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Chapter One



Jo Potter finished arranging the bouquet of flowers which had been delivered earlier and stood back to admire them. They were gorgeous: roses, lilies, tulips, all competing for attention among frothy leaves. It had been her favourite task of the day so far. She’d had so much practice doing huge displays for the church, when she’d been the vicar’s wife, that she could do it with her eyes closed.


Her other jobs this morning had been nowhere near as glamorous: she had washed floors, scrubbed toilets and vacuumed enough cat hair from the sofas to stuff a cushion. Fergus the long-haired tabby cat was adorable, but quite how one small animal could make such a mess was a mystery.


Cleaning a big old Victorian house was hard work, but at least it kept her fit. She was stronger now at forty-one than at any time in her life. She was almost finished for the day now, thank goodness. She was exhausted, not to mention very hot and sweaty.


Her previous house, a vicarage, had been a similar size to this one, next to the church where her ex-husband, Duncan, had been the vicar. Their home had been the heart of the church community, and she had loved it. Although she hadn’t had an official role, she’d been involved in everything from fundraising to hosting Christmas lunch for the elderly. Wonderful years full of happy memories until one day, her world had come crashing down and life had changed forever.


Still, it was best not to think about the past. No one knew her in her new town of Boddington and she kept herself to herself. She had learnt the hard way that in a place where everyone knew your business, there was nowhere to hide when things went wrong. Now she rented a tiny, terraced house, with a kitchen so narrow that when she and her daughter Faith were both in it, they had to walk sideways like crabs to get past each other.


The last couple of years had been tough, but Jo had a lot to be grateful for: she was healthy, she had this part-time job, and Faith. And then there was her best friend Eve, who she’d known for decades. That was more than a lot of people had.


She put the kettle on to make herself a drink before she left. There was a shiny chrome coffee machine sitting in pride of place beside the kettle, but Jo opened the jar of instant as usual.


The kettle came to the boil and clicked off just as her boss, Maria, walked in wearing a tight leopard print top and leather skirt. If Duncan were here, he’d mutter under his breath about Maria’s outfit being disgraceful. When they were married, Jo had become used to dressing in a way that met with her husband’s approval: necklines which didn’t show cleavage and skirts always below the knee. He’d be horrified by Jo’s scruffy cleaning uniform: old t-shirts she didn’t mind splashing bleach on, and jeans that were baggy around her knees and bum.


Mind you, she really should stop thinking about what Duncan would say. She had nothing to do with him anymore.


‘Coffee time?’ Maria teased, wagging a finger at Jo. Her nails were perfectly shaped and painted a deep red. In contrast, Jo’s were in shreds and the skin around them red and sore. There was no point wearing nail polish in this job, it would chip off straight away. ‘Caught you having a little breather, have I?’


Jo hid a sigh. It was typical of her boss to notice that the kettle was switched on but be completely oblivious to the sparkling countertops and gleaming taps. ‘Just a quick one before I leave, I’m parched. Do you want one?’


‘No time, the taxi is on its way,’ Maria said. ‘I’m so lucky to have a husband who spoils me.’


‘You are,’ said Jo, trying not to sound envious.


It was Maria’s birthday, and she was going to London to meet her husband, Nigel, who was already there on business. He was taking her to see Moulin Rouge in the West End. Jo had always wanted to see that show, but Duncan had taken one look at the revealing costumes and forbidden it.


‘It’s so kind of you to look after Fergus while I’m away,’ said Maria.


‘No bother at all, I haven’t got any plans.’ Jo tried not to compare Maria’s evening with hers. She would be on her own, as Faith was staying with her boyfriend, Brad. She would probably just eat toast and watch old episodes of Friends.


There was a toot of a car horn outside.


‘There’s my taxi,’ Maria said, with a squeak of excitement. ‘You’ll lock up properly, won’t you?’


‘Don’t worry, you can trust me,’ said Jo.


‘I know I can.’ Maria held eye contact, making Jo blush. ‘And if you really don’t have any plans while I’m away, perhaps you could do a bit of extra cleaning for me? The ovens are quite mucky.’


Jo’s heart sank. She had always called pro­fessionals in to do the ovens in her own home – it was a job she detested. She swallowed the lump in her throat and tried to think about the extra money, and not about how times had changed. ‘Of course, happy to help.’


Maria shimmied down the hall in her heels, picked up her suitcase and checked her reflection in the hall mirror. ‘Oh Jo,’ she said, as she opened the front door. ‘There’s a tiny smudge on the glass, just in the corner, can you …?’


‘Sure. Leave it with me,’ said Jo flatly. Typical. The only comment Maria made about the cleaning was to point out something that she’d missed.


As soon as the door closed behind Maria, Jo carried the vase of flowers to the hall table. Then, removing her phone from her pocket, she took a photograph of the arrangement and sent it to her best friend, Eve, with a message.


Look at these beautiful blooms, and it’s not even my birthday!


It wasn’t really a lie, she reasoned, just not quite the truth. Compared with some of the whopping great fibs which Jo had told Eve over the past couple of years, it was pretty insignificant. If Eve ever found out about those … Jo shuddered; it was too awful to even consider. It must never, ever happen.





Chapter Two



Two minutes later, Jo was sitting down, enjoying her coffee when her mobile phone rang. She read the name of the caller on the screen and smiled. This person was always guaranteed to cheer her up.


‘Eve!’ Jo said. ‘Hello! Lovely to hear from you.’


