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Praise for Erica James

‘Erica James’ sensitive story ... is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows ... thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’

Sunday Express

 



‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’

Woman’s Realm

 



‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’

Woman & Home

 



‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ ... delightful novel about English village life ... a blend of emotion and wry social observation’

Daily Mail

 



‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel ... this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’

Stirling Observer

 



‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’

Prima

 



‘An engaging and friendly novel ... very readable’

Woman’s Own

 



‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bittersweet tang ... a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’

Publishing News
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Chapter
   One

Dulcie Ballantyne had made a lifelong habit of not making a drama of the unexpected: for sixty-three years silver linings had been her stock in trade. Moreover, she would be a rich woman if she had a pound for every time someone had remarked on her calmness of manner and her continually sunny and optimistic outlook. ‘Overreaction serves no purpose other than to make a difficult situation a lot worse,’ she would say, whenever anyone remarked on her unflappable nature. It wasn’t a happy-go-lucky, trouble-free life that had given her the ability to cope no matter what, it was a wealth of experience. In short, life had taught her to deal with the severest catastrophe.

But as she sat at the kitchen table, waiting for the day to fully form itself, tearful exhaustion was doing away with the last remnants of her self-control and she was seconds away from making a terrible mistake. She had promised herself she wouldn’t do it, but desperation was pushing her to ring the hospital to find out how Richard was. As his mistress, though - even a long-standing mistress of three years - she had no right to be at his bedside or have his condition explained to her. ‘Are you family?’ the nurse had asked her on the telephone late last night, when she had almost begged to know how he was. She should have claimed to be a sister or some other close relative, but shock had wrenched the truth from her and she was informed politely that Mr Richard Cavanagh was still in the coronary care unit in a stable condition.

Stable.

She hung on to this thought, closed her eyes, and willed the man she loved not to leave her.

How often had Richard said that to her? ‘Don’t leave me, Dulcie. Life would be intolerable without you.’

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ she had always told him. She had meant it too. Her affair with Richard had been infinitely better than any other relationship she had known since the death of her husband twenty-two years ago. Before she had met Richard, there had been a series of liaisons and one or two men had almost convinced her she was in love, but mostly they had proved to her that she enjoyed living alone too much to want anyone with her on a permanent basis. Commitment phobia was supposed to be the prerogative of men, but as far as she was concerned, commitment was an overrated phenomenon. Much better to let things take their natural course, to do without the restrictive boundary that was frequently the kiss of death to a relationship.

She swallowed hard, ran her fingers through her short, dishevelled hair, and only just kept herself from crying, ‘No, no, no!’ She had changed her mind. She wanted Richard to stay in her life for ever. She would give anything to deepen the commitment between them.

She heaved herself out of the chair where she had been sitting for the last two hours and set about making some breakfast. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday afternoon when she and Richard had met at their usual restaurant for lunch - a hotel at a discreet distance from Maywood, where they’d hoped they wouldn’t be recognised. It was while they were discussing the creative writers’ group she was forming that he had grimaced, dropped his cutlery and clenched his fist against his chest. Horror-struck, she had watched his strong, vigorous body crumple and fall to the floor.

It had been so quick. One minute they were chatting happily, wondering what kind of people would sign up for the group, Richard joking that he would join so that he could spend a legitimate evening with her, and the next they were in an ambulance hurtling to hospital, an oxygen mask clamped to his face. She had behaved immaculately:  no hysterical tears; no distraught behaviour that would give rise to the suspicion that they were lovers. She had called Richard’s home number on his mobile and left a message on the answerphone for his wife. She hadn’t said who she was, just that Mr Cavanagh had been taken ill: a heart-attack. Half an hour later, though it was the hardest thing she had ever done, she had left the hospital before people started to ask awkward questions.

Now she wished she had stayed. Why should she care about the consequences of her presence at his bedside, or worry about anyone else’s feelings but her own? Yet that would be so out of character. She did care about other people’s feelings. Richard had once said to her, as they lay in bed together, ‘You care too much sometimes, Dulcie. You’re too understanding for your own good.’

‘No I’m not,’ she’d said, lifting her head from the pillow and gazing into his eyes. ‘If I was that saintly I would think more of Angela and call a halt to this affair. It’s very wrong what we’re doing. It’s selfish to be happy at someone else’s expense.’

He’d held her tight. ‘Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. Not ever.’

She had always thought that his need for her was greater than her need for him. Now, however, she wasn’t so sure. She longed to see Richard. To tell him over and over how much she loved him.

Rousing herself, she cleared away her untouched breakfast and went upstairs to dress. Moping around in her old dressing-gown - not the beautiful silk one Richard had given her, which she wore when he was with her - wouldn’t help anyone. It was time to pull herself together and become the cool, composed Dulcie Ballantyne everyone knew her to be.

From overpacked, higgledy-piggledy rails, she chose an outfit that would give her a superficial but necessary lift - a comfortable pair of wool trousers with a cream roll-necked sweater and a pink silk scarf, which she unearthed from the bottom of the wardrobe among her collection of shoes and  handbags. She thought of her daughter, and how much she disapproved of Dulcie’s untidiness. Kate despaired of her, and had tried since the age of sixteen - she was now twenty-nine - to organise Dulcie’s wardrobe. ‘Colour coordination is the key, Mum,’ she would say, riffling through the hangers and shunting them around. Curiously, and for no reason that Dulcie could fathom, it was the only area in the house, and her life for that matter, that she allowed to be muddled, where restful harmony didn’t take precedence.

Once she was dressed, she looked down on to the walled garden from her bedroom window. Curved steps led down to the lawn, which was edged with well-stocked borders; some, despite the onset of autumn, were still bright with colour. Leaves had begun to drop from the trees, but the garden remained defiantly cheerful. In the middle of June, Richard had helped her spread several barrowloads of manure over the rose-beds. It had been a Monday afternoon and his family had thought he was away on business. But he had been with her. She’d had him to herself for a whole delicious two days. She smiled at the memory: a rare two days together and they had spent the afternoon shovelling horse droppings. They had laughed about that afterwards. He had claimed that that was what he liked about their relationship, its down-to-earth nature. ‘You allow me to be myself,’ he said. ‘You expect nothing of me, which means I’m free when I’m with you.’

Their love was founded on a strong understanding of each other’s needs and a companionship that was both passionate and close, something so many married couples lost sight of. She seldom wanted him to talk about his marriage, but often Richard felt the need to explain, or perhaps justify, why he, an ordinary man (as he called himself), was behaving in the way he was. From what Dulcie knew of his wife, she was an anxious woman who depended on him too much.

Turning from the window, she glanced at herself in the full-length mirror and tried to see beyond the stocky  roundness of her body and the burst of lines around her blue eyes, beyond the short fair hair she had dyed every six weeks because she knew it took years off her, and beyond the skin that had lost its firmness. Beyond all this, she saw a woman who was a chameleon. She had played so many different roles in her life, and was destined, she was sure, to play a few more yet.

Downstairs in the kitchen, while she was trying to summon the energy to go out and rake up the leaves, the telephone rang. She snatched up the receiver, her heart pounding. Richard. Darling Richard. He was well enough to call her. Well enough to reassure her that he was all right.

But it wasn’t Richard. It was a young girl enquiring about the creative writers’ group. She had seen the card Dulcie had placed in the window of the bookshop in town, and wanted to know if there was an age restriction.




Chapter
   Two

Jaz Rafferty switched off her mobile and stared up at the sloping ceiling above her bed. It was covered with neat rows of Pre-Raphaelite prints she’d bought during last week’s college history-of-art trip to Birmingham’s City Art Gallery. Her favourite was The Last of England by Ford Madox Brown; the artist had been so dedicated to capturing the coldness of the day - the grey sea and sky, the couple huddled together in their thick winter coats - that he had forced himself to paint much of the picture outdoors, his hands stiff and blue. According to Miss Holmes, her teacher, the picture was all about the young couple and their child embarking on a new and brighter future, but within it there was also a sense of regret at leaving home.

To a large extent Jaz could empathise with the couple, she was all for leaving home as soon as she could, but she doubted she would feel a second’s regret when that happy day dawned.

She put her mobile on her bedside table and relished a rare moment of blissful quiet. Added to this was the knowledge that she had a secret. Secrets were great, especially if she could keep them from her brothers and sisters, who were the nosiest, most interfering and irritating bunch on the planet. They were the pain of pains. The wonder was that she hadn’t left home years ago. When she was thirteen she had gone through a phase of saying that she was adopted; anything to make people think she wasn’t related to four of the most loathsome people alive.

Phin (short for Phineas) was the oldest at twenty-two, then Jimmy, who was twenty. Although they were both earning good money working for Dad’s building firm - Rafferty & Sons - they still lived at home. ‘And why would we want to live anywhere else?’ they would say, whenever she called them mummy’s boys for not finding a place of their own. ‘Ah, it would break Mum’s heart if we moved out.’

They were probably right. Mum loved and spoilt them to bits. Nothing was too much trouble when it came to Phin and Jimmy. ‘Oh, go on,’ she’d say, the minute Phin looked warily from the iron to the creased shirt he wanted to wear that night.

Pathetic.

And pity the poor girls who would be stupid enough to attach themselves to the Rafferty boys. They’d need to be certifiable to put up with them.

At seventeen, Jaz was next in line in the family pecking order. Every year on her birthday, 5 September, Dad always trotted out the same joke, that he’d had a word with the Almighty before she was conceived. ‘Lord, I know how pushed you are, so I’ll save you the bother of another boy. We’ll make do with a girl this time round.’

Dad wasn’t a religious man, not by a long chalk, but he used his Catholic upbringing in the same way he banged on about being so proud of his Irish heritage. ‘Dad,’ she said to him once, ‘you’re such a fraud. You wouldn’t know a penny whistle if a leprechaun shoved one up your bum. You’re as English as the Queen.’

‘Yeah,’ he’d grinned, ‘and she’s half German, isn’t she?’

His hotline to God backfired on him, though: after a gap of several years, Tamzin (ten) and Lulu (eight) arrived. ‘Sweet Moses,’ he often complained, ‘I’m overrun with women! What have I done to deserve this?’

More to the point, what had she ever done to deserve such a family?

From a very young age she’d had a feeling of being displaced. If it weren’t for her colouring - so like her mother’s - she would have believed that owing to some quirk of nature, or to a mistake made at the hospital where she was born, she had ended up in the wrong family. She  could have been no more different from her brothers and sisters, who all took after their father: he described himself as being heartily robust of build and temperament. Jaz would have put money on Tamzin and Lulu having been born with fists clenched, ready to take on the world and destroy it. In contrast, she herself was small and pale with annoying childish freckles across the bridge of her nose. Her hair was long, to her waist, and auburn (‘Not red!’ as she repeatedly informed her brothers, when they called her Gingernut), and she preferred to think rather than yack like the rest of her family. Family legend had it that she had been slow to talk as a toddler, and had been labelled ‘a solemn little thing’ by her father. Self-reliant from the word go, she had, at the age of six, briefly created her own make-believe friends to play with, but she soon had to lose them: they became as irritating as her brothers, crowding her with their insidious presence.

When the boys were old enough, they were allowed to help their father tinker with his collection of motorbikes. They also started to accompany him on trips to Manchester to watch boxing matches and to the horseracing in Chester and Liverpool. It meant that Jaz had her mother to herself, but not for long. When Tamzin was born, followed quickly by Lulu, Jaz accepted that she was destined to be the odd one out. Everyone but her was one of a pair: her parents, her brothers, and now her sisters. She withdrew and immersed herself in books, reading herself into other people’s lives, happily escaping her own. With hindsight it seemed only natural that one day she would discover the joy of writing, that the simple process of putting words on paper - poems, short stories, rhymes, observations - would allow her to escape yet further.

She rolled off the bed, went over to her desk and switched on her computer. She checked that her bedroom door was shut, then opened the file marked ‘Italian Renaissance’. She scrolled through the six-page essay she had written on Uccello’s The Hunt in the Forest, for which she had been awarded an A, and stopped when a block of  blank pages had flicked by and she came to the words ‘Chapter One’. After months of messing around with poetry she was writing a novel. She had started it last week but, what with all the homework she’d had, there had been little time to devote to it. Being at sixth-form college was great, but the workload was crazy.

Vicki, her closest friend from school, had moved with her to Maywood College last month, and there was no shortage of new students to get to know. There was one in particular Jaz wanted to get to know better. He was a year older than her and was in the upper sixth. His name was Nathan King, and all she knew about him was that he lived near the park in Maywood. He was tall, wore his hair short, but not too short, and was never without his long black leather coat, which flapped and swished behind him as he strode purposefully to wherever he was heading. He looked as if he knew exactly what he was about, as if he had it all sorted. It was his confident manner that had singled him out to her on the first day of term.

Hearing the sound of feet thundering towards her room, she snapped forward in her seat and scrolled back to the start of the history-of-art essay.

The door flew open. ‘Who were you talking to?’

Without bothering to turn round, she said, ‘Tamzin Rafferty, get out! You too, Lulu. Can’t you see I’m working?’

‘You weren’t a few minutes ago. We heard you talking to someone. Was it a boy? Have you got a boyfriend?’

She twisted her head, gave her sisters her most imperious stare. ‘Were you listening in on a private conversation?’

They looked at each other and sniggered. Then they began to giggle in that high-pitched tone that grated on her nerves. She moved calmly across the room to the bookcase and her CD player. She picked up the remote control, switched it on at eardrum-bursting level and watched Tamzin and Lulu take flight. They hated her music, especially the Divine Comedy - they hadn’t yet evolved beyond S Club 7.

‘Sweet baby Moses on a bike! Turn that racket down.’

Her father, Pat (or Popeye, as her mother and their oldest friends called him), stood in the doorway, his massive body filling the gap. Jaz switched off the music and he came in. ‘Jeez, girl, that was loud enough to shake the paint off the walls. How you can work with that rubbish playing, I’ll never know.’ He looked towards her computer. ‘Much to get through this weekend?’

‘A fair amount,’ she said, sliding past him to sit down. She was worried he might decide to fiddle with the keyboard and accidentally find her novel. Her dad liked to give the impression he understood nothing about computers, but she knew that he had recently had the business kitted out with an expensive new system and had insisted on being shown how to work it. She kept her eyes lowered and waited for him to leave. But he didn’t. He drew nearer, stooped slightly, and began to read aloud what was on the screen. ‘“Uccello was fascinated by perspective and this can be clearly seen in this painting, which is both richly coloured and ingeniously constructed ...’” He straightened up, placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’ve said it before, Jasmine, and I’ll say it again, you owe it all to your mother. You get your brains from her. Never forget that, will you?’

She turned and smiled affectionately at him. He was always saying that, always making himself out to be the ignorant, silent partner in his marriage. ‘Oh, I’m just the brawn in the Rafferty outfit, that’s why they call me Popeye,’ he’d say. ‘It’s Moll who knows what’s what.’ But let anyone make the mistake of taking him at his word and they’d soon regret it.

‘You’re not going to give me that old I’m-just-a-thick-Paddy spiel, are you?’ she asked.

He returned the smile. ‘But it’s the truth. I couldn’t read or write when I met your mother. She wouldn’t marry me until I’d mastered Janet and John.’


‘That’s true love for you, Dad.’

He gave her a light cuff around the ear. ‘Cheeky madam.  Now, get on with your work. I’m expecting great things of you.’

‘No pressure, then, Dad?’

He was almost out of the room when he stopped, turned back to her and said, ‘So, has my little Jazzie got a boyfriend?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘Hmm ... best keep it that way until you’ve got college sorted.’

She watched him go. As dads went, he wasn’t bad. Woefully sentimental at times, and scarily volatile but, beneath it all, she knew he was proud of her. He was always boasting to his friends about how clever she was. ‘Mark my words,’ he’d swagger, with a beer in his hand, ‘this is the Rafferty who’s going to put our family on the map. Jazzie’s like her mother, book-smart.’

What he didn’t realise was that his pride put unbearable pressure on her to perform. What if she let him down? How would he cope with the failure of a daughter on whom he’d pinned such high hopes? And did he have any idea how trapped she felt by the restrictions he placed on her in his desire to see her do well? He was happy for her to go out with Vicki, but heaven help any guy who showed the slightest interest in her. Dad would put him through untold tests before he would be satisfied that he was suitable. He never came right out and said it, but she knew her father wouldn’t tolerate the distraction of a boyfriend at this stage in her life. But who’d be interested in her anyway?

She dismissed this line of thought and got back to the opening sentence of her novel. But the more she repeated it in her head, the clumsier it sounded. It wasn’t long before her thoughts strayed once more. To her wonderful secret.

Next week she would be going to the first meeting of Hidden Talents. Just think, a writers’ group where she would be taken seriously. Where she could talk openly about her writing and not be laughed at. Because that’s what her family would do if they ever found out what she  was up to. She could hear her brothers now. ‘Oo-er, little Miss Clever Clogs reckons she’s an author, does she?’

She wondered what the other people in the group would be like. The woman she’d just spoken to, Dulcie Ballantyne, had sounded really nice. Hesitant, maybe, as though her mind was elsewhere, but quite friendly. Well, so long as the others were nothing like Phin and Jimmy, Tamzin and Lulu, she would be sure to get on with them.




Chapter
   Three

Beth King was often told that she ought to invest in a dishwasher. ‘You could easily whip out this cupboard here,’ people would say, thinking they were the first to come up with the idea, ‘and slip in a dishwasher, no trouble at all. Just think of the hours you’d save yourself. And the wear and tear on your hands.’ This last consideration was a favourite of her mother’s. ‘Hands, more than anything, age a woman,’ she would claim. ‘You can have any amount of surgery done to your face, but your hands will always give you away.’

They were probably right, these well-meaning friends and family, but the truth was, Beth enjoyed washing-up - not for any strange, puritanical reason, but because the kitchen of the first-floor flat that she and Nathan had lived in for more than ten years overlooked Maywood Park. The view was a constant source of pleasure to her: there was always something different to watch - squirrels scampering across the grass, couples, young and old, strolling arm in arm along the winding paths that led down to the river and the tennis courts, mothers with prams, dogs and children playing on the swings and roundabout - which Nathan had enjoyed when he was little. And then there was the ever-changing look of the park. Now that it was autumn, the trees were losing their coppery leaves, and the fading leggy bedding plants that the council had planted in the summer would soon be replaced with pansies tough enough to survive the rigours of winter.

The last of the lunch dishes rinsed, Beth dried her hands and reached for the tub of luxury hand cream her mother insisted on sending her, along with the rubber gloves Beth  always forgot to use. Her parents were wonderfully generous and still went out of their way to make her life easier.

As did her in-laws, Lois and Barnaby King.

But while she was grateful for her parents’ generosity, which came from three hundred miles away—they had retired to warmer climes on the south coast - she found it difficult to feel the same enthusiasm for Lois’s doorstep offers of help. Lois tried too hard and made Beth feel as if she were a charity case. ‘Would you believe it?’ Lois had said in April. ‘I’ve stocked up at the supermarket and, without any warning, Barnaby’s decided to take me away for the Easter weekend. You’d better have it, you know I hate to see good food go to waste.’

It would have been ungracious to refuse, especially as Beth knew Lois meant well. She always had. Ever since Adam’s death, eleven years ago, she had committed herself to taking care of her son’s widow and her only grandson. Occasionally Beth privately questioned Lois’s motives, but she hated herself for thinking so cynically. What Lois did was kind and honourable and she should think herself lucky that she had such supportive in-laws. Nothing was ever too much trouble for them, and living just a few miles away in the village of Stapeley, they had always been there for her. Many a time Lois had despatched Barnaby to fix a leaking gutter or sort out a rotting window-ledge. ‘Heavens ! Don’t even think of getting a man in to do it - you’ll be charged the earth. Let Barnaby take a look for you. You know that’s what Adam would have wanted.’

After all these years of living without Adam, it was difficult for Beth to know if Lois was right. Would he have wanted his parents to play such a central part in her life? Or would he have expected her to move on?

‘Moving on’ had become an irritating cliche to Beth. Everyone had served it up to her: her mother, her friends, the people she worked with - in fact, anyone who thought she should have remarried by now. Or at least found a serious boyfriend. ‘You’re not getting any younger, Beth,’  her closest friend, Simone, had said only last month. ‘You’re forty-three, not twenty-three, in case it’s slipped your notice.’

‘Fat chance of that happening,’ Beth had retorted, wishing that a sandstorm would engulf her friend’s house in Dubai where she was currently living with her husband, Ben.

‘Or are you working on the misplaced theory that the choice of eligible men increases with age?’

‘No, I’m just being selective. I haven’t met anyone who measures up to Adam.’

‘Rubbish! You haven’t allowed anyone near enough to see how they’d measure up. You’re being a coward.’

Simone’s words were uncomfortably near the truth. Fear and guilt had played a part in stopping Beth finding a new partner. She had hated the idea of being disloyal to Adam.

In the aftermath of his death, she had thrown herself into taking care of Nathan. He had been only six, too young to feel the pain of loss, but old enough to understand that his and his mother’s lives had changed. Within six months of the funeral they had moved from their lovely house in the country, with its pretty garden, to this flat in Maywood. Money had been tight. Without her knowledge, Adam had taken out a second mortgage on their house and had invested what little savings they’d had in a business venture that had gone disastrously wrong. It had taken Beth some time to find work, but perseverance had paid off: she had landed a gem of a job at the recently expanded health centre in town. She had worked there ever since and had been happy; the hours were fairly flexible and the camaraderie had been good for her self-esteem. Her sanity too.

Her social life had not been so fulfilling: on a receptionist’s salary she couldn’t afford to do much. She was always totting up the pennies - a modest trip to the cinema plus a babysitter amounted almost to the cost of a pair of shoes for Nathan. Funnily enough, as supportive as Lois was, she never offered to babysit so that Beth could go out at night. Nothing was ever said, but Beth strongly suspected  her mother-in-law didn’t want her to meet anyone. To Lois, it was unthinkable that Beth could replace Adam.

But Beth’s friends had had other ideas and before long they were dropping hints that it was time for her to start dating. Invitations materialised for her to meet unattached men at dinner parties. Simone had set her up with several unsuitable candidates - it was still a mystery to Beth where her friend’s supply of single men came from. In those early years few got further than a second date. The first man she’d agreed to go out with had taken her for dinner in Chester. Just as she was beginning to think that he was almost ‘promising’, he had leaned across the table and asked about her favourite sexual fantasy. She hid her shock, and told him that an early night with a good book did it for her. Another man had bored her rigid with endless talk about his high-powered job and interdepartmental politics in the company. She had suppressed a jaw-breaking yawn, then nodded and politely said what she thought he wanted her to say.

When she grew tired of fending off men with whom she had no desire to form any attachment, she started to turn down Simone’s invitations, using Nathan as an excuse - ‘Sorry, Simone, I have to give Nathan a lift somewhere that night.’ Or, ‘Sorry, Nathan needs me to help him revise for an exam.’

Simone was no fool, and reminded Beth ad infinitumthat time waits for no woman, especially a single one. Eventually she had said, ‘How much longer are you going to use your son in this shameful manner? What excuse will you come up with when he leaves home? Or are you going to turn into an eccentric old woman who collects stray cats and makes marmalade that nobody will ever eat?’

‘Anything would be preferable to the ear-bashing a so-called friend is subjecting me to. And if you really want to know, I’m putting things off until it’s more convenient.’

‘And as we all know, Beth, my poor deluded friend, procrastination is the thief of time.’

Beth knew that Simone was right, she was hiding behind  Nathan. Plenty of parents struggle to come to terms with flying-the-nest syndrome, but she knew that because she and Nathan were so close she would undergo a painful period of adjustment next year when he left for university. She had never suffered from loneliness - mostly because she didn’t have time for such an indulgence - but that might alter when Nathan went to college. Common sense told her that she had no choice but to fill the void his absence would create.

In preparation for this change, she had taken an important step this morning, which she hoped would expand her horizons. She was joining a creative writers’ group. She had always enjoyed ‘scribbling’, as she called it. It had started after Adam died: when she couldn’t sleep at night, she had written down the thoughts that were keeping her awake. It had been soothingly cathartic and before long she had grown confident enough to turn the random scribblings into short stories. She now had a collection that no one but herself had read. Or ever would. Those clumsily put-together vignettes were about the past. Now she wanted to write something to reflect the new life ahead of her.

This morning she had told Simone about Hidden Talents during their fortnightly phone chat.

‘Good for you,’ she’d said. ‘Any men in the group?’

‘I wouldn’t know. We have our first meeting next week.’

‘What else are you going to do to occupy yourself?’

‘Isn’t that enough to start with?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Goodness, you’re giving me the choice? What’s got into you? Has the sun fried your brain?’

‘Crikey, it’s time to come home to Cheshire if it has.’

For all Simone’s bullying, she was a wonderful friend, and Beth missed her.

She screwed the lid back on to the tub of hand cream and put it on the window-ledge. Looking down into the park, she noticed a fair-haired man sitting on one of the benches; he had two young children with him. For a few moments  she watched the smallest and blondest of the two little girls as she tried to catch a leaf that whirled in the wind. She wondered where their mother was, then chided herself for jumping to such a sloppy conclusion. It always annoyed her when people assumed she had a husband.

She was still staring at the man and his children when she remembered that Nathan was out for the rest of the afternoon and that she had promised to go downstairs to see her neighbour.

Adele—Miss Adele Waterman - had moved into the ground-floor flat a year after Beth and Nathan had arrived, which made them not just long-standing neighbours but good friends. To Beth’s sadness, the old lady had decided, now that she was eighty-four, to call it a day: she was putting her flat on the market with the intention of moving into a retirement home. ‘I’m under no illusion that my nephew wants the burden of me. He can never spare any time to visit so I’m spending his inheritance the fastest way I know how,’ she had told Beth, with a chuckle.

Beth picked up a tin of home-made chocolate cake and went out, hoping that when the time came, Nathan would treat her more kindly than Adele’s only relative had treated her.




Chapter
   Four

Jack Solomon switched off the car radio before Jimmy Ruffin’s ‘What Becomes Of The Brokenhearted?’ could do its worst. The traffic-lights changed to green and he pressed his foot on the accelerator.

It was a typically tedious Monday afternoon. It was also his birthday. He was thirty-six, but felt more like sixty-six, and he certainly wasn’t in the mood to celebrate. The girls in the office had surprised him with a card and a CD and he had been touched by their thoughtfulness, but less so by the choice of CD. He had nothing against Britney Spears, but it was too much of a cliché, men of his age listening to music aimed at a much younger generation. There was nothing worse than a middle-aged man trying to be hip. A wry smile twitched at his lips. He could have been describing that bastard Tony.

He felt the sudden tension in his shoulders and loosened his grip on the steering-wheel. He mustn’t dwell on Tony, he told himself. But it was a futile instruction. Now that his brain had hooked on to the thought, he’d be stuck with it until he’d worked it out of his system.

Tony Gallagher ... the best friend he’d ever had. Once they’d been inseparable. They’d grown up together, played and learned together. They’d smoked their first cigarette together, drunk their first pint together, and inevitably experienced their first hangover together. They’d shared practically every rite of passage. But Tony had taken ‘togetherness’ and ‘what’s yours is mine’ too far and too literally.

Almost a year ago Jack had come home early from work one afternoon with a high temperature and found Tony in  bed with Maddie. Turned out they’d been having an affair for the last six months and dumb old Jack hadn’t had a clue what was going on.

Dumb old Jack Solomon, that was him all right. Too blind to see what was going on under his own nose, in his own home. Too in awe of his old friend to think he’d ever betray him. Other men sank to those levels, but not Tony. Admittedly he’d been a bit of a lad, but he was one of the good guys. Imbued with an easy sense of entitlement and an air of confidence that drew people to him, he was a man you could trust.

But these things happen. Marriages fell apart all the time ... apparently. Jack wished that every time some smug prat said this he could smack them in the face. ‘These things happen’ was supposed to make him feel better about losing his wife and only seeing his daughters on alternate weekends. Relegated to being a part-time father, he now had to trail his children round theme parks, cinema complexes, bowling alleys and fast-food restaurants. If he never had to order another burger and milkshake, he’d be a happy man. No, that wasn’t true. It would take a hell of a lot more than that to make him truly happy.

