumble. So far, all of their investigations had proved inconclusive; these new results would be the one thing that finally determined what, if anything, was wrong with him.

It had taken six long months of tests, bloodwork, and yet more tests to get to this point; finally culminating in metal resonance imaging. He could still remember the boom of the MRI scanner as it traveled the hundred and eighty degrees over his head; the uncomfortable feeling of being strapped down in a tube barely big enough to take his body.

Today, he was even more painfully aware that beyond the confines of that long, austere tunnel were people who could not only understand the image portrayed on their computer screen, but who would, by that very knowledge, eventually hold your life in their hands.

"Mr Peters?" The doctor's voice stemmed the flood of memories, snapping him back to the present and the acute awareness of his wife's hand pressed into his own. He squeezed it reassuringly.

"There are certain areas of the brain..."

The consultant's voice became almost ethereal as he reeled off his findings, which he hoped his wife was taking in, because it was all literally going over his head. There was something wrong with his brain; how could that be? A numbness descended on him, his only contact with reality being Sara’s hand clutching his, her knuckles as white as his own.

The doctor closed the folder, placing his glasses on top of it and leaned across the desk shaking his head, one phrase; seven words that were to change his life forever. His only thought, other than throwing up, was to get out of there, put some distance between him and this man who surely couldn't know what he was talking about.

Vaguely aware of his surroundings, the bleakness of the white walls hit him forcibly as he stumbled along the seemingly never-ending corridor. Disorientated and lost, the futility of it all came home to him. His life had suddenly been turned upside down, one minute a rising star in the legal world, the next a mere hospital statistic.

He stopped briefly, leaning heavily against the wall, the natural act of putting one foot in front of the other feeling like wading through mud; the terror welling up in him as he felt a hand on his arm.

Fear churned in his gut, as did the sudden need to face the awful truth and it was the last thing he wanted to do - he couldn’t face it - not yet. And if he couldn’t face it, then he couldn’t face her. She didn't press him, evidently sensing he needed space, but withdrew, merely drawing her hand lightly down his arm.

"I'm here, if you need..."

"I need some air." He cut her off, desperate to once again be alone.

He willed himself to move in an unsuccessful attempt at respite from his thoughts, the last thing he’d heard before he fled from that small room coming back to haunt him. There’s nothing we can do for you. The words echoed in his head like ricocheting gunfire. Dammit, why couldn’t they do anything? His feet slowed down almost without his brain telling them to.

Eventually he managed to stumble through the double doors, taking in huge gulps of fresh air as he scanned the grounds in search of an empty bench. The struggle for semblance was immense, his emotions see-sawing from denial to panic and back again, the panic winning out every time. He was only thirty-eight, for God's sake; there must be something they could do.

He'd get a second opinion; this guy wasn't the only neurological consultant in Vancouver. He clenched his fists, looking skyward as the anger turned to fear knowing that whatever was silently ravaging his body was too much to bear, alone.

Punching the number into his cell phone he saw her name appear on the display, the message beside it saying 'Call' or 'Clear.' He hesitated, knowing he was being selfish, that Sara was hurting too. Wouldn’t look too good would it, not being able to talk to your wife but ringing a friend at the first opportunity? Trouble was, it was what he needed, and he had to think of that. It wasn't that he didn't love Sara, far from it, she was just too close. He needed to talk to someone on the outside, someone not so wrapped up in his day-to-day life. Sara would understand, wouldn't she?

She walked toward him dropping her purse on the bench, the warmth of her body pressed against his own doing little to dispel the chill that had settled over him.

"Who were you going to call?"

"No one."

"Why's your phone out then?" Gone was the empathic, caring wife of ten minutes ago, replaced with the cutting, incisive woman he'd come head-to-head with in the courtroom. She snatched the phone out his hands and scanned the display, her face hardening.

"I might have known it was her."

He hung his head, unwilling to face her, mumbling an apology, eventually looking up to see pain, anger and betrayal in her eyes.

"Why her? Can't you talk to me?"

Trouble was, right at that moment, he couldn’t. He needed someone who would accept the situation and comfort him, not bombard him with a myriad of questions or feign concern because it seemed like the right thing to do.

"Because we're too..." he agonized over the words, eventually whispering the words he'd brought to mind moments before, "too close."

"Too close?" Her tone exuded sarcasm. "Isn't that what marriage is about, closeness? Being able to talk to each other, not confiding in another woman. How do you think that makes me feel?"

He turned on her, the anger and bitterness welling up inside along with the stark realization that she had absolutely no idea what made him tick. "And how do you think I feel? It's my body. I have to deal with this in my own way."

