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      Chapter One

      
      Outside Hazy Hassocks’ drowsy midsummer church, Mrs Finstock, the vicar’s wife, was energetically executing a solo version
         of ‘YMCA’ to a small but seemingly appreciative audience.
      

      
      Resplendent in a lilac tulle two-piece, she leaped up and down in the middle of the road, her arms waving wildly, her generous
         bosoms dancing beneath the glimmering fabric. Her lilac hat, a mass of feathers from some exotic and possibly protected bird,
         danced too, albeit to a slightly different beat.
      

      
      ‘Is Mrs Finstock dancing? In the street? In this heat?’ Phoebe Bowler, the perfect size ten, ash-blonde-bobbed, designer-frocked bride-to-be, sitting beside her father in
         the back of the rose-scented white limousine, giggled delightedly. She leaned forwards and stared at the spectacle through
         the blur of her veil. ‘Yes – she is! Oh, bless her. She’s always so funny, isn’t she?’
      

      
      ‘Funny wouldn’t be my word for it,’ Bob Bowler muttered, looking rather anxiously from his daughter to the now star-jumping
         Mrs Finstock. ‘I’m far too nervous to find anything amusing – especially the vicar’s wife having one of her turns.’
      

      
      
      ‘Vicar’s wife is she? Blimey …’ the limo’s chauffeur joined in as he slowed down and, despite the efficacy of the car’s expensive
         air-con, took the opportunity to mop the sweat from his forehead. ‘Looks to me like she’s found the communion wine and had
         a hefty swig or three. Ah – she seems to have stopped prancing – yep, she’s waving at us now. Hope she don’t want us to join
         in. Too darn hot for any of that old nonsense. Maybe she just wants to tell us something. Shall I stop, duck?’
      

      
      Phoebe smiled happily. ‘May as well, seeing as we’re outside the church and it’s nearly midday, the wedding’s at noon and
         I’m half of the main attraction.’
      

      
      As the limousine purred to an opulent halt, the vicar’s wife stopped dancing up and down and bustled busily towards the driver’s
         window. Her face glistened under its generous coating of Crème Puff. There were little beads of moisture in the bristles above
         her upper lip.
      

      
      ‘Thank goodness I caught your attention.’

      
      Difficult not to, Phoebe thought, beaming the prenuptial smile that had been impossible to suppress since she’d woken in her
         parents’ semi that morning. ‘Actually, we thought you were dancing.’
      

      
      ‘What? No, no …’ The vicar’s wife squinted into the depths of the flower-and-ribbon-bedecked car. ‘Oh, Phoebe, dear, don’t
         you look lovely. Now, I don’t want to worry you – but we’ve got a bit of a delay. We’re not quite ready for you.’ She pulled
         a face at the driver. ‘Would you mind awfully driving round the block again?’
      

      
      ‘Fine by me,’ the driver said with a nod. ‘Allus happens at every wedding. Five minutes or so OK?’

      
      ‘Lovely.’ Mrs Finstock bared her teeth in an agitated smile. ‘Five minutes should be perfect.’

      
      ‘What sort of delay?’ Phoebe’s prenuptial beam slipped slightly. ‘Not something wrong with our planning, surely? I’ve timed
         the whole day to perfection. It’s taken me months to get this show on the road. Oh, I know – don’t tell me – Clemmie hasn’t arrived yet. She’s so useless about time. I knew
         I should have forced to her to be at our house with the rest of the bridesmaids instead of coming straight from Winterbrook.
         Trust Clemmie! I’ll have to have serious words with her later.’
      

      
      The vicar’s wife nodded vigorously. ‘That’s the ticket. Good girl. Nothing to worry about. Now, off you pop.’

      
      The driver replaced his cap, wiped his face and the limo moved slowly away.

      
      Phoebe got a quick glimpse of her nearest and dearest in their wedding finery, a sea of rainbow colours, outside the church,
         sheltering from the searing midday sun in the mellowed portals before the car rounded the bend into the High Street.
      

      
      As she’d suspected, there was no sign of Clemmie in the throng.

      
      ‘I’ll drive back out towards Bagley, shall I?’ the driver asked over his shoulder. ‘No point getting caught up in the Saturday
         shopping traffic in Hassocks, is there? Who’s this Clemmie, then?’
      

      
      ‘My chief bridesmaid.’ Phoebe settled back into her seat. ‘Or matron-of-honour I suppose I should say seeing as she’s already
         beaten me to the altar. Lifelong best friend. Scientifically brilliant and amazingly clever, but a complete pill-brain when
         it comes to common sense or being organised. She’ll owe me big time for this.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but you go easy on her, duck. Everyone’ll expect the bride to be late anyway, won’t they? Goes with the territory.’ The
         limo driver headed away from Hazy Hassocks’ main street and out into the narrow lanes surrounding the large Berkshire market
         village. ‘Five minutes or so won’t make any difference, will it?’
      

      
      With a sigh, Phoebe shook her head. Well, it wouldn’t. Not really. But, any delay to her minutely crafted day was slightly irritating. She was never late for anything. Not ever. Possible disruptions, interruptions and disasters were all
         carefully factored into each of Phoebe’s plans. Trust dizzy, disorganised Clemmie to be the one to mess things up.
      

      
      That was the trouble with having someone like Clemmie as a best friend. Especially an extremely loved-up, newly married and
         even more newly pregnant Clemmie.
      

