
[image: cover]



[image: Logo Missing]


 


 


[image: Logo Missing]




Copyright © 2015 Adele Parks


The right of Adele Parks to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


This Ebook edition was first published by Headline Publishing Group in 2015


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 1 4722 3056 0


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About Adele Parks


[image: img missing]


© Jim Parks


Adele Parks worked in advertising until she published the first of her fifteen novels in 2000. Since then, her Sunday Times bestsellers have been translated into twenty-six different languages. Adele spent her adult life in Italy, Botswana and London until 2005 when she moved to Guildford, where she now lives with her husband and son. Adele believes reading is a basic human right, so she works closely with The Reading Agency as an Ambassador for Reading Ahead, a programme designed to encourage adult literacy.


Visit her website for the latest news on her upcoming events www.adeleparks.com. Head to Facebook for exclusive extras facebook.com/OfficialAdeleParks and chat with Adele on Twitter @adeleparks.




Acclaim for Adele Parks:




‘Sweet, sharp and simply unforgettable’ Lisa Jewell


‘Will captivate you from the first page’ Closer


‘A must read. Romantic, yet truthful, this is a moving love story with unforgettable characters’ Jenny Colgan


‘A beautifully written, thoughtful exploration of love and loss . . . This is Parks at the top of her consistently excellent game and is one of those rare books you won’t stop thinking about until long after you turn the final page’ Daily Mail


‘Utterly engrossing and beautifully written’ Freya North


‘A heart-warming, heart-breaking tale of love and loss, with an ending that will knock you off your feet. This is Adele Parks at the top of her game’ Mike Gayle


‘A fairytale with bite. Sparkly, compelling and – ultimately unexpected’ Jane Fallon


‘Adele Parks is a deft observer of human nature’ Kathleen Tessaro


‘Be warned, you might nearly miss your bus stop (like I did) you’ll be so engrossed. Plus there’s a mighty twist at the end’ Woman




About the Book


Adele Parks, the Sunday Times bestselling author of THE STATE WE’RE IN and WHATEVER IT TAKES, draws together some of her most popular short stories in a collection that will delight existing and new fans alike, and appeal to readers of Lisa Jewell and Jojo Moyes.


When your love life throws you a curve ball, sometimes you just have to pick yourself up and start over. Adele Parks, with her trademark, up-front, tell-it-as-it-is style, gets right to the heart of the dilemmas real women – and men – face in their lives.


NEW BEGINNINGS is the third of four deliciously insightful e-short story collections about the changing face of love – and what happens after ‘happily ever after’.
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The Invitation


Helen’s transfer from the Liverpool office to the smaller office in Chester had come along at exactly the right time, and she knew she had to maximise the opportunity. She’d promised herself that she’d accept every invite that fluttered her way. So far this meant she’d had to dig out flat shoes and amble around Westminster Park (commenting on the impressive landscaping), go to the Monday quiz night at the Crown (to answer questions on sport and politics) and get up early on a Sunday morning to play badminton, (even though she hadn’t held a racquet since she was in sixth form, over twenty years ago). She had not allowed for shyness or even personal taste.


In Liverpool, Helen had been stuck in a rut – emotionally and professionally – for far too long. The place was rammed with haunting memories of her ex, Peter, even though they’d divorced three years ago. She had occasionally dated since then, because everybody from her mother to her best friend to her teenage nieces said she ought to, but her broken heart wasn’t in it and the men she went out with soon became aware of this. A clean start was exactly what was required. She needed to know that she could confidently walk around Waitrose without bumping into Peter and his new wife; she wanted to be able to go to a bar or restaurant without being bludgeoned with memories of times when she’d visited the same place as half of a happy couple.


The only problem was, despite the undoubted efficiency of the company’s relocations department, a clean start required a lot of effort. The relocations manager had shown Helen four equally lovely one-bed apartments; she’d settled on the one nearest the park because she was thinking about getting a dog, or a bike, or something that would indicate that she had a life. The relocations manager registered her at a doctor’s and a dentist’s surgery; she even supplied a list of decent hair salons. The difficulty was acquiring new friends. Helen realised that she had to make some, but she secretly felt a little bit old for it. It was easy when you were eight: you simply shared your Curly Wurly or offered to turn the skipping rope. Not so easy at thirty-eight. The relocations manager couldn’t help her with that one.


At work, a woman called Louise swept Helen under her wing. Helen gratefully snuggled there because they were the same grade middle management, the same age, and when they selected their lunches in the canteen, it transpired that they had the same taste in yogurts. Helen hoped it was enough to kick-start a friendship. The notable differences between them were that Louise was married with two sons, and she lived in a large town house. She was so proud of her husband, boys and house that she threw elaborate dinner parties every Saturday so that she could share her good fortune, and no doubt showcase it too, Helen thought, as she tried not to feel aggrieved by the glaring disparity.


Louise invited Helen for dinner. All week she chattered excitedly about the menu and the other guests. She was planning on serving monkfish and scallops with wood-roasted vegetables. She would also be serving up an eligible man for Helen’s delectation. Helen knew the dinner party formula: three couples, her and a spare man. The marrieds looked to the singletons for entertainment. Would they or wouldn’t they share a taxi home? Her married pals back in Liverpool had done exactly the same thing: potential boyfriends were recruited with Kitchener enthusiasm. Helen knew their intentions were good, and that a happily married woman like Louise was simply unable to resist matchmaking. It didn’t stop her from dreading the evening.


It turned out to be exactly as expected. The food was marvellous, the guests were pleasant but not profound and the spare man was disinterested, possibly even gay. Conversation centred round children’s schools and the difficulty in securing a trustworthy builder. They drank moderately because no one wanted a hangover; they couldn’t afford to lose their Sunday mornings to such messiness. Those days had gone for these mums and dads. Helen went through the motions; these concerns weren’t hers, but she was sympathetic and familiar enough with them to make the appropriate comments in the correct places. The only surprise was Louise’s husband, Ned.


Helen had been expecting a middle-aged guy, fighting his paunch and the weight of his mortgage. But in fact Louise’s husband was quite exceptionally striking: classically tall, dark and handsome, with cheekbones you could cut yourself on. Helen would never, ever look at a man who was taken – she herself had been on the wrong end of infidelity; however, she couldn’t fail to be impressed.


Until she talked to him. Ned was a bit dull for her tastes. He was perfectly pleasant, not rude or aggressive or overwhelmingly cocksure (frankly, any of those alternatives might have been more exciting); he was simply boring. He spoke for fifteen uninterrupted minutes about the best garden weedkiller available on the market. Louise beamed throughout his monologue, seemingly unaware that her guests had nodded off. When they said good night, she pulled Helen into a hug and whispered, ‘I know that one day you’ll find someone just as wonderfully dependable as my Ned.’ Helen appreciated the sentiment and therefore bit her tongue, resisting commenting that she’d prefer to stay single than suffer a slow death by tedium, even if her killer was so utterly handsome. Each to their own, she thought, as she got in the back of the cab.


The next invite Helen received was from Sharron in Accounts, who asked her to join a gang of colleagues for a drink in town. When Louise heard that it would be at Hooper’s bar, she looked concerned.
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