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About the book


Getting a life isn't always easy. And hanging on to it is even harder...


Known as ‘The Nothing Girl’ because of her severe stutter and chronically low self-confidence, Jenny Dove is only just prevented from ending it all by the sudden appearance of Thomas, a mystical golden horse only she can see. Under his guidance, Jenny unexpectedly acquires a husband – the charming and chaotic Russell Checkland – and for her, nothing will ever be the same again.


With over-protective relatives on one hand and the world's most erratic spouse on the other, Jenny needs to become Someone. And fast!




About Jodi Taylor


Jodi Taylor is the author of the bestselling Chronicles of St Mary's series, the story of a bunch of disaster-prone historians who investigate major historical events in contemporary time. Do NOT call it time travel!


Born in Bristol and educated in Gloucester (facts both cities vigorously deny), she spent many years with her head somewhere else, much to the dismay of family, teachers and employers, before finally deciding to put all that daydreaming to good use and pick up a pen. She still has no idea what she wants to do when she grows up.
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  Chapter One


  As it turned out, I didn’t kill myself after all. I don’t mean I didn’t try. In fact, I made all my preparations with the thoroughness of a thirteen-year-old girl whose teachers always commented on her ‘thoroughness’ because they couldn’t think of anything else to say about her. I had carefully considered ways and means and made my choice.


  I didn’t go for the wrist-slitting. I think it was because of the mess. Someone would have to clear it up afterwards. I’d been brought up not to make a mess. Not to make a fuss. I know you can do that sort of thing in the bath but I really didn’t want people seeing me with no clothes on, so paracetamol it was. I stockpiled, carefully camouflaging a packet here and a packet there amongst other, more innocuous purchases, not knowing when exactly, but pretty sure it would be soon.


  And it was. The weekend followed the normal pattern. There was the usual Friday-night euphoria. School was finished. I had two whole days ahead of me when I didn’t even have to think about it. Monday was an age away. I was happy; although happiness was, in my case, just an absence of misery. I woke on Saturday morning – no school. Yay! By Saturday afternoon, however, I was thinking – this time tomorrow I’ll be nearly back at school again, and the darkness started to nibble at the corners of my mind.


  On Sunday, my first thought was – I’m back at school tomorrow, and then the whole day was wasted in fearful anticipation of the following week. By Sunday night I was a little pile of misery in the corner of my bedroom.


  And then the next day, of course, would be Monday.


  But not any more. I’d had my last Monday. And Tuesday and Wednesday and all the rest of it. This was my last Sunday night. There would be no more Mondays.


  I had a nice bath. I was quite calm. I thought I might be nervous, but knowing I wouldn’t ever, ever have to face the world again gave me the quiet strength I needed. It was good to let go. I brushed my hair carefully, put on my favourite jeans and top, and sat back carefully against the pillows. I’d assembled everything I needed – because I’m thorough – water jug, glass, and three packets of paracetamol. There was no note. I wasn’t interested in making people suffer. I did wonder, idly, how long it would take them to find me. When I didn’t turn up at school tomorrow, would they simply assume I had another doctor’s appointment and hadn’t told them again? They never said anything, because they didn’t want to be seen to be picking on the girl with the problems. If, of course, they could remember who I was. I wouldn’t blame them if they couldn’t. Sometimes even I had difficulty remembering me.


  God knows when my family would miss me. Maybe when I started to smell.


  I hadn’t bothered with a will either. Partly because I was only thirteen years old but mostly because my parents were dead and I lived with my uncle and aunt. My parents’ money had come to me and now it would go to them. My uncle is a solicitor. I know these things. Not that they needed it. They weren’t short of a bob or two themselves.


  So there I was, all set to go. Possibly as a means of avoiding school it was a bit OTT – a sledgehammer to crack a walnut – but I couldn’t do this any more. My road had not been very long, but it had been painful and I couldn’t see it getting any better, so I was going now, before it got any worse. It seemed unlikely the world would miss me. Or even notice.


  Years later, someone would call me a nothing girl. Admittedly, it was an emotional moment, with greed and hatred and betrayal ricocheting around the room and damaging everything in their path. But all those years ago, when I was only thirteen and still struggling to find my place in the world, before I even heard the phrase hurled at me, that’s what I was.


  The Nothing Girl.


  I know now there are other people like me. People who, either accidentally or on purpose, fall through the cracks of life. And nobody notices. You call out and no one hears. You drown and people don’t see. You’re not being ignored because that implies they can see you in the first place. I’m talking about people like me – ghosts in their own lives. Hurting themselves just to check they’re still alive.


  I wiped away a tear and pulled out the foil blister packs, pressed out the first two tablets, and swallowed them down with a sip of water. I was about to take two more when, from nowhere, a voice said, ‘I think two are enough, don’t you?’


  I nearly fell off the bed in shock. I don’t know what I thought. A mysteriously appeared Uncle Richard? A burglar? God?


  Scrambling off the bed and scattering foil packets everywhere, I said, ‘Who’s there? Who are you?’


  That was when I got my second big shock of the evening because I became aware, belatedly, that I was speaking normally.


  This doesn’t happen to me. I’ve got a stutter. A stupid thing. I had a little one as a child that came on if I was upset or frightened. After my parents died it got worse and worse, until it seemed I had to dredge words up from the very core of my being and every single word spoken depleted me somehow. And it was such hard work. And it took so long. At first people were sympathetic in various ways. They waited patiently for me to struggle through a sentence, which made me feel bad. Or they finished the sentence for me which made me feel worse. So I said less and less over the years and now I hardly said anything at all. I certainly didn’t come out with: ‘Who’s there? Who are you?’ without a huge amount of stammering and spluttering and all the massive effort my classmates find so mirth-provoking.