      
      Secretly, Phoebe was a teensy bit miffed that Clemmie had met, worked with, fallen in love with and whirwindly married the
         divine Guy Devlin within six months, and was now merely seconds later expecting their first baby, while she and Ben – having
         been together since school – had taken the more sedate, orderly, well-planned route to everlasting love.
      

      
      After a fifteen-year relationship, they’d become engaged, planned the dream wedding down to the finest detail, and had decided
         to start a family in another year or two when they’d left their rented Hazy Hassocks flat and sensibly saved enough to scramble
         onto the first rung of the mortgage ladder.
      

      
      Clemmie, with no regard for planning or organisation, had simply characteristically plunged in. It was all rather annoying
         to someone like Phoebe who rarely even decided on what to wear without consulting her astral charts and considering all the
         possible options at least three times.
      

      
      ‘Nervous?’ Bob Bowler broke into her thoughts and squeezed his daughter’s hand.

      
      ‘About Clemmie being late? No, of course not. Well, not really.’ Phoebe looked serenely at her father through the ice-white
         froth of her veil. ‘Par for the course with Clemmie. She’s probably having morning sickness or something – as long as she
         manages not to have it on her frock it’ll be fine. She’ll turn up eventually. Why on earth would I be nervous?’
      

      
      ‘Because it’s your wedding day and I’m petrified.’ Bob Bowler chuckled rather shakily. ‘I’ve never been father of the bride before.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’ve never been the bride before either and I’m absolutely calm,’ Phoebe smiled at him and reached across the rear
         seat of the pink-rose-strewn limousine and patted his grey-trousered leg. ‘There’s nothing to worry about, Dad. Today will
         run as smoothly as any military campaign. Stick with me, kid, and you’ll be OK.’
      

      
      Bob shook his head, running a sweating finger round the tight collar of his morning suit. ‘You’re scary, Phoebes. Cool as
         a cucumber. I thought brides were supposed to be a mass of nerves.’
      

      
      Phoebe gazed out on the scorching blue-sky June morning as the limo swept through the glossy Berkshire lanes close to her
         parents’ semi in the tiny village of Bagley-cum-Russet and circled once more towards the church in nearby Hazy Hassocks. Even
         the weather had come up trumps. As she’d known it would.
      

      
      She smiled blissfully. ‘I’m not worried – not even about Clemmie – because everything is going to be perfect. What could possibly
         go wrong?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t even expect me to answer that.’ Bob moved his top hat from his lap to the acres of silver leather seat beside him.
         ‘I’m not going to tempt fate.’
      

      
      ‘Fate,’ Phoebe said firmly, ‘can’t be tempted. Fate is on my side. And I’ve planned today with minute attention to detail
         and a time-line never before seen in the history of weddings – not to mention it being astrally charted, of course.’
      

      
      Bob snorted. ‘You and your astrology! Do you really think a deck of tarot cards and some sort of star-sign mumbo-jumbo can
         forecast –?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely,’ Phoebe said happily. ‘I used my charts to plan the exact day, time and place for this wedding. All the portents
         pointed to this day being the perfect one for our marriage. And after all, Ben and I know each other inside out. You wait and see – he’ll be as calm as I am. We’re just looking forward to it being the best wedding anyone can ever
         remember.’
      

      
      Settling back in the limousine’s smoothly purring luxury, Phoebe rearranged her slim-fitting silk frock and checked her mental
         tick-list. Yes, it was fine. Apart from Clemmie being late, everything was simply perfect. This, her and Ben’s wedding day,
         was truly going to be the happiest day of her life.
      

      
      Seven and a half minutes later, the limousine pulled up outside the church again. This time there was no sign of the vicar’s
         wife and the guests had all disappeared.
      

      
      ‘There,’ Phoebe said cheerfully, ‘see? No problems. Clemmie’s obviously arrived intact and they’re all inside waiting. Blimey,
         I bet Ben’s chewing his fingernails, though. I promised him I wouldn’t be late.’
      

      
      The limo driver struggled out and held the door open. A tidal wave of heat swooshed into the car.

      
      ‘Proper scorcher you’ve got,’ the driver said, as Phoebe, in her slender strapless column of silk, wriggled the pooled hem
         round her high-heeled white sandals and clutched her small bouquet of pale-pink rosebuds. ‘Still, you know what they say,
         duck? Happy the bride the sun shines on … Now – where’s the photographer? You’ll need some snaps of you and your dad together
         before you gets going.’
      

      
      Bob Bowler frowned towards the church as it shimmered beneath the June sun. ‘Yes, where is the photographer, Phoebes? I know
         you’ve got the camcorder bloke waiting in the porch to film us coming up the path, but I thought –’
      

      
      Phoebe sighed in exasperation. ‘Why can no one be relied on? Yes, the photographer should be here – maybe he was late as well.
         As long as he arrives for the after-the-event pics I’ll be OK. Oh, well, at least we’ll have it on film.’
      

      
      Bob smiled moist-eyed at his slender, blonde daughter in the exquisite ice-white silk dress, short veil and diamante tiara. ‘You look gorgeous, Phoebe, truly. I’m so proud of you. Let me just straighten your veil a bit. Now, you take my arm
         and we’ll be off. Are you feeling OK?’
      