‘I was going to text back to say how jealous I am of your flowers, and of having a husband who’s still romantic after all those years of marriage.’ Eve launched into the conversation without saying hello. ‘But then— oh, hold on a second.’


‘No worries.’ Jo sipped her coffee while Eve spoke to somebody else in the background.


‘Sorry about that. I’m on a train and had to show my ticket,’ Eve continued. ‘As I was saying, I thought why not give you a call instead, if you’re free to chat? I know how busy you are with all your vicar’s wife duties.’


Jo felt a pang of guilt; she didn’t have any such duties these days, she wasn’t even a wife anymore. But she forced a smile into her voice. ‘Your timing is perfect, I’m having a moment’s peace in the conservatory, looking out at the flower beds.’


‘Sounds idyllic,’ Eve sighed. ‘I bet it’s beautiful. I’d love to visit the new house one day. Not that it’s new anymore.’


‘Oh yes, you must.’ Jo’s heart squeezed with nerves. ‘We’ll have to sort out a date.’


‘You keep saying that, but you’ve been there two years,’ Eve grumbled. ‘It’s a good job I love you, otherwise I’d get a complex that you’re avoiding me.’


‘I’m not!’ Thank goodness they weren’t doing a video call; Jo could feel her face had gone red. ‘It’s busy now in the run-up to Easter, and then of course, wedding season starts, and the vicarage is bombarded with nervous brides and mothers.’


‘Ugh,’ said Eve. ‘I don’t envy you that.’


‘It wasn’t so bad,’ Jo replied wistfully. ‘Being a part of someone’s big day was a privilege. And seeing young couples so in love, and excited about their future, used to make me believe in love again too.’


‘Used to?’ Eve pointed out. ‘Don’t you feel that way anymore?’


Whoops. Too late, Jo realised that she’d spoken in the past tense. ‘Yes, yes, of course, I just meant that … you know,’ she stuttered. ‘Wedding season ends, and you go back to the normal stuff, like funerals and visiting the sick in hospital.’


‘Oh, right.’ Eve seemed to accept her rambling explanation. ‘Talking of the sick, how is Duncan now? Is he over his illness?’


‘Umm.’ Jo wracked her brains, trying to ­remember exactly what she’d said was wrong with him last time they had spoken. ‘He’s much better thanks.’


‘It was a shame he missed your parents’ anniversary party.’


Oh yes, Jo remembered now. She had sent Eve a few photos from the day. Eve had asked why Duncan wasn’t in any of them and Jo had had to make up an excuse. She’d probably said he had a stomach bug.


‘It was. But on the plus side, it made him a little bit slimmer, and he can do up his favourite trousers again.’


‘He lost weight from having a headache?’ Eve sounded confused. ‘That’s unusual.’


Damn. Jo had forgotten she’d told Eve that.


‘He lost his appetite for a while, missed a few meals,’ Jo blustered. ‘Annoying how men can lose weight without putting much effort in.’


‘Right.’ Eve paused. ‘But the main thing is, he’s recovered.’


‘Oh yes, back to his parishioners. You know how he is: busy, busy, busy.’ Jo was at it again. Spinning more lies. In truth, she hadn’t got a clue what Duncan was doing. Since the divorce was finalised, there was no need for her to be in contact with him. She preferred to put that part of her life in the past.


‘Do you know,’ said Eve, ‘that it’s twenty-five years since you and I first met. I was having a sort-out and found some old photos last weekend.’


‘Gosh, really? I suppose it must be,’ Jo marvelled. ‘It was the first week of college when we were both sixteen.’


‘And now look at us. In our forties and still friends.’


‘Still best friends,’ Jo said.


‘Exactly! Which makes it even more crazy that it’s been so long since I saw you,’ said Eve. ‘I miss you.’


‘Me too.’ Jo swallowed a lump in her throat.


‘We really must …’ both women said at the same time and laughed.


Jo thought about how much the two of them had been through together over the years, how much she’d love to see Eve again. But it would be a bit tricky now after everything that had happened in her own life. How she longed to tell Eve the truth. She should have just been honest with her from the start. But her silly pride had got in the way and the longer she had left it, the harder it had become. Now she had lost track of all the lies she had told her oldest friend. She felt terribly ashamed, but didn’t know what to do about it.


‘I could come and see you?’ Jo blurted out. ‘Perhaps next weekend before it gets too busy here? Duncan can manage without me for a couple of days.’


There was such a long gap before Eve spoke that Jo thought the line had gone dead.


‘Ordinarily, I’d love you to come to stay. But, er …’ Eve cleared her throat. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell you, I’m in the process of moving house. So it’s not very convenient at the moment.’


Jo gasped. ‘Oh my word! That is very big news indeed! I thought you loved your flat.’


‘I do, but the flat is quite small and I’ve always wanted some outside space, so I’ve bought a cottage. Nowhere near as big as your place, but it’s quite cute and it has a pretty little garden.’


‘Eve! This is so exciting! Is it online? Send me a link, I’d love to see it.’ Jo was thrilled for her, but couldn’t help feeling hurt that such a major thing was happening in her best friend’s life and this was the first she’d heard about it.


‘It was all very spur of the moment. It isn’t online, because I put an offer in before it was officially up for sale. I’ve got some pictures somewhere; I’ll send you those.’


‘That would be nice, please do.’ Jo attempted to keep her voice light, but this all felt very peculiar. She didn’t want to appear rude, but how could Eve afford to buy a house all of a sudden? For as long as she’d known Eve, she had never had very much money.
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