Amber and Lucy had stayed with him at the weekend and, thankfully, the weather had been warm and sufficiently dry to make going out less of a chore. During the last year he had become a fanatical watcher of weather reports: if rain was forecast he had to plan indoor entertainment; if it was dry, he’d plan a trip outdoors.

On Saturday he’d taken the girls to the park in Maywood. Lucy had enjoyed it but, then, she was only seven and still young enough to feed the ducks and play on the swings. Amber, though, was eleven and fast becoming too grown-up for such childish entertainment. While Lucy had flung bread at the ducks, Amber had sat on the bench with him and watched her sister disdainfully. When Lucy’s supply of bread had run out, she had skipped towards them, her face wreathed in smiles.

‘Can we go now?’ Amber had asked, getting to her feet and folding her arms across her chest. ‘I’m cold.’

‘But I want to play on the swings,’ Lucy had pouted. ‘Dad said I could.’ She’d looked at him, eyes wide and pleading.

‘Five minutes on the swings,’ he’d said, ‘and then it’s Amber’s choice what we do next.’

The peace had been kept and Amber’s choice had been to walk back into the centre of town to have tea at McDonald’s. During the weekend, he’d sensed friction between the girls, and when he was putting the tray loaded with burgers, chips, nuggets and milkshakes on to the table where they were waiting for him, he caught Amber telling Lucy off. ‘Hey, what’s the problem?’ he’d said.

‘It’s nothing,’ Amber said matter-of-factly and, assuming the role of dinner monitor, opened her sister’s carton of nuggets and handed it to her.

‘It doesn’t look like nothing to me,’ he persisted, putting his arm round Lucy. ‘What’s up, Luce?’ He noticed Amber flash her a warning look and when Lucy began to cry, he said, ‘Okay, that’s it. What’s going on?’

‘I only said I was looking forward to our holiday,’ Lucy sniffed.

‘What holiday?’ he asked, dabbing her eyes with a paper napkin.

She took it from him and blew her nose. ‘Tony’s taking us to Disney World for half-term. We’re going to America.’

‘That’s nice,’ he forced himself to say. He unwrapped his burger, knowing he wouldn’t be able to eat it now.

‘Well, I’m not going!’ Amber announced. She looped a long chip and stuffed it into her mouth. ‘I’m going to stay with Dad for half-term. I wouldn’t go to America if you paid me.’


Atta girl! he wanted to cheer. But he didn’t. Not when Lucy looked as if she was going to cry again. His heart went out to them both, caught as they were in an impossible situation. ‘Is it definite?’ he asked, playing for time. ‘Has Tony booked it?’

Amber shrugged and reached for her milkshake.

Lucy nodded. ‘He showed us a picture of the hotel we’re going to be staying in. It’s huge. And there’s a pool with a slide and—’

‘Shut up, Lucy.’

‘Amber, don’t speak to your sister like that.’

She looked at him, hurt.

Damn! He wasn’t handling this at all well. Poor Amber, she was only trying to be loyal to him. ‘Sorry, sweetheart,’ he said, ‘I didn’t mean to snap at you. How’s your meal? Burger up to standard?’

He drove them back to Prestbury the following day, to where Maddie had set up home with Tony. Home for her, these days, was a modern pile of impressive proportions and, with its over-the-top electric gates that positioned it on just the wrong side of good taste, Jack had nicknamed it Southfork. From what the girls had told him, it had six bedrooms, three bathrooms, a sitting room the size of a football pitch and a sauna to sweat away the day’s troubles. Well, yippity-do, hadn’t Tony Gallagher done well for himself? Always ambitious and always on the lookout for a way to make a quick buck, Tony had come home after a holiday in Thailand and set up his own business importing Oriental rugs, furniture and knick-knacks. This had been in the early nineties, things had taken off for him, and he now had a string of shops throughout the North West. Oh, yes, Tony Gallagher had done very well for himself. Too damned well.

Tony opened the door to him and it took all of Jack’s willpower not to shove the smug devil up against his expensive wallpaper and smear his brains right across it.

‘I hear you’re off to Disney,’ he said, with false bonhomie as he passed the girls their weekend bags. Instead of rushing upstairs to their bedrooms as they usually did, they hovered anxiously in the hall.

‘Yes,’ said Tony. ‘I thought it would do Maddie and the girls good. Some sun to cheer us all up.’

‘You do surprise me. I thought you had everything you  could ever want to make you happy.’ His caustic tone rang out discordantly and Maddie materialised. As if sensing trouble, she placed herself between the girls, a hand on each of their shoulders. Even now, despite the bitterness that consumed him, he was reminded of the intense love he’d once felt for her. She was as slim as the day they’d met, and just as pretty. The girls had inherited her delicate bone structure, her clear complexion, and her pale blue eyes. Many a time when they’d holidayed in Greece, she’d been mistaken for a Scandinavian.

‘Everything all right?’ she asked, her chilly briskness telling him to back off.

‘Oh, everything’s hunky-dory, Maddie. Nothing for you to worry about. Although it might have been nice for you to inform me about your plans for half-term. But, hey, Amber and Lucy told me, so that’s okay, isn’t it?’ Then, in a less acerbic voice, he said, ‘Good night, girls. I’ll see you when you get back.’

He moved forward to kiss them goodbye, but Amber wriggled free from her mother and said, ‘You can’t go yet, Dad. Lucy and I have something for you.’ She shot upstairs and was back within seconds. She handed him a present that must have taken ages to wrap, judging by the amount of sellotape and the bulky edges of the paper around it. ‘Happy birthday for tomorrow, Dad.’ She gave him a fierce hug. When she stepped away, she narrowed her eyes and gave Maddie and Tony a pointed look.

He drove home, close to tears. All he could think of was the harm that had been inflicted on his children by his and Maddie’s separation. Poor Lucy, so guilty and upset because she was excited about going to Orlando, and Amber defiantly refusing to go, but knowing she would have to. And how long had she been rehearsing the little scene when she had given him his present in front of Tony and Maddie?

Jack knew he had to come to terms with what had happened. He had to find a way to resolve his anger and bitterness.

He parked outside 10a Maywood Park House, where Miss Waterman lived. A shame it wasn’t the whole house he’d been instructed to sell, but a flat in this area would be easy to shift, so long as Miss Waterman was realistic about the selling price. It never paid to go in too high. Fingers crossed that the old lady didn’t have any greedy relatives manipulating her behind the scenes. Fingers crossed also that she wasn’t too frail to make a cup of tea: he was parched.

He gathered up his clipboard and tape measure from the front passenger seat and locked the car. He examined the small front garden with a professional eye. It was well tended, with laurel bushes and a lilac tree screening the ground-floor window from the road; established shrubs filled the narrow bed to the right of the path. So far so good. He wondered who was responsible for its upkeep. Surely not the elderly owner - a gardener, perhaps? Then he took the three steps up to the front door, which had its original lead-and-stained-glass fanlight. Again this was a good sign. There were two bells - one for ioa and one for iob. He pressed the former, straightened his tie and tried to imagine Miss Waterman. From her voice on the telephone she had sounded the archetypal sweet old lady. He pictured her in a high-necked frilly blouse with a string of pearls and a pale mauve cardie, an embroidered hanky poking out from a pocket. There would probably be a ball of wool rolling about the flat, and the smell of cat litter, mothballs and throat lozenges.

The door opened. ‘Er ... Miss Waterman?’ Either his client had undergone thousands of pounds’ worth of plastic surgery and had indulged in some super-strength HRT, or this was a relative who had been called in to check out the potentially scurrilous estate agent. She was an attractive woman with wavy fair hair, collar-length and tucked behind her ears: a tousled look that suited her bright, open face and went well with her figure-hugging knitted black suit. She looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t think  where he might have met her before. Perhaps she had been into the office at some time.

‘No, I’m not Miss Waterman,’ she said, ‘I’m a neighbour. I live in the flat upstairs, which is where Miss Waterman is. I’m afraid her boiler’s conked out and I insisted she stay in the warm with me. You must be Mr Solomon.’

‘I am indeed. I didn’t know neighbours like you still existed.’

‘It helps that we’re such good friends. Luckily I had the afternoon off. Come in.’ She closed the door behind him and led the way along a communal hallway to ioa, her shoes clicking on the chequered tiled floor.

Inside the flat he was pleased to see that most of the original features were still intact. He stood for a moment to take in the proportions and features of the sitting room: the bay window, the fireplace, the high ceiling and the intricate cornice.

‘I’ve been instructed to stay with you,’ she said, observing him from where she stood next to a baby grand piano, which was home to a collection of framed black and white photographs and a vase of silk flowers.

‘Quite right too,’ he said. ‘I could be anyone, after all.’ He slipped a hand into the breast pocket of his suit and pulled out a business card. He gave it to her and noticed that she took it with her left hand and that she wore no rings - this was a skill he’d learned since he’d been on his own: he could spot a wedding ring at fifty paces.

She read the card and said, ‘Well, Mr Jack Solomon of Norris and Rowan the Estate Agents’—her voice was playful - ‘I’ve also been instructed to give you some tea when you’ve finished. Miss Waterman was most insistent on that. I should point out, though, that she’ll drive a hard bargain with you over your commission. Be warned.’