  Strangely, I didn’t feel that frightened. After all, I was in the process of taking my own life. How could it get any worse? I think I was more angry than scared. I’d worked my way up to this – this was the most important and probably the last act of my life and someone was telling me two paracetamol were sufficient, as if I just had a mild headache, instead of a life so unbearable that I didn’t want to be in it any longer.


  At this moment of high drama, as I stared into the shadowy corners of my bedroom, I became conscious of the smell of warm ginger biscuits. Well, I was only thirteen at the time. Biscuits played a large part in my life. Besides, the smell was familiar and reassuring.


  I reached over to my bedside lamp and turned up the brightness. The small pool of light around my bed grew larger and brighter as the darkness retreated. Standing a safe distance away, over by the wardrobe, was an enormous golden horse.


  A real horse. Not a picture or a projection. A very real, very solid, very large horse. In my head, I said, ‘Are you a hallucination?’


  ‘I think vision is a much nicer word, Jenny, don’t you?’


  ‘Are you a vision?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Am I imagining you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Am I dead?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘What are you?’


  He looked down at himself in surprise. ‘I’m a horse!’


  We regarded each other for a while.


  ‘Why are you here?’


  ‘To be your friend.’


  This seemed too good to be true and I refused to let myself believe it. Friends were not something I had.


  ‘How did you get in here? Can horses climb stairs?’


  ‘I can go anywhere you go. Because I’m your friend.’


  I sat back down on the bed and stared at him. He was right. He was a horse. He was the most beautiful horse I’d ever seen. And certainly the biggest. He was golden and glowed slightly in the lamplight. His mane was long and cream, as was his gently swishing tail. His forelock hung between his ears, slightly obscuring a white star on his forehead and two very large, dark eyes.


  He twitched his ears and shifted his weight slightly. I had a sudden vision of enormous piles of horse poo all over Aunt Julia’s expensive gleaming wooden flooring.


  He snorted. I got the impression he was laughing and it was funny, but I was still trying to get to grips with an enormous golden horse in my bedroom and a so-far-uncompleted suicide attempt. I was therefore actually feeling a little bit aggrieved at the interruption. Suicide is a big thing.


  ‘Why now?’


  ‘I think we both know the answer to that one.’


  ‘Have you come to stop me?’


  ‘I don’t have to,’ he said, calmly. He lowered his head and began to examine the contents of my bookcase.


  ‘Why don’t you have to stop me? You can’t, you know. I’m going to do this.’


  He turned back from the bookcase. ‘No, you’re not.’


  ‘You can’t stop me,’ I said, trying not to sound petulant.


  ‘Jenny, let’s not start off with an argument. You can say anything you like to me. In fact, I wish you would. All I ask is that you’re truthful with me. If you lie to me then you’re lying to yourself.’


  I was angry. ‘I want you to go away.’


  ‘No, you don’t.’


  ‘I do. Go away. You’re frightening me.’


  ‘No, I’m not.’


  ‘I’ll call my uncle.’


  ‘And tell him – what?’


  That stopped me. I’d already had more than my fair share of ‘doctor’s appointments’. The last thing I needed was to bounce downstairs announcing there was an enormous talking horse in my bedroom.


  ‘Jenny,’ he said, gently. ‘Pick up the packets and throw them all out of the window.’


  ‘No,’ I said, clutching them to me.


  ‘You’re not going to do this.’


  ‘I am. I am.’


  ‘No, you’re not.’


  ‘You don’t know that. How do you know that?’


  ‘Because you’ve done your homework.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘You’ve done your homework for Monday. It’s over there. An essay on Julius Caesar, two pages of German translation, and what looks like … yes … a page of simultaneous equations. You’ve got the second one wrong, but all the others are right. Well done.’


  I stopped dead, wrestling with the implications. He was right. I had done my homework. Even though I’d planned to kill myself on Sunday night I’d done my homework for Monday. And now, as I looked around the room, I could see my stuff ready for Monday. My uniform would be hanging in the wardrobe. My shoes were cleaned and ready. I told you I was thorough. I tried to think about what this meant and ended by bursting into tears.


  I heard him move across the room towards me. His breath was warm and comforting in my hair. I could smell ginger biscuits again. He stood between me and the door. My shield against the world.


  ‘It’s all right,’ he said, gently. ‘It really is all right, Jenny. You just wait and see.’


  I wiped my nose on my sleeve. ‘Why are you here? Why me?’


  I never forgot his reply.


  ‘Because, Jenny, you’re special.’


  So that’s how I met Thomas. I asked him his name and he said, ‘Thomas’. It was surely only a coincidence that that was the name I was thinking of at the time.


  Five years later, I left school with good A levels; better than both my cousins certainly. In a perfect world, of course, Francesca would have had the beauty and Christopher would have had the brains. Well, the universe got it half right. Francesca was very beautiful. Christopher, sadly, had the brains of an earthworm and slightly less personality. He never got anything right. Even with tall parents and a tall sister, he managed to be well under average height. In a good-looking family, he was not only undistinguished but unmemorable. Ten minutes after he’d gone, you’d be hard pushed to remember what he looked like. He compensated by being obnoxious. The only talents he possessed were delusions of adequacy. He truly believed he was something special and even when various business affairs came crashing down around his head, as they invariably did, he was always unshakeably convinced it was everyone else’s fault. So stupid was he that he’d managed to take Rushford’s only bookshop and run it slowly into the ground. God knows what it cost Uncle Richard to keep him afloat. But he did. What Christopher wanted, Christopher got. Because on top of everything else, he was a cowardly, spiteful bully who delighted in tormenting those weaker than himself. And I should know. I remember, when I was a child, Russell Checkland had yanked him off me a couple of times.