"And your way is running to her?"

"I'm not running to anyone. Can't I share this with a friend?"

"Yes, if you shared it with me too. Thing is, you won't."

"It doesn't sound like you want to hear," he said, bitterly.

She stood, grabbing her purse from the bench. "If you so much as breathe a word of this to her, you can kiss goodbye to your marriage and your daughter."

He sat in stunned silence for some time after she'd left pondering on their conversation wondering if he knew her as well as he thought he did. He expected her to be upset, but to threaten him with the withdrawal of not only her love, but his child as well, was too much.

The last six months had begun to show her in her true colors, and he wasn't sure he liked what he saw. If she was trying to get close to him, trying to get him to confide in her, she was sure as hell going about it the wrong way.

The irony of it was that he'd already decided not to make the call, but for a totally different reason, and if Sara was trying to push him into someone else's arms, she was going the right way about doing it.

Present Day

Bob wasn't sure what he felt as he entered the Hyatt, dread or elation; the only thing he was certain of was that he was desperate. He'd arrived in Vancouver that afternoon and tomorrow would share what he knew with someone else. Another day and the contents of the small leather case he was clutching would be known and the proverbial brown stuff would hit the fan - he hoped - that was, if the man he'd come to see would help him.

He signed the register, smiling warmly at the brightly uniformed boy waiting patiently with his case as the receptionist handed him his key.

"I hope you enjoy your stay with us, Mr Aiken."

They rode the elevator to the tenth floor and stepped out onto thick carpet. He wasn't familiar with this kind of elegance as he passed the conveniently sized alcoves - designed to house two-seater sofas - that were dotted along the corridor but realized it must be costing a fortune. Exactly how much he wasn't sure, as he wasn't paying for it.

"Will that be all, sir?" The eager bellboy asked, having dropped the bags inside the door.

"Yes. Thank you." Bob tipped him with a dollar bill.

Flopping on the bed, he lay on his back noticing that the room was almost as grand as the approach to it. Do you know how much a room there costs, his wife had gasped when his friend had confirmed the booking. Well, could he call him a friend? He hadn’t seen him in years. He let out a long, drawn-out sigh and suddenly wished he hadn’t, the pain constricting his chest.

In the bathroom he filled a tumbler with water, catching a glimpse of his reflection in the huge mirror. Tall and broad-shouldered, weather-beaten from logging, his hair brown with little sign yet of gray. Tasha told him he'd aged well; he smiled despite himself, gulping down the water. Image, that's all it was, a shell. A man dying from the inside, of a pain more acute than if it was physical.

As the tightness of the chest infection subsided, he wondered yet again what he was doing here. It was years since they'd seen each other. Then, out of the blue, he rings him and Scott says he'll take care of everything, the flight, the room, everything. Fifteen years since they'd spoken and the man's main concern was getting him on that plane. After all these years he still remembered, wanted to help. Or was it that the eminent lawyer saw an opportunity for a glory trip?

He dialed the cell phone number, heard the sound of his voice and was instantly transported back thirty years to two small boys with not a care in the world. Everything was still on for tomorrow and if there was anything he wanted in the meantime he was to call him, straight away. All he wanted was to help. Bob finished the call, tears pricking the backs of his eyes, the guilt surfacing. How could he have doubted him, doubted his friendship?

Pulling a miniature whiskey from the fridge, he poured it into the tumbler, swishing it round, before setting it down on the table. Dialing his home number, he let the phone ring out, knowing Tasha wouldn’t get across their huge house to pick it up if he didn’t hang on. When she answered, his throat tightened and something deep in his gut stirred.

"It's me," was all he could manage.

"I miss you, too. Good flight?"

He smiled, thinking back to her hand pressed reassuringly into his before he left home, knowing his dread of flying.

"No problem," he lied, "and the chest’s fine, before you ask." He heard her laugh. "Kids okay?"

"They miss you." The silence that followed spoke volumes.

"I'll be home tomorrow."

"Call me after the meeting?"

He said he would.

"Love you."

"Love you, too."

The line went dead and she was gone and he blinked back the tears, knowing he couldn't let it out, if he did, he wouldn't stop.

He rang room service and ordered a chicken salad; Tasha gently nagging him before he’d left to make sure, he ate even though his appetite was almost non-existent. This would be the first decent meal he'd eaten since he left Hope two days before.

Switching on the shower, he stripped off before stepping into the warm welcoming spray thinking back to his conversation with her, the feelings stirring in his gut again. The fun they'd had, the plans they'd made for the future. Damn it. Was it too much to ask to keep her? He pressed his forehead against the tiles.