      
      ‘Fine, Dad, honest. Not a tummy-dancing butterfly, trembly hand or nerve in sight.’

      
      Phoebe gave a wide beam to the crowd of Hazy Hassocks Saturday shoppers all clustered round the church gates. The Saturday
         shoppers beamed back. Several clapped.
      

      
      ‘Phoebes …’ Clemmie, tall and beautiful in a filmy dress of dusky pink, her mass of unruly dark-red hair caught up with white
         rosebuds, suddenly appeared from the porch and hurried down the church path. ‘Oh, you look so lovely … I’m so sorry …’
      

      
      ‘It’s OK. You’re here now. And you look stunning yourself. Have you stopped being sick? Have you got the little flower girls
         under control? And has Mum stopped sniffling? And has my nan left that awful hat at home and –’
      

      
      ‘What? Yes, but, Phoebes –’

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Clem – honestly. I’m used to you being late for everything. I should have factored it in on my list: ten minutes
         extra in case Clemmie doesn’t turn up.’
      

      
      ‘It wasn’t me … isn’t me … Phoebe, listen –’

      
      ‘Oh, Clem, stop fretting about it. I’m cool – now let’s get on with this.’

      
      Clemmie gave Bob Bowler a beseeching look, then held out her hand. ‘Phoebes, come over here … please … There’s something I’ve
         got to tell you.’
      

      
      ‘Not now!’ Phoebe laughed. ‘Whatever it is can wait until after the wedding.’

      
      ‘No it can’t.’ Clemmie swallowed. ‘Phoebes, sweetheart … Oh, Lordy, there’s no easy way to say this. There’s not going to
         be a wedding. Ben isn’t here. He isn’t going to be here. He’s called it off …’
      

   




      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      A month later, Phoebe slid the key into the lock of the two-storey Edwardian red-brick terraced house and felt sick. Despite
         the midday heat and wearing the minimum of underwear beneath her brief pink Cut’n’Curl tunic, she was bone-cold and her hands
         were shaking. It was the first time she’d been back to her Hazy Hassocks flat since the-wedding-that-never-was.
      

      
      There had been many, many days in the past awful month that she was sure she’d never do this: would never be able to return
         to the flat again. How could she walk into the home she and Ben had created and see all the things she’d left so happily the
         evening before the wedding just sitting there as if suspended in time? How could she walk into the flat knowing Ben wouldn’t
         be there? Knowing that he wouldn’t ever be coming home again?
      

      
      The sun scorched down, as it had all this glorious summer, but everything in Winchester Road looked bleak, grey and dead.
         Phoebe took a deep breath, praying that the neighbours weren’t peering at her with prying inquisitive eyes from behind their
         prim nets. It was almost like being bereaved, she thought: people knew and stared and sympathised silently, but really didn’t
         know what to say.
      

      
      
      What could they say? Ben had left her in the most humiliatingly public way possible and everyone knew that she’d been jilted.
         And they all speculated on why.
      

      
      As she had. Over and over again.

      
      Taking another gulp of hot air, Phoebe tried again to turn the key, averting her eyes from the ‘Bowler and Phipps’ bell-push
         beneath the one for the upstairs flat, which simply said ‘Lancaster’.
      

      
      It would be separate ‘Bowler and Phipps’ for ever now, she thought miserably. Of course, she’d planned to conjoin the names
         on the marriage certificate. Phoebe Bowler Phipps, she’d said, had a really nice ring to it. Ben hadn’t agreed. He simply
         couldn’t see why she wanted to amalgamate her maiden name with his surname. Even when she’d said gently and almost jokingly
         that much as she’d always wanted to be his wife, she’d always thought Phoebe Phipps sounded like a cartoon character, Ben
         had failed to as much as smile.
      

      
      Phoebe sighed.

      
      Maybe that’s why he … Why he … Well, why he did what he did. Because although she’d wanted to be married to Ben for as long
         as she could remember, she didn’t want to be alliterative Phoebe Phipps. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him. Maybe she’d really
         hurt his feelings. Maybe it was all her fault after all.
      

      
      She fumbled with the key again.

      
      Could she really do this? On her own? Should she have accepted her parents’ offer to come with her – just for this first visit?
         No, she had to start standing on her own feet, because … Well, because there wasn’t an alternative, was there? Her mum and
         dad would have made it worse, wouldn’t they? They’d have been kind, as they had been since the wedding day when she’d returned
         home and cried herself to sleep every night in her childhood bedroom, and their kindness would make her cry. And, Phoebe had
         decided, she’d cried enough to last her a lifetime and would never, ever cry – in public at least – again.
      

      
      Or even worse, they might have launched into yet another vitriolic attack on the hapless Ben and his cold-feet jitters at
         best, or his cold-hearted abandoning at worst.
      

      
      No, on balance, Phoebe knew, this visit to the flat was something she had to do alone. And if she managed it today, then after
         this first time it wouldn’t be so bad – she’d just collect her bits and pieces in as many visits as it took, and go back to
         her parents’ home in Bagley, and then she’d contact the letting agents and tell them she was moving out of Winchester Road.
         For good.
      

      
      The key turned and she pushed the door open.

      
      A pile of post was heaped against her flat door. Stepping over it – it probably hid more than one wedding congrats card –
         Phoebe walked into the carefully updated neutral minimalist living room, her pink Cut’n’Curl clogs slip-slapping rhythmically
         on the wooden floor.
      