  And no one ever mentioned A levels and Francesca in the same sentence. She didn’t need them.


  They went on to have proper lives. Nothing happened to me for another fifteen years. After what Aunt Julia told me that day, I made sure I kept my head down and lived a gentle, uneventful life.


  It happened when I tried to make a bid for freedom, picking my moment and then nervously showing my aunt a number of university brochures and pamphlets. She looked through them all very carefully, using the time to think of something to say. I did think it was because she was hurt that I wanted to leave home, but it was worse than that.


  ‘Jenny, dear.’ She stopped.


  I took a deep, steadying breath, marshalling the words one by one like recalcitrant sheep. ‘I … like this one. Look at the History … syllabus.’


  ‘Of course, it didn’t come out as smoothly as that, but typing my stutter would take for ever and reading it is even more irritating than listening to it. You just have to imagine it.


  ‘Jenny,’ she said again.


  ‘You aren’t … looking at them.’


  ‘Jenny. I so hoped we wouldn’t have to have this conversation. I need you to listen to me very carefully. Naturally, your uncle and I were very pleased with your exam results. It’s nice to see you doing something well.’


  Deep inside me, things began to clench. I could almost see my words flying free out of the window, leaving me far behind, never getting off the ground.


  ‘My dear, the thing is … oh dear, this is so difficult. Jenny dear, you’ve lived with us a long while now and we hoped you would always continue to make your home with us.’


  Behind me, Thomas breathed into my hair. I couldn’t see him but I knew he was there. He was always there for me. ‘Be calm. Breathe slowly. Wait to see what she has to say first.’


  ‘You see, some years ago, you remember, when we took you to see all those doctors and the thing is, well, they wanted you to go and live in – a special place – where they thought you would benefit from being with others like you.’


  It came out in a rush. ‘Like me?’


  ‘Yes. You know we love you, Jenny. Your uncle and I, your cousins Christopher and Francesca, we’re your family. We know how difficult it is for you to – relate – to others. We tell people you’re quiet and shy, but it’s more than that. You know it is. We, your uncle and I, were quite horrified of course. There was no way we could ever let you go to a place like that. So your uncle spoke to them and they agreed, eventually, that if we could provide a quiet and secure environment for you, then that would suffice and you could continue to live with us. And it’s worked very well. You’ve remained quietly at home, gone to a normal school, and lived a normal life. But that’s the deal, Jenny. You have to live with us … I’m so sorry, my dear, but you must see it’s for the best. You continue to live here, no stress, no pressure. You can have a lovely life as long as you stay here with us. You wouldn’t like the alternative at all. So you see, we can’t let you go to college. I’m so sorry.’


  Behind me, Thomas said in a voice I’d never heard from him before. ‘It’s very important that you stay calm. Pick up the leaflets, take your time, and sort them neatly. Put the large ones on the bottom and the smaller ones on the top. Do it now, please.’


  So I did. I was accustomed to being told what to do. I watched my hands carefully sorting the college stuff and concentrating on my breathing.


  Aunt Julia hurried on. ‘I’m glad you’re taking this so well, Jenny. It just goes to show how well you function when you have a secure home environment behind you.’


  I still said nothing, gently placing them on the coffee table.


  ‘I will speak to your uncle when he comes home tonight. I hope this hasn’t been too much of a shock for you.’


  I sat back. The log jam of words and emotions began to subside. I looked at Aunt Julia, threw her a wobbly smile, and nodded.


  ‘I knew you’d understand. And I really don’t think student life is for you, my dear. It can be very boisterous at times. You would find it very alarming. You know how shy you are.’


  I nodded again. ‘Now, you pop back to your room and I’ll ask Mrs Finch to bring you up a nice cup of tea.’


  Thomas and I trailed back to my room. I was frightened and trembling. I sat on my bed and rocked backwards and forwards. There was something the matter with me. I wasn’t normal. They’d been going to put me in a home. They still might.


  Three things came out of that particular conversation. Uncle Richard came to see me that evening with a suggestion that I study with the Open University. He spoke so kindly that I burst into tears again. He said it was a shame to waste such good exam results; that study suited me; that I was a clever little girl. He would get some course details for me to have a look through.


  I stopped crying, gulped, and nodded.


  ‘And, Jenny, if you’re going to study on-line then you’re going to need a really nice computer. Would you permit your aunt and I to give you a … a… “good exam results” present? Would you like a new laptop?’


  I nodded again.


  He smiled, ‘And, of course, you’re going to need somewhere to study. Come with me a minute.’


  We walked along the landing, opened the door, and climbed the attic stairs. There was a large attic, lit by three dormer windows. The floor was boarded and because it was part of Aunt Julia’s domain and subject to her rules, there was no clutter and little dust. A few flattened cardboard boxes lay in one corner and that was it.


  Thomas had followed us up. ‘Oh yes,’ he said enthusiastically, wandering across to look out of the window. ‘We could really do something with this. Bed here, bookshelves all across that wall, desk or table under the window, TV over there, rugs, artwork, the works. And your own bathroom in that corner over there.’


  ‘What?’ I said, in my head. ‘They’ll never do all that.’


  ‘They’re feeling guilty. Go for it while you can. I suspect you’ll be spending a lot of time in here.’


  So I did. With Thomas prompting me from behind, I pretended I was Francesca and asked for everything I could think of. Neither Uncle Richard nor Aunt Julia argued or haggled. I got everything I wanted. A wonderful space, warm and full of light. Plenty of room for my books, a big table at which to work. I chose my favourite colours – no one argued. I thought I might get some grief from Aunt Julia who believed in the God of Colour Co-ordination but I had my own way in everything. Six months later, I had my own little palace.