At times over the last few months, he hadn't known how he'd managed to stop the tears, but now he was alone. There was no one to see or hear, no one to be brave for. The grief flowed unchecked, the sobs catching in his throat, the need for revenge beginning to rise along with the guilt of self-pity. The release of emotion was immense, his anger and helplessness spilling out, his tears invisible, carried away in the spray. If only the pain would wash away so easily.

––––––––
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Arching her shoulders and rolling her head back and forth did little to ease the tension in Louise’s neck, her eyes straying to the clock on the wall as the phone rang again. Four forty-five already, where the hell did the day go?

"Louise Dent," she answered, "Hi, Mandy. No, sorry. Scott's out of the office today." She laughed at her colleague’s remark of how much work she would be able to get done without the boss around. "Oh, that's why today feels like a whole week, then." She covered the mouthpiece and yawned before going on. "He does know about the case and he'll be back at five, can I get him to call Mark then?" Replacing the receiver, she scribbled a note for her boss.

She yawned again, quickly covering her mouth as one of Richmond Peters Associate's most promising junior partners popped his head round her door. Ten years her junior, his boyish looks and infectious grin drew a tired smile from her.

"Gee, let me take you away from all this, Lou."

Crossing to sit on the edge of the desk, he protectively cupped her hand in his own but she pulled away, affectionately swiping his arm.

"Was there something you wanted, Jamie?"

His sparkling blue eyes danced over her figure as he arched a seductive eyebrow at her.

"You?"

Picking up her glasses from the pile of papers stacked in one corner of her desk, she hoped he would take the hint and leave her to get on with her work.

"You know, those glasses make you look even sexier"

Usually, she could take his provocative banter, but she had a million and one things to do before Scott got back at five o’clock and decided that ignoring him was the only way to get rid of him, so she began to type. Still, he persisted until the constant clicking of her computer keys began to annoy even her and she looked up at him soberly.

"Jamie Jefferson, get out of my office, now," accenting the final word with not a trace of a smile until she saw his back disappearing out of the office door and then she broke into a grin, dropping her head back to her work.

"Oh, hi, Scott." Her head snapped up at the mention of his name, realizing Jamie had bumped into him and was now standing back to allow his boss through the door. The hand on the clock flicked to the top of the hour, he was, as ever, punctual.

Rushing through her office, his topcoat flapping behind him, his briefcase full to overflowing with papers and yet more files in his arms, he smiled at her.

"Hi, Lou. You okay? Any messages?"

"I'm fine. Only urgent one is Mark. You?"

"Fair to middling," he turned on his heel, "Jamie?"

The eagerness on his bright young face resulted in a shared smile between boss and assistant, Lou’s lasting just that little bit longer. The office was never quite the same without Scott and today she realized why; his very presence gave her a buzz.

He asked Jamie to find him as much information on every oil spillage under the jurisdiction of the Canadian Government within the last ten years. Its effects on the local population, wildlife, water and sewerage treatments and, he went on, hardly pausing for breath, any subsequent environmental and health ramifications. He then went into his office and closed the door. Jamie looked across at Louise in stunned silence.

"Go on," she said waving him away with the back of her hand. "You heard him."

His shoulders dropped, "I was going out tonight," he blew out a sigh, "New girlfriend as well."

"She’ll keep," she smiled tenderly, "but he won’t," indicating Scott’s door with her eyes.

"Guess he pays the rent. See ya."

Louise wondered yet again whether she would need to work over tonight. She didn’t mind; at thirty-five she’d already gone through one failed marriage and had nothing and no one to go home to anyway. There had been a few, carefully chosen boyfriends but she had yet to find someone who could match her intellectually. Well, there was a particular someone.

The click of Scott’s door interrupted her daydreaming, his tall, angular frame filling the doorway. A navy jacket hung from broad shoulders, that today he had teamed with taupe pants. A navy and russet colored tie adding a pleasing contrast to the crisp white shirt. As ever, he looked impeccable, unruffled. No one else would notice that the smile was a little jaded, the deep green eyes lacking some of their sparkle.

"You look like you could do with a stiff drink." She smiled as he visibly relaxed against the door jamb.

"Sounds great but I’ll give it a miss, coffee’s fine." She crossed to the pot pouring his straight into a mug.

"Hot and strong?" she shouted through the connecting door.

"Like my women."

Carrying the mugs through, she put his down on the blotter, both eyebrows arched as she laughingly retorted, "Does Sara know about these secret cravings of yours?" A shadow of pain flitted across his eyes.

"If she does, she never says." He took a couple of sips of coffee and sitting down in the large leather chair he stretched out rubbing a hand across his eyes.