      
      How quiet it was in the flat. How pale. How sterile. As if all the life had been sucked out. It looked, she thought bleakly,
         like a neglected showroom. Not like a home at all. There was no hint of warmth, of laughter, of living, of loving.
      

      
      Of Ben there was no trace at all. Her CDs, books and magazines were still there. But someone – Ben? – had been in since the-wedding-that-never-was
         and removed every last one of his personal items. The flat even smelled empty. A month ago it had wafted with scented candles
         and Ben’s aftershave and her own perfume and herbs and spices from the experimental cooking sessions they’d shared. Now it
         had a neglected, bland smell of nothingness.
      

      
      It was as if the life she’d shared with Ben – and Ben himself – had never existed.

      
      Feeling suddenly dizzy and engulfed by loneliness, Phoebe sank down onto the white sofa. A shaft of sunlight sneaked through the cream and white embossed linen curtains and formed a glinting golden puddle on the floor. Phoebe swallowed the
         lump in her throat. This wasn’t her home any more – how could it be? When she’d left it, she’d been laughing and giggling
         and Ben, accompanied by Alan, his best man, had kissed her goodbye.
      

      
      For ever.

      
      Phoebe sniffed back a threatening tear and hauled herself to her feet. No time for wallowing in self-pity – there were things
         to be done, tasks to be tackled, stuff to be sorted. The flat was stifling, airless, so she opened the French doors on to
         the garden. The only sound was the Kennet, a snaking river tributary, rippling unseen behind the high walls, making its way
         towards the Thames at Winterbrook.
      

      
      She and Ben had worked hard on the garden, too. They’d built a little courtyard for sitting in with a glass of wine on balmy
         summer nights, with lush foliage and jasmine, honeysuckle and orange blossom tumbling from the high-brick walls, making a
         secret, sensuous oasis. A lovers’ arbour.
      

      
      Oh, God …

      
      Phoebe turned away from the garden, determined not to cry.

      
      Today, she’d returned to work as senior stylist at Pauline’s Cut’n’Curl in Hazy Hassocks High Street after the three weeks
         leave she’d booked for the Caribbean cruise honeymoon – which she’d spent holed up in her old bedroom in Bagley-cum-Russet
         – followed by an extra unpaid week because she knew she wasn’t quite ready for the ill-concealed interrogation from her regular
         blue-rinse-and-bubble-perm clients.
      

      
      Today, she was using her lunch hour to start packing her possessions and close the door on the flat. Today she was going to
         try to pull her life back together.
      

      
      So far the life-pulling had been a dismal failure, Phoebe thought sadly, as she listlessly tugged a holdall from the hall
         cupboard and pulled her coats and jackets from their pegs. Pauline and the girls at the salon had been lovely this morning,
         of course, and kept up a stream of bright chatter, shielding her from the more nosy clients by getting her to count conditioner
         bottles in the stockroom. But Pauline and the girls could do nothing to shield her from the frankly curious eyes and whispers.
         Pauline and the girls could do nothing to shield her from her own mortification.
      

      
      The whispers she’d get used to, she knew that. The humiliation might just take a little longer.

      
      Unzipping the holdall, Phoebe then slowly consulted the ‘Things to Collect’ list in her pink spiral-bound notebook. Even devastating
         heartbreak and her life falling apart hadn’t managed to totally destroy her obsession with organisation. She’d listed the
         rooms in the flat: five; sub-divided the contents of each that a) belonged to her, b) belonged to Ben, c) were jointly owned;
         and sub-sectioned each of a) and c) into things she would remove on this first visit.
      

      
      Pressing her jackets into a neat pile at the bottom of the holdall, Phoebe lugged the bag into the living room and made a
         start on the books and music.
      

      
      She’d just finished pushing the CDs into every available corner, ticking them off her list, trying not to remember the myriad
         ‘our tunes’ included on them, knowing she’d never listen to them again and pretty sure they’d all end up in Hedley and Biff
         Pippin’s animal charity shop, when her phone rang.
      

      
      Fishing it out of the pocket of her short pink Cut’n’Curl overall, she frowned then smiled. Clemmie. Probably wanting to know
         how the first morning back at work had gone. She’d have to sound cheerful otherwise Clemmie would be hot-footing it from Winterbrook
         to lend a shoulder to cry on. Again.
      

      
      ‘Hi,’ Phoebe said breezily. ‘How are you? Still being sick? Poor thing … Still, it can’t last for the whole nine months, can it? What? Work? Oh, well, you know … it went OK. Pauline and the girls were lovely of course, but … What, now? No, I’m
         in the flat … Yes, well, it had to be done some time. I’m alone. No, no, really, Clem, even if you are in Hassocks, I’m much
         better doing it on my own. It’s really kind of you but I need to do this my way. What – tonight? Who with? Oh, right. Yes,
         lovely … Thanks. Where? OK? See you later. Bye.’
      

      
      Pushing her mobile back into her pocket, Phoebe sighed. Clemmie was the best friend anyone could wish for. And a girlie night
         out in anonymous Winterbrook – their nearest largish town – as Clem had suggested, would be nice, but it was so hard being
         the only single one – especially when she and Ben had been together for ever.
      

      
      Phoebe swallowed. She wasn’t going to think about Ben. Not now. Not ever again.

