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To my beloved wife, the love of my life and my secret weapon;


to my gorgeous kids and grandkids who I adore;


and to my fabulous feisty friends who I could not do without.


You are my family.









One


Number 4 Grimaldi Square did not look like the sort of house which might surprise. It was just one of the identical terraced properties lining three sides of a Victorian square long past its best. Narrow brick places, often with a small bay window beside a less than stout front door. The only unusual thing about Number 4 on that November afternoon was a police officer who had been pacing outside for at least half an hour. Dressed in immaculate uniform, including a stab vest, there was something about her which suggested she was prepared for anything. She carried a small black duffel bag.


Constable Stevie Baxter did not ‘do’ late, so it was with some agitation that she continually checked her watch and tapped her mobile to see if perhaps a message was struggling to appear. Finally she reached for the radio on her left shoulder, hesitated and then pressed to connect.


‘305 to Control, are you receiving?’


There was a moment’s pause before a crackling voice replied,


‘Control to 305. Yes, yes, go ahead.’


Stevie bit her lip before continuing.


‘Uh, any message for me?’ she asked. ‘Over.’


‘Negative, 305. Airways clear, please, 305. Out.’


Stevie nodded but took a moment to let go of the radio. She clapped her hands together, uncertain what to do next. She was a handsome woman of thirty. A good height, strong looking with an asymmetric haircut shaved on the left side with a neat parting and then a great flop of hair hanging down over her right eye. Whenever Stevie became anxious she found that thoroughly assessing a situation helped. She always started with an overview and then homed in on detail, so she began by turning her back to Number 4 and planting her feet firmly as she swept her practised eye across the whole square.


It was only a couple of hours or so past lunchtime, yet the sky was surprisingly dark. One of those afternoons when the grey weather oozed damp. A large 1980s tower block several streets away loomed above and stole any sunlight which might have tried to break through. One very elderly woman, bent almost double, was making staggeringly slow progress round the gloomy perimeter with a set of walking poles. Otherwise the place was deserted. Grimaldi Square wasn’t a shortcut to anywhere, so few people chose to put it on their route. Bits of rubbish swept in from the nearby high street and lodged in a couple of scrubby bushes. Once there had been four nice benches in the centre from which to admire the day but all that was left were some upright metal struts cemented to the ground.


Directly across the square on the opposite side, someone was already putting the lights on for evening trade at a very large Victorian pub with the unlikely name of The Price of Onions. Filling an entire side of the square, it looked more like a house where the lord of the manor once held sway. It had a wide and welcoming double front door with a substantial series of windows on either side. Above, a generous first floor was topped with an attic with three dormer windows. The whole place had clearly once been extremely grand but like everything else in the neighbourhood it was now weary, its heyday long gone.


Stevie checked her watch again and gave a great sigh before shaking herself into action. She turned back to the house. The previous occupants of Number 4 had not been big on fuss. The only attempt at décor consisted of a rusting metal hook for an unrealised hanging basket. As she made her way up the short path Stevie noticed that Number 5 had made more of an effort; artificial turf lay across the small front patch, which was choked with plastic flowers in tubs. The containers varied in shape – some were like ducks; another was a plastic wishing well which stood cheek by jowl with a violently coloured windmill. The effect was somewhere between a garden and a seaside mini golf course.


Stevie was surveying it all when suddenly the front door of Number 5 banged open and a woman appeared. Bad temper had aged her. She appeared to be anywhere between middle age and death. The woman carried the air of the 1950s with her floral apron, a pair of beige slippers for the wider foot and poorly dyed hair; the sort of person you used to see in old ads for the health benefits of suet. She was not in the mood for niceties.


‘Female police?’ was her opening gambit.


‘Uh, yes, but—’


‘Sure you’re not a traffic warden?’ she barked. ‘Look more like a traffic warden. Right, what’s the trouble, officer? I’ve watched you hanging about. Has she popped her clogs? I shouldn’t be surprised.’


As if to complement her mad look, the woman now gave a slight grimace and revealed truly terrible teeth.


‘Sorry, what? Is who dead?’ Stevie managed in the face of these challenging features.


‘Wretched nuisance.’ The woman grimaced again before adding, ‘Mrs Haggerston.’


‘A Mrs Haggerston is dead?’ Stevie was hoping she wasn’t going to have to deal with it.


The woman harrumphed and shook her head. ‘No! I’m Mrs Haggerston. Do I look dead? Why they couldn’t send a proper policeman I don’t know,’ continued Mrs Haggerston disapprovingly. ‘Pay my taxes same as anyone. Haggerston.’ She began to spell her name out. ‘H … A … G … Don’t you want to write this down?’ she asked.


‘No,’ said Stevie.


The woman harrumphed again. It was a noise she was clearly practised at. ‘All on computers, I suppose. You probably don’t even have a pencil. Let me know!’


And with that she turned back into her house and slammed the door.


Stevie shook her head and in an attempt to get back on track clapped her hands again, as if scaring away demons, then looked through the windows of Number 4. The place was empty. Not a stick of furniture. She nodded. She was surprised to find the door ajar. Why was it not locked? Had someone broken in? There was nothing to steal. Her anxiety levels rose and instinctively she ran through her almost choreographed dance of checking her routine equipment, tapping the radio set on her left shoulder and then swiftly round her body, lightly feeling each piece of her kit.


Work mobile: left pocket of her stab vest, with rubber gloves and pocket notebook. Right pocket: personal mobile, pens, first aid kit. Duty belt from left to right: irritant spray, multitool, extendable baton, torch, Taser holster, rigid handcuffs. She patted her belt one more time, looked over her shoulder and gently pushed the front door open. It squeaked slightly onto a narrow corridor, off which lay a tiny sitting room. Stevie walked in slowly, conscious of the heavy tread of her boots. She put her head through the entrance to a small dining room with the world’s tiniest kitchen extension off the back.


A miniature downstairs loo had been crammed in under the stairs in an old cupboard. The place hadn’t been touched for years. Stevie went back into the hall, where she stopped momentarily to pull up a piece of the terrible carpet – swirls of claret with gold, the sort of carpet often found in pubs as it shows neither dirt nor vomit. She tapped the wooden floorboards below with her toe and it echoed through the empty house.


At the end of the hall, stairs rose to the first floor. Stevie began to climb slowly, her footwear continuing to resonate. She looked into the main bedroom; a good size, with two windows looking out over the square where she saw an older man pissing into a dead bush. He glanced up and waved with his free hand. Stevie stepped back into the corridor, where she took a deep breath and noticed a faint smell of lily of the valley. The door to the second bedroom was closed. Stevie hesitated with her hand over the doorknob and was suddenly overcome by the ominous stillness all around her. She flung open the bedroom door to find a very old woman sitting on a small red sofa, staring straight at her. This caused Stevie to do something utterly out of character and unofficer-like: she screamed.