"Bad meeting?"

"No." His tired eyes betrayed him yet again. "Bad journey, the traffic’s godawful. Loads of research to do and, as ever, no time to do it. That's why Jamie caught the flack."

"He had a hot date tonight."

"Lucky him."

She laughed at the hint of sarcasm in his voice.

"Do you want me to work over?"

"Honestly? No. Practically? Yes. How much is there?"

"Quite a bit. Can you bring the files in for me?"

"You mean the three-foot stack by your desk?" He said somewhat sarcastically. She nodded and he jumped up as if it was still nine o’clock in the morning, his energy levels seemingly replenished with a few sips of coffee. "Christ, Lou, these things get heavier," he called from the outer office.

"Hang on, I’ll give you a hand," but before she had chance to leave the chair he was back through the door.

"Scott." As his wife’s sharp tone rang out behind her husband, Louise watched as twenty-odd folders went crashing to the floor at her feet, their contents scattering and fanning out across the plush carpet.

"Shit," he mumbled, looking apologetically at Louise.

"Were you intending working late, darling? Or did you just drop them for effect?" The words oozed out of her mouth like poison from a viper. "You know, I’d swear you did that just to spend more time with Louise."

Louise watched the flare of his nostrils and the almost imperceptible tightening of his jaw, a sure sign of his tension and anger. He took a deep, cleansing breath, closing his eyes momentarily.

"Was there something you wanted, Sara?"

"Oh, silly me. I just came to tell you that I won’t be home tonight. Andrew Morgan’s taking me out for a business dinner."

"Nice. Where?"

The Hyatt, I think. See you later." She blew him a kiss, turning on her heel without speaking to Louise.

"You okay?" She saw his jaw clench again and decided to leave it as he stooped down and began picking up the scattered files.

"Sorry about that. They slipped out of my hands."

"It doesn’t matter."

"It does," he turned and fixed her with a stare. "It matters more than you think."

––––––––
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Sara left the car in her usual parking spot, preferring to walk the short distance to the spaghetti house in Gastown. She heard the quarter-hour chimes of the Steam Clock and checking her watch, realized that she would be a few minutes early for her six o’clock meeting with Andrew.

Even at night, the ambience of Gastown is unmistakable. The Victorian streetlamps with their pendulous white globes throw a cosy glow across the paved streets, bright awnings announcing the cornucopia of culinary delights to be sampled in this flourishing area of the city.

The Sears building with its revolving restaurant towered behind her as she made her way towards ‘Spaghetti Junction’ just across the way from the statue of 'Gassy' Jack in Maple Tree Square. She liked this area; it had a nice mixture of old and new.

The warmth of the restaurant hit her forcibly, being small and already crowded with couples and groups of office workers eating before they went to the theatre, or instead of cooking when they got home. The scrubbed pine furniture and quarry floor gave it a rustic atmosphere, but the food was delicious.

After leaving Scott’s office she had gone back to her own to change into something more in keeping, thinking the dusky pink suit, with its long-line jacket, deep scoop neckline and large pearls earrings would be out of place here.

Catching a glimpse of her reflection in the window before coming in had confirmed that the tailored pants, over-blouse and jacket still smacked of elegance but looked more casual. Noticing Andrew sitting in a window seat she edged her way towards him.

"Sara. You look wonderful, as ever."

Andrew Morgan rose from his seat, taking her hand and kissing it as she sat opposite him realizing, not for the first time, how different he was to Scott. Tall and lean with piercing blue eyes that fixed you from under horn-rimmed spectacles, his immaculate crop of thick blond hair cut short. Removing his glasses he pinched the bridge of his nose.

"Bad day?" she asked.

"Not the best. Let’s order," he replaced his glasses, picking up the menu, "what do you fancy?"

"Lasagne," she replied without hesitation.

A young man stood by the table patiently waiting for their order.

"Two lasagnes please, Mark." He folded the menu, handing it to the waiter and then turned to Sara. "Wine?"

"A glass of red, please."

"Can I you get anything in the meantime?"

They both shook their heads.

Andrew glanced across at his dinner companion with a quizzical look. "What’s so funny?"

"Oh, nothing really. I just told Scott you were taking me to the Hyatt."

His expression held disbelief, "Why?" He began to laugh himself.

"Because it makes you seem more important, somehow." She saw the smile fade from his face.

"Is that how you see me?" he hesitated, looking unsure, "As important?"

"It’s how I like Scott to see you."

He didn’t reply as Mark returned, opened the wine and poured some for each of them.

"Cheers," Sara held her glass aloft, her eyes sparkling.