      
      Just as she was pondering over whether she was brave enough to walk into the bedroom – which she seriously doubted – and shove
         a few more clothes into the holdall before returning to work, the doorbell rang.
      

      
      ‘I really hope it’s not Clemmie,’ Phoebe muttered to herself, heading for the door. ‘I’ve just got to get used to doing everything
         alone …’
      

      
      It wasn’t Clemmie.

      
      Slo Motion, one elderly third of Hazy Hassocks’ only funeral directors who lived with his cousins, Constance and Perpetua,
         and rather sadly ran their business a few houses away in Winchester Road, stood on the doorstep.
      

      
      ‘I saw you arrive earlier.’ Slo, dressed in a heavy black serge suit despite the searing heat and with cigarette burns on
         his waistcoat, grinned gummily at her. ‘Thought I’d come and say welcome home. Be neighbourly, like. Here …’
      

      
      Phoebe peered dubiously at the lidded dish in his hands. ‘Oh… er, thank you. Um, oh, that isn’t an urn is it?’
      

      
      ‘Nah, course not. It’s a casserole. Weather’s a bit hot for a casserole I know, duck, but it’s what our Perpetua allus makes for the bereaved on our first visit. Seems to cheer ’em up.
         It’s what them telly chefs would call rustic – got lumps in it – oh, and don’t let on to our Constance that you’ve ’ad it.
         She’s as tight as a duck’s whatsit over freebies. I’ve defrosted it for you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Phoebe smiled bravely. ‘It’s very kind of you. And a casserole will be lovely – but it still looks like it’s
         in an urn. For ashes …’
      

      
      ‘Ah, well, yes it is an urn if you wants to split hairs, but it’s a fresh one, duck. Untouched by human remains. Therefore it’s just a container
         really, isn’t it? We uses them for all sorts. The gels swear by ’em for storing leftovers and what have you. Here – you take
         it – there’s no need to let us have it back. It’ll come in handy later for flowers or face cream or talc or summat.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Phoebe took the casserole-urn, holding it at arm’s length. ‘I’ll, um, enjoy it. Er, are the gels, um, Constance
         and Perpetua not with you?’
      

      
      ‘Nah,’ Slo wheezed happily. ‘They’ve gorn up the Twilights to measure up a customer.’

      
      ‘Right.’ Phoebe pulled a face. The thought of the two female Motions sorting out yet another funeral at Twilights – Hazy Hassocks’
         warden-assisted rest home for the elderly – was probably best not dwelt on. Not in her current state of heightened emotion.
         But at least the sad departure of a Twilighter to their eternal rest meant Constance and Perpetua weren’t here to offer their
         own heavy-handed brand of sympathy. Every cloud and all that. ‘And it’s lovely to see you, but actually, I’m just going back
         to work. I was only collecting a few of my things.’
      

      
      ‘Why? You’re not leaving, duck? Oh, that’s a bloomin’ shame. Me and the gels loved having you here. A bit of young blood in
         the street livened us old uns up no end. I was right sorry about … well, about what happened.’ Slo shuffled his feet. ‘Can’t imagine what that Ben was thinking of. Buggering off and leaving a lovely young girl like you –
         and you allus seemed so happy together.’
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Phoebe knew she had to change the subject. It was always worse when someone was kind. ‘Well, that’s all behind us now
         – and yes, I’m moving out. I’m going back to my parents in Bagley and –’
      

      
      ‘Damn shame!’ Slo looked indignant. ‘You’d made a lovely little home here. Seems all wrong that you’ve got to leave it. Still,
         I suppose it’ll be too dear with you on your own. Mind, you’ve got two bedrooms – you could allus take in a lodger, couldn’t
         you? To help with the rent?’
      

      
      Phoebe sighed. ‘Well, yes, I suppose I could if I was staying, but I can’t live here any more.’

      
      ‘Because of the memories? Ah, they can be right killers – that’s speaking professionally, of course.’ Slo fidgeted in the
         pocket of his waistcoat and brought out a battered packet of Marlboro. ‘All right with you if I sparks up, duck? Don’t tell
         the gels, though. They thinks I packed up on New Year’s Eve. Again.’
      

      
      ‘Puff away. Your secret’s safe with me,’ Phoebe said faintly as Slo gurgled and wheezed and shuddered pleasurably with a spasm
         of chesty coughing. ‘And thanks again for popping round.’
      

      
      ‘You think over what I said.’ Slo inhaled deeply. ‘You don’t have to run away. This is your home, duck, and you’ve got every
         right to stay here. Sometimes –’ He broke off to cough cheerfully. ‘Sometimes we finds – professionally speaking again – that
         the one what’s left behind can rebuild a nice little life for themselves among the memories once the first pain has gorn.
         It helps ’em. Not that your Ben has died, duck, more’s the pity I says, but you knows what I mean.’
      

      
      Phoebe nodded. Lots of her friends – and even her parents – had said much the same thing about moving out. But staying in
         Winchester Road was simply impossible. Even if she could afford to pay the rent single-handedly, every inch of the flat reminded her of Ben and their life – not just the
         future they’d planned, but their shared history too. And how, Phoebe thought despairingly, could she ever, ever sleep in that bed again?
      