  Thomas was right, however. We spent a lot of time in my room. Fifteen years later and I was sick of the sight of it, so when Russell Checkland asked me to marry him, I said yes.


  You can blame Thomas. I did.


  I was alone in the house when the doorbell rang. Aunt Julia and Francesca were shopping. Even Mrs Finch was out.


  ‘Well, answer it,’ said Thomas, not moving from in front of the TV.


  ‘Why me?’


  ‘I’m a horse. I don’t answer front doors.’


  I sighed theatrically. ‘Tell me what happens.’


  I puttered anxiously downstairs and was relieved to see it was only Daniel Palmer, Francesca’s fiancé.


  ‘Good evening,’ he said cheerfully, stepping through the door. ‘You do right to stay in out of all this rain, Jenny.’ Which was nice of him because I hadn’t actually been asked on the shopping expedition. Or even known about it. ‘Is Francesca back yet? I was supposed to pick her up ten minutes ago. Is she here?’


  I shook my head and gestured him through to the lounge. He wandered in, still chatting amiably, shaking the rain out of his greying hair and wiping his wet face on his sleeve. His thick coat made him look bulkier than he was, although he wasn’t by any means fat. He wasn’t actually that much older than Franny, although his deeply lined face and quiet manner made him appear so. And, I suspect, associating with Francesca on a regular basis was enough to age anyone prematurely. I liked Daniel Palmer. He actually talked to me and usually phrased his questions with yes/no options for reply.


  And now the time has come to talk about that eternally interesting triangle: Daniel Palmer, Russell Checkland, and Francesca Kingdom.


  I knew Russell from childhood. He, Francesca, and I were much of an age. Christopher was three years older and had his own set of equally unpleasant friends, so we never saw much of him. Actually, I didn’t see much of Russell and Francesca either, but sometimes they allowed me to tag along for nearly ten minutes before they lost me.


  Francesca was a pretty child who grew into a stunningly attractive woman. She has an enormous amount of dark red hair that curls exuberantly around her head, green eyes, and flawless, milk-white skin. She’s tall, effortlessly slender, and graceful. She’s got the brains of a teapot, but no one really cares, least of all Francesca. She’s got all she needs to get by.


  And get by she does. Not surprisingly, someone told her she could be a supermodel so that’s what she decided she would be. She and Aunt Julia went up to London, engaged a stupendously expensive photographer, and sent her shots round to modelling agencies. She was, not surprisingly, picked up by the best and went off to make her fortune.


  In London she again met Russell, who had been studying art, whose paintings were attracting considerable attention from those who mattered, and who was in London to make his fortune. It was, apparently, love at first sight and the rising young model with the promising future hooked up with the rising young artist with the promising future and they moved in together.


  They were London’s golden couple. One or other or both of them were always in the papers. It was a fairy-tale romance – he was tall too, he too had dark red hair, although his hung down over his forehead in what everyone assumed was a romantic poet-ish look. If ever two people had everything going for them it was those two. Their lives were stuffed with all the fame, fortune, prospects, and excitement that my own life lacked. I followed their doings in newspapers and magazines, never dreaming that one day I’d be part of the story.


  Anyway, it was all going really well for them and then Francesca was offered a part in a new TV series. Some time ago a magazine had done a piece on her and her eccentricities – never wearing any colour but black, white, or green (this was sheer affectation; she looked stunning in every colour) and praising her unusual Renaissance-style beauty. This was seen by producer Daniel Palmer, who was looking for an actress to play a small part in his new TV series about the Borgias. That Francesca had no experience of acting seemed to bother no one, and actually all she had to do was look sinister, or mysterious, or lustful (often in that order, but sometime simultaneously) and occasionally utter a few words. The series was a huge hit. As was Francesca.


  Russell meanwhile, looking for a centrepiece for his new show, hit on the idea of painting Franny in one of her Renaissance frocks. Arguably, it was the best thing he’d done to date. A besotted Daniel Palmer snapped it up. And Francesca as well.


  Francesca, who had decided her future now lay with acting rather than modelling and possibly seeing Daniel as an easy way in, allowed herself to be snapped up. They disappeared over the horizon in a cloud of happiness and, in her case, ambition, and Russell Checkland woke one morning to find himself alone.


  He took it badly. I don’t know the details, I don’t think anyone does. Twelve months later his deeply disapproving father yanked him back to Frogmorton, the dilapidated family home, paid his many debts, sobered him up, and packed him off into the army. Russell put up no sort of fight and allowed himself to be packed off.


  There was no news of him for a couple of years, while Francesca’s acting career was not quite the glittering success she hoped for either. She spent a lot of time at home. Aunt Julia said she was resting.


  Then, suddenly, Russell Checkland was back, discharged from the army. He’d thumped someone: an NCO I think. I thought that was what the army was all about, but apparently you can’t do that sort of thing if you’re an officer.


  So he was back in disgrace, and his father died three months later. Rumour said the two events were not unconnected. Daniel Palmer had to go abroad for a few months and Russell and Francesca were spotted eyeing each other hungrily one evening at a secluded pub out near Whittington.


  Rushford enthusiastically resumed gossiping about its two favourite gossipees and now that Daniel had just returned, everyone was waiting to see what would happen next.


  I think Aunt Julia, in a refined and tasteful manner of course, and without raising her voice in any way, was tearing her hair out. What Daniel Palmer was thinking was anybody’s guess.


  Exciting, isn’t it?


  So, here was the apparently wronged fiancé sitting on Aunt Julia’s couch, waiting for Francesca, who genuinely was out shopping with her mother. I was wondering what to do when Thomas strolled in.


  ‘They all lived happily ever after,’ he said, and it took me a minute to realise he was talking about the film and not the real-life drama currently being played out all over Rushford. ‘Aren’t you going to offer him some tea?’