"Cheers," Andrew replied, much of his previous exuberance gone.

When the two Lasagne Verdi’s were set in front of them, they had only exchanged pleasantries regarding their respective days.

"Thanks," they said in unison.

Sara knew he was sulking and it was best to leave him be, he would get over it quicker and hopefully it wouldn't spoil the rest of the evening; except somehow tonight seemed wrong.

She hadn't meant to be quite so viscous with Scott, it was jealousy, she realized that. She knew how Louise felt about him, it was fairly obvious, but her husband still had the power to turn her on, which was more than could be said for her dinner companion.

Andrew was useful to her business and ultimately to the second agenda she had regarding the firm, but the physical side of their relationship was merely a sweetener and he knew it. They used each other; it was a good arrangement. To be honest, it seemed strange he was taking it this way.

When it came to sex there was only one man she truly craved for. Granted, there wasn't much more to her marriage than that but she sure as hell wasn't about to give it up to his pretty little legal assistant.

Concentrating on the layers of pasta and meat evidently gave Andrew the distraction he needed, and she didn't make conversation until her plate was almost empty. Scooping up the last few morsels of food onto her fork, she left it while she picked up her wine, "I've upset you, haven't I?" She drained her glass and set it down.

"What makes you think that?" His voice was cold and hard.

"What I said about Scott before." He remained silent, non-committal. "What I meant was, Scott thinks nothing of me going off for dinner with important clients."

He nodded, continuing to eat, not looking at her. Pasting on her sweetest smile she pouted, gently touching his hand to still it. "You do believe me, don’t you?" He still wouldn’t meet her gaze. "How can I make it up to you?" she drawled. She had to pull this round; she couldn't afford for him to be angry with her. He had too many important contacts that she needed if she was to succeed.

Suddenly he looked up, his voice animated. "Do you know a guy called Jim North?"

"No. Why? Should I?"

He smiled reassuringly. "No reason." He took hold of her hand, a hint of lust in his eyes. "Anyway, I know the perfect way for you to make it up to me."

"You do?"

––––––––
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Sorting out the files that had fallen on the floor wasn’t quite as big a job as it first seemed, the majority of papers being hole-punched in the top left-hand corner and connected with a treasury tag. The only loose paperwork was the day’s post and any pertinent information that Louise had been able to gain from either their own sources or from newspaper articles.

The necessary books that he would need to consult had already been retrieved from the shelves and marked at the appropriate page with Post-it notes, a further note being added to the file for his reference. Over and above that was the general administrative paperwork necessary in any large office, together with requests from clients and the general public for assistance with lawsuits and similar matters.

When all the files had been retrieved, Louise set about re-organizing them into top priority, urgent, pending, answered and needing query. They both liked order, Scott telling her how good she was at her job and how the office wouldn’t function without her.

They worked on steadily, going through each client's notes systematically, Scott looking up every so often to check that she was coping with the dictation he was rattling off. The stack of folders began to diminish and with it the pile of books that were set on one side.

Even though the day had seemed interminably long, his return to the office had revitalized her to such an extent that she hadn’t realized how quickly the time had flown. She hadn't eaten since twelve thirty and at an appropriate moment she motioned to his empty mug.

"Refill?"

He nodded and she went to fill the mugs and look for the tin of cookies she had stowed away somewhere. Balancing the mugs on top of the round tin, she walked steadily back into his office.

"Here, let me take those. We don’t want any more accidents."

"Could have happened to anyone, Scott, forget it."

"Whatever." He leaned back in the chair and closed his eyes.

"Let’s call it a day. I’m tired and so are you."

His shoulders sagged at her words, and she knew he had been pushing himself.

"Do you mind? Only it’s more work tomorrow."

"Tomorrow’s another d..."

He sat bolt upright cutting her off mid-sentence, the color draining from his face.

"Jesus..."

"It’s okay. I called Di, she was happy to baby-sit Lauren." He slumped down in the chair, suddenly looking very old, a flat palm splayed out on his chest. Her heart flipped at his distress, her guilt surfacing. "Sorry, I should have said."

"You’ve nothing to apologize for." His warm smile conveyed his gratefulness. "What would I do without you?"

"You’d survive."

He took another sip of coffee, curling his fingers around the still warm mug.

"What did Di say?"

Louise looked down at her notepad, using it as an excuse to avoid eye contact.

"She thanked me for letting her know." She looked up warily on the last word to judge his reaction.

The tension in his jaw had returned, equal amounts of anger and guilt vying for supremacy in his eyes. The anger won.

"Surprise, surprise."

The words were barely audible.

