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      Chapter 1

      
      DECEMBER

      
      Eve Robinson remembered how Christmas used to be. Before dawn, she and Oliver would be sitting in bed amid a sea of discarded
         wrapping paper as Matt and Georgia opened their presents, squealing with excitement at each uncovered treasure.
      

      
      Later, there would be a crisp, cold walk by the river before coming home to a crackling fire and the smell of roast turkey
         filling the air.
      

      
      Five years later, it was all different. Oliver was off playing happy families with his girlfriend, Georgia was locked in her
         bedroom with her new MP3 player, and Matt was sleeping off his hangover after stumbling home at dawn and drunkenly felling
         the Christmas tree.
      

      
      It was hardly the stuff Bing Crosby had been dreaming of.

      
      ‘Looks like it’s just you and me,’ she sighed to Benson the Labrador, who lay at her feet by the fire, looking ill after scoffing
         most of the chocolate decorations off the fallen tree.
      

      
      At least she still had some presents to open. Matt had given her a set of oven gloves and a novelty tea towel in a BHS carrier
         bag, while Georgia had splashed out on a jar of anti-wrinkle cream.
      

      
      ‘The woman in the shop said it’s better than Botox,’ she’d said, as she ripped the plastic packaging off her MP3 headphones.

      
      ‘Lovely.’ Eve thought about the hair colourant Georgia had bought her for her birthday, one that guaranteed to get rid of
         grey, and wondered if her daughter was trying to tell her something.
      

      
      She wondered what Oliver’s girlfriend, Anna, might be unwrapping at this very moment. Whatever it was, she was sure it wasn’t a novelty tea towel.
      

      
      Oliver had always been brilliant at giving presents. Way too extravagant, of course – Eve had often fretted over their post-Christmas
         credit-card bill – but somehow he always seemed to get it absolutely right. His gifts were quirky, fun and unpredictable,
         just like him.
      

      
      The phone rang. For a fraction of a second before she picked it up, Eve thought it might be her mother. Vanessa was spending
         a month among the yurt makers of Kyrgysztan, but surely it wasn’t too much to hope she’d remembered her only child at Christmas?
      

      
      But it was her friend Jan. ‘Just calling to wish you a happy Christmas,’ she shouted, against a din of shrieking children.
         Although they were the same age, Jan had put off having babies until she’d turned thirty and established herself in her teaching
         career. At the time it seemed like a sensible move, but listening to the chaos on the other end of the line now, Eve was pleased
         her children had arrived unplanned in her early twenties while she still had the energy to cope.
      

      
      ‘Happy Christmas to you, too. Sounds like Armageddon there?’

      
      ‘Oh God, I know. I told Peter we shouldn’t give them those selection boxes for breakfast. So what did Santa bring you?’

      
      ‘The dog bought me a Chocolate Orange. But he’s eaten it.’ She nudged Benson’s podgy flank with her toe. He opened his eyes,
         groaned and closed them again. ‘How about you? Did Pete buy you nipple clamps again?’
      

      
      ‘Funnily enough, no. It was Chanel No. 5 this year.’

      
      ‘Wow, I’m impressed.’

      
      ‘Don’t be, I bought it for myself. And wrapped it. I even wrote out my own gift tag. Why are men so crap at buying presents?’

      
      ‘Oliver wasn’t.’ She heard Jan’s sigh, but ignored it. They both knew what she was going to say next. ‘I wonder what he’s
         got Anna for Christmas …’
      

      
      ‘Eve, don’t.’

      
      ‘A Barbie annual, I expect. That’s the kind of thing she’d want at her age.’
      

      
      ‘Eve!’ Jan laughed, while trying to be stern. ‘Stop it. You know I’m in a difficult position here.’

      
      She and Peter had been friends of Eve and Oliver’s since university, and they were trying to stay friends with them both despite
         the break-up. Eve didn’t mind Jan’s double-dealing, if it meant she could pass on juicy gossip about Oliver’s girlfriend.
      

      
      ‘No, seriously, what did he get her?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’

      
      ‘Liar. It’s underwear, isn’t it? Something dead sexy, but very tasteful at the same time. And expensive.’ She could just imagine
         it. A frivolous concoction of La Perla lace, or something saucy from Agent Provocateur. Anna probably wore underwear like
         dental floss, unlike the M&S economy packs Eve always ended up buying. No wonder Oliver had dumped her.
      

      
      ‘I told you, I don’t know, and I wouldn’t tell you anyway. TASHA! Stop that right now! Hang on a minute.’ Eve listened to
         Jan dishing out some stern words on the other end of the line. Then she came back. ‘How come I can control a class of five-year-olds
         but not my own kids? Now, what were we saying?’
      

      
      ‘We were talking about what Britney Spears got for Christmas.’

      
      ‘No, we weren’t.’

      
      ‘Suit yourself. If you won’t tell me I’ll just have to ask her myself when I see her tonight.’

      
      There was an uncomfortable silence. ‘You’re not going to Oliver’s party?’

      
      ‘Why not? We always go. Matt and Georgia like to see their dad on Christmas Day, especially as it’s his birthday as well.’

      
      ‘Wouldn’t it be better to let them go on their own?’

      
      ‘What, and spend Christmas night alone with a turkey sandwich, watching a twenty-year-old Only Fools and Horses special while Anna Bowman plays happy families with my kids? No thanks.’
      

      
      ‘But you’re not supposed to go to your ex’s parties when you’re divorced.’

      
      ‘We’re not divorced,’ Eve reminded her tartly.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care, it’s still all wrong. You’re supposed to wish him dead and communicate through solicitors. You get on better
         than me and Peter, and we’re married.’
      

      
      Eve smiled to herself. ‘Surely it’s better for the children if we can all be civilised about it.’

      
      ‘You’re not very civilised to Anna. Don’t you remember what it was like last year?’

      
      ‘I didn’t say a word to her.’

      
      ‘Exactly. You spent the whole evening giving each other evil death-stares.’

      
      ‘Look, I can’t help it if she’s not grown-up enough to accept that Oliver and I are still friends, can I? We’re not going
         to fall out with each other just because she doesn’t like it.’
      

      
      ‘So you’re not just going to this party to wind her up?’

      
      ‘The thought hadn’t crossed my mind,’ Eve said piously.

      
      Jan laughed. ‘Yeah, right. And those are real reindeer tracks on our patio.’

      
      ‘Is that new?’

      
      Georgia Robinson stood in the bedroom doorway, watching her mother struggle with the zip on her dress.

      
      ‘As a matter of fact, it is.’ With a giant sucked-in breath, she managed to wrench the zip up the last two inches. She smoothed
         the fabric over her hips and looked at her reflection in the mirror. ‘Do you like it?’
      

      
      ‘Where did you buy it?’ She caught her mother’s evasive look. ‘Oh God, you got it from Top Shop, didn’t you? How many times
         do I have to tell you not to go in there?’
      

      
      ‘But it was on the sale rail.’