  Daniel declined, much to my relief.


  I got a tiny nudge in the small of my back. ‘And make an effort.’


  Focus, breathe, and speak. ‘… Are you working on … anything … interesting at the moment?’


  He waited while I got that out.


  ‘Yes, I’m thinking about the Tudors. There’s always plenty of material there. Do you think something about Elizabeth would go down well?’


  I nodded.


  ‘She’s been done to death, of course. I’d need a fresh approach and I haven’t really had the time recently to get my head around it. It’s still on my “ideas” pile at the moment. What do you think?’


  I nodded.


  ‘No,’ said Thomas. ‘Find something to focus on, take two breaths, and speak again. You can do it.’


  I focused on the rose-patterned cushion, tracing the design with my eyes and edited my thoughts. ‘Focus on relationship … between Elizabeth and Mary. Introduce each episode … as a game of chess. Elizabeth … red queen. Mary white. Each queen introduces characters taking … part. Outlines plot. First … piece moves. Fade to normal action. At the … end … go back to chessboard and show new state of play in game … including all the dead … bodies or taken pieces lying on the board.’


  I stopped, exhausted.


  ‘Well done,’ said Thomas. ‘The sentences were a bit choppy, but otherwise not bad.’


  Daniel Palmer was smiling at me. ‘That’s an interesting concept. There’s a lot going on in your head, isn’t there? I’ll give it some thought.’


  ‘What’s an interesting concept?’ said Francesca, coming through the door laden with shopping bags. He jumped up to greet her and I forgot all about it.


  ‘Oh, how nice for you,’ she said mockingly, ‘Jenny’s been chatting to you.’


  Did I forget to mention she’s a bit of a cow as well?


  ‘Yes, she’s been keeping me very well entertained.’ He was such a nice man. ‘In fact, I nearly forgot my other reason for coming today.’


  He pulled two envelopes from his pocket. ‘Invitations to our post-Christmas bash.’


  ‘Oh, how lovely,’ said Aunt Julia, bustling in. ‘I do enjoy your parties, Daniel.’


  ‘One for you and Richard, and one for Jenny.’


  I took the envelope as if it was solid gold.


  Aunt Julia noticed me for the first time.


  ‘I’m sorry, dear, I didn’t see you there.’


  I was sitting, large as life, on the couch. I saw a TV programme once, where a young girl was ignored by everyone around her and eventually faded away. I looked down to check if I was still visible and then opened the envelope and read the invitation.


  ‘Now, Daniel, you know Jenny doesn’t go to parties. Sometimes they’re a little too much for her.’


  ‘Well, it’s very kind of you to imply our parties are that lively, Julia, but it’s just drinks and nibbles at our house. No dancing girls, no gambling, and certainly nothing to frighten the horses.’


  I opened my mouth to decline politely.


  ‘You should go,’ said Thomas quietly and something in his voice was different.


  Francesca looked up from investigating her shopping. ‘She doesn’t do parties.’


  ‘You should go.’


  Now Aunt Julia pitched in. ‘Thank you Daniel dear, but I’m afraid that Jenny …’


  ‘You should go.’


  For a moment, everything was perfectly balanced and I had to decide which side to come down on.


  ‘Yes,’ I said, and everyone stared at me. ‘Yes, I’d like to … go. Thank you.’


  ‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘We look forward to seeing the three of you. Tuesday week. Francesca, are you ready?’


  She gathered up her bags.


  He turned to Julia. ‘My best to Richard. Jenny, I’d like to talk some more about Elizabeth. Can we grab a few minutes at the party?’


  I nodded, feeling like a real person.


  ‘What was that about?’ grumbled Francesca as they went out the door.


  My aunt turned to me. ‘He’s a very kind man. You know that, dear. It might be wise not to read too much into what is probably just social politeness.’


  I nodded and tried not to let my pleasure spill away. I wanted to hang on to this moment. I was going to a party and someone wanted to talk to me there. Just like a real person.


  It didn’t happen. Although, to be fair, it wasn’t Daniel’s fault. It wasn’t the best party he’d ever thrown, although I enjoyed every minute.


  I spent the next ten days worrying about the party. ‘What will I do? Will people want me to talk? What will I say?’


  ‘You’ve got it all wrong,’ said Thomas, not very comfortingly. ‘You should be obsessing about what to wear: how to do your hair and shoes.’


  ‘Shoes?’


  ‘Isn’t that what women think about all the time? Shoes?’


  ‘I know what I’m going to wear,’ I said. ‘I’ve got shoes. And so have you – you’re a horse. That’s not what’s bothering me. How shall I know what to do? I wish I hadn’t said yes. I’m going to make such a fool of myself. No one will want to spend the evening listen to me regurgitate words. This is a disaster.’


  ‘No it isn’t. Stop panicking. We’ll walk it through. Now, you arrive, beautifully dressed and coiffured.’


  I snorted.


  ‘You don’t want to do that. Firstly, it’s not ladylike and secondly, you just said a really bad word in Horse.’


  ‘Really? What did I say?’


  ‘Never you mind. I don’t want to hear language like that again from a young foal like you.’


  I giggled, suddenly feeling much better.


  ‘Right, you get out of the car. Slowly. Remember, do everything slowly. It gives you time to think and makes you look elegant. Let your aunt and uncle go in first. Walk in behind them. Pause and look around so you’re not blindly walking into the room. Someone will take your coat. You don’t have to say anything, just smile. Someone will offer you a drink.’ He looked at me. ‘Nothing alcoholic.’


  I nodded. Absolutely nothing alcoholic.


  ‘Your host and hostess will greet you. Just smile and thank them for the invitation. Step aside for the next guests and look around. Do not find the nearest corner and stand there all night.’


  ‘But you’ll be there, surely? You will come with me?’


  ‘Of course I will, I just don’t want to spend the evening standing in a corner. Now, you look around the room. Smile and nod if anyone catches your eye. There’s no need to say anything. I know you don’t think so, but most people are kinder than you think.’


  I nodded again.


  ‘When you’ve got your bearings, start to move slowly round the room. He’s got a great art collection and most of the rooms will probably be open so we’ll wander round and have a look. I particularly want to see Checkland’s portrait of Francesca, don’t you?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘and the library will probably be open, too. We can look at the books.’


  ‘There you go. That should keep us out of mischief for a while. Then we’ll get something to eat, have another non-alcoholic drink, and go home. Your aunt turns into a pumpkin at midnight.’


  I laughed, suddenly feeling better about the whole thing. It was a good plan. Shame we never got to use it.


  I came nervously down the stairs, wearing a plain black dress. I’d tied my mother’s lovely purple, blue, and green glass pendant on a purple ribbon around my neck. I’d left off my pony tail and wore my hair loose with a jewelled slide.


  My aunt watched me. ‘Richard, I’m really not sure about this.’


  Well, at least she hadn’t reeled back in horror at my outfit, but she could have said something.


  ‘I think you look lovely,’ said Thomas softly, behind me.


  ‘My dear, Jenny will enjoy an evening out. It’s not as if she’ll be making a habit of it.’


  ‘No, but she’ll get tired and …’


  I’m right here, I thought.


  ‘Just tune her out,’ said Thomas. ‘That’s what I do. I haven’t heard a word she’s said in the last ten years. Don’t let her upset you. Stay calm.’


  Not easy. My heart was thumping away and my palms were clammy and I hadn’t even left the house yet.


  Somehow, Uncle Richard overcame her misgivings and we climbed into the car. I sat in the back and stared out of the window. Perhaps I could just stay in the car until it was time to go home.


  ‘Don’t make me come and get you,’ said Thomas, appearing briefly and then disappearing again. The Cheshire Horse.


  The Palmers lived in a lovely old house on the other side of Rushford. It was built of soft red brick and had those wonderful twisted chimneys.


  I ran over Thomas’s instructions. Uncle Richard helped Aunt Julia out of the car and then me. He gave my hand a little squeeze, which I appreciated. Perhaps I could enjoy this after all.


  It all went just as Thomas had said. I smiled at the person who took my coat and stood behind my aunt and uncle as they talked to Francesca and Daniel. They moved away and I stepped forward. Daniel was kindness itself. ‘I’m so glad you came. Look, Francesca, Jenny’s here.’


  But Francesca had already stepped aside to talk to more interesting people. My heart sank, but he glossed over it well. ‘Never mind, she’ll catch you later. Most of the house is open tonight, so please feel free to wander around and have a look at my little collection. And I know you’ll be interested in the library. Francesca’s portrait is in there.’


  She called him to her.


  ‘Nip along and have a look if you get the chance, Jenny. And I still want to talk to you later. Enjoy yourself.’ He disappeared.


  Someone approached with a tray of glasses. ‘Fruit punch, madam. Red is alcoholic and green is not.’


  I took a green. So, I was in. I had a drink and I hadn’t yet had to say a word. Excellent!


  Remembering Thomas’s instructions, I walked slowly around the hall. Soft lights were gently reflected in the wooden panelling and lovely and unusual objects were displayed on the walls. I itched to look more closely. Daniel and his parties were popular and the place was full. People had spilled into the nearby rooms. I could hear bright chatter everywhere. Soft music played. I looked around and did see one or two people who’d come to our house occasionally. One woman waggled her fingers which was nice. I smiled back.


  I found a quiet spot – not a corner – and sipped my drink, looking, I hoped, enigmatic and thoughtful. And here came Thomas.


  ‘Don’t you like your drink?’


  ‘Yes, it’s lovely. Why?’


  ‘You had a funny expression on your face.’


  ‘I’m doing International Woman of Mystery.’


  ‘No,’ he said. ‘Seriously, no.’


  ‘You’re a horse,’ I said. ‘You can’t even have an expression.’


  ‘Well, you’re wrong there, clever clogs. Watch.’ He pulled his lips back and wrinkled his nose, exposing huge horsey teeth.


  ‘Please don’t ever do that to small children or pregnant women.’


  He snorted again. I liked it when he laughed. ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘You look a little more relaxed now. Shall we take a gander round the place?’


  We moved towards the stairs. I said, ‘Upstairs first, then downstairs. Library last – the big finish.’


  ‘Good plan,’ he said and we had started up the handsome staircase when we saw headlights flash against the windows.


  ‘Late arrival,’ said Thomas and we paused to see who it was. The stairs were directly opposite the front door so we had the best view in the house.


  The door opened and a single male figure walked into the room. All conversation stopped dead so I could clearly hear his footsteps on the tiled floor.


  He stood, seemingly unaware of the consternation he was causing. He looked confidently round the room, seeking his host. Or more likely, his hostess. His tie was askew, his hair rumpled. He dug his hands in his pockets, relaxed and rude. I could hardly believe my eyes and stepped nearer to the banisters for a closer look. The movement must have caught his eye and he looked up. He stood staring up at me for far too long and I was unable to look away.


  It was Russell Checkland and he was very, very drunk.


  ‘Oh, wow!’ said Thomas. ‘This is going to be good.’


  Chapter Two


  For a second nobody quite seemed to know what to do. Even Francesca seemed transfixed. She stood in a doorway, slightly behind him so he hadn’t seen her yet. The moment dragged on endlessly until Daniel Palmer, wearing the politest smile in the history of the world, stepped forward.


  ‘Russell, how good of you to come. We weren’t sure if you would be here or not.’


  I suspected this was Daniel-speak for: ‘You weren’t invited and you’re certainly not welcome but let’s not make a scene.’


  ‘I was invited,’ he said, very carefully, swaying gently. ‘Got the invite here somewhere to prove it,’ and looked vaguely around as if expecting to see it dangling in the air nearby. Someone, somewhere, gave a nervous giggle.


  ‘He’s had a few,’ muttered Thomas. ‘Why do you think he’s here?’


  Because, I thought, he can’t stay away. Like a moth to a flame. And she encourages him.


  Francesca moved to his side, beautiful in black and white. ‘Oh, here you are at last, Russell. Still, better late than never.’ She took his arm. ‘Daniel, dear, I thought it would be nice for Russell to meet a few people socially, now that he’s trying to re-establish himself in Rushford, and this would be a good start.’


  Daniel’s pause was only infinitesimal. ‘What a good idea, Francesca. Why don’t you take him around and introduce him?’ and stepped back to resume his conversation, apparently uninterested in the new arrival, leaving Francesca and Russell somewhat isolated in the centre of the room. A message had been sent.


  ‘Nicely done,’ observed Thomas. ‘She really is a complete nitwit, isn’t she? I wonder if she realises the damage she does. I doubt it. If she’s got any sense she’ll introduce him to Mr Splash of Cold Water, Mrs Strong Black Coffee, and Miss Taxi Home. Still, we don’t want to miss any of this, do we? Shall we go downstairs? We can do upstairs later.’


  I agreed and we re-joined the now wildly gossiping throng downstairs. There was absolutely no sign of Aunt Julia or Uncle Richard, both of whom would have been magically absorbed into the woodwork at the first signs of social awkwardness.


  We meandered from room to room, from picture to picture, admiring and criticising until we got to the library at the end. The lights were on, but the room was empty. Long and narrow, it ran along the back of the house. Every inch of wall space was shelved. Heavy crimson curtains hung at the windows. The furniture was all dark wood and soft leather. It was a very masculine room. The only sign of Francesca here was the famous portrait over the fireplace, but, typically, it dominated the room.


  The portrait was magnificent. The intricacies of the costume were wonderfully rendered, the folds and creases in the full silk sleeves being particularly eye-catching. The lace collar at the neck was delicately beautiful, drawn in with a swift, sure hand. The face was pure Francesca. She looked directly out of the picture, a small enigmatic smile on her lips, plotting something unpleasant; or more likely, knowing Francesca, wondering what to have for lunch. An unseen light caught her hair, highlighting red-gold curls amongst the dark shadows. It was, as they say, a work of art.


  ‘Well,’ said Thomas, quietly. ‘I forgive him everything. This is remarkable. What’s she holding?’


  I stood on tip-toe. ‘A small glass phial.’


  ‘Do you think she’s on her way to poison someone or has she just done it?’


  ‘We’ll never know.’


  ‘Why did he stop painting?’


  I shrugged. ‘His Muse left him.’


  ‘Do you think she regrets that now?’


  ‘I don’t know. Maybe she doesn’t know either.’


  ‘Well, he certainly does. Poor old Russell.’


  I looked at him in surprise.


  ‘He got a raw deal. I wonder if she realises she’s probably ruined his life.’


  I shivered. Suddenly, this wasn’t a mildly amusing soap opera, to be viewed from a safe distance and speculated over. This was three people’s lives. And yes, if Russell Checkland didn’t pull himself together, his life was probably ruined. And I suspected Daniel and Francesca weren’t that happy either. All at once, my quiet life in the attic didn’t seem so bad.


  ‘Imagine,’ said Thomas, softly. ‘Just imagine. You have your whole life ahead of you, glittering and full of promise with a woman who is your inspiration, whom you adore, who is everything to you. Then one day you wake up and she’s waltzed out of the door to be with someone else who can give her the new toys she wants. How must he have felt? You know he trashed his place, don’t you? Ripped up his canvases and threw the whole lot in a skip. And he had such talent, Jenny. There was so much joy in his paintings. And now it’s all gone. I wonder if he can ever get it back. I wonder if he even wants it back.’


  He sounded so sad. I turned to him and reached up and gently touched his forehead. I don’t often stroke him. He’s not a pet.


  ‘You quite like him, don’t you?’


  ‘I do, yes. His father was an unsympathetic man. His mother, who might have been a buffer between the two of them, died when he was still young enough to need her. The love of his life left him. Even his talent deserted him. So yes, despite all his efforts to alienate the world, I do like him.’


  I remembered that long look on the stairs. ‘I do too.’


  We stared at the picture for a while. I finished my drink and looked for somewhere to put the glass. A hand came out of nowhere and a voice said, ‘Shall I take that?’


  I’m really quite hopeless in social situations. I didn’t know what to do. Give him the glass? Recoil in horror? Ignore him? Give him a smile? Struggle through a long hello? And where was Thomas when I needed him? Oh yes, down the other end of the room, helpfully peering at first editions.


  I turned and looked at Russell Checkland properly for the first time. His hair was damp. I suspected he had been under the cold tap after all. He hadn’t changed that much since I last saw him, but there were new lines at his eyes and mouth. His face was thinner and if Thomas was right, and there had been joy, then there wasn’t any now.


  The silence had gone on for far too long.


  ‘It’s all right,’ he said defiantly. ‘I’ve been told I can stay if I behave myself and who better to behave myself with than you? Although actually, as I say that, I realise it wasn’t the most flattering remark to make. Feel free to box my ears.’


  Oh, good. I was a safe option. Just what every woman wants to hear. For a brief moment I wished I was dark and dangerous, and did not allow my eyes to flick to the portrait.


  I knew how to get rid of him. I took two deep breaths, focused on the ragged knot of his tie and began the struggle.


  It had completely the wrong effect. He didn’t wait politely, or try to help, or sigh and edge away. He said, ‘Good God, Jenny, that’s got worse since I last saw you. Wait here a minute,’ and disappeared, leaving me still clutching my glass and struggling to catch up. I had forgotten his nervous energy and how quickly he could move.


  He was back in seconds, clutching a cup and saucer and a glass of the red punch. ‘Here you go. Get this down you.’


  I reached for the cup and saucer, but he said, ‘No, that’s for me. This is yours,’ and thrust the glass at me. I took a cautious sip. It seemed OK. A little tangy, but otherwise quite innocuous.


  He started talking again while I sipped. I had also forgotten he could chat for England. ‘So, what have you been up to while I’ve been away? The last time I saw you, you were clutching a sheath of exam results and grinning fit to bust. Did you go to college? University? What are you doing now? Are you still in Rushford?’


  I stared at him hopelessly. He grinned down at me and that stupid fringe fell over his eyebrow and suddenly, I was determined to do this. I would do this. I would.


  Nothing happened.


  I tried again.


  Nothing happened.


  He was waiting expectantly and then I saw the penny drop. He reached out and gently touched my forearm with two fingers. ‘I’m sorry. I’m an idiot. And I’m drunk. And I’m angry. And none of it’s your fault. Would you like me to go away?’


  As far as I could see, Thomas had completely disappeared. So no help there. I shook my head and gestured to an old leather sofa set back from the fire.


  ‘Good idea,’ he said. ‘My legs feel as if they belong to someone else at the moment. I wish my tongue did. I didn’t mean to frighten you. You look so pretty tonight that I just forgot.’


  Did I also mention he was a silver-tongued charmer?


  He sat down very carefully. I sat alongside feeling a little more confident and warmly glowing.


  ‘Right, let’s start again. It’s good to see you. Are you well?’


  I nodded and raised an eyebrow at him.


  ‘Yes, I’m fine too. Not at the moment, obviously, and tomorrow I’m going to hate myself and probably the rest of the world too, but I’ll worry about that tomorrow. What are you doing now? Do you have a job?’


  I shook my head.


  ‘So what do you do? Of course, you probably don’t have to work, do you? You’ve got your parents’ money. Where do you live? Wait, are you still living with the Kingdoms?’


  I nodded.


  ‘Hang on. I’m twenty-nine, you must be, what, about twenty-eight, and you still live with those dull old sticks? Why? What happened? Oh, sod this for a game of soldiers, Jenny. Drink your drink and say something.’


  What could I say? I couldn’t tell him it was either Aunt Julia or some sort of institution. He put a finger gently under my glass. ‘Drink up. It might help. If not, you can write me an essay. Five hundred words on “Why I choose to live with the most boring people in the universe when I could be out being a good-time girl”.’


  I choked, sipped, and choked again.


  ‘That’s my girl. You’ll be chattering away in no time. When I’ve had a few I can’t shut up.’


  It doesn’t work like that, but it occurred to me that I could be sober and awkward, or drunk and awkward, and I’d been sober and awkward all my life. I took a few more sips and leaned back.


  ‘That’s better. Now, tell me. There’s no rush. The longer I’m out of the way the happier people seem to be.’


  ‘I know the feeling.’


  Now where had that come from? Oh, yes. I peered into my half-empty glass. Perhaps he hadn’t heard me.


  He was staring into the fire. Without him looking at me, my heart slowed down a little. I began to feel more relaxed. Things unclenched. I thought of what I wanted to say and reduced it to the fewest possible words.


  ‘They thought it … best I stayed there. Sometimes, things get … so I … it was easier. Better. I read. I study. I did get my … degree, you see,’ I said, desperately trying to make myself more interesting to someone who did more in a day than I did in a year.


  He wasn’t deceived at all. ‘But you could have done so much. You still could. You could still live in Rushford where your family and friends are. I’m not saying go to London or Leeds or Bristol, but surely …’ he petered out. ‘Sorry, it’s not my business, I know. It just seems such a waste of a life.’


  Something writhed inside me and for a moment I was back in those long dark days when my world was so small I couldn’t even stand up in it. And those long dark nights when I wondered why I was so insignificant and what would become of me and trying to stifle the panic …


  Something must have shown in my face because here came Thomas, galloping down the room to stand nearby, solid and comforting and protecting. My shield against the world. He breathed warmth and reassurance into my hair.


  Russell was already putting down his cup and saucer, not looking at me. ‘It occurs to me that I’m doing rather a lot of damage tonight and not just to myself. Huge apologies, Jenny. Sometimes I think I shouldn’t be allowed to mix with decent people.’


  From nowhere, I said again, ‘I know the feeling.’


  He sat back down again. ‘Yes, you do, don’t you. And you’re dealing with it much better than I am.’


  ‘No. No, I’m not. At least you’re … fighting back. You get out there and make the world notice you. You have the freedom to … come and go as you please. You have social skills. You have talent. You … could be whatever you wanted. Every day, I just sit in my room, hating it and unable to leave because I’m too … scared to take the consequences.’


  Oh my God. Did I just say that? Did I really say all that?


  He pounced. ‘What consequences?’


  Oh, what the hell. I tipped the glass back and finished my drink, relishing that rather nice, warm feeling. ‘I either live with my family or I have to go to some sort of … home. That’s the deal.’


  He was bewildered. ‘But why? What’s the matter with you?’


  I glared at him, exasperated.


  ‘No, I don’t mean that. The last I heard, having a bit of a stutter wasn’t any sort of reason for chucking a person into a secure facility.’


  ‘Well, I don’t think they meant … Broadmoor.’
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