The elderly lady screamed in response and put up her hands, so Stevie screamed again. Once more the woman returned the call then dropped her arms and thrust her wrists under Stevie’s nose. Stevie paused in a slight state of shock. Her own scream was not a sound she had ever made before, and it didn’t really suit her. There was a moment’s silence.


‘Your turn,’ said the unexpected woman.


‘What?’


‘Your turn to scream, I think,’ the woman said as if she were giving it quite some thought. ‘You screamed first,’ she explained, ‘then I did, then you again then me, so if we’re going for a third time, I think you’re next.’


Stevie shook her head. ‘I don’t want to scream.’


The woman smiled. ‘Oh good. It’s exhausting.’ Once more she put her arms out towards Stevie. ‘Right, pop the cuffs on.’


Stevie shook her head before replying, ‘No, sorry, I’m not the police …’


‘Bloody good costume,’ sniffed the old woman. ‘Breaking and entering, is it? Clever. I’d never have thought of doing it in uniform. Shame everything worth nicking’s already gone, now you’ve gone to all that effort.’


‘I mean I am police but …’ Stevie took a deep breath before saying, ‘OK, can we start again?’


‘I doubt it,’ replied the old woman. ‘The door closed behind you. No handle this side. It’s how I got stuck in here. Used to make my husband sleep in here when he’d had a few.’


Stevie and the woman stopped speaking to eye one another. The now silent old lady was ancient yet fit and even rather elegant in a black blouse and matching trousers, with a small orange silk scarf tied at her neck. Her grey hair was in a neat short cut. She looked nice but Stevie had had a long shift and was not handling things well.


‘Are you a ghost?’


The woman chuckled. ‘Any day now.’


‘Sorry, sorry, obviously not.’ Stevie tried to slow her breathing and be more reasonable. ‘What are you doing here?’


‘I live here,’ came the confident reply.


Stevie decided to be calm. ‘No, that can’t be true. I live here … I mean, we will be living here.’


‘We?’ enquired the woman.


‘My wife Amber and I.’


‘Amber,’ the woman repeated before adding, ‘That’s a nice name.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Stevie.


‘Good looking?’ asked the woman.


‘Yes.’


The woman nodded. ‘I mean, they say looks aren’t everything, but it doesn’t hurt first thing in the morning. Well done.’


‘Thanks.’


There was another silence before the old lady smoothed her trousers with her hands and enquired, as if they had met at a party, ‘And you live here?’


‘Yes, well that’s the plan,’ replied Stevie, although she sounded uncertain.


The woman reached out for Stevie’s hand as if in sympathy. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said, giving her hand a slight squeeze. ‘Did you live here yesterday?’


Stevie shook the woman off. ‘No … no,’ she answered.


The woman smiled as if she had been right all along. ‘Well, it doesn’t sound like much of a permanent arrangement.’


Stevie stood in the middle of the room holding her duffel bag.


‘What’s in the bag?’ asked the woman.


‘Uhm … champagne,’ Stevie managed.


The woman gave a slight snort. ‘And they say the police are underpaid.’


‘It’s for Amber.’


The woman nodded. ‘I see. And where is she, then?’


‘Who?’


The woman sighed. ‘Dear god, how do you interrogate anyone if you can’t follow a conversation? Amber! Where is the lovely Amber?’


Stevie’s anxiety rose to the surface in an instant. ‘I don’t know. I keep calling and calling.’


The woman nodded sympathetically. ‘You’re worried.’


‘Yes,’ admitted Stevie.


The woman patted the small sofa beside her. ‘Have a sit down,’ she suggested.


‘What?’


‘I can move up,’ she said, shifting along the sofa to make room.


‘No, I …’


‘I would if I were you. I told you: you’ve allowed the door to shut. Follow the clues, Poirot – there’s no handle on the inside.’


Stevie looked behind her at the door and saw it was true. It was closed. There were just screw holes where a handle ought to have been. The woman tapped the small velvety sofa once more, and Stevie found herself sitting down. It was a tiny two-seater and their knees touched.


‘How did you know about the handle on the …’ Stevie began.


‘I live here,’ repeated the woman quietly. ‘I’m Dorothy.’ There was a pause which Dorothy allowed before continuing, ‘And you are?’


‘Stevie.’


They made a strangely matching couple, the very old woman and the youngish one. Stevie had dyed her own hair grey last year because Amber thought it was cool. She appeared to be aping Dorothy’s more natural tones.


‘I met the neighbour,’ Stevie said quietly. ‘Are there nothing but old women around here?’


Dorothy laughed. ‘Fucking loads! Place is heaving with women who’ll crumble before you even open the oven at the crem.’


‘Crem?’


‘Crematorium. It’s only round the corner. Very convenient,’ Dorothy added helpfully.


Stevie nodded. ‘I don’t think the estate agent put that on the particulars.’


‘I say, best to desiccate the old birds and sprinkle them on a cake.’


The two captive women fell silent once more. After a few minutes, Stevie sensed a change in her companion and turned to see that, like a child or a kitten, Dorothy, clearly done with conversation, had fallen asleep. Her flat chest rose and fell gently. It was oddly calming. Stevie looked again at the door without a handle and then around the room. There was nothing obvious to use as a lever. All the room contained was the modest sofa and, besides Dorothy, a small wheeled suitcase closed with a padlock. Stevie was patting her pockets to see what she might have in her kit which could help when her phone rang.


‘Fuck! Fuck!’ Stevie scrambled to pull her phone from her pocket, wondering why the hell she was suddenly worried about waking the old woman.


‘It’s Jack!’ chirped a cheerful voice.


Stevie got up from the sofa and moved towards the door, keeping her voice low. ‘I know it’s Jack!’ she whispered. ‘Your name comes up on my phone, you idiot. Jack, I need your help! There’s a woman in my house!’


‘Come now,’ replied Jack, not lowering his exuberant voice in the slightest, ‘that’s no way to refer to Amber.’


‘Yes, but it’s not Amber. An entirely different woman. Someone I don’t know.’


Jack’s delight in any kind of gossip was instantly aroused. ‘Ooh, and where is this mystery woman now?’


Dorothy stirred and Stevie turned away, speaking even more quietly. ‘On the sofa.’


‘I’m sorry, Stevie, can you speak up?’


‘No, she’s asleep.’


Jack was impressed. ‘Blimey, you don’t hang about. One minute you’re buying a house with Amber and the next you’re changing horses on the merry-go-round. Where did you meet this bird? Oh!!!’ Jack took a giant deep breath. ‘Please don’t tell me you want me to give Amber the news. You know I’m not good with drama. She won’t take it well. For reasons I can’t fathom she likes being married to you.’


‘No, I … oh Christ. I picked up the keys after work and came to meet her like we arranged but Amber never showed and then the front door was open and when I went in this old woman was in here on a sofa upstairs.’


‘That is unusual,’ agreed Jack.


‘You could say that.’


‘You don’t often get a sofa upstairs.’


‘Jack!’


‘Well, where is Amber?’


‘I don’t know! We’ve been planning this for months. I can’t get hold of her. I’m worried something’s happened.’


‘You could ring the polic— Oh, yeah. I’m at work. I’ll come over,’ he said. ‘What was the number again?’


‘Number 4. You know it’s Number 4. You can see it from the door of the pub.’


‘I’m your friend, not your secretary,’ retorted Jack. ‘You know how I hate detail. I’ll try and find Amber; you get rid of the other woman. Go on!’


‘I don’t know who to call,’ said Stevie rather plaintively.


‘I’m like a fairy godmother to you,’ Jack sighed. ‘Try the estate agent!’


It was actually quite a sensible idea, so Stevie hung up and placed the call.


The estate agent was shutting up shop for the day. Because both Stevie and Amber worked shifts and the agents kept hours often known only to themselves, there had been several days’ delay in arranging for the handover of the keys. There was now relief all round – not least at the office, as Number 4 Grimaldi Square had not been an easy sale. The place needed everything doing. The small team of three house sellers were off to the pub to celebrate. Stevie reached the manager just as she was putting her coat on.


‘Pixie Lee and Partners!’ she said brightly. ‘Pixie speaking.’


‘Oh hello, Pixie. It’s Stevie Baxter.’


As Stevie had seen her only hours earlier, she half thought Pixie might remember but there seemed to be nothing coming back. ‘Stevie Baxter? And Amber Delaunay? We bought 4 Grimaldi Square,’ Stevie continued.


‘How nice,’ came the reply. Pixie finished all her sentences on a rising note, as if she were constantly trying to convey optimism in a very uncertain market. ‘Very nice!’


‘It is, but the thing is – there’s an old woman in the house,’ Stevie began.


‘Oh, yes?’ replied Pixie in the professional voice she used whenever she pretended to be interested.


‘I mean really old.’ Stevie lowered her voice to a whisper as she looked at Dorothy sleeping. ‘Like nearly dead old.’


‘Hmm.’ The estate agent put her hand over the phone mouthpiece and Stevie could hear her whisper ‘Gin and tonic!’ to her colleagues. ‘Hmm,’ she said again. ‘Really old?’ she echoed.


‘Yes. Grey hair, black clothes …’


‘Oh yes. That’ll be Dorothy Franklin, the vendor. I don’t think you ever met her.’


‘No,’ agreed Stevie.


‘Lovely woman,’ opined Pixie.


‘I’m sure,’ said Stevie, ‘but still here.’


‘Hmm. I’m afraid that if there are any problems with the handover you will have to speak to your solicitor. Thank you for dealing with Pixie Lee and Partners.’


And with that she hung up.


Stevie rang her solicitor.


‘Maisie Pilkington and Associates!’ came the answer. ‘I’m afraid we are now closed for the evening. Please leave a message after the beep.’ Then there was the unmistakable sound of a woman saying the word ‘beep’.


Stevie was not in the mood. ‘Stop it, Maisie. I know you’re still there.’


‘I’m not here. That was the answer machine.’


‘You don’t have an answer machine. You don’t even have any associates. It’s just you in your kitchen.’


Maisie was Stevie’s cousin, otherwise she might have looked elsewhere for legal representation.


Maisie sighed. ‘What do you want, Stevie? I thought you were moving in today.’


Stevie explained and Maisie listened.


‘Hmm,’ she said, as if she worked for Pixie Lee. ‘Right, well, that’s not what’s supposed to happen so we’ll have to see what we can do in the morning.’


Stevie was aghast. ‘In the morning? But—’


‘Yes, Stevie, it’s after hours.’


‘It’s four o’clock.’


‘I’ve got a date. Actually a second date!’


Dorothy gave a slight snore, as if to remind Stevie of the reality of her presence.


‘Maisie?’ Stevie said into the phone but Maisie, with her high hopes for her evening, was long gone.


Stevie heard someone downstairs.


‘Stevie?’ called a male voice. She had left the front door open.


It was Jack. She could hear him on the stairs.


‘I’m in here!’ yelled Stevie, banging on the inside of the door, no longer caring about waking the old woman. Dorothy awoke as the door opened.


‘Jack!’ Stevie called out. ‘Please don’t scream because Dorothy’s really good at it.’


Jack entered. He was the same age as Stevie. A large, handsome lad whose body entirely filled the doorway. The moment he appeared he screamed. Stevie turned sternly to him, demanding, ‘Why are you screaming?’


Jack smiled, saying, ‘I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t mentioned it but once you’d said I couldn’t think about anything else.’


Stevie took a deep breath. ‘Have you found Amber?’


‘No,’ he replied, ‘but who have you found?’ He looked engagingly at the old woman.


‘This is Dorothy,’ explained Stevie.


‘Hello Dorothy, I’m Jack. And what are you doing here?’


‘We bought the house from her,’ said Stevie.


‘From her or with her?’


But Stevie was checking her phone for the hundredth time. ‘Where the hell is Amber?’









Two


If Stevie could have seen Amber at that moment it might have caused her to do a second uncharacteristic thing and faint because Amber was covered in blood. This is not a happy look for anyone, but at least Amber was a paramedic so it was not entirely unexpected.


Still dressed in her dark green uniform, Amber, who had just finished her shift, thought she had time to buy new towels as a surprise housewarming gift for Stevie. They had once stayed in a hotel on holiday where Stevie had loved all the high-quality linen.


‘One day we’ll have towels like this!’ she had enthused. ‘Feel that! The luxury of it! Imagine!’


It was typical of Amber to think of a practical but thoughtful gift, and she had enjoyed going to John Lewis and choosing two large bath towels in bright orange to make Stevie smile. It was her favourite colour. As Amber left the shop with her purchase she glanced up at the large ornamental clock over the central stairway and was pleased to see she was going to be exactly on time for the much-anticipated rendezvous outside their new house. She had been reading a Henry James novel in the queue at the till and was still trying to finish her chapter as she walked briskly across the shiny tiled floor with her shopping. She moved quickly and with practised skill managed to both read and avoid bumping into anyone. All she wanted was to finish the chapter and get to Stevie. As a consequence she did her best to block out the distressed voice which was echoing through the mall.


‘Oh my god! Oh my god!’ it cried.


An exceptionally pregnant woman was in the middle of the concourse, screaming for help. She was wearing a bright floral dress under a wool coat, and it was easy to see that her knees were buckled. She crouched in fear above a large puddle. Clearly her baby was on the way. The woman was alone, calling out:


‘Help!’


That single word caused most shoppers immediately to head in the other direction. For once in her life Amber nearly walked on but she just couldn’t. Partly because she was still in uniform and that was not a good look but mainly because she did not have it in her to ignore anyone in trouble. She stopped, sighed and went to help.


‘All right, love, you’re all right,’ she soothed. She had thought she would call for an ambulance before heading off, but the newly arriving human clearly had other ideas.


‘It’s coming, it’s coming!’ the woman cried.


Maintaining her usual calm Amber managed to get the distressed woman out of the flow of pedestrians and over to the side of the shopfront of a newly opened branch of Screwfix. Temporary display banners on stands framed the doorway, boldly offering ‘Click and Collect in as Little as One Minute’ and the reminder that ‘Timing is Everything’. It was not Amber’s first delivery, but usually she had at least a partner and medical equipment. There was no question that delivery was imminent and so professionalism took over. She laid her shopping bag on the floor and tucked her paperback in her back pocket.


‘What’s your name, love?’ she asked the somewhat hysterical woman.


‘Sarah!’


‘OK, Sarah, I’m Amber. I’m a paramedic and it’s all going to be fine.’


The woman’s screaming response suggested an element of doubt on her part.


‘Sarah, I need you to take your coat off,’ said Amber.


Sarah seemed incapable of doing it herself so Amber almost wrestled the garment from her and laid it on the floor. ‘Now we need to lie you down on your coat and take your tights off,’ she instructed.


‘I can’t take my tights off here!’ Sarah yelled.


‘Yeah you can,’ Amber said. ‘We don’t want that baby bouncing back in again.’


A young man in a bright blue T-shirt emblazoned with the Screwfix logo appeared from the shop. He had clearly drawn the short straw among his colleagues to go out and see what was going on, and wanted nothing to do with whatever was happening. He was extremely young and wore a name badge which read ‘Mo’. He arrived just as Amber managed to lay Sarah down and begin removing her tights.


‘Excuse me!’ he called bossily. ‘You can’t do that here!’


‘Tell that to the baby,’ replied Amber. She looked up at the youngster and clocked his name badge.


‘Mo, I need you to call an ambulance and then I need you to move some of those banners over here to give Sarah some privacy.’


By now Amber had managed to remove both the tights and Sarah’s underwear. The delivering woman lay on her back with her knees raised. Mo looked right at her.


‘Oh my god!’ he cried.


Amber tried again. ‘Mo!’


Mo stood staring. ‘I can see all her … business,’ he whispered in shock.


Amber nodded. ‘If this is your first sight of a vagina it may not be the best introduction, but I still need you to call an ambulance and move the banners. Mo!’


The young man finally shifted himself. He began to move one of the advertising boards to create an illusion of privacy. The baby did not care and just kept coming.


‘Sarah, do you have someone I can call?’ Amber asked.


Sarah was now panting so hard it was difficult to understand her but she did manage to say that her husband, Trevor, was in the Wetherspoons further down the mall.


Mo moved a second banner into place as Amber looked up at him.


‘Right, call the ambulance and then go to Wetherspoons and get Trevor,’ ordered Amber. ‘Tell him his partner has gone into labour.’


‘I don’t know what he looks like,’ said the horrified young man.


Amber had no time for him. ‘Go to the door and yell “Trevor, your baby is coming!”’


Mo did as he was told and returned with Trevor.


‘She can’t have the baby here!’ he shouted immediately. ‘Everybody can see all her business!’


‘I said that,’ agreed Mo.


Without looking up Amber said evenly, ‘Grab a towel out of that John Lewis bag!’


Trevor had had a few and was minded to do more yelling, but suddenly he felt involved. He pulled the brand-new orange towel out of the bag and thrust it toward Amber. Meanwhile she remained utterly calm and got him to kneel beside her as her near decade of experience took over. The baby was in a hurry and the sight of his new-born son appearing and crying shut Trevor up completely.


‘I need something to cut the cord with!’ Amber yelled at Mo.


‘Like what?’ he asked.


‘A sharp thing!’ she managed. ‘And a bucket!’


‘Right,’ said Mo. ‘Metal or plastic?’


‘Nobody cares!’


In the end Amber helped Trevor cut the baby’s cord with something usually used for tiles and the boy was wrapped in a luxurious towel just as the ambulance crew arrived. Trevor wiped his hands on the second brand-new towel and got up to greet them. The new paramedic team checked Sarah over and then lifted her on to a gurney, with Trevor now being quite the attentive husband. Amber and Mo were left sitting side by side on the floor, leaning against the shop window. In one arm Amber held the baby, safely wrapped in a bright orange towel, while with the other she held Mo tucked into an embrace. Amber smiled down at the newborn, who seemed entirely content. Tiny, probably less than six pounds, but perfect. She kissed the miniature human on the forehead.


‘Welcome to the world, little one,’ she whispered and hugged the child close. Her delight at a job well done was interrupted by the reappearance of the new father, who seemed to have only just realised he was missing a child. He awkwardly reached for the baby, which Amber gave up reluctantly.


She dug out her phone and was about to call Stevie when she noticed Mo was crying.


‘It’s all right, Mo,’ Amber soothed. ‘It was just a shock.’


Mo shook his head and between tears chokingly said,


‘That’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Amber, ‘yes it was.’









3


Moving-in day was not the only time Amber was late. The first time they viewed 4 Grimaldi Square she was also delayed. It was August 10th. A cloudy day. The place lay in shadow, grey with disuse apart from one tiny bright spot of colour. In a crack in the pavement outside the house a bright yellow dandelion was growing.


It was Amber who noticed it.


‘Oh look, Stevie,’ she exclaimed. ‘Isn’t it wonderful?’


‘It’s a weed,’ said Stevie, looking at her watch. Amber reached out and touched her arm gently.


‘Take a minute,’ she said. It was so like Amber to have noticed the one single piece of colour in a monochrome landscape, and in that moment Stevie loved that her wife found the good in everything.


‘I want this flower,’ declared Amber, ‘so I say it is not a weed. Back in the day, dandelions were used for all kinds of medicine. Fever, boils, eye problems, diabetes, diarrhoea.’


‘Did it give you those things or make them better?’ laughed Stevie. ‘Maybe take some with you on your next shift. Car accident? Don’t worry, I’ve got a dandelion!’


Amber smiled as she gently plucked the flower and held it out to Stevie.


‘The Victorians thought of the dandelion as the flower of faithfulness and love,’ she said softly. ‘No matter how hard you try to get rid of it, this sturdy little thing will always come back. Just like me.’


Amber reached up and kissed her wife, who took the flower and slipped it into a buttonhole on her shirt.


Amber loved the small house with an alarming passion from the second she clapped eyes on it. She and Stevie were only a few months married and Amber could not wait to start what she continued to think of as their ‘grown-up’ life. The estate agent showed them round with a lot of ‘in need of some modernisation, etc.’ but Amber just knew this was the place for them. Stevie, being intensely risk averse, worried about the money, the commitment, anything else she could think of, and did all she could to delay the moment of decision, but in the end they made an offer that very day which was accepted.


After that Stevie was on a mission not to be surprised by anything. This move was a massive life milestone and she wanted to be ready. There was not a fact about the house available anywhere which she did not gather and carefully place in a green folder imaginatively labelled ‘4 Grimaldi Square’. From her research Stevie could tell you normal stuff, such as that the house had three small bedrooms, a sitting room, kitchen-diner and a small but soon to be perfect garden, but she also knew things like the width of the place (11 feet as per regulations from the Local Government Act 1858). It was this habit of checking everything which one day might make her rise up through the ranks of the police and become a great detective.


Preparation was key to everything yet none of it was helpful now.


Jack eyed the old woman on the red sofa. ‘Wait! Wait! Wait!’ he suddenly exclaimed, banging his fist on the door jamb. ‘Oh my god, I’m an idiot! What a prat! Dorothy! It’s Dorothy Franklin! Is that really you? Oh my god, Dotty.’


He bundled over to the elderly woman and scooped her up in a great embrace, then he turned to Stevie and declared, ‘This is Dorothy … Dotty. She saved my life when I was growing up.’ Not letting go of his new prize, Jack immediately sat down next to Dorothy, nearly knocking her off the small sofa as he said, ‘I’m Jack! Birdie’s boy! Her grandson!’


‘Hello?’ called a voice from downstairs. ‘Dave de Van? I’ve got your furniture.’


‘I think the furniture is here,’ tried Stevie.


‘Nan is going to be so thrilled!’ Jack enthused to the room.


‘Jack? Hello?’ Stevie tried to stop the flow.


‘Furniture!’ yelled a man, sounding irritated.


Jack turned to Stevie and explained: ‘Dorothy used to take my grandmother to her rheumatism appointments. It was the only time Nan went out and I had the place to myself. All through my teenage years Dorothy was like an emergency service for me.’


‘I do remember you: we used to call you Wanker Boy,’ reminisced Dorothy fondly.


‘It wasn’t all wanking,’ protested Jack. He looked at Stevie as if to explain. ‘I mean, it was a lot.’


‘I don’t want to hear about it!’ Stevie half shouted.


Jack put his hands up in mock amazement. ‘I couldn’t do it while Nan was in the flat, could I? Dotty saved me.’


Two men appeared in the corridor carrying a headboard.


Stevie, beside herself, said, ‘You can’t just bring that up here! There’s a plan. Oh, where is Amber?’


‘It’s a bed,’ retorted one of the men, looking into the room. ‘Did you want it downstairs? I mean, you’ve got a sofa up here. Topsy-turvy it is, if that’s what you want. Queer, I call it.’


‘Dorothy, the furniture is here so you really have to …’ began Stevie.


‘Oh, hello Dotty!’ said the other guy, noticing Dorothy and seeming most surprised. ‘You still here? Haven’t see you for yonks. Thought you might be dead.’


‘Dave de Van!’ replied Dorothy, delighted. ‘How’s your dad?’ She turned to Stevie to fill her in. ‘Lovely man. Dutch.’


‘Flemish,’ corrected Dave.


Dorothy nodded. ‘I get that when the weather’s bad.’


‘He’s bad with the gout again,’ continued Dave.


‘Too many trips to the pub,’ nodded Dorothy, getting up and taking charge. ‘Right, stop chatting and get on. You mind that wallpaper! Plenty of wear in that yet.’


Stevie looked at the ancient floral wallpaper in the corridor and hoped that wasn’t true. Dave nodded and asked again, ‘Which room?’


‘At the front. The big bedroom,’ replied Dorothy.


Stevie tried to pull herself together and stop what was happening. ‘Hang on! I’ll decide!’ She turned to Dorothy. ‘Why are you bossing everyone around? You were asleep five minutes ago!’


There was a moment’s pause, then Dorothy said, ‘Asleep? Was I? About bloody time. You wait till you get to my age. All right, decide then.’


‘Yes, go on then, decide!’ encouraged Dave. ‘This thing’s fucking heavy.’


‘Right,’ said Stevie reluctantly. ‘At the front. The big bedroom.’


She went to show them.


‘I’ll make tea!’ called Dorothy.


‘No!’ shouted Stevie. ‘We need to talk. Anyway, I don’t know where the kettle is.’


‘Don’t be silly,’ replied Dorothy, heading downstairs, ‘it’s in the kitchen. Jack, you can help.’


Stevie tried once more to take charge.


‘I’ve made a floor plan of where everything goes,’ she cried, taking sheets of paper out of her duffel bag along with a large roll of tape. She went downstairs to fix them to the front door but they didn’t last long. Dave appeared with a small table and knocked the lot off onto the floor. Meanwhile Dorothy made tea for everyone, and Jack fussed over the exact positioning of some cushions. There seemed to be plenty of mugs, a kettle, and milk in the fridge. Dorothy even conjured up some biscuits. Halfway through all the commotion Mrs Haggerston appeared from next door.


‘Not dead then!’ Mrs Haggerston said to Dorothy, making it sound like an accusation. She turned to Stevie. ‘I thought you’d come to see if she was dead!’


‘On All Saints’ Day?’ asked Dorothy. ‘Are you mad? Why, we wait all year for this much choice.’


‘Oh no you don’t!’ said Mrs Haggerston sharply, wagging her finger at Dorothy. ‘My saints are very important to me.’


‘Oh, and me,’ declared Dorothy, clutching her chest, wide-eyed with innocence.


Jack grabbed Stevie’s arm and leant against a box. ‘Ooh, I just know this is going to be marvellous,’ he declared.


It was quickly clear that these two older women had a history, and it was not a happy one.


Dorothy turned to Stevie and Jack to explain. ‘Today: November 1st. So hard to know what to celebrate. All Saints’ Day!’


‘Don’t start,’ tried Mrs Haggerston.


‘It’s not the starting that’s the problem. It’s knowing when it’s enough. All the saints! We are awash with choice, but I quite fancy St Lawrence.’


‘Do tell!’ exclaimed Jack but there was no need for encouragement. Dorothy ploughed on.


‘King of barbeque. Griddled to death over hot coals for being too nice to the poor. That’ll teach you.’


Dave and his mate continued bringing in what appeared to be never-ending boxes of books.


‘He was laid out on the flames and after a bit called out “I’m well done on this side. Turn me over!” What a laugh!’


Mrs Haggerston tried several times to interrupt. ‘Please will you—’


‘It won’t surprise you to learn he’s the patron saint of cooks, chefs and comedians,’ continued Dorothy across the incoming traffic, ‘so he’s one to hang with in the afterlife. The best bit is that the whole thing may be a spelling error. Apparently, leave a single letter p off a sentence in Latin and you go from “he was martyred” to “he was roasted”. May just have been beheaded, which does seem more likely than a barbeque.’


Mrs Haggerston crossed herself at the thought. ‘Have you quite finished?’ she managed, white with suppressed rage.


Amber came up the front path just in time to hear the words ‘beheaded’ and ‘barbeque’ in the same sentence. Stevie almost pushed Jack out of the way as she raced to put her arms around her wife. Amber was considerably shorter than Stevie and slight, which usually made Stevie feel like a giant. Now she clung on as if she would never let go.


‘Oh my god, I thought something had happened to you,’ wailed Stevie, hugging Amber and stroking her hair. ‘Where have you been? I’ve been sick with worry.’


‘I’m so sorry,’ soothed Amber. ‘I got caught up and then I’ve been calling.’


Stevie patted her pocket. ‘Oh, I must have left it on the sofa. I’m sorry.’


Jack moved to hug Amber before pulling back and almost shrieking, ‘Oh my god, what is that smell?’


Stevie now noticed that Amber’s uniform was covered in dried blood and unidentifiable fluid.


Stevie’s voice rose in panic. ‘What the hell happened? Are you OK? Is that blood?’


‘Yes, but I’m fine. It’s not mine,’ Amber replied calmly, looking down at her dishevelled state. ‘Mostly amniotic fluid.’


‘Oh dear Lord,’ managed Mrs Haggerston, who no doubt could not recall ever being this close to someone else’s bodily effluence.


Amber looked up at Stevie. ‘I’m so sorry, Stevie. A woman decided to give birth outside Screwfix in the shopping mall. I was off duty but, you know – she went into full-on labour literally as I was passing. I couldn’t just leave. There was no time to think. I couldn’t even text. And then the bloody car wouldn’t start for ages.’ Amber pulled back from Stevie and held both her hands. She squeezed them and looked her straight in the eye. ‘I’m all right! You know what it’s like sometimes. I’m so sorry I missed going into the house with you.’


Dorothy gave a slight chuckle before holding her hand up and declaring, ‘Can we all just take a moment to enjoy how pleasing Screwfix is as a birthing location?’


Amber couldn’t help but smile as she raised an eyebrow at her wife and turned to look at Dorothy. ‘Stevie?’ she prompted.


Stevie let Amber go for a second in order to make introductions.


‘This is Mrs Haggerston – she lives next door – and this is Dorothy.’


‘She lives here,’ added Jack helpfully.


‘Well, we bought the house from her,’ explained Stevie, ‘but she hasn’t—’


‘Gone?’ said Amber, who was quick.


‘No,’ agreed Stevie.


‘Well, either we’re having a fun training event for all the emergency services,’ Dorothy said brightly, ‘or you must be Amber.’


Dorothy turned to Stevie, saying, ‘You’re right. She’s a catch.’


It was true. Amber was beautiful, with dark skin and blond-tipped curly hair. Matched with Stevie’s more robust figure, pale face and very straight steel grey hair, they made a handsome couple.


Jack was still thinking about St Lawrence. ‘Where would you get a barbeque that big?’ he asked Dorothy.


‘She doesn’t know anything about it!’ said Mrs Haggerston through gritted teeth.


‘I don’t know. It seemed like quite a lot,’ commented Jack, who had been gripped by the exchange.


Mrs Haggerston tried to get onto a firmer social footing. She looked at Stevie.


‘Why are you still here?’ she asked. ‘This is not a police matter. And we certainly don’t need a medical person. She’s clearly not dead.’ Mrs Haggerston could barely look at Dorothy.


‘Not so far, no,’ agreed Dorothy. ‘Although if there is any uncertainty we could get a second opinion.’


Stevie felt as if she were having an out-of-body experience. Amber took charge.


‘OK, let’s just try and sort this,’ she began. ‘I am Amber. I am a paramedic. I mention this in case anyone is actually having some kind of mental health episode and needs help. None of this makes sense. This is Stevie. She is a police officer but that is not what she is here. She is here because she is also my wife, and together we have bought this house. To live here’ – she looked at Dorothy – ‘by ourselves. No offence to anyone who thought they might also live here.’


Mrs Haggerston looked pale. ‘Your wife? What do you mean, your wife?’


‘God almighty,’ exploded Dorothy. ‘They’ve only been here two minutes and even I’ve got the hang of it. Both Stevie and Amber have a wife, who happen to be each other,’ she explained impatiently.


Mrs Haggerston looked appalled. She crossed herself, muttering, ‘And are you friends of Dorothy?’


‘A question which I feel at some point may require a longer answer,’ murmured Jack.


Dave and his mate appeared on the path with a sideboard.


‘Where do you want this?’ they asked in a kind of Greek chorus.


‘Sitting room,’ answered Dorothy, waving them in before continuing calmly to Mrs H, ‘Having a wife means you are not a lonely old bugger like yourself.’


Dorothy turned to Jack as if he might be the most interested and gestured to the flabbergasted neighbour, saying, ‘She calls herself Mrs Haggerston, but no one has ever seen a Mr Haggerston. I’ve been here for ever and I don’t think there was one, but if there was, he is long dead and buried under that bird bath in the back garden shaped like Notre-Dame.’


‘No!’ exclaimed Jack, clapping his hands. ‘Notre-Dame! The cathedral? Next door?’


Dorothy nodded with a grin.


Jack almost gave a little leap of excitement. ‘Sounds fabulous!’


‘Jack!’ said Stevie sternly. She was really struggling to find a moment to join the conversation.


Mrs Haggerston was beside herself. ‘It is not a birdbath. It is a bird feeder,’ she hissed.


Dorothy crossed herself and muttered how sorry she was for the error. Jack was incandescent with delight at this correction.


‘A bird feeder!’ he cried. ‘The birds must be enormous and blessed, obviously. Let’s go look now!’


Whether it was lesbians moving in or the insult to her bird feeder that proved too much, Mrs Haggerston gave one of her clearly trademark harrumphs and departed. Everyone watched her go. There was a brief silence before Amber turned to Dorothy.


‘Dorothy, we never met but I gather we bought the house from you.’


‘Yes!’ replied Dorothy cheerfully.


‘Hmm,’ replied Amber. ‘I don’t mean to be rude, but did you want to go as well?’ she asked.


‘Did you want me to go?’ asked Dorothy, looking frail and tearful.


‘Well,’ said Amber finally, ‘it is … traditional.’


Dorothy nodded. ‘I’ll get my things,’ she said quietly.


Just then Dave and his removal friend announced that they had finished bringing everything in, but rather spoiled the delight of that statement by wanting payment in cash. Jack’s phone rang.


‘Hello? Who? Agnes? Oh yes, of course. Be right there.’ He smiled at Dorothy. ‘Got to go. I’m on shift at the Onion. You know, the pub across the way.’


Dorothy nodded as he left, and Stevie went to find an ATM.


It was some time before Amber and Stevie were finally alone in their new front room. The place was filled to capacity with boxes.


‘Are these all your books?’ asked Stevie, peering at them.


‘Don’t be silly,’ smiled Amber, ‘I think there’s also some in the kitchen.’


Stevie grinned and took Amber’s hand, leading her out to the hall. They stood outside the adjacent doors leading to the dining room and sitting room, and Stevie nodded sagely and said, not for the first time,


‘I do think we should knock through. I made some plans which …’


Amber reached for Stevie and gently pulled her close. ‘We can do whatever you want, my love. This is our home. Just you and me.’


‘And a dog! I’d like to get a dog,’ enthused Stevie. ‘Now that we’re finally alone …’


The happy couple looked at each other and frowned in the same moment.


‘Dorothy,’ they both declared.


Neither of them had seen her for a while. She wasn’t downstairs. They looked in the small kitchen at the back and saw that everything had been washed up and neatly put away. Stevie led them up to the first floor and they looked into the small room where Dorothy had first been found. She was fast asleep on the sofa. Stevie started to speak but Amber put her hand on her wife’s shoulder and held her back.


‘It’s late,’ Amber said gently. ‘Past nine. We don’t know if she has anywhere to go.’


‘You’re soft, you are,’ grumbled Stevie.


‘And that is why you married me,’ replied Amber tenderly. ‘Can you find a pillow?’


Stevie gave a slight sigh and went to look while Amber went into the front bedroom and came back with a blanket which she gently placed over the sleeping old woman.


Stevie returned with a small pillow in rainbow stripes. ‘There’s only this,’ she said. ‘I think we got it at Pride when you wanted to sit on the ground and have a picnic.’


‘It’s fine.’ Amber gently lifted Dorothy’s head and placed the pillow for her to rest on.


‘Amber!’ began Stevie. ‘We can’t …’


Amber stopped her. ‘We’ll deal with it in the morning,’ she said firmly. ‘Let her sleep.’


As they left the room Amber went to shut the door. Stevie stopped her.


‘No, don’t,’ she said.


‘Why not?’ asked Amber.


‘She won’t be able to leave.’
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So far nothing had gone to plan but Stevie was sure all was not lost. She finally found time to get out of her uniform and into a pair of jeans and a flannel shirt. She was annoyed to find the bedding in a box marked ‘crockery’ and made the bed while Amber showered off the day’s adventure. Stevie opened her duffel bag to produce a bottle of champagne and two Vera Wang Love Knots Gold Toasting Flutes which Jack had given them as a wedding present. She unwrapped the glasses carefully and placed them on the windowsill, covering the surprise with a sheet hung as a temporary curtain. Amber appeared in checked pyjamas, smiling and yawning as she got into bed.


Stevie smiled at her, saying softly, ‘I’m so glad you’re OK.’


‘Where are your pyjamas?’ asked Amber.


Stevie sighed. ‘I can’t find them. The boxes are all badly labelled. I told you I should have done it myself.’


‘They were not the most expensive removal people,’ said Amber, and then laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’ said Stevie.


‘I was just thinking Dorothy will know where they are.’


Stevie managed a half grin.


‘Turn the lights out and come here,’ instructed Amber, holding out her arms.


‘I got champagne,’ said Stevie, moving to the window and drawing back the sheet.


‘You are lovely.’ Amber paused, wondering whether to mention the towels, but decided against it. ‘Why don’t we have it tomorrow when we have the place to ourselves?’ she suggested.


Stevie looked at the celebratory bottle on the windowsill. Amber was right. It could wait. They had a lifetime to look forward to in this house. A light rain fell against the window. Stevie looked out across the square. They were home. This was it. Married life began now, in this moment.


Stevie turned out the lights and, not even bothering to get undressed, nestled into Amber’s embrace as her eyes adjusted to the dark. A small rivulet of light from a street lamp made its way onto the floor. Stevie’s eyes became accustomed to the shadows and she took in the walls, the floor, the ceiling of her new home. She sighed with a mixture of contentment and anxiety and murmured, ‘I’m sorry it all went wrong. I’m worried nothing will be where it’s supposed to be. My floor plans got …’


‘It’ll all work out,’ soothed Amber. ‘We’re here now. That’s all that matters.’


Stevie nodded and stayed in Amber’s arms. Her wife’s embrace made her feel safe and protected. For a while they didn’t speak, didn’t need to until Amber kissed Stevie on the head and said,


‘It’s been quite a day.’


‘I was sick with worry,’ admitted Stevie.


‘I’m so sorry …’ Amber paused. ‘Stevie? Something happened to me.’


Stevie almost jerked upright. ‘Are you OK? What was it? What are you not telling me?’


‘Nothing,’ Amber almost whispered. ‘It was just … the baby. The whole thing was a nightmare, and I wasn’t expecting it. I know we’ve talked about maybe in the future and all that but suddenly I just knew. It’s not tomorrow, it’s now.’ Amber took a deep breath before saying, ‘Stevie, I want us to have a baby.’


Stevie lay in the dark, thinking she had misheard. ‘You what now?’


‘I want to have a baby. Our baby. Soon. As soon as possible. I want … No, I think I need to have a baby.’


Stevie lay in silence.


‘You OK?’ asked Amber after a while.


Stevie sat up slowly, trying to compose herself. ‘Yes, of course. I mean, yes of course I’m OK, not “yes, of course, let’s have a baby”. A baby?’ Stevie moved away from Amber and sat on the edge of the bed. She looked intently at Amber. ‘I mean, you’ve mentioned it,’ she said. ‘We’ve mentioned it but we’re not … I’m not … We haven’t even moved in yet properly!’


Amber nodded. ‘I know, and maybe it’s not sensible but I feel like I’ve been hit by lightning. I promise I’m as surprised as you are. It was just this evening something happened. I don’t know why but I suddenly knew I need to get on with it.’


‘Lightning? Amber, you have to have been thinking about this. This is not how we do things. We don’t keep things from each other.’


‘That’s why I’m telling you. I promise I haven’t been keeping anything from you.’


‘A baby? Whose baby?’


‘Ours, of course. I don’t want anybody else’s. I’m married to you, in case you’d forgotten.’


‘How can it be ours?’


‘Lots of lesbians have babies. That lesbian on the telly – whatshername – she has kids. We have had this discussion.’


‘I know, but there’s so much we haven’t talked about.’ Stevie struggled to think of other reasons that this was not a good idea. ‘What about our shifts? And what about all our plans of just being together? And what about—’


‘Stevie, I know you always need to think everything through. Make a plan. All I’m saying is that something has shifted for me and I want to talk about it.’


By now Stevie was pacing up and down at the foot of the bed, lightly clapping her hands.


‘This is not OK,’ she muttered. ‘You can’t just spring this on me.’


‘I sprang it on myself. We can take our time.’


‘You say that like it’s not really a discussion. What do you mean, you need a baby?’


Amber nodded. ‘I don’t understand it myself yet,’ she answered gently and calmly. ‘It came fully formed into my head. I want a family.’


‘Oh, like that’s a good idea! My family is …’


‘I know. Families aren’t always perfect. The dad today, he … Anyway, we’d do it differently. Make it work for us. You know what they say – have a logical family not a biological one.’


Stevie leant towards the bed as if she had misheard. ‘I’m sorry, who says that?’ She was becoming agitated. ‘Nobody says that. I’ve never heard that. You shouldn’t surprise me like this. I don’t like surprises. It’s not OK. It’s not OK at all.’


Stevie pulled the sheet hanging at the window back a little, as if she needed air. As if the night were not happening at all. Across the way the pub lights glowed.


‘I’m going out,’ she announced.


‘Babe, please?’ Amber knew she should stop her but she was exhausted and there was no pleasing Stevie in this mood. ‘Where will you go?’ Amber whispered.


‘For a drink.’


As soon as she got downstairs Stevie regretted her decision, but she couldn’t face going back upstairs either. She wasn’t ready for more conversation. Nothing about the day had panned out as she imagined and she was still feeling the rush of emotion from thinking something had happened to Amber. Her precious house file lay on the sideboard in the sitting room. She picked it up and flicked through it. It was incredibly well organised. Its sensible system helped soothe her. She tucked it under her arm, let herself out and walked with her usual long strides across the scrubby central space in the dark toward the lights of The Price of Onions pub. As she got to the front door she turned and looked at Number 4. Despite the continuing drizzle a low light over the front door meant you could see the house clearly.


Three bedrooms! thought Stevie. Amber wanted three bedrooms. Why did we need so many? She didn’t want to consider it but perhaps Amber had been thinking about a baby all along. It was too painful to contemplate. This was not how they treated each other. This was not the person she had married.


Stevie stood for a second, staring at the house, before pulling her phone out of her pocket and checking for messages. There was nothing new. She had thought her parents might have wished her good luck. She moved as if to ring them and then changed her mind, putting the phone away as she entered the pub.


Oddly no one had thought to hold an All Saints’ Day event that evening and the Onion was, as ever, pretty empty. A faded sign over one door read ‘Hotel Residents Only’, suggesting the place had once been more than just a pub, but now it was without residents. Jack had been working there for the last couple of months so she had been before, but she was always a little taken aback at how enormous the old place was. The Victorians knew how to do grand and this watering hole could have been amazing, but not without considerable money and effort. The downstairs contained two gigantic public rooms. On the left-hand side Stevie could see the vast entertainment hall had no one in it. There was a small stage at one end but the faded red theatrical curtains and an exhausted-looking upright piano were all that was left of any showbusiness potential. Stevie walked through some stained-glass double doors to the second cavernous space, where Agnes, the landlady, and Jack stood behind an extensive but scuffed mahogany bar. Stevie had a choice of seat. The room was packed with a range of torn and worn chairs and what appeared to be a permanently blank specials board.


Jack smiled when he saw Stevie walk in and pulled her a pint.


‘Well, that was something!’ he called, laughing to himself. ‘I didn’t think I’d see you tonight! I couldn’t believe it was Dorothy. I can’t bear that I lost touch with her. I mean, she’s only just across the square. She must stay indoors all the time – I haven’t seen her since she stopped coming to see Nan. What time did she leave?’


Stevie sat down on a stool and waited for her beer. Jack placed it in front of her and watched her sit silently staring at it. Jack looked aghast.


‘Ah, she didn’t go, did she?’ he said in mock horror. ‘Where is she now?’


‘Asleep.’


Jack hesitated before asking, ‘Where?’


‘On the sofa in the spare room.’


‘And where’s Amber?’


‘Asleep in our room.’


Jack looked impressed. ‘Wow, Stevie! You and the women in your life! All asleep. No wonder you came out for a few sparkling moments in the heady night life that is The Price of Onions.’


Jack banged the bar with the palm of his hand and nearly woke the only other customer. Agnes gave Jack a look and moved to place some small ceramic bowls on the bar. She was a tall, slim woman in her middling years, immaculately turned out. She wore a well-fitting dress with matching heels. Her exquisite nails clinked against the bowls as she carefully lined them up.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Also by Sandi Toksvig



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication



		Chapter One



		Chapter Two



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Christmas Eve



		Acknowledgements



		Credits



		About the Author











		Cover



		Table of Contents









OEBPS/images/9780349018980.jpg
Siamdi
Toksvig





OEBPS/images/virago.jpg
§

{
virago