And you’ll see that she does, he thought, as he started making notes on his clipboard. But instead of feeling hostile towards Miss Waterman’s helpful neighbour, he found himself warming to her. Dodging the clutter of antique furniture, and being careful not to knock anything over, he  pulled out a length of the tape measure and hooked the metal end into the edge of the carpet against the wall. It was going to be a tricky job, this one: no area of floor or wall space had been wasted. Corner cupboards and glass-fronted cabinets were stuffed with china and glassware. Tables, large and small, displayed silk-shaded lamps and yet more china.

‘Do you need any help?’ she asked.

‘Only if you don’t mind.’

‘It’ll keep me warm, having something to do.’

With the sitting room measured, they moved on to the dining room: it was also jam-packed with furniture, a veritable minefield of bits and bobs just waiting to be smashed. ‘And what do you do when you’re not looking after your neighbour?’ he asked, reeling in the tape.

‘I work at the medical centre in town. I’m what people refer to as an old dragon.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Why’s that?’

‘I’m a receptionist, and most of the patients think I derive some kind of perverse pleasure in keeping them from seeing their doctor.’

Ah, so that’s where he’d seen her.

The job didn’t take as long as he’d feared, and he was soon being led upstairs to meet Miss Waterman. When he stood in the hall, inside iob, he realised how cold he’d become downstairs. The warmth wrapped itself around him, as did his new surroundings. There was a homely smell and feel to this flat, which Miss Waterman’s lacked: hers was too formal and prim for his taste. He thought of his own rented modern townhouse and acknowledged what he’d previously tried to ignore: that he didn’t much like it. It wasn’t a home, merely a stopgap, somewhere to lay his head until he found something better. When Maddie had left him, he’d sold their house almost straight away, finding it too painful to live there alone. She had refused her share of the money, and initially this had infuriated him. It was as if she was deliberately flaunting the wealth and status she had acquired as Tony’s Gallagher’s partner.

‘Is that you, Beth?’ called a voice.

‘Yes, and I’ve brought Mr Solomon up.’

When he entered the main room of the flat, L-shaped and clearly used for sitting, dining and cooking, he came face to face with his client. She was sitting opposite a log-burning stove and he almost stopped in his tracks at the sight of her. Unbelievably, he’d pictured her perfectly, right down to the pearls and the colour of her cardigan. How extraordinary! One-nil to his vivid imagination.

‘Goodness, Mr Solomon, you look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

Smiling, he stretched out his hand. ‘Not at all, Miss Waterman. It’s good to meet you at last.’

‘I wanted to show you round myself, but Beth wouldn’t hear of it. She’s such a dear. I’m going to miss her dreadfully when I leave.’

While he and Miss Waterman discussed the marketing of the flat and the thorny issue of commission, he was conscious of his client’s neighbour moving quietly at the other end of the room, where she was making a pot of tea and arranging some cake on a plate. As he warmed himself in front of the log-burning stove, he felt absurdly at ease. There was something calming about his surroundings, although there was nothing special about the way the flat was furnished and decorated - if anything it bordered on shabby: inexpensive pine units in the kitchen area had been painted cream and looked in need of a touch-up; the dresser beside the open brick hearth was chaotically filled with cookery books, photographs, CDs, and china that didn’t match; the sofa was worn and lumpy; the rugs on the wooden floor were threadbare, and the blue and white cloth that covered the dining table was splattered with candle wax. For all that, it was one of the most charming homes he’d been in for a long while.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Beth pick up the tea-tray. He got to his feet. ‘Here, let me do that.’ He took it from her and noticed, for the first time, the view from the  window. He wondered if she had seen him on Saturday in the park with the girls.

‘That was delicious,’ he said, after he’d eaten two slices of cake and drunk his tea, ‘but I really ought to be going. I wish all my appointments were as convivial.’ He meant it.

‘Any chance of you knocking a chunk off the extortionate commission you’ll be charging in return for our generous hospitality?’

‘Beth, my dear, you shouldn’t embarrass Mr Solomon like that.’

He smiled. ‘Perhaps we’ll do something creative with the marketing budget. Free advertising for the first month. What do you say?’

Miss Waterman tilted her head to one side. ‘And a reduced rate for the subsequent month?’

The old lady was as sharp as her friend. ‘Agreed, Miss Waterman. But I doubt that will be necessary, given the excellent location. We’ll have sold your flat long before then.’

He shook hands with the two women, first with his client, then with her neighbour. ‘Thank you for the tea and for your help downstairs. I hope you didn’t get too cold.’

It was when he was driving back to the office, before going home, that he remembered it was his birthday and Clare, his girlfriend - girlfriend: even after five months he wasn’t used to that expression - was cooking a special meal for him. He wished now that he hadn’t eaten so much cake.




Chapter
   Five

From the garden, Dulcie heard the telephone ringing. She threw down the rake and, almost missing her footing on the steps, rushed to the house, hoping it was Richard.

It was Tuesday morning, four days since Richard’s heart-attack, and for all she knew the unthinkable might have happened. So many times she had wanted to ring the hospital, but she knew how gossip could spread. Enquiries from an unknown woman about a male patient could mean only one thing and Dulcie could picture, all too easily, the scene of Angela overhearing a couple of nurses discussing her husband and the concerned caller.

Breathless, she snatched up the receiver. Before she could say anything, a man’s voice she didn’t recognise said, ‘Hello? Who am I speaking to?’

‘This is Mrs Ballantyne,’ she answered, irritated by the pompous voice at the other end of the line. ‘And who am I speaking to?’

‘My name’s Victor Blackmore and I’m calling about the writing group. I’d like to know some more details. Is it a serious group, or just an excuse for people to get together and chat over endless cups of coffee?’

‘I’m sure there’ll be coffee on offer for those who would like it,’ she said coolly, instinct telling her that this man would not be an asset to Hidden Talents, ‘and doubtless there’ll be a lively exchange of views and opinions. After all, that’s partly the function of a writers’ circle. I would imagine it’s safe to say that it will be as serious as its members want it to be.’

‘Mm ... So what can you tell me about the other people  who have signed up for it? I don’t want to get involved with time-wasting cranks.’

Bristling, Dulcie said, ‘I’m not sure that’s a fair question, Mr Blackmere. It rather depends on your definition of the word “crank”.’


‘Blackmore. Victor Blackmore.Perhaps I’d better explain. I’m working on a novel and I’m keen to find an expert appraisal. What are your qualifications for running a writing group?’

It was time to get rid of this ghastly man. Under no circumstances did Dulcie want him joining Hidden Talents. ‘I have absolutely no qualifications whatsoever, Mr Blackmore. Now, it sounds to me as though our little group wouldn’t suit you at all. We’re very much on the bottom rung, just starting out, and you’re obviously further on. Have you thought of submitting your novel to a publisher for a professional appraisal?’

‘Publishers! What do they know?’

So he’d already been down that route and had his work rejected. She decided that her only course of action was to be firm. ‘Oh dear, I must go, there’s someone at my door. Goodbye, Mr Blackmore, I hope you find what you’re looking for. Best of luck with the writing.’ She replaced the receiver with a smile. It was the first time she had smiled in days and it felt good. She imagined telling Richard about the dreadful man and saw them laughing together. She loved it when Richard laughed: his face showed the lightness of his spirit.

Back out in the garden, she resumed her leaf-raking. There was rain in the air, but she carried on regardless, soon warm from the exertion. She was picking up the handles of the overflowing wheelbarrow to push it down to the compost heap when she heard the telephone once more.

She was getting too old for this, she thought, as she stood in the kitchen and caught her breath before answering it. She ought to have one of those cordless contraptions that Richard had suggested so many times.

‘Mrs Ballantyne? Victor Blackmore again.’

Her heart sank.

‘I wanted to go over a couple more points with you.’

‘Does this mean you’ll be joining us?’

‘Let’s just say I’ll give you a try and see how it works out. Now, then, what will the format be?’

‘Format?’

‘I presume you’ve thought of that? If there’s no order or structure to the classes, I can’t see them working. Take my word for it, it will turn into an unmitigated shambles. I have years of managerial experience behind me so I know what I’m talking about. How much will you be charging?’

‘Just a token amount to cover biscuits and coffee. I thought a pound wouldn’t be unreasonable.’

Fifteen minutes later, her patience pushed to its limit, Dulcie managed to get rid of him. She wished now that she had never come up with the idea of forming a writers’ circle. What had she been thinking of? And what if more people like Victor Blackmore wanted to join? So far he was the third person to make a definite commitment to Hidden Talents - there had been other enquiries, but they had come from people looking for something to do during the day. ‘I’m afraid our meetings will be in the evening,’ she had told them. ‘Otherwise people who work will miss out.’ Also, she hadn’t wanted to end up with a group consisting only of retired people or young mothers who might have to rush off to collect a small child. Some of the enquirers had been surprised that the group wouldn’t be meeting in a public room, and again this had been deliberate on Dulcie’s part. The size of the group was important. If it was too large, people wouldn’t get a chance to read out their work and would feel excluded. A small gathering would encourage members to relax, and once a bond of trust had been established, they would express themselves more openly - essential if the fragile buds of creativity were to blossom.

It was raining heavily now. Dulcie abandoned her intention to continue gardening, and decided to write instead. Which meant she would need a cup of tea to get her started. A biscuit or two as well.

She carried the tea-tray through to her study - like the kitchen, it overlooked the garden. The previous owners of 18 Bloom Street - a Georgian townhouse in the centre of Maywood - had used this room as their dining room, but Dulcie had known straight away that it would be her study. It was beautifully proportioned, and very elegant. She had painted the walls herself, a creamy buttermilk shade, and had chosen a carpet of royal blue to make a sharp but classic contrast—it was hopelessly impractical, showed every bit of fluff, but she loved it. It gave the room exactly the right feel. She set the tray on her desk, which was positioned in front of the sash window. Then, as the day had turned so gloomy, she switched on the lamps and lit the fire. She had cleared away the ashes earlier that morning, so all she had to do was put a match to the kindling and the scrunched-up newspaper.

Within minutes she had picked up a pen and was reading through what she had written before Richard had suffered his heart-attack. When she had told the boorish Victor Blackmore that she had no qualifications to lead a writing group, she had been a little economical with the truth. For years now she had had modest success with writing short stories for magazines. She had also picked up the occasional prize for her literary endeavours. And a long time ago, before moving to Maywood, she had been a member of a writers’ group, although she had never led one. But, of course, none of this would impress Victor Blackmore. Only Salman Rushdie as their tutor would have impressed a pompous twit like him.

She had always written, even as a child, yet had never seen it as anything more than a hobby. She had played with words - like others played squash or tennis to amuse themselves - bouncing them around on the paper until they formed just the right pattern. It was immensely satisfying. However, it had been a sporadic hobby. Marriage and children had been her priority, but once Kate and Andrew had left home, she had been able to devote more time to it. Before then, and while the children were young, she had  nursed her husband for almost six years until his death. Parkinson’s disease had turned him into a chronic invalid, but he had borne the debilitating illness with great dignity. Sadly for him, he had been a doctor and had known his future better than anyone. She would never forget how brave he had been, or how hard he had tried to lessen the effect his illness had on them as a family. Kate and Andrew had been wonderful and had taken it in their stride. For them he was still plain old Dad and they accepted his limitations. In their eyes, it didn’t matter that he couldn’t kick a ball around the garden with them: he could read to them instead, help them with their homework, or play chess. When the tremors in his hands became unmanageable, they watched his eyes to see which piece he wanted them to move on his behalf.

But his death was a shattering blow. She and the children had grown so used to the permanency of him being ill that they had somehow convinced themselves they would carry on like that for ever. His departure created a haunting emptiness in their lives, especially hers. Dulcie had known she must do something positive, so she and the children had moved from south Manchester to Maywood to make a fresh start and to be nearer her closest friends, Prue and Maureen. For a while she busied herself with decorating their lovely new home in Bloom Street, but she soon recognised the danger of having too much time on her hands, and decided to form her own business, a relocation company. She had wanted to do this for some time.

It had been many years later, when she had been on the verge of selling the business and retiring, that she had met Richard. A company move from Wiltshire to Cheshire put him and his wife in contact with Home from Home - the name had been Kate’s idea. Initially Dulcie dealt with Angela, who made it very clear she was moving north reluctantly. ‘My friends and family all live in Wiltshire,’ Angela had lamented, over the telephone. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do without them.’ She flitted rapidly from one line of conversation to another, and Dulcie had to  work at keeping her client on track. ‘We don’t want anything modern, or anything that needs a lot of work doing to it. Oh, and nothing with those awful replacement PVC windows. I saw a programme on television once where a family perished in a house fire because they couldn’t smash a window to escape. It was awful. Three children. All dead. A paddock would be nice. We want to be out in the country - did I say that? I’m sure I must have because I can’t cope with being confined. I’ve never lived anywhere but the country. We’ll need five bedrooms with at least two en suites. We have two grown-up children living in London and they will be frequent visitors, and we have another two still at home, Christopher and Nicholas. I’ll need your help in finding them a suitable school.’

‘And your price range?’ Dulcie had asked, making notes of all these requirements, at the same time forming a mental picture of her client: she foresaw a long haul. ‘I ought to warn you that house prices around Maywood are almost comparable with those in the south of England,’ she added tactfully.

‘Is that so? Well, my husband will sort that out. In the meantime, perhaps you can send details of what you have available and we’ll come up and take a look.’

Two weeks later, with a string of viewings arranged, Dulcie drove to the Maywood Grange Hotel on the outskirts of town to meet her clients. Richard Cavanagh was waiting for her in the hotel lounge. He was doing The Times crossword, one leg crossed over the other, fountain pen poised mid-air, his chin tilted upwards as he tussled with a clue. He didn’t notice her approaching, and when she said, ‘Mr Cavanagh?’ he started. ‘Sorry,’ she apologised, ‘I didn’t mean to make you jump.’ She held out her hand. ‘Dulcie Ballantyne.’

He put down his pen and paper, rose to his feet, slipped his tortoiseshell glasses into the breast pocket of his beige linen jacket, and shook hands warmly. ‘Please, call me Richard. But how did you know it was me?’

She looked at the coffee table on which an open wallet  file revealed a collection of house details. ‘They don’t call me Miss Marple for nothing.’

He smiled. ‘Would you like some coffee before we set off?’

She checked her watch. ‘Yes, thank you, though it will have to be quick. Our first appointment’s at eleven.’

‘Plenty of time for you to sit down, then.’ He indicated the sofa, where he’d been sitting, and took a hard upright chair for himself. She felt the warmth from his body in the cushions when she sat down, and watched him attract the attention of a young waitress. He was older than she had expected, but attractive with it. His eyes were blue and his hair silvery grey; it curled boyishly into the nape of his neck, and looked good against the dark blue of his shirt. He passed her a cup of coffee. ‘My wife sends her apologies. Our youngest has chicken-pox and she didn’t want to leave him with anyone else.’

As the day wore on - and with six houses viewed - Dulcie discovered quite a lot about Richard Cavanagh. He was charming and quick-witted, clear about what he did and did not want in a home, and appeared a thoroughly nice man. To say that he captivated her would have been an exaggeration, but she was certainly attracted to him.

But, and it was a colossal but, he was married, and therefore out of bounds. End of story. Married men were to be avoided at all costs.

Yet she allowed herself to be drawn in. He invited her to join him for dinner that evening. ‘Don’t let me suffer the ignominy of dining alone,’ he said. ‘I’ll have everyone feeling sorry for me.’

‘Nonsense! You’ll have all the waitresses rushing to keep you amused.’

‘I’d rather you kept me amused.’

They were sitting in her car in the hotel car park, and he’d turned to face her as he said this, his gaze as direct as his words.

She didn’t answer him, but she didn’t need to. He knew  she would accept, just as she knew what the consequences would be.

That had been three years ago, and now she was in love with a man who ... who, for all she knew, might be dead.

She put down the pen she had been holding - a fountain pen Richard had given her on the first anniversary of their meeting - and lowered her head into her hands. It was no good. She couldn’t take the not knowing any longer. She removed her reading glasses and went to make the call from the kitchen where she had the number of the hospital pinned to the noticeboard beside the phone. She was almost across the room when the telephone on her desk rang. Probably that annoying Victor Blackmore again, wanting to know what type of coffee she would be serving.

But she was wrong. It was Richard. She sank into her chair and, at the wonderful sound of his voice, she burst into tears.

‘Dulcie?’

‘Oh, Richard, I’ve been so scared. I’d almost convinced myself you were dead.’ Tears of relief were flowing.

‘Ssh, my darling, I’m fine. Well, fine for a man who’s recovering from his first heart-attack. They’ve let me use a phone today, which I’m taking as a positive sign. I’m no longer hooked up to the main grid so I must be over the worst. Oh, Dulcie, I’m so sorry to have put you through this. How are you bearing up?’

‘Oh, you know, not bad for a mistress whose lover has suffered his first heart-attack.’

‘Don’t speak like that. You know I hate that word. You’re not my mistress, you’re the woman I love. Oh, hell, I can’t talk any more, I have to undergo yet more tests in a few minutes and I can see a posse of nurses and junior doctors heading in my direction. I’ll ring you again as soon as I can. I love you, Dulcie.’

‘I love you too. Take care.’

‘And you.’

After she had put down the phone, Dulcie went outside and stood in the rain, her face turned up towards the sky. It  was the maddest thing she could think to do. She was so unbelievably happy that nothing but an act of sheer lunacy would satisfy her. Only when she was wet through did she go back into the house.




Chapter
   Six

By rights Jack should have been looking forward to the evening - he’d had some excellent news during the afternoon, and that, combined with seeing Clare, should have made him feel a whole lot happier.

But last night he and Clare had argued. It wasn’t the first time, but the nature of the exchange had made him feel awkward about seeing her again. He would have preferred to get together with her later in the week, but that would only have upset her more: they’d already had to reschedule this evening’s dinner, arranged for him to meet Clare’s parents.

The cause of their row still rankled. Clare had accused him of being obsessed with Tony or, more specifically, with what Tony had done. ‘Just get over it,’ she’d said. ‘What’s done is done. My husband left me for someone else, but do you hear me banging on about it?’

‘Banging on?’ he’d said in disbelief. ‘Is that what you think I’m doing?’

She screwed up her napkin and threw it on to her empty plate. ‘Face it, Jack, you’ve done nothing but moan about him this evening. It’s your birthday and I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to cook you this meal - which you’ve hardly touched. I’m bored of hearing you complain about your soon-to-be-ex-wife who, allegedly, is stopping you seeing your children. What’s more—’

He put down his knife and fork. ‘I think you’ve made your point.’

She got to her feet and started to clear the table, stacking the plates and dishes with noisy haste. ‘Have I? And what point exactly do you think I’m making?’

He stood up too, and took the crockery from her. ‘That I’m making a mountain out of a molehill.’

In the kitchen, they moved around each other warily and in stifling silence, putting things away, making coffee. ‘Jack,’ she said, at last, ‘we have so much going between us, but I can’t compete with Maddie and the girls.’

‘I don’t want you to.’

‘That’s how it feels.’

‘Then that’s your problem.’

She pressed the plunger down on the cafetière, looked at him sharply. ‘Surely it’s our problem?’

Exasperation made him say, ‘I have enough problems of my own without taking yours on board. If you can’t hack the idea that I have two daughters whom I love and need to see, then that’s something you have to deal with. I can’t do it for you.’

‘Can’t or won’t?’

‘Don’t be pedantic.’

‘That’s right, Jack, run away from the question rather than answer it. Frightened of the truth, are you?’

‘What truth would that be?’

‘That you haven’t moved on. It’s time you accepted that Maddie and the girls are making a new life. Okay, it doesn’t include you, and that doesn’t seem fair, but it’s all that’s on offer. You have no choice but to make the best of it. Because if you don’t, you’ll end up lonely and miserable, an embittered man whom Lucy and Amber won’t want to see. Is that what you want?’

He hadn’t stayed the night, as they’d planned. Instead he drove home, wondering why the hell he was bothering to be in a relationship with Clare.

They had met through mutual friends - the usual scenario for recently separated people who had unexpectedly found themselves back in the singles market. ‘Clare’s great,’ Des had told him, during one of their boys-only curry nights at the beginning of May. ‘She’s one of Julie’s work colleagues, a friend too. She’s recently divorced, but prepared to give the male species the benefit of the doubt.  You’ll hit it off, I’m sure.’ Des ran the Holmes Chapel branch of Norris & Rowan, and Jack had accepted the offer of dinner with cautious interest. Much to Des’s satisfaction, Jack and Clare had hit it off.

So tonight, five months on, Jack was meeting Clare’s parents. ‘It’s no big deal, Jack,’ she’d said, when she’d first put the suggestion to him. But he knew it was. And he didn’t feel comfortable with it. It was too soon. It made him feel as if he were living on a fault-line: the ground might crack open beneath his feet at any moment.

He drove in through the gates of the Maywood Grange Hotel, and parked his car in the last remaining space, next to Clare’s Audi TT. He switched off the engine, drummed his fingers on the steering-wheel, and wondered why he had allowed himself to be manoeuvred into this situation. ‘Come and meet the folks’ was tantamount to saying, ‘Do you fancy a finger buffet or a sit-down meal at the reception?’

The thought sent a chill through him and he felt a sudden urge to start the car again and head home.

Clare had apologised for what she’d said - she’d phoned him at the office this morning. ‘Oh, Jack, I shouldn’t have said those things. Of course the break-up of your marriage is a lot harder to come to terms with than mine was for me. I don’t have any children to complicate the issue. Are we still on for this evening? Mum and Dad are really looking forward to meeting you.’

‘Clare, I’m not sure—’

‘I’ve said I’m sorry, Jack.’

Aware that he was being unfair to her, he’d said, ‘Okay, what time do you want me there?’

Clare saw him before he saw her. She came over and kissed him. ‘I was getting worried,’ she said, wiping lipstick off his cheek. ‘Thought perhaps you might have ... Well, it doesn’t matter what I thought, you’re here now.’ She straightened his collar. ‘Okay?’

‘Fine,’ he lied. He took her hand. ‘Come on, then, introduce me to your parents.’

Mr and Mrs Gilbert - oh, please call us Terry and Corinne - were trying too hard to be nice, probably at Clare’s instruction. Every now and then he caught a knowing wink, even the odd smile of collusion. The unease he had felt outside in the car was now magnified many times over. Their eagerness for their only daughter to remarry - and doubtless provide them with grandchildren - was shockingly obvious. But when they started asking after his own children, suggesting that he and Clare should bring them over for tea one day, he found their manner disturbingly intrusive. He changed the subject abruptly and said, ‘Clare, I forgot to tell you, I had some good news today. I’ve been invited to—’

‘Oh, yummy, look at that,’ she said, eyeing the sweet trolley as it was pushed past their table and on to the next. ‘The tiramisu looks to die for. Sorry, Jack, what were you saying?’

He fixed a smile to his face and said, ‘It’s okay. I’ll tell you later.’

 



But later didn’t come. After the goodbyes, Clare had squeezed his arm and said, ‘There, that wasn’t so bad, was it?’ Then he had driven home alone. Except he didn’t go home. He put the car into the garage then went for a walk. The row of townhouses he lived in overlooked the river and, following the path alongside it, he headed towards the centre of town. He was in the mood for a drink.

His timing was awful. The first pub he went into was packed; last orders had been called and a crowd of youngsters had descended on the bar. The next pub he tried was the same: music blared and eye-watering smoke filled the air. Feeling old and curmudgeonly, he gave up on the idea of a drink and decided instead to walk his bad mood out of his system. Anyway, turning up for work tomorrow with a hangover would not be a wise move. It would hardly give the right impression, not now that he had been invited to become a partner.

That was what he had tried to tell Clare during dinner.  His reaction to her lack of interest - not to tell her - now seemed more akin to the behaviour of a petulant child than a grown man. Why was he behaving so badly?

If he was honest with himself, he hadn’t wanted to share his good fortune with Clare. Which, he supposed, spoke volumes about his feelings for her. He had to end it, he knew. Deep down, he had known it for weeks. He had met her too soon after his split with Maddie, when he was still vulnerable, and had thought her to be the answer to his loneliness and hurt pride. And although she might never admit it, Clare had probably viewed him as the means to get herself back on-line with her plan to be happily married with children. He didn’t begrudge her that - after all, a family had been what he and Maddie had most wanted. They had both experienced fragmented family life while growing up - Maddie’s parents had divorced when she was twelve, and his had died in a car accident when he was in his late teens. It was important to them to create what they felt they had missed out on. Children would give them security, stability and continuity. And they had, until Tony had intervened.

Tony had never married. ‘I’m too busy to settle down,’ he had claimed in the past, whenever Jack and Maddie teased him about becoming a disreputable roué: as he grew older, his girlfriends became younger. Not so long ago, and in a moment of drunken self-pity, he had confessed that he envied Jack. ‘You have everything I’ve ever wanted. A beautiful wife who adores you and two children who think you’re the best thing since sliced bread.’

‘But you’re the one with the Porsche and a different girlfriend for every night of the week.’

‘It means nothing,’ Tony had said, putting his arm round Jack, as he always did when he’d had too much to drink. ‘Take it from me, it means absolutely nothing unless you feel you can’t live without that woman.’

And, if Tony was to be believed, that was what he now felt about Maddie. ‘I’m sorry, Jack,’ he’d said, after Jack  had found them in bed, ‘but she means the world to me. I can’t live without her.’

‘Neither can I!’ Jack had roared. And, landing a direct hit on Tony’s jaw, he’d knocked him to the floor. ‘She’s my wife and you’re not having her!’

If he had thought violence was going to put an end to the affair, he had misjudged Tony. And Maddie. That very night she had taken the girls and moved in with Tony. She instigated divorce proceedings immediately. One minute Jack had been a happily married man, the next he was alone in Dumpsville. Friends had rallied round to bolster his confidence by telling him he was a great catch and that his only problem would be fending off all the gorgeous women who would come his way.

All rubbish, of course, but they had meant well. One or two had even admitted they were jealous, that they wished they were single again and weren’t tied down by the Three Ms - marriage, a mortgage and a monastic sex-life. It was all talk. None of them would want their marriage to end in the way his had. Or for their children to suffer as his did.

The streets were busier now: it was chucking-out time and the carefree youngsters who had monopolised the bars were now filling the cold night air with their boisterous laughter. Sidestepping a couple who had fallen into each other’s arms for a passionate kiss, he crossed the road and turned into the main street of Maywood. He passed Turner‘s, an old-fashioned department store that, against all the odds, had kept going, and went on towards Boots, Woolworths and W. H. Smith where the road had been pedestrianised. The shops were smaller here, and more individual. There was a bridal shop, a jeweller’s, a florist (all three conveniently placed together), an Aga shop, an excellent delicatessen and, across the road, two shoe shops (side by side), a dry-cleaner’s, a pine shop, a hair-dressing salon and Novel Ways, the town’s only bookshop. Last year the owner had acquired the next-door premises - Jack had been in charge of the sale - so that he could knock through to provide his customers with a coffee shop.

Before Clare had appeared on the scene, Jack had often browsed the shelves before sitting down to a café latte and a quiet read. Clare wasn’t a reader: she was a doer who preferred her time to be action-filled. Nostalgia for those pre-Clare days made him cross the road to look in the window of Novel Ways. He saw that the latest Harry Potter was out and made a mental note to pop back tomorrow and buy it for Amber and Lucy. He and his daughters had read all the previous ones together and the thought of sitting down with them to enjoy this one lifted his spirits. It would be something to look forward to when they returned from America.

But what if Tony bought it for them before Jack could?

He gritted his teeth and was about to walk away when something caught his eye. It was a piece of paper stuck to one of the panes of glass in the door.

Ever thought of writing a book, or penning a few lines of poetry? You have? Then why not join a writing group, where, among new friends, you can discover those hidden talents you never knew existed?


He read it through one more time and thought of all the song lyrics he had written as a teenager. He had given up when he’d met Maddie, dismissing his work as immature ramblings. But writing again might be cathartic. It might be an outlet for all the anger and bitterness he didn’t know what to do with.

Without giving himself time to change his mind, he hunted through his pockets for a pen. He found one and wrote down the contact name and phone number on the back of his hand.




Chapter
   Seven

It was the last lesson of the day - double English with Mr Hunter - and Jaz was impatient for it to be over. It had been a long week for her, but at last it was Thursday and, the way things were going, she wouldn’t have much homework to do tonight.

Her parents thought she was going round to Vicki’s for the evening, and as long as all went to plan, they would think the same every Thursday night. She didn’t like lying to Mum and Dad, and she rarely did, but she knew that the alternative, in this instance, was unthinkable. Better to keep quiet than put up with the teasing from her brothers and sisters.

At three forty-five the bell rang and, as he always did at the end of his lessons, Mr Hunter bowed and said, ‘Thank you for your time, ladies and gentlemen. You may now take your leave of me. But remember, I want that Seamus Heaney essay in by Tuesday. That instruction extends to you also, Ross Peters.’ Books and files were slapped into bags, and chairs scraped noisily on the tiled floor. Outside in the corridor, Jaz caught up with Vicki, who was getting something from her locker. They usually walked home together, unless one of them had an after-college activity. Vicki had just landed the role of Gwendolen in the drama department’s production of The Importance of Being Earnest; from next week she would have rehearsals on Mondays and Wednesdays, leaving Jaz to walk home alone. More crucially, Vicki, with her enviably sleek long hair the colour of jet and her flawless skin, which tanned the second the sun shone, would be spending all that time with Nathan King, who was playing Algernon.

From the moment Vicki had told her about the play, Jaz had debated with herself whether to let Vicki know that she  had her eye on Nathan. Yesterday, after several days of torturing herself, she went against her instinct to keep quiet and confided in her friend.

‘Nathan King,’ Vicki had said, with a wide grin, ‘I like your taste, girl. But you might need to take a ticket and get in line.’

‘What? You mean you’re interested in him?’

‘I’m teasing. But there is something tempting about him. Oh, don’t look like that! Billy the Kid is more my style.’

‘Billy Kidswell?’

‘Yeah. He’s playing Ernest.’

If Vicki was considered to be the hottest date in the lower sixth, Billy the Kid was the fittest, most lusted-after guy in the upper sixth. It was rumoured that he kept the underwear of all his conquests. Though why on earth Vicki wanted her knickers to be added to his Lycra trophy collection was a mystery to Jaz. She could think of nothing more demeaning.

Her friend’s declared interest in Billy should have put Jaz’s mind at rest. But it didn’t. Of course Nathan King would fancy Vicki so there was little point in Jaz getting worked up about him. Never in a million years would he look twice in her direction. And if he did, once he knew what kind of a family she came from he’d make himself scarce. She didn’t like to think that she was ashamed of her family, but she was. Mum was okay, but her father was embarrassingly larger than life and always had to know what she was up to, and as for her brothers and sisters, well, they were just savages with as much sense between them as a peanut. She seldom invited Vicki home with her, and only when she knew Tamzin and Lulu wouldn’t be there.

‘So tell me again about this writers’ group,’ Vicki said, shutting her locker and swinging her bag over her shoulder. ‘Won’t it be a load of frustrated old women writing about men in bulging riding breeches?’

Jaz laughed. ‘It might be, for all I know. I’ll find out tonight.’

Vicki stared at her. ‘You’re a strange girl, Jaz. Way too secretive for your own good.’

‘As the middle child of a big family, it’s the only way to survive. It’s okay for you, you’re an only child. You don’t have to keep things from pathologically annoying brothers and sisters.’

‘And I’ve told you before, it’s not that easy being the centre of your parents’ universe. Whoa, hold up! Look who I see.’

Ahead of them, and standing within a group of other students, mostly girls, were Billy the Kid and Nathan King. Billy looked towards them and waved. His fair hair was highlighted with blond streaks and it was cut so that part of the fringe flopped artfully down on to his face, partially covering his trademark sunglasses. ‘Yo, my precious Gwendolen, how’s it going?’

‘Ernest, my love, how sweet of you to enquire. Truth to tell, I’m feeling quite faint and in need of a handsome Adonis to carry my bag home for me.’ She tossed her shiny black hair with an exaggerated sigh. ‘If only such a man existed.’

Jaz marvelled at her friend. How did she always manage to do and say the right thing?

Billy grinned. ‘Then, my sweet, allow me to oblige and give you a lift in my carriage.’

‘I didn’t know you’d passed your test,’ Vicki said, assuming her normal voice and somehow becoming part of the group, leaving Jaz on the edge.

‘I passed yesterday, so I’m quite legal.’ He pushed a hand through his hair affectedly. ‘Fancy a ride ... home?’ he drawled.

Vicki ignored the innuendo and said, ‘Jaz too?’

Everyone turned and looked at Jaz. Including Nathan. Was it her imagination, or was he staring at her harder than the rest? She shrivelled inside and felt an excruciating flush creep up her neck. No! With her hair and skin tone,  blushing was the kiss of death! She wished the ground would open up and swallow her. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, ‘I’d rather walk—’

‘You haven’t got room, Billy,’ Nathan interrupted her rudely, ‘not with all the other groupies you’ve offered to drive home.’

She felt the sting of his words. So, she was just another groupie, was she? A silly little groupie for whom Billy the Kid didn’t have room. Well, she’d show him. In a gesture that Vicki would have been proud of, she tossed one of her long plaits over her shoulder. ‘I’ll see you, then, Vicki.’ She walked away quickly, her head held high. She kept on walking, out of the college gate and right to the end of the road, where she turned left. Only then did she slow down to catch her breath. Bloody Nathan King! Whatever had she seen in him?

‘Do you always walk this fast?’

She spun round. Oh, hell! It was him. ‘Yes,’ she snapped. ‘I find it preferable to hanging round people who don’t have any manners!’

He fell into step beside her, his long, languid strides outpacing her short, hurried ones. She waited for him to say something. But he didn’t. They walked on in silence, past the supermarket and towards Mill Street. They stopped at the level-crossing, and he said, ‘Carry your bag for you?’

She turned and saw there was a faint smile on his face. He was teasing her. ‘I doubt you’d manage it,’ she said and, seeing a gap in the traffic, she darted across the road.

He followed her. ‘Would I be right in thinking I’ve done something to annoy you?’

‘Yes. So leave me alone.’

‘Oh,’ he replied. ‘Well, fair enough.’

With his hands deep in his pockets, the tails of his leather coat flapping rhythmically behind him, he sauntered beside her. She wished he’d get the message and push off.

But at the bottom of Chester Street, he said, ‘And does everyone get this treatment, or have I been singled out specially?’


Enough! She stopped dead and gave him the kind of contemptuous look she practised in front of the mirror for Tamzin and Lulu’s benefit. ‘Don’t flatter yourself that I’d single you out for anything.’

He tilted his head. ‘Any reason why?’

She shifted the heavy bag on her shoulder and started walking again. ‘Figure it out for yourself.’

‘Give me a clue. Am I wearing the wrong aftershave, or am I just not your type?’

‘My type? That’s a joke! You’d never be my type. Not in a million years. Not even if you learned some manners. Not even if you were the last guy on the planet with a pedigree that stretched from here to Uranus.’ She paused for breath, regretting her choice of planet. Why couldn’t she have picked Pluto? He’d be bound to seize his opportunity for some more fun at her expense.

But he didn’t. ‘Aha,’ he said, ‘we’re getting somewhere. So it’s my behaviour that’s rattled you. Something I said? How about we rewind the last fifteen minutes? My first words to you were when Billy offered your friend a lift home. What did I say?’

She shot him a furious look. ‘Short-term memory not what it used to be?’

‘Evidently not.’

‘You told Billy not to give me a lift home with Vicki because he already had a carload of groupies to bolster his ego. Now, you can take this as a first official warning: I am nobody’s groupie. Got that?’

‘You think I snubbed you? Is that it?’

‘Oh, please, give the boy a round of applause!’

‘Listen, if you hadn’t gone stomping off, you would have heard what I was going to say next.’

‘I didn’t go stomping off ...’ She hesitated. ‘What were  you going to say next?’

‘That rather than let you risk your life in Billy’s death-trap of a car, I’d walk you home.’

She looked at him suspiciously, far from convinced. ‘And why would you want to do that?’

He thought for a moment, then smiled. ‘I guess I must get some sort of perverse pleasure out of girls giving me a hard time.’




Chapter
   Eight

Beth felt as if she were a child again getting ready for the first day of the school term. She had made so many last-minute checks - A4 writing pad, biros (two, in case she lost one on the way or one failed to work), pencil, and lastly ... What else did she need to take with her to the first meeting of Hidden Talents?

Nothing, she told herself firmly.

‘How about a ruler? Or maybe a dictionary? Better still, a thesaurus.’

She looked across the kitchen to where Nathan was helping himself to an apple from the fruit bowl. ‘Don’t tease me, Nathan,’ she said. ‘I’m nervous enough.’

He leaned back against the worktop, a picture of easygoing nonchalance. ‘Keep it chilled, Mum, that’s what you’ve got to tell yourself.’ He bit into the apple and chomped noisily.

She smiled. ‘I’m not sure I like all this role reversal.’

‘It’s the future. Which reminds me, I’ll see to your computer for you tonight while you’re out.’

‘There’s no hurry.’

‘Yes, there is. I want you hooked up to the Net and best-friends with it before I leave home. How else will I be able to keep an eye on you?’

‘By telephone?’

‘Old ground, Mum. We’ve been there before. Email’s much better, a piece of cake to get the hang of. Now I must learn my lines. Oscar’s waiting for me in the bedroom.’ He swept past her in a flourish of camp theatrical posturing.

 



It was a fifteen-minute walk to Bloom Street. She could  have driven, but since it wasn’t raining she decided to walk the nerves out of her system.
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