––––––––
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Scott eased the car into drive and pulled out of the city streets heading for the large house he and Sara owned on British Properties. It was one of Vancouver’s more up-market areas and had a distinct European flavor, inspired, he expected, by the empirical ties between England and Canada. It would take him roughly half an hour to make the journey and relieve Diane Westoby, their nanny.

She wasn’t a live-in nanny; that had been agreed at the outset. He and Sara were Lauren’s parents and should spend as much time with their daughter as possible. Thinking back to his conversation in the office with Lou he banged the steering wheel in frustration. His fear was that Lauren would be neglected if Di lived in, that it would be so easy to constantly take nights off, shirking, what he considered to be his very important parental duty.

Despite all that though, Di was a nice girl, a Vancouverite and simply wanted to do a good job, find a nice guy, settle down and have her own babies. Far cry from Sara. Sara was, well, she was ambitious, and that was putting it mildly. He suspected that his wife of four years had never really wanted the child, acquiescing to the norm, the two years of married life that had passed and no baby appearing.

Who was he trying to kid? Lauren was the salve on the wound; an adhesive to bind the two of them together, except it wasn’t working. Rounding the bend, he was startled by the headlights of an approaching car, causing him to swerve and tell himself to concentrate on the road; ever fearful of the consequences of not being around to play daddy.

The crunch of tires on the gravel driveway heralded his arrival; the security lights bursting into life as the Lincoln pulled closer to the house. Grabbing his briefcase and coat, he wearily pulled himself from the seat, turning to point his keys to activate the car locks.

The door opened and Di was standing on the step to greet him, her mousy brown hair and freckles making her look younger than her twenty years. As usual, she wore jeans and a sweater, which seemed appropriate attire for rolling around on the floor with Lauren.

"Hey, Scott. You okay?"

She smiled up at him, his large frame dwarfing her smaller stature.

"Fine. You?"

She nodded and stood back to let him in the through the door.

"Here, let me take that." She grabbed his briefcase waving away his protests before struggling up the hallway to dump it on the side table. "You shouldn’t work so hard, you know that don’t you?"

"Oh, and you don’t? How’s Lauren?"

"She’s fine, fast asleep, put her down about seven and she went off straight away."

Following her into the huge farmhouse-style kitchen with its gas-fired Aga, he threw his keys on the large pine table, sitting down heavily; the microwave humming into life as she rushed around putting the kettle on, getting the coffee out.

"Go home. You’ve done enough."

She turned from pouring the hot water into a mug, cocking her head to one side, an affectionate smile playing on her lips. "I’ll just heat this up for you. You’ve not eaten, have you?" Without waiting for an answer, the mug of steaming coffee was before him, the microwave pinged and she was spooning spaghetti bolognaise onto a plate. "It is done, I warmed it through just before you arrived, it only needed finishing off."

"Looks great, I’m starving," he lied. He looked up at her with a sheepish grin, "Thanks. You’ll make someone a good wife one of these days."

"Chance would be a fine thing, eh?" She laughed, picking up her down parka and keys. "I’ll see you in the morning. Night."

"Night, Di. And thanks again, you’re an angel."

Picking over the meal he wondered if she ever would meet someone and settle down. He and Sara would miss her if she did, but she was a nice kid, she deserved some happiness.

For all Di’s apparent lack of elegance and social graces, he often languished on thoughts of having a wife like her, someone who would open the door at night and put his meal in front of him. He dismissed them as pipe dreams and besides which he’d probably not enjoy it. Sara had fire and spirit; that was what had attracted him initially. You couldn’t expect to cage her; she was a wild bird. Set her free and she would always come back. Draining the last of his coffee he rose and went to check on Lauren.

The door to her room, like all the others, ran off the hallway and he opened it quietly, tiptoeing across the cream carpet. He stood watching her for many minutes, her blonde curls splayed out, one hand pushed through the bars of the cot, the other in a fist by her mouth, softly sucking her thumb. Whenever he watched her sleeping, he would think one of two things. How beautiful she was and how he’d die if he ever lost her.

Satisfied she was content, he went back into the hallway and turned right into his and Sara’s room. The carved oak bedstead and tapestry drapes dominated the large room, oak paneled doors leading off to the dressing room, shower room and two bathrooms. The decor was mainly plum, maroon and rich red brown, dark colors but cleverly lit so that it looked warm and inviting rather than dark and depressive.

Loosening his tie, he went into the dressing room, with its row of robes along one wall and hung up the navy jacket and now discarded pants, throwing the rest of his laundry in the hamper. Rolling his head, he tried to ease the kinks that had formed during the day, knowing that a hot shower would be the only thing that would help.