      
      ‘I don’t care. It’s just wrong. You’re nearly forty, for heaven’s sake. Why can’t you start acting your age?’

      
      Her mother pulled a face at her in the mirror. ‘So I suppose this isn’t the right time to show you my new body piercing?’

      
      Georgia shuddered. ‘Don’t even joke about it.’ She wouldn’t put any kind of embarrassing behaviour past her mother. She already
         insisted on singing along to Georgia’s Arctic Monkeys CD, and using the word ‘wicked’ in front of her friends, like she was down with the kids or something. ‘I thought you were
         going to wear your black trousers?’
      

      
      ‘I fancied a change.’ She did a little twirl in front of the mirror. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’

      
      Her daughter studied Eve carefully. She hated to admit it, but it looked quite good. The deep red swirly print suited her
         honey-gold hair, and the soft jersey fabric hid all her flabby bits.
      

      
      It was what it meant that troubled Georgia. There was only one reason why she’d want to wear a dress like that.

      
      Dad.

      
      Georgia despaired of her mum ever getting over him. She did this big thing about them being good friends, but it was obvious
         she was still mad about him. She almost wished they didn’t get on so well. Why couldn’t Eve be more like Stacey’s mum next
         door? She couldn’t stand her ex-husband; Stacey told her that she’d once tried to run him over in her Fiat Punto on Green
         Lane. Exes always hated each other, you only had to watch EastEnders to know that. Life got too confusing otherwise.
      

      
      Her mum had no trouble hating Anna, which was a shame because Georgia quite liked her. It wasn’t Anna’s fault her parents
         had split up. It was a bit embarrassing at first, her dad having a girlfriend only seven years older than her brother, but
         Anna wasn’t really like a stepmum. She was cool, and funny, more like a big sister really. And she made Dad happy. Although
         Georgia could never tell her mum that.
      

      
      She’d tried to talk to Matt about the Mum situation, but all he did was shrug and say, ‘It’s no big deal.’ He said that about
         everything except his stupid A levels and his crappy band. And he was supposed to be the genius of the family.
      

      
      But Georgia knew better. Her mum could be annoying but she loved her, and she worried about her ending up lonely and bitter,
         spending her whole life waiting for her one true love to return, like that mentalist in the wedding dress in that Dickens
         novel they’d had to read for English.
      

      
      If only she could find a man – or several men, like Stacey’s mum next door.

      
      She closed the door and went back to her own room to get changed. Who listened to her, anyway? She was only fifteen years
         old, she wasn’t supposed to know anything.
      

      
      Oliver’s restaurant was in Fossgate, the road that led down from bustling, touristy Coppergate to the humped bridge over the
         river Foss, and beyond to the imposing Walmgate Bar. Once, the area had been part of the dark underbelly of York, home to
         the penniless Irish immigrants that flooded in during the famine. It still had an edgy feel about it, with its higgledy-piggledy
         black and white Tudor buildings rubbing up alongside Victorian terraces and drab 1960s council blocks, like dispossessed people
         thrown together by circumstance.
      

      
      Its quirkiness was one of the things Oliver loved about it, and the reason why he’d first bought the failing restaurant fifteen
         years ago. That, and the fact that it was cheap because the area was so down at heel. It had smartened up a bit since then,
         with several classy restaurants joining the shabby secondhand bookshops, vintage clothing emporia and cheap furniture stores.
         But with its warren of narrow passageways leading off to hidden courtyards, and the dark ribbon of the river running through
         a deep gorge below it, Fossgate still felt as shady as its most famous resident, the highwayman Dick Turpin, who was buried
         in a corner of St George’s churchyard.
      

      
      Walking in to Oliver’s felt like coming home to Eve. The place had hardly changed since they first opened the doors all those
         years ago. The atmosphere was cosy French bistro, dark and intimate, with low beamed ceilings, red checked tablecloths, and
         candles in wax-encrusted wine bottles.
      

      
      It was bittersweet for her, coming back here. Everything had a memory imprinted on it, from the polished floorboards they’d
         sanded for hours on their hands and knees because they couldn’t afford to hire professional equipment, to the old lamps hanging
         from the blackened beams, which they’d picked up in a fleamarket on one of their shoestring holidays to France when Matt was
         a baby. Oliver hadn’t even had a restaurant then, but Eve was so sure his dream would happen she’d let him buy them anyway,
         even though it cleaned out their spending money for the rest of the week.
      

      
      The whole place was like a photo album of their lives together. Among the empty vintage bottles displayed on the shelves behind
         the bar, he’d even kept the Moët they’d cracked to celebrate their opening night. Eve could never taste the sharp, dry fizz
         of champagne without remembering how they had all gathered around the bar after closing time, tired but euphoric, laughing
         as Oliver tried to make an emotional speech.
      

      
      Tonight, the place was already crowded with guests. Eve waved at Jan, who smiled apprehensively back from the other side of
         the room where she was talking to Frankie the chef.
      

      
      She helped herself to a glass of wine from the bar and gave one to Georgia.

      
      ‘Make it last,’ she warned. ‘It’s the only one you’re getting.’

      
      ‘You don’t say that to him.’ Georgia shot a filthy look at Matt, who was checking his texts, his shaggy dark hair falling into his eyes.
      

      
      ‘He’s old enough to know better.’

      
      ‘Is that why he threw up in the flowerbed last night?’

      
      ‘Just the one,’ Eve restated firmly. She scanned the crowd. ‘I can’t see your dad anywhere.’

      
      ‘You know Oliver. He loves to make an entrance,’ said a voice behind her. ‘He’s probably lurking round the corner, waiting
         for everyone else to arrive.’
      

      
      Eve turned round, coming face to shoulder with Adam, Oliver’s cousin. He had a new woman with him, a cool brunette this time.

      
      ‘Are you saying my estranged husband is an attention seeker?’ she said, mock stern.

      
      ‘Oliver doesn’t have to seek attention. He only has to appear and it comes his way. It’s the rest of us poor mortals who have
         to jump up and down to get noticed.’
      

      
      Eve smiled. There was no way Adam would have wanted to be noticed. He was just about the shyest person she knew.

      
      He and Oliver, both tall and dark with warm grey eyes, could have been brothers. But while Oliver held himself confidently
         upright, Adam seemed apologetic about his height, his shoulders permanently stooped.
      

      
      ‘I’d notice you,’ said the woman with him.

      
      ‘You say that now, but you haven’t met my cousin. I’m telling you, it was no accident he was born on Christmas Day.’

      
      ‘Take no notice of him, he adores Oliver really.’ Eve held out her hand. ‘I’m Eve Robinson.’

      
      ‘Imogen Walsh.’ The woman’s eyes widened. ‘So you’re Oliver’s ex? Wow, I’m surprised you’re here.’

      
      ‘Are you kidding? This is the highlight of my social calendar.’ She was only half joking. The only dates marked in her diary
         were the days when she had to put out the recycling bin.
      

      
      ‘I think you’re amazing. When I split up with a man, all I ever want to do is take a pair of scissors to his suits.’

      
      ‘I don’t own a suit, but I’ll take that as a warning,’ Adam said solemnly.

      
      Imogen smiled up at him and stroked his chest. ‘Oh no, I’m not letting you go for a while,’ she purred.

      
      How did he do it? Eve wondered. He was so quiet and self-effacing, he went out of his way not to draw attention to himself.
         And yet he always seemed to have a new woman in tow.
      

      
      She knew that underneath that shy exterior lurked a sharp sense of humour and a warm, caring heart, but it had taken a long
         time for her to find that out. She’d been seeing Oliver for months before Adam even looked her in the eye.
      

      
      She felt slightly sorry for Imogen. She thought she had him now, but in a few weeks one or other of them would have lost interest.
         Adam’s only real passion was for his work. He’d inherited the family’s market-garden business when Oliver’s father died seven
         years before. Since then, he’d worked hard and turned it into a thriving concern, taking on more land, opening a farm shop
         and breaking into the organic market.
      

      
      Maybe that was why he couldn’t hang on to a woman for long, she thought. No one wanted to come second to a sack of potatoes.

      
      ‘You haven’t met Oliver,’ he said. ‘You never know, you could be swept off your feet by his sheer charisma.’

      
      ‘I doubt it.’
      

      
      ‘We’ll soon find out, won’t we? Here he is now.’

      
      Eve had her back to the door, but she didn’t need to be told that Oliver had walked into the room. She could feel the tell-tale
         prickle on the nape of her neck, just as she’d felt it that night he’d strolled into the Student Union bar more than twenty
         years ago.
      

      
      ‘Is that his girlfriend?’ Imogen whispered. ‘She’s very—’

      
      ‘Young?’ Eve finished for her.

      
      She looked at Anna, running through the usual envious inventory of her youthful features. Twenty-four years old, skinny and
         sexy, she wore a short black shift dress that showed off her schoolgirl-slender legs. Shiny, spiky dark hair framed her elfin
         face, making her big chocolate-brown eyes look even bigger and more doe-like.
      

      
      Eve felt her bulges oozing over her control pants just looking at her. Anna was everything she wasn’t. Not just thin and young
         and pretty, but cool and confident with it. Eve had waited nearly forty years for that kind of serene self-possession, and
         it still hadn’t arrived.
      

      
      ‘Eve?’ She hadn’t realised she was gawping until Adam spoke to her.

      
      She pinned a smile on her face and grabbed the nearest empty wine bottle. ‘Oops, looks like we’re running low. I’ll just go
         and get another couple of bottles from the kitchen.’
      

      
      It was a relief to be able to escape and lose her fixed smile for a minute or two. Everyone was right, she shouldn’t have
         come. She didn’t belong here, she was just making a fool of herself. She wished she could have had more pride and kept her
         distance but she couldn’t resist it; it was like probing an aching tooth.
      

      
      How many people had guessed she still had a massive, hopeless crush on her almost-ex-husband? Everyone, probably. They were
         all watching her – no doubt feeling sorry for her – and not believing for a moment all her talk of staying friends for the
         sake of the children. At least Oliver had no idea how she still felt about him. She would have died of shame if he’d found
         out.
      

      
      She was coming out of the storeroom with an armful of bottles when he walked into the kitchen. Seeing him standing in the doorway, Eve felt the familiar, treacherous tug of attraction.
      

      
      ‘Adam said you were in here.’ He came towards her, arms outstretched, and for a panicky moment Eve thought he was going to
         hug her, until he said, ‘Here, let me take those for you.’
      

      
      She handed the bottles over, keeping a Rioja in her hand. ‘Happy birthday, by the way.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ He grimaced. ‘Just think, next year it’ll be the big Four-O.’

      
      ‘I don’t want to think about it, thanks very much. Georgia will probably have me wearing a burkha by then.’

      
      ‘You’ll still look gorgeous.’

      
      She fiddled with the label on the bottle to hide her confusion, and said, ‘We were beginning to think you weren’t coming tonight?’

      
      ‘We had a bit of a domestic crisis.’

      
      ‘Oh?’

      
      ‘Charlie was poorly this afternoon. Throwing up all over the place.’

      
      ‘Over-excitement, I expect.’

      
      ‘That’s what I tried to tell Anna, but she wouldn’t listen. She was convinced he had meningitis at least.’

      
      Eve bit back the caustic comment. ‘It’s only natural for a mother to worry. Don’t you remember what I was like when Matt and
         Georgia were babies? Every time they hiccuped I was on the phone to the health visitor.’
      

      
      ‘I know. I’d just forgotten how exhausting it can be.’

      
      He looked tired, Eve thought. Maybe the strain of having a young girlfriend and a toddler was beginning to tell on him at
         last. There were visible lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes that she hadn’t noticed before.
      

      
      ‘How is he now?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Absolutely fine, just like I said he would be. Anna’s mum’s looking after him, but it took ages to persuade her to leave
         him.’ He nodded towards the bottle. ‘Are you going to open that?’
      

      
      ‘Shouldn’t we go back to the party?’

      
      ‘In a minute. Let’s have a quiet drink and catch up first.’

      
      ‘I don’t think Anna would like that, do you?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ He looked genuinely puzzled. That was Oliver, oblivious to everything. Including the effect he had on other people.

      
      ‘I just don’t think she’d appreciate us being alone together.’ She put the bottle down and opened the drawer, rummaging for
         a corkscrew.
      

      
      ‘Anna’s fine about it. Anyway, you’re family.’

      
      ‘I’m not sure I qualify as that any more,’ she laughed.

      
      ‘You’ll always be part of my family, Evie. Just because we’re not together any more doesn’t mean I’ve stopped caring about
         you.’
      

      
      She wished he wouldn’t look at her like that, stirring up all those feelings she’d tried so hard to stop having for the past
         five years.
      

      
      She turned away, changing the subject. ‘Have you seen all that food Frankie’s made? It’s enough to feed an army.’

      
      Oliver sighed. ‘I told him not to go mad. Everyone’s been stuffing themselves all day, they’re not going to want to do it
         all again. I don’t know why he does it.’
      

      
      ‘Because he loves you?’ Eve found a corkscrew and started to open the bottle.

      
      Oliver looked amused. ‘You’d better not let him hear you say that. He wouldn’t want anyone thinking he’s a bloody poof !’
         He mimicked the chef ’s gruff Yorkshire accent.
      

      
      Eve laughed, then yelped with pain as the corkscrew slipped. ‘Bugger!’

      
      ‘Let me see.’ He reached for her hand but she pulled away.

      
      ‘It’s just a scrape.’ She looked at where blood was already oozing out of a small, jagged cut.

      
      ‘Let me see,’ he insisted, taking her hand and inspecting it. ‘It’s bleeding quite a bit. We’d better run it under the tap.’

      
      ‘I can do it.’

      
      ‘For heaven’s sake, let me help you.’

      
      She watched the water running over their hands. ‘Well? What’s the verdict? Will I be able to play the piano after this?’

      
      ‘I expect so.’

      
      ‘That’s good news. I couldn’t play before.’
      

      
      Oliver grinned. ‘Maybe this’ll teach you not to mess around with sharp objects.’

      
      ‘Says the man who almost took his fingers off in an onion-chopping contest.’

      
      ‘That just goes to show I know what I’m talking about, doesn’t it?’

      
      They were still laughing when Anna walked in.

      
      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she said, ‘but everyone’s wondering where you are.’

      
      Oliver let go of her hand. ‘Sorry, Eve had an accident. I had to apply some first aid.’

      
      Anna glared at Eve. ‘I’ll tell them you’re on your way, shall I?’

      
      She slammed back through the doors, allowing them to swing shut behind her.

      
      Eve turned to Oliver. ‘And you still think she’s fine about us?’ she said.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
      
      Eve was looking so good, Anna thought enviously, with her thick blonde hair and curvy body under that red dress. She felt a wreck. She hadn’t had time to shower or wash her hair, and her old black dress showed up all the shadows under her
         eyes. And she was worried she might still smell of sick from where Charlie had thrown up over her just before they left the
         house.
      

      
      She looked around the room. How did she end up here? A few years ago she would have been slumped on her mum’s sofa with her
         feet up, working her way through a giant tin of Quality Street and watching the EastEnders Christmas special with her nan, nothing more taxing on her mind than what to wear to meet her friends that night and whether
         anyone would notice if she ate all the noisette triangles.
      

      
      Now look at her. Twenty-four years old, with a three-year-old son and a crippling mortgage. Not to mention a couple of teenage
         stepchildren and a new group of forty-something friends who, no matter how hard she tried, she felt didn’t really belong to
         her.
      

      
      Talk about growing up fast.

      
      She went to the bar to top up her drink and found Georgia crouched by the dishwasher, sneakily helping herself to a Bacardi
         Breezer.
      

      
      She jumped and nearly dropped the bottle when she saw Anna.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.’ Anna bent down beside her. ‘Actually, I wouldn’t mind one of those myself.’

      
      Georgia handed her a neon-pink bottle. She was very pretty, with her flawless skin, long shiny dark hair and her father’s
         grey eyes fringed with thick lashes. She was dressed in a short denim skirt, black footless tights and green Che Guevara t-shirt
         with a shrunken black cardigan over the top. The kind of outfit that only a teenager or Kate Moss could get away with without
         looking random and mad.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t think grown-ups liked that kind of thing,’ she said.

      
      ‘I’m not feeling very grown-up tonight.’ What Anna felt like doing was getting steaming drunk, telling Oliver’s wretched ex-wife
         what she really thought of her, then heading off to the nearest club to get even drunker and possibly wake up in a skip clutching
         a kebab.
      

      
      She popped the cap on her drink and sat down next to Georgia, side by side under the bar, contemplating the rows of bottles
         and glasses.
      

      
      Georgia’s mobile bleeped, announcing a text message. She pounced on it.

      
      ‘Anything interesting?’ Anna asked.

      
      ‘Just my friend Stacey. She’s having a party.’

      
      ‘Shame you couldn’t go.’

      
      ‘Mum wouldn’t let me. She doesn’t approve of Stacey’s family.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘She says her mum’s a middle-aged chav.’

      
      ‘And is she?’

      
      ‘I like her, she’s a real laugh. And she’s not strict or anything. Stacey’s allowed to do whatever she likes.’

      
      ‘I can see why your mum wouldn’t approve, then.’ Anna sometimes thought Eve was a bit too tough with her children, but it
         was hardly her place to interfere. She could just imagine what the reaction would be if she started handing out advice.
      

      
      Georgia abandoned her drink and went outside to call Stacey for a private update. Anna slumped against the dishwasher, sipped
         her pink drink and called her mum.
      

      
      ‘How’s Charlie?’ she asked brightly.

      
      ‘He’s fine. Just like he was when you rang ten minutes ago. And ten minutes before that.’

      
      ‘I can’t help worrying, can I?’

      
      ‘There’s no need. He seems okay now. I’ve given him his bath and put him in his pyjamas and now he’s watching TV with your
         nana.’
      

      
      ‘What are they watching?’

      
      ‘I don’t know, a James Bond film, I think. Neither of them have got the foggiest idea what’s going on, they could be watching
         anything.’ Her mother chuckled. ‘I take it you’re not having a very good time?’
      

      
      ‘Not really.’ Anna’s merry façade crumbled. ‘Everyone’s ignoring me, and I’ve just caught Oliver in a clinch with Eve.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Well, maybe not actually a clinch, but too close for my liking, anyway.’

      
      ‘And what did you say?’

      
      ‘Not much. I just left them to it.’

      
      ‘Anna!’

      
      ‘What could I do? Start a fight?’ She heard the sound of the TV playing in the background and ached with loneliness. ‘I hate
         it here. Can I come home and watch James Bond with you instead?’
      

      
      ‘No way. You’re staying where you are, Anna Bowman. It’s not like you to walk away from anything.’

      
      ‘Maybe it’s time I did.’ Anna peeped over the bar. Oliver was playing the genial host as usual, filling everyone’s glasses,
         laughing and joking with his friends. Eve wasn’t far behind, as if she was attached to him by an invisible thread. ‘Nobody
         would notice if I left.’
      

      
      ‘Oliver would notice.’

      
      ‘I doubt it.’

      
      ‘Oh, love.’ She heard her mother’s sigh on the other end of the line. ‘Just stay and give it another try. It’s only for an
         hour or two. If you leave now it’ll be like you’re admitting defeat.’
      

      
      Eve was standing behind Oliver now, her hand resting lightly on his shoulder. He didn’t look as if he was fighting her off.

      
      ‘I’ll try,’ she promised. ‘But don’t blame me if I end up tipping a glass of wine over someone.’

      
      *

      
      ‘There you are.’ Oliver greeted her with a kiss on the cheek. ‘I thought you’d run out on me.’
      

      
      ‘I called my mum to check on Charlie.’

      
      ‘And?’

      
      ‘She said he was fine.’

      
      ‘You see? I told you he’d be okay.’ He put his arm round her. ‘Come and have another drink. Everyone’s been asking where you
         are.’
      

      
      She did her best to fit in with Oliver’s friends. They all tried to be nice to her, but it seemed as if every conversation
         ended with a joke or a story about the Good Old Days, when Oliver and Eve were still married.
      

      
      ‘I’m sure Anna doesn’t want to hear that old stuff.’ Oliver cut off his friend Peter as he launched into another jolly anecdote
         about the time they all went camping in Italy together.
      

      
      ‘I don’t mind,’ said Anna, bracing herself to hear again what a terrific laugh Eve was.

      
      It wasn’t just the stories that troubled her, but the fact that they seemed to talk in a kind of shorthand she didn’t understand.
         They had a special language, a set of private jokes that came from a lifetime of shared history. No matter how much she tried,
         she couldn’t be part of it.
      

      
      ‘I’m really sorry,’ Oliver said, as they queued up for food later.

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Anna lied.

      
      ‘It does matter. I don’t want you to feel left out.’ He looked troubled. ‘You can’t help it, you and Eve have a history together.
         I can’t change that, and neither can you.’
      

      
      That was what her head told her, anyway. Her heart still fretted that if Oliver kept being reminded what a great person his
         ex was, he might decide he wanted her back.
      

      
      Of course, Fate conspired to make sure the only empty seats were on Eve’s table. They’d hardly sat down before she ambushed
         Oliver, talking about a bill he’d promised to sort out. Anna gritted her teeth to stop herself asking why Eve couldn’t pay
         her own damn bills. Instead, she tuned out and watched Matt messing around with his mobile across the table.
      

      
      ‘Expecting a call?’ she asked.
      

      
      He looked up, his eyes just visible through his mane of dark curls. He was tall and angular, a gawky collection of arms and
         legs and hair.
      

      
      ‘Just checking my bids on eBay.’

      
      ‘What are you after?’

      
      ‘A drum kit.’

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ Eve looked up. ‘You’re not having a drum kit.’

      
      ‘Apparently not,’ he shrugged. ‘I’ve just been outbid.’

      
      ‘Thank God for that. Anyway, you don’t even play the drums.’

      
      ‘He might if he had a drum kit,’ Anna pointed out.

      
      Eve shot her a look. ‘In that case, perhaps you could keep it at your father’s place?’ she said. ‘Maybe he could put up with
         the noise.’
      

      
      ‘Our place might be a bit small,’ Anna replied.
      

      
      ‘More wine?’ Oliver reached for the bottle.

      
      Anna tried again, asking Matt about his university plans. Soon they were chatting about the colleges he’d applied to, and
         discussing the merits of various cities and campuses. All the time she was aware of Eve listening in.
      

      
      ‘You should ask Anna for some tips,’ she said. ‘She’s sure to be an expert. After all, it wasn’t that long ago she was there
         herself.’
      

      
      Be nice, Anna told herself, gripping her fork until her knuckles turned white. ‘What course are you thinking of taking?’

      
      ‘Forensic science.’

      
      ‘Sounds impressive,’ Oliver said.

      
      ‘Do you know what it is?’ Matt asked him.

      
      ‘Of course. It’s – um – the study of – er—’

      
      ‘It’s what they do on CSI,’ Eve said helpfully.
      

      
      Georgia rolled her eyes. ‘How pathetic is that? You only know about it because of some lame telly programme.’

      
      ‘She’s right,’ Oliver said, shamefaced. ‘How did a pair of ignoramuses like us end up with such brainy children?’

      
      ‘Speak for yourself. I’ll have you know I worked hard at university – unlike some people.’

      
      And then they were off again, tripping hand in hand down Memory Lane and laughing about all the things they got up to when
         they were students. Matt and Georgia joined in, groaning as they heard the usual stories about their mum’s puffball skirts
         and their dad’s Phil Oakey haircut.
      

      
      They were so like a proper, happy family it made Anna’s heart ache. She put down her napkin. ‘I’m going to get some more food.’

      
      Oliver caught up with her at the buffet table. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I did it again, didn’t I?’

      
      ‘I’m amazed you ever split up with her, if your life was that wonderful.’

      
      He looked hurt. ‘You know it wasn’t.’

      
      ‘You could have fooled me.’

      
      They were interrupted by one of the guests nudging up alongside them to get to the chicken wings. Oliver lowered his voice.
         ‘Okay, we were happy. Once. But that was a long time ago. Don’t you see, the only reason we get on so well now is because
         we’re not together?’
      

      
      ‘Maybe you should tell her that.’ Anna glanced back at Eve, who was watching them while picking at her salmon.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I mean she wants you back.’

      
      He laughed. ‘For heaven’s sake! We’re just friends.’

      
      ‘I don’t think your ex sees it like that. Why do you think she hangs around all the time? She’s staying in the picture, waiting
         for you to get tired of me so she can be there to pick up the pieces.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not going to happen.’

      
      ‘Like I said, maybe you should tell her that.’ Across the room, Eve caught her eye and gave her a smile, as if she knew they
         were talking about her. Anna didn’t smile back. ‘Anyway, why shouldn’t she think that? It’s not as if you’re actually committed
         to me or anything, is it?’
      

      
      ‘I live with you. We have a son together. What more commitment could there be?’

      
      You could marry me, she thought, but didn’t dare say it. She was too scared.

      
      ‘Look, Eve knows where we both stand,’ Oliver said. ‘We’re just trying to be mature about our break-up for the sake of the
         kids. Or would you rather we were at each other’s throats?’
      

      
      Anna was tempted to say yes, but deep down she knew she didn’t mean it. She’d seen enough messy, bitter divorces in her work
         at the community advice centre to know that it was a nightmare for the children. ‘Of course not,’ she mumbled.
      

      
      ‘I love you, but I love her too. We had twenty years together, she’s the mother of my children. She’ll always be important
         to me. I know I can’t expect you to understand what it’s like, being so young—’
      

      
      Anna’s head snapped up. ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Nothing. I just said you were young, that’s all.’

      
      ‘So I’m not expected to understand, is that it? I’m not mature and grown-up like you and Eve.’

      
      ‘That’s not what I said—’

      
      ‘Well, I’m sorry, but I don’t think there’s anything particularly mature about hanging around someone like a lovesick teenager.
         If anyone needs to grow up, it’s your bloody ex-wife!’
      

      
      She thrust her plate into Oliver’s hands. He looked down at it, then back at her. ‘Where are you going? Anna, don’t walk away—’

      
      But she was already heading for the door.

      
      Her mum didn’t seem surprised to find Anna shivering on her doorstep half an hour later. ‘I had a feeling you’d turn up,’
         she said, pulling her towelling dressing gown around her. ‘Have you walked all this way?’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t find a taxi. And I left my bag at the restaurant.’ As flounce-outs go, it hadn’t exactly been well planned. She
         hadn’t even remembered her coat, and it had started to snow, great fluffy flakes soaking through her dress as she slipped
         and slithered along Bootham nearly sick with cold.
      

      
      ‘Come in before you die of hypothermia,’ her mum said, ushering her inside.

      
      Keith, her mother’s partner, was in the sitting room, watching TV with a glass of beer in his hand. He took one look at Anna
         standing in the doorway, dripping and bedraggled, and put down his glass. ‘I’ll – um – make myself scarce, shall I?’
      

      
      ‘No, you stay and watch the end of the film. We’ll go in the kitchen.’

      
      Her mum’s kitchen was modern but warm and homely. It reflected Jackie Bowman’s personality perfectly, with its brightly coloured
         bits and pieces, the array of plants flourishing on the windowsill, and the social-work textbooks crammed on the shelf next
         to Jamie Oliver and Delia.
      

      
      ‘You’re lucky you came when you did. I’d just got out of the bath,’ Jackie said, tightening the cord of her lemon dressing
         gown. With her short fluffy blonde hair and bright, dark eyes, she reminded Anna of a chirpy little Easter chick.
      

      
      She fussed around, finding her daughter a pair of jeans and a jumper to change into, and drying her hair with a warm towel.
         Then she busied herself putting on the kettle. Anna had never known her mother sit still for longer than five minutes. When
         she wasn’t working part time as a teaching assistant at the local primary school, she was looking after her grandchildren,
         doing her elderly mother’s shopping or catching up with coursework for her social studies degree. In her spare time, she was
         active in the local community association, firing off angry letters to the council and rallying the residents.
      

      
      But then, Jackie had always worked hard. When Anna’s father died, leaving his wife with three children, she’d worked double
         shifts at the chocolate factory and cleaned offices to make ends meet while going back to college to improve her skills. Anna
         admired her mum more than any other woman in the world.
      

      
      Jackie put down the bright yellow teapot in the middle of the table. ‘So,’ she said. ‘Tell me all about it.’

      
      She sat and listened as Anna poured out her troubles. ‘Let me get this straight,’ she smiled. ‘You’re worried Oliver’s ex
         is after him, so you walk out and leave him in her clutches?’
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t a very good move, was it?’ Anna agreed glumly. Eve was probably consoling him right at that very moment.

      
      ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t think you’ve got anything to worry about,’ Jackie said, adding another spoonful of sugar to her tea. ‘Oliver obviously adores you and little Charlie.’
      

      
      ‘So why won’t he marry me?’

      
      ‘Have you asked him?’

      
      She huddled inside her mum’s jumper, breathing in the comfortingly familiar scent of her through the soft wool. ‘I’m too scared.’

      
      Never in a million years did she imagine she would be that desperate to get married. At school, she’d always despised the
         girls who’d obsessed about getting serious with their boyfriends, who acted as if they didn’t have any purpose in their lives
         except to have a ring on their finger. Anna had bigger plans than that: she was going to be a hot-shot lawyer, defending the
         underdog. While other girls dreamed about wedding dresses and champagne receptions, she imagined striding around the courtroom
         arena, winning over juries and rendering her opposing counsel speechless with her incisive legal arguments.
      

      
      And then Oliver came along.

      
      She’d first met him when she’d worked as a waitress in his restaurant during the university holidays. She’d liked him immediately,
         but there was never anything more to it than friendship. He was happily married, or so she thought.
      

      
      But by the time she went back to work there the following summer, Oliver and Eve had split up. Although he insisted it was
         his idea, being away from his family was obviously destroying him. He wasn’t the warm, funny man Anna knew; it was as if a
         light had gone off inside him.
      

      
      He needed a shoulder to cry on, and she was there. Every night after work she’d stay behind to help him clear up, and they’d
         talk. He told her about the break-up, explained how he and Eve had grown apart, how they wanted different things out of life.
         He was a free spirit, she craved security. He wanted adventure, she wanted cosy domesticity. Realising how unhappy they were
         making each other, he’d walked away.
      

      
      Anna confided in him, too, about her on-off relationship. She’d been seeing Danny Lynch, a solicitor in a law firm near her
         college, for over a year. But he was young and ambitious, and he’d made it clear he had his sights set firmly on a future that didn’t include her. Anna also suspected he didn’t go
         short of female company while she was at home during the holidays.
      

      
      At first it was just friendship between her and Oliver, but as time went on Anna began to realise she was falling in love.
         She fought it like mad. She knew Oliver and Eve were having counselling, and the last thing she wanted to do was get in their
         way.
      

      
      But in the end she couldn’t help herself. She and Oliver felt like soulmates. They had the same quirky sense of humour, the
         same passion for life. They would talk for hours, sharing their wild dreams about going round the world in a camper van. Anna
         loved Oliver’s gentleness, his optimistic way of looking at everything. He never judged anyone and people loved him because
         he made them feel good about themselves.
      

      
      Not that it was easy for either of them. Her mother was concerned about the age gap at first, but once she saw how much Oliver
         adored her daughter, she came to terms with that.
      

      
      Eve was a different story. She was furious when she found out Oliver was seeing someone else. Anna couldn’t imagine why she
         was reacting so badly – after all, it wasn’t as if she’d stolen Oliver from her. She tried to be sympathetic and understanding,
         but Eve didn’t want to know. The separation became ugly and Anna, seeing how it tore Oliver apart, thought about ending the
         relationship.
      

      
      Then, just to make life even more complicated, she found that she was pregnant. She was immediately thrown into confusion.
         She was in her last year at college, her whole life was ahead of her, and she had her career to think about. She was sure
         Oliver wouldn’t want a baby, especially with all the hassle he was getting from Eve.
      

      
      It took her ages to pluck up the courage to tell him. Like a coward, she did it on the phone from uni.

      
      ‘So what do you want to do?’ he’d asked.

      
      She took a deep breath. She’d been waiting for this. ‘I suppose the sensible thing would be not to go ahead.’

      
      Silence. ‘And is that what you want?’
      

      
      ‘Like I said, it’s the only sensible option.’

      
      He didn’t argue, although she wanted him to. So with a heavy heart, Anna booked an appointment at the clinic.

      
      But while she was sitting in the waiting room, she realised she couldn’t do it. She made up her mind there and then that she
         would have the baby and bring it up herself. Oliver didn’t have to be involved if he didn’t want to be, but it was her child
         and she was going to have it, whatever he did.
      

      
      As she came out of the clinic into the sunshine, she was almost run down by Oliver’s dark green MG screeching to a halt in
         front of her.
      

      
      He got out and slammed the door. ‘Have you – has it happened?’

      
      She shook her head. ‘I couldn’t.’

      
      ‘Thank God for that.’

      
      ‘I know what you’re going to say, and I’m not doing it to trap you or anything,’ she went on in a rush. ‘I’ve been thinking
         about it, and— What did you say?’
      

      
      ‘Anna, I didn’t just drive nearly a hundred miles to deliver a get-well card. I haven’t been able to sleep since you told
         me.’
      

      
      ‘So why didn’t you say anything?’

      
      ‘Because I didn’t want to put any pressure on you. I knew I was being totally selfish, especially when you sounded so determined
         to do this.’ He looked up at the clinic, his expression grim.
      

      
      ‘I thought it was what you wanted.’

      
      ‘Like you said, it would be the sensible option. Let’s face it, having a baby is the last thing either of us should be considering
         right now.’
      

      
      ‘True.’

      
      ‘It’s a hell of a lot to take on. It’ll change everything for both of us.’

      
      She frowned. ‘Are you trying to talk me out of it? Because if you are, you’re doing a damn good job.’

      
      ‘No, but I need you to understand what you’re doing.’