      
      Slo sucked shakily on his cigarette, the ash tumbling down his waistcoat. ‘I’ll let you get on now, duck – I can see you’re
         busy – but you think on what I’ve said. And if you do decide to leave, then don’t go without saying goodbye.’
      

      
      ‘No, I won’t. And thank you again for this.’ Phoebe glanced down anxiously at the ebony urn which was, she now noticed, steaming
         slightly. ‘I’m sure it’ll be delicious.’
      

      
      As soon as the door was closed and Slo had disappeared back along Winchester Road, Phoebe tipped the casserole into the sink.
         She felt a bit guilty, watching as it glugged glutinously and hovered in unrecognisable clumps round the plug hole. It smelled
         of very old mushrooms and moth balls. No doubt the Motions had made it with the very best of intentions – still, they’d never
         know she hadn’t eaten it, would they?
      

      
      Running the tap over the residue and using a fork to force the more recalcitrant lumps out of sight, she then quickly rinsed
         the urn, wrapped it in a shroud of kitchen roll and, still holding it at arm’s length, disposed of it in the dustbin outside
         the back door.
      

      
      The deed done, Phoebe glanced at her watch. Nearly two o’clock. Oh, Lord – thanks to Slo she was going to be late back to
         work and she hadn’t even started on sorting out her clothes. Ah, well. At least it would mean not having to go into the bedroom
         – yet …
      

      
      ‘Who’s that down there? What are you – Phoebe? Phoebe!’ A voice screeched delightedly from somewhere above her. ‘Cool! I thought you were the Bath Road yobbos doing a
         bit of breaking and entering! I’m up here!’
      

      
      Squinting upwards, against the sun spiralling in the deep blue sky, Phoebe groaned inwardly at the sight of Mindy – her upstairs neighbour – leaning precariously over her greenery-fronded
         balcony.
      

      
      ‘Oh, er, hi, Mindy. Yes, it’s me – not burglars. Er, I can’t stop, I’m late for work and –’

      
      ‘Nooo!’ Mindy – all stylishly layered short black hair, expensively tanned face and heavily mascared eyes – screeched. ‘You
         can’t go. Not yet. I’ve been dying to see you. I want to know what’s happening. I want all the gory details. Stay there, sweetie.
         I’m coming down.’
      

      
      Phoebe shook her head as Mindy, wearing a skimpy white bikini top and even skimpier white shorts, clattered down the cast-iron
         fire escape which led to the garden. Mindy – long-haul cabin crew out of Heathrow – was probably the last person she needed
         to share her innermost angst with right now. Mindy – impossibly slender, stunningly glamorous and wildly indiscreet – was
         definitely not going to be sympathetic about the jilting.
      

      
      ‘If I’d known you were here I’d have brought a bottle of wine.’ Mindy immediately folded herself elegantly onto one of Phoebe’s
         wrought-iron chairs and crossed her long, long legs and flipped her designer sunglasses over her eyes. ‘Phew – it’s sooo hot!
         Sweetheart, why haven’t you got your lounger out? You’re very pale – you should be catching some rays.’
      

      
      ‘I’m going back to work,’ Phoebe said again. ‘I’m already late.’

      
      Mindy waved a slim hand. ‘Phone in sick. Take the afternoon off. We’ve got sooo much to talk about. So – go on – what happened?
         I couldn’t believe it when I got back from the Far East trip and everyone told me Ben hadn’t turned up. Oh, sweetheart, you
         must have felt such a prat!’
      

      
      Phoebe swallowed. Typical Mindy – ultra-sensitive. ‘Honestly, I don’t want to talk about it.’

      
      ‘Talking’s good.’ Mindy lifted the large sunglasses and batted her eyelashes at Phoebe. ‘Cathartic. That’s why everyone should have counselling after traumas. Did you? Have counselling?’
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Well, you should. Must. Otherwise you’ll turn all embittered. Hate men for ever.’

      
      ‘Yes, very probably. Look, Mindy, I really don’t have time to chat. Maybe later – next time I come round …’

      
      ‘What do you mean? You mean you’re not living here? Why on earth not, sweetie?’

      
      Phoebe sighed. ‘All sorts of reasons. And as I’m leaving here as soon as possible, unless you’re grounded for a while we probably
         won’t see much of each other and –’
      

      
      ‘Leaving? The flat? Moving out completely?’ Mindy lowered the sunglasses again and frowned at Phoebe. ‘Really? Well, there’s
         a coincidence, because I’m moving out too. This weekend in fact. So this old house will be a sad and lonely place. Where are
         you going?’
      

      
      ‘Back to my parents in Bagley-cum-Russet. You?’

      
      ‘A west London penthouse with a really cute Airbus pilot.’

      
      Phoebe almost smiled. ‘No contest there then, but I thought you and, um …’

      
      She stopped. What on earth was Mindy’s boyfriend called? Was he the Lancaster on the flat’s name plate, or was that Mindy?
         No, Phoebe frowned, Mindy’s surname was Martin, wasn’t it? She’d noticed it when she’d sorted letters from their communal
         post in the hall. So he was Somebody Lancaster, wasn’t he? In his absence, Mindy had always referred to him as Lover Boy with
         a sort of erotic purr, but somehow Phoebe felt she couldn’t call him that, could she?
      