As the spray hit him full-force pounding into tired muscles, he mulled over his decision. Watching his tiny daughter sleeping had made him realize that things needed to change. Not for the first time, the anger vied with the guilt. He was as much to blame as Sara; it was as much his responsibility as hers to let Di know what was happening, and it certainly wasn’t Lou’s job to nursemaid him regarding his family. When Sara got back, he would calmly tell her what he had decided.

Dropping her bag and keys on the hall table with a thump, Louise kicked off her shoes, pushing her toes into the soft pile of the carpet. Much as she loved her job it was great to be home. She threw her coat over the chair with every intention of hanging it up when she’d eaten.

Crossing the hall to the small kitchen diner, she flicked on the light and opened the fridge. There was nothing of any great note except some salad and a pizza in the freezer that she could microwave. She was too tired for anything more adventurous. Setting the microwave to defrost, she turned on the main oven and assembled washed vegetables and fruits on the counter, before going to change.

With aching arms, she reached round and pulled down the zipper on her dress, slipping it off along with her underwear. Usually, she wasn’t prone to any great self-indulgence in her looks but the tired, pinched face drew her attention.

Her skin was cream and flawless, porcelain would be the term for it she suspected, and taking the pin from her hair she let her dark brown curls tumble down over her shoulders. At least it made her look younger. Turning to view her profile she noted the long nose, almost Roman but in a delicate way and thin, dark brows sat above what she considered to be her best feature, her eyes. They were an unusual mixture of blue, green and gold and were compassionate, she felt, but with a hint of mischief, which was her nature.

Placing her forefingers on high cheekbones, she sucked in her cheeks and began laughing at the strange face looking back at her. Her chin was too pointed for her liking, but her full lips and wide mouth offset that. A previous boyfriend had referred to her as pre-Raphaelite, a raven-haired beauty. Not bad for thirty-five. Her gaze fell on the bump on her collarbone and as she touched it she felt a cold chill settle on her body. The microwave pinged, pulling her from her thoughts.

The smell of the pizza cooking made her stomach growl, and she chewed on a piece of red pepper while she diced the rest of the salad, thinking back to how tired and drained Scott looked in the office. How angry he’d been too.

Increasingly, over the past few months, she’d noticed his stress levels soaring. She tried to take as much of his day-to-day workload as she could, to ease the burden, but there were still huge amounts of paperwork to deal with. It was par for the course in the legal world. Every ‘i’ had to be dotted, every ‘t’ crossed. It made hard but interesting work.

She had worked with Scott since he became a junior partner of Richmond Associates, the firm being owned originally by Sara’s grandfather, Joshua. When Joshua died, Sara's father had assumed the mantle of senior partner until he, too, suffered a fatal heart attack and it was decided to sell the practice. Charles Hawkins took it over in the early seventies, kept the name for goodwill purposes and took Sara on as junior partner after she qualified.

Louise smiled to herself as she remembered the acrimony between Sara and Scott when, after they had married, Scott was offered a senior partnership. Her anger had been unrepressed when Peters had been incorporated into the company name. She felt that control should have remained within the Richmond family and for a long time would not acknowledge the new name of Richmond Peters Associates.

Louise shook her head, feeling annoyed, Scott worked damned hard and he deserved that promotion. Of course, it worked both ways; she too had taken a promotion having gone with him, but then she wouldn’t have left him. They were good friends. Always had been.

The timer on the oven rang out and she retrieved the pizza, placing it on the small table together with the salad she’d prepared, hungrily devouring it.

Working for Scott for almost ten years, rising from typist to now legal assistant, made life different, more hectic but then with more responsibility came more work; it was inevitable, she supposed.

They had met during their college years. She had come to Vancouver from Cambridge, England, in the early eighties, mainly to get away from her ex, but more importantly, to start a new life. She smiled as she conjured up the image of his serious face looking down at her in that diner all those years ago. She’d been sitting looking out of the window, lost in thought, when he’d spoken to her.

"Hi, there," he’d said, "You're new around here, aren't you? Can I buy you a coffee?"

She had been so startled at his forthrightness she hadn’t the heart to say no. "Yes, that would be nice," she’d smiled shyly at him.

When he returned with the two steaming cappuccinos, they had engaged in a long conversation in which they discovered mutual interests in politics, history, archaeology and the environment. They seemed to instantly gel, a rapport set up from that first meeting. The friendship had grown quickly, and they soon became firm friends, meeting each day to take their coffee breaks together.