      
      She looked at him ruefully. ‘I suppose this means we’ll have to cancel the round-the-world trip?’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he grinned. ‘You can get a cot in a camper van, can’t you?’
      

      
      And that was how it had been. Even when Charlie was born, they hadn’t lost their sense of adventure. They hadn’t quite made
         it round the world yet, but they hadn’t settled down either. Anna knew Oliver was a free spirit, and she was careful not to
         try and tie him down, knowing that was where Eve had made her big mistake.
      

      
      She still didn’t want to tie him down, but after five years, she really wanted some status in his life. It infuriated her
         to see Eve still wearing her wedding ring, as if she were the permanent fixture in Oliver’s life and Anna was the passing
         fling.
      

      
      ‘So why don’t you think he’d want to marry you?’ her mother asked.

      
      ‘He doesn’t think he’s any good at it.’ Anna stared at the magnets covering the fridge door. Jokey little slogans, cute animals,
         all pinning a fluttering array of lists, reminders, and photos of Jackie’s family – Anna, her two brothers and all the grandchildren.
         ‘He blames himself for the break-up with Eve. Just because it went wrong first time around he thinks it might happen again.’
      

      
      ‘He might have a point.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t all his fault. And now I have to pay for Eve’s mistakes.’

      
      Jackie helped herself to a shortbread biscuit from the open packet. ‘Having a ring on your finger is no guarantee of lifelong
         happiness,’ she said. ‘It didn’t work with him and Eve, did it? A piece of paper is never going to keep you together.’
      

      
      ‘Is that why you’ve never married Keith?’ It was a standing joke that he proposed at least twice a year, but Jackie always
         said no.
      

      
      Her mother’s smile faded. ‘I was married once, and that’s enough for me,’ she said. ‘I told myself when your dad died I wouldn’t
         marry again. Anyway, Keith and I are fine as we are. And Oliver obviously feels the same.’
      

      
      ‘I wonder if that’s the only reason?’ Anna said.

      
      Jackie paused, halfway through picking up shortbread crumbs. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I sometimes wonder if he doesn’t want to marry me because he wants to keep his options open.’
      

      
      There it was. Her worst fear, out in the open.

      
      ‘It makes sense, doesn’t it?’ she went on. ‘I mean, he and Eve were great together. Everyone says so. She’s a brilliant mother,
         a fantastic cook, and basically everything I’m not.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t put yourself down.’

      
      ‘Mum, I bought our Christmas dinner from Marks and Spencer. I send Charlie to nursery school with a tuna sandwich from the
         petrol station. He’s listened to me swearing in the car so many times he now sits in the back calling everyone dickheads.’
      

      
      ‘I wondered where he got that word,’ Jackie mused. ‘I thought it was from your nana.’

      
      ‘I bet Eve never swears in front of her children. I bet she’s perfect.’

      
      ‘Maybe she is, but Oliver doesn’t want a domestic goddess, does he? He wants you.’

      
      Anna pulled a face. ‘Is that supposed to make me feel better?’ She crunched a shortbread biscuit. ‘Let’s face it, Eve’s the
         one for him. They might have got back together if I hadn’t come along and got pregnant.’
      

      
      ‘Or he might still be living on his own,’ Jackie said.

      
      ‘I know Eve would take him back in a second,’ Anna said, not listening. ‘Maybe he’s just waiting for the right time?’

      
      ‘If you feel like that, maybe you should say something.’

      
      ‘What can I say? I’m frightened to talk to him about it in case I give him the chance he’s looking for.’

      
      They were interrupted by Keith. ‘There’s someone to see you,’ he said. Oliver stood behind him in the doorway, looking sheepish.
         His face was ruddy with cold, and melting snowflakes glistened in his dark hair.
      

      
      Jackie picked up her cup and the packet of biscuits. ‘We’ll catch the end of that film,’ she said, hustling a bemused Keith
         back up the hallway.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing here?’ Anna asked, when they were alone.

      
      ‘I came to find you.’

      
      ‘You walked out on your own party?’
      

      
      ‘There didn’t seem much point in being there without you. I thought you might be needing these.’ He handed over her coat and
         bag. ‘Can I walk you home?’
      

      
      The snow had settled quickly, laying a thick, muffling blanket over the deserted streets of the Cliffmead estate. By tomorrow
         morning it would be churned into grey-black slush, but for now theirs were the only footprints in the perfect, crisp whiteness
         as they crunched up the street.
      

      
      ‘They should take a photo of this and turn it into a Christmas card,’ Oliver said.

      
      Anna laughed. ‘I’ll suggest it to my mum. She could sell it to make money for the residents’ association. Christmas on Cliffmead.’

      
      ‘It’s different.’

      
      ‘I don’t think it would be quite as popular as a snowy scene of the Minster, somehow.’

      
      ‘Oh, I don’t know. You don’t get flashing Santas on the Minster. Or reindeer.’ He pointed up to the roof of one of the houses
         where a neon sleigh scene was casting an eerie light over the white below. ‘We should do something like that next year. I
         bet Charlie would love a flashing reindeer on the roof.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure he would, but I’m not sure what the neighbours would say.’

      
      They emerged on to Clifton Green, where the sprawl of postwar council houses gave way to rows of elegant Edwardian villas
         surrounding a triangle of snow-covered green.
      

      
      They’d just crossed the main road when they spotted a huddled figure in the bus shelter.

      
      ‘Jesus,’ Oliver muttered. ‘Poor sod. Imagine being out on a night like this.’

      
      ‘Maybe he’s just waiting for a bus.’

      
      ‘On Christmas night? He’ll be lucky.’

      
      ‘Don’t go near him.’ Anna pulled him back as he started to approach the shelter. ‘He might mug you or something.’

      
      ‘It would be good if he did. At least he’d get to spend the night in a nice warm police cell.’

      
      Anna stayed at a cautious distance while Oliver went over to the man and shook him awake. The figure stirred, mumbled something
         and went back to sleep.
      

      
      ‘At least he’s alive,’ Oliver said. ‘Stinks of drink, though.’

      
      Please don’t say you want to take him home, Anna prayed silently, stamping her feet as the wet cold seeped into her shoes.
         It wouldn’t be the first time Oliver had taken pity on a passing waif or stray. She felt mean for thinking it, but she really
         didn’t want another drunk sleeping it off in the spare room. The last one had left with her handbag and the CD player.
      

      
      Oliver shrugged off his coat and laid it carefully over the man. As an afterthought, he took some notes out of his wallet
         and stuffed them in the coat pocket. ‘There,’ he said. ‘That’ll be a nice surprise for him when he wakes up.’
      

      
      ‘You do realise he’ll probably just spend it all on more booze?’ Anna tried to sound disapproving.

      
      ‘If I had to spend every night sleeping out in weather like this I’d probably want to be half cut too.’ He reached for her
         hand, his thick leather glove wrapped around her frozen fingers as they headed across the green. ‘It makes you realise how
         lucky we are, doesn’t it?’ he said.
      

      
      Anna looked sidelong at him. Snowflakes were settling on his hair and shoulders and he could hardly speak he was shivering
         so much, but he was still smiling.
      

      
      He’d just given his coat to a stranger on a freezing night. How could she bear to lose him for the sake of a ring on her finger?

      
      ‘Doesn’t it?’ she agreed.

   
      
      Chapter 3

      
      JANUARY

      
      ‘Don’t you think it’s time we got a divorce?’
      

      
      Eve went on unpacking her shopping from the supermarket carrier bags, giving herself time to think.

      
      ‘What’s brought this on?’ she finally managed.

      
      ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a while.’ Oliver sat at the table, his long legs stretched out in front of him. ‘We can’t
         let things drag on for ever, we should make a clean break. It’s not fair on you or on Anna.’
      

      
      Eve went on stacking tins of beans in the cupboard, as if her life hadn’t just been turned upside down. ‘Was this her idea?’

      
      ‘No. She doesn’t know I’m here.’

      
      I bet she doesn’t, Eve thought bitterly. She’d probably been nagging him for months, urging him to cut the ties, make everything
         legal.
      

      
      ‘I don’t suppose it’s come as a surprise to you,’ Oliver said. ‘We knew it was bound to happen one day, didn’t we?’

      
      ‘Of course.’ Except she hadn’t. When Oliver first announced he was leaving and she’d found out about Anna, she’d panicked
         and thought she’d lost him for ever. Then, as time went on, she’d allowed herself the shred of hope that he was clinging on
         to their marriage because it meant as much to him as it did to her.
      

      
      Now he’d dashed all her hopes. This time it was even more final than the day he walked out.

      
      She opened the cupboard under the sink and began unpacking the household items, mentally listing them as she went. Dishwasher
         tablets, Mr Muscle oven cleaner, Cillit Bang. It was all she could do to stop herself howling.
      

      
      She’d never imagined this was what Oliver wanted to discuss. When he’d met her from the school gates after work and said he
         needed to talk, she’d just assumed it was some boring domestic stuff, maybe another piece of paperwork he needed her to sign.
         They still had a couple of joint accounts they’d never got round to splitting up.
      

      
      ‘Can’t it wait?’ she’d said. ‘I need to go to Sainsbury’s.’

      
      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      
      He’d trailed around the supermarket after her, broodingly silent. Eve knew he had something on his mind; after five years
         apart she could still read him like a book.
      

      
      She’d started to wonder if maybe he and Anna were going through some kind of crisis, and by the time they got home, she’d
         composed the whole scenario in her mind. Anna and Oliver had split up, and now he was trying to work out how to ask if he
         could come back. And despite her New Year’s resolution to forget him and get on with her life, Eve was ready to say yes.
      

      
      Which was why his words were even more of a slap in the face.

      
      She wedged a roll of bin bags behind the bleach at the back of the cupboard. ‘So why are you telling me all this?’ she asked.
         ‘Surely after all these years you could just go to the solicitor’s and do it?’
      

      
      ‘You know I wouldn’t do that.’ Oliver frowned. ‘I wanted to talk to you about it first. I didn’t want you to suddenly get
         divorce papers out of the blue and wonder what was going on.’
      

      
      As if anything could make her hurt any less than she was now, Eve thought.

      
      ‘I suppose this means you’re planning to get married?’ She managed to get the words out without choking.

      
      ‘I don’t know. Probably.’ He laughed feebly. ‘She might not have me.’

      
      ‘Oh, she’ll have you all right.’

      
      Something in her tone must have given her away, because Oliver came and squatted down beside her, his gaze level with hers.
         ‘You are okay about this, aren’t you, Evie?’
      

      
      ‘Would it make any difference if I wasn’t?’
      

      
      He looked troubled. ‘Well—’

      
      ‘Look, forget it.’ She turned away and went on stacking. ‘Like you said, it had to happen one day.’

      
      He stood up, towering over her. ‘What about the kids? How do you think they’ll take it?’

      
      ‘You’d better ask them.’ Part of her hoped they’d be distraught, but she knew they wouldn’t. They’d accepted the situation
         a long time ago. It was only she who was stuck in the past. ‘I’m sure they’ll be fine,’ she added.
      

      
      She finished unpacking, screwed up the carrier bags and crammed them into an already overstuffed drawer. As she rammed it
         shut, the handle came off in her hand.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ she muttered. ‘That’s all I need.’

      
      ‘I’ll fix it.’ He took it from her and went to the box where they kept the tools. It gave her a pang that he knew exactly
         where to find everything.
      

      
      ‘I suppose I’m going to have to learn to fix my own drawer handles once our divorce is official?’ she joked, as she watched
         him screw it back in place.
      

      
      ‘I don’t see why. It won’t change anything.’

      
      ‘Yeah, right.’

      
      ‘It won’t. I’ll still be here for you and the children. Nothing will ever change that.’

      
      Eve watched him testing the drawer handle. Was he really that naïve? Didn’t he understand this changed everything? It wasn’t
         just the end of all her hopes; once Anna was Oliver’s wife, she’d make damn sure there was no place in his life for her.
      

      
      Instead she just smiled and said, ‘We’ll see.’

      
      ‘I mean it. You’ll always be part of my life, Eve.’

      
      ‘Oh, please. You’ll have me in tears in a minute.’ She forced a smile. ‘Now go home, before Anna thinks you’ve been kidnapped.’

      
      At times like this, she wished she had a mother she could phone for sympathy and advice. But Eve knew she’d be wasting her
         time calling Vanessa, always assuming she could even find her; the last time she’d heard from her, just after New Year, her mother was heading off to Bali with her latest lover, a young Peruvian
         named Raoul.
      

      
      Anyway, Eve already knew what she’d say. Vanessa had never been convinced by her marriage to Oliver in the first place. She
         hadn’t even come to the wedding because she was so certain it wouldn’t last.
      

      
      ‘But why, darling?’ she’d said. ‘Marriage is so outdated, so vulgar. I’m sure I never brought you up to be so conventional.’

      
      Exactly, Eve wanted to say. It was because of her upbringing that she longed for marriage, no matter how vulgar it might be.

      
      Vanessa Gifford was notorious even before Eve became a fact of her life. She was a sociologist who’d written several academic
         books on world cultures. But that wasn’t how most people knew her. Mostly, she was remembered for her explosive theories on
         sex and relationships. She believed in free love, which she practised enthusiastically in her commune in the Cotswolds. She
         was brilliant, and fearlessly outspoken; TV shows and magazines always called on her when they wanted an outrageous opinion,
         and Vanessa, a six-foot Nordic beauty with white-blonde hair, bare feet and flowing kaftans, didn’t disappoint. She was happy
         to parade her latest lovers in the Sunday supplements and argue with apoplectic clergymen on discussion programmes. Back in
         the 1970s, she became famous for crudely propositioning the Archbishop of Canterbury on Nationwide.
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