      
      Phoebe had only ever glimpsed him either going upstairs, or coming down, or jumping in or out of his car, and had a vague
         image of a tall, dark, shadowy, uniformed figure who’d waved and called hi, but she’d never met him. He’d been absent more
         than he’d been at home most of the time she and Ben had lived in Winchester Road, and Phoebe had guessed his cabin crew job also took him all over the world.
      

      
      Then, on the odd occasions when he and Mindy had been home at the same time, she and Ben had listened with guilty enjoyment
         to regular rip-snorting rows, slamming doors and stomping feet reverberating from the upstairs flat. Rows and separations,
         Phoebe realised now, that she’d thought smugly would never happen to her and Ben in their rock solid relationship. How blindly
         self-righteous she’d been …
      

      
      ‘Rocky?’ Mindy supplied helpfully. ‘The divine Rocky Lancaster? Drop dead gorgeous Rocky Lancaster?’

      
      Rocky – that was it. Phoebe nodded. She remembered thinking it was an odd name and probably the poor bloke’s parents had been
         Sly Stallone fans or something. But – Rocky Lancaster … Surely she’d heard that name somewhere else? In connection with something
         else entirely? Not recently, but …
      

      
      Mindy frowned. ‘Drop dead is what I wish he’d do – anytime soon for preference. The bastard. Everyone thought he was wonderful
         but – oh, sweetie, if only you knew the truth. Of course, you must have heard about him. I was so ashamed. Ah well, like you
         and Ben, that’s all history now. I do have some pride and a massive sense of self-preservation – and there was no way I was
         going to stay here with him after what he did. I mean, would you, if your boyfriend –?’
      

      
      Phoebe’s mobile rang. She glanced at the warbling phone. ‘Sorry, Mindy, it’s work, I’ll have to answer it. Pauline? Sorry
         I’m late. Oh, yes I’m fine, really. I got a bit side-tracked. Yes, I’m just on my way back now. What? Two perms? Yes, I’m
         sure I can – right – I’ll be with you in five minutes.’
      

      
      Damn, she thought, snapping the phone shut. Just when Mindy was getting down to the juicy details. Now she’d probably never
         know what foul misdemeanour Rocky had committed, would she? And she could really, really do with wallowing in someone else’s misery at the moment. Bugger.
      

      
      ‘You’ve clearly got to dash.’ Mindy uncurled herself and hugged Phoebe. ‘Duty obviously calls. Well, you take care of yourself,
         sweetheart, and if we don’t see one another again, have a happy life.’
      

      
      ‘You too.’ Phoebe extricated herself from Mindy’s Chanel-perfumed embrace.

      
      ‘Oh, I will.’ Mindy stretched with a sleepy, lascivious smile. ‘And if you should be unfortunate enough to run into Rocky
         while you’re clearing the rest of your stuff out, tell him I hope he rots in hell.’
      

   




      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      On the other side of Hazy Hassocks, the twisting High Street with its shops and small businesses and rural roads of houses
         petered out into narrow lanes and endless fields. Here, Twilights Rest Home for the Elderly stood in splendid bucolic isolation.
      

      
      Essie Rivers pulled aside her fawn curtains and watched as Constance and Perpetua Motion bade their farewells to Tiny Tony
         and Absolute Joy Tugwell.
      

      
      It was a morose scene. There was a lot of limp hand shaking on both sides, with suitably grim lips from the Tugwells matching
         an air of all-round-misery emanating from the Motions. Strangely, Essie thought, the gloom seemed further increased by the
         glorious July sunshine spreading itself into every corner of Twilight’s honey-flagged courtyard and carefully tended and colourful
         herbaceous borders.
      

      
      The Motions, Essie knew, had called to make arrangements for the removal of Ada Mackie’s mortal remains.

      
      Sadly, the Cousins Motion were fairly regular visitors to Twilight. Well, Essie considered, as the average age of the residents
         was ninety-three and half – she and her closest Twilighter friends, Princess, Lilith and Bert, had worked it out one boring
         wet Sunday afternoon – that wasn’t too surprising, really. Anyway, Ada had reached almost 104, which, Essie thought, was pretty good going.
      

      
      And, she reckoned, as she let her curtains slip back into place, if Ada was a yardstick, then it gave her at least another
         good twenty-three years, didn’t it? And twenty-three years was simply ages, wasn’t it?
      

      
      At eighty and tall and slender, Essie felt as fit as she had at thirty, kept the twenty-four-inch waist she’d had at twenty,
         dressed in the loose-trousers-with-fitted-top style she’d adopted at forty, and maintained the glass-half-full attitude to
         life she’d been born with. Defying the sheeplike urge of some of her peers, she’d also eschewed the ubiquitous cauliflower-head
         hairdo and wore her abundant multi-toned silver hair tied up with a variety of colourful chiffon scarves.
      

      
      Tony and Joy Tugwell stood on the gravelled drive, waving until Constance and Perpetua’s black Daimler had disappeared. Then,
         assuming their professional caring expressions, they strode back into Twilight’s functional single-storey red-brick sprawl.
      

      
      Essie stood back from her just-open window – despite the scorching summer heat, none of the windows at Twilight opened more
         than an inch, whether to prevent accidents or escapes or both, Essie wasn’t sure – careful not to be seen. The Tugwells loathed
         the inmates peering out from their rooms.
      