By the time Scott asked about her ex-husband, they were close enough for Louise to turn to him for comfort. David Dent had used Louise, he’d never truly courted her, been insanely jealous of any man who paid her attention and the physical side of their marriage was merely that: physical.

With such a close friendship she opened to him, he in turn giving her comfort in abundance, sharing many evenings together, but it never developed into anything vaguely romantic or sexual, more was the pity. Again, she touched her collarbone. Don’t go down that road, Lou, she told herself.

After a light meal and several hours’ sleep, Bob awoke in the unfamiliar surroundings of his hotel room, his eyes aching, the heavy lids testament to his previous grief. He stretched and yawned, unsure of whether sleep was actually what he had needed, feeling worse now than when he had stepped off the plane.

Stumbling to the bathroom, he relieved himself before splashing cold water on his face in a vain attempt to wake up. He should go through his papers, his meeting tomorrow was brief, an hour at most, and he wanted to have his facts straight, his answers ready.

Tasha had sorted the paperwork into plastic folders with labels indicating their contents; there were four headed up General, Correspondence, Testimonials and Medical and he spread them before him on the bed. He wasn’t sure how his friend would react to all this, as his information was essentially historical. What concerned him more, and what he felt others should know, was that history wasn’t so much repeating itself as never having stopped. The other thing that worried him was the fact that he'd been through all this once before.

He spent the next hour reading through his notes, running through his arguments and polishing his answers. Pushing a frustrated hand through his hair he put the files away in the document wallet. He was as ready as he would ever be.

Sleeping for such a short time had not left him feeling particularly refreshed but at least he wasn’t as tired. Picking up his room key he headed out into the corridor to catch the elevator down to the lobby. Like most international hotels, the lobby was quiet one minute and bustling the next as guests arrived and checked in. He took little notice of them as they hurried on their way, he on his toward the bar.

As he approached the marble-topped counter, the barman smiled.

"What can I get you, sir?"

"Malt on the rocks, please."

He proffered his key for the young man to charge it to his account and slid onto the plush upholstered bar stool.

"Are you staying long?"

"Just overnight. Thanks." He picked up the whiskey and took a sip rolling it around his mouth. "Nice place," he said indicating the hotel.

"Pays the rent." The bartender continued to wipe the counter with his cloth, smiling a greeting to a couple who had just walked in as he moved along the bar to serve them.

The man was about six-foot, the woman petite. Both had their backs turned to Bob, but he could just see the man in profile. He took in the woman’s small frame and blonde hair, the exquisitely expensive cut of her pink suit, her male companion laughing as she whispered something in his ear. Bob smiled to himself before knocking back his drink and returning to his room.

––––––––
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Stretching out on the long cream leather couch, Scott was not looking forward to Sara coming home, he felt sure it would end in an argument and he was way too tired. Flicking through the network channels he tried to find something to force him from the day’s problems, take his mind off things and ultimately relax him. Nothing held his attention for more than a few minutes, so he turned the television off and flicked through his CD collection.

He lay down, still feeling on edge, the tension seemingly more evident the harder he tried to relax, although the warmth of the shower and the music were helping to some extent. Sleep hadn’t come easily recently and most nights he lay awake with a myriad of thoughts running through his head. Was it any wonder he was tired and fraught? He knew Louise was surprised at his level of anger at Sara but sometimes he wondered if her mother gave Lauren a second thought. Sighing, he rolled over on his side, determined to get some rest, the strains of Sibelius finally lulling him into fitful sleep.

The sound of the key in the door woke him with a start and he rolled over checking his watch; it was eleven thirty. The thud of her shoes as she kicked them across the hall made him wince, as did her bag being dropped on the table, Lauren would wake up if she weren’t careful. Still, it was best not to say anything, he didn’t want to antagonize her.

"Hi. I’m in here."

She poked a flushed face around the doorjamb. "Oh, I thought you’d be in bed."

He sat up and patted the couch for her to sit with him. "No. I waited up for you."

Crossing to the television she turned it off at the switch. "Checking up on me, no doubt?" Her eyes flashed fire at him as she turned around. "I’m a big girl now, Scott. I can take care of myself."

He patted the couch again, but it was evident she intended having the upper hand as she continued to stand.

"Can I get you a coffee? He noticed her features soften a little.

"A gin and tonic, please."

"Haven’t..."

"Haven’t I what?" Her tone was crisp and short. "Had too many? Spit it out."

Sara was even more cantankerous when she'd been drinking. He guessed she'd have only had a gin and tonic and a couple of glasses of red wine all night. Trouble was, she couldn't hold her drink, and it would make talking all the more difficult.

"I was going to say that we haven’t any tonic."
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