      
      Peering out was frowned upon, just in case someone from the outside world wandered close to Twilights and spotted the residents,
         looking for all the world like bored caged animals on view in a zoo. Peering out made Tony and Joy turn sanctimonious. And
         there was no way Essie was going to give the Tugwells an excuse to turn sanctimonious. Not that they needed a reason, really,
         because in Essie’s opinion, they just were – well – thoroughly smug and holier-than-thou.
      

      
      Not that the Tugwells were unpleasant in any sort of stereotypical moustache-twirling hiss-boo baddie sort of way, of course. They weren’t even the sort of nursing home managers who gave nursing home managers a bad name. Oh no, Tony and
         Joy Tugwell were nothing like that. They were simply, in Essie’s opinion, completely unsuited to the caring professions.
      

      
      Tony and Joy were totally self-obsessed, emotionally cold and without even a trace of humour.

      
      With excellent written qualifications for their roles, they managed Twilights with ruthless efficiency. They were no doubt
         paid huge target bonuses to cushion their own pension plans and made a comfortable income for the local authority who owned
         the home, but made no allowances whatsoever for the residents’ individual quirks.
      

      
      However, the rest of the staff – the live-in carers for the more infirm Twilight inmates, the mostly Eastern European girls
         who did the cooking, cleaning and waitressing, the exnurses who came in from Hassocks and worked shifts and made sure everyone
         was happy and healthy in their roomettes – were wonderful, Essie thought.
      

      
      No, despite Tiny Tony’s and Absolute Joy’s lack of imagination, as rest homes went it was all very well run and efficient.
         But being a Twilighter was like being interned in a reasonably comfortable prison for life with no possibility of remission
         for good behaviour.
      

      
      Tony and Joy Tugwell reckoned old people were old people, full stop. Old people, Tony and Joy seemed to think, left their
         personalities and histories behind the minute they collected their pensions. Old people, Tony and Joy clearly felt, needed
         daytime telly, night-time cocoa and very little else in between.
      

      
      Essie smoothed the taupe duvet over her single bed in her basic beige bedsit – or ‘roomette’ according to the Twilight brochure
         – and thought, not for the first time, that if things didn’t change soon, she’d probably die of boredom long before she reached
         Ada’s benchmark.
      

      
      
      And, as she had very real reasons for wanting to outlive her children, she simply couldn’t allow that to happen.

      
      Still, first things first – there were preparations to make for Ada’s send-off. She’d have to discuss outfits with Princess
         and Lilith. Black or navy? A touch of pink maybe as Ada had been very fond of pink? Hats or not? It was important to have
         the details right for the paying of the last respects.
      

      
      Like the majority of Twilighters, Ada had had few visitors. And as residing in Twilights would have taken care of any money
         Ada may have had, Essie knew the funeral would be just this side of pauper and there’d certainly be no rich pickings for any
         of Ada’s family who may emerge greedily from the woodwork with great expectations.
      

      
      No, Essie thought forlornly, for poor Ada’s farewell it’d simply be another gloomily clad trip in the convoy of Twilight minibuses
         to the nearest crematorium, a rousing chorus of ‘The Day Thou Gavest’, and back to Twilights for one of Joy’s minimal ham
         teas.
      

      
      Everyone at Twilights went to everyone else’s funerals because it made a bit of a crowd for the late lamented, got them out
         for a couple of hours, and they could grizzle happily about the eulogy, the circuit vicar, the other mourners, the flowers
         – or lack of them – and the choice of finale music.
      

      
      Essie, who already knew she wanted a bright and happy funeral with lots of colour, lots of flowers, loud music and a magical
         funeral tea provided by Mitzi Blessing’s Hubble Bubble herbal catering company, wondered how many more of her friends she’d
         shed tears over in the bleakness of Winterbrook’s crematorium.
      

      
      She sighed heavily. This really wouldn’t do. Ada was gone and she was wasting yet another day. The afternoon stretched away
         into the blue and golden heat haze. Twilights dozed and was silent in the somnolence.
      

      
      Tony and Joy always reckoned a good three-hour nap after lunch was mandatory for anyone over sixty. Most of the Twilighters obliged, either in their roomettes or in front of the constantly
         blaring plasma-screen telly in the residents’ lounge, out of a sense of duty and lack of anything else more interesting to
         do.
      

      
      Essie, who was quite happy to indulge in the luxury of a daytime snooze but in her own time, always forced herself to be awake
         and visible during the after-lunch and before-tea hours. Mainly because it irritated the pants off Tony and Joy.
      

      
      A sharp rap on the door jerked Essie back to the present. She frowned. It wouldn’t be Lilith or Princess, or even Bert, because
         they all had a secret coded knock. Must be Absolute Joy or Tiny Tony, then? Not much to pick between them – and she didn’t
         want to see either. She stayed where she was and didn’t answer.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Rivers?’ Joy’s voice warbled plummily from the corridor outside. ‘Essie? Are you asleep?’

      
      If I had been I wouldn’t be now you daft bat, Essie thought irritably, still staying silent.

      
      With a rattling of the master key and a bit of huffing and puffing, the door opened.

      
      Bugger. Really must remember to bolt the damn door, Essie thought sourly, as Joy’s rigid auburn bouffant – à la Margaret Thatcher:
         The Early Years – appeared in the room a split second before the rest of her. Sadly, Joy embraced everything about her hero
         – blue suits, neutral blouses with pussycat bows, and a huge and unpleasant handbag for every occasion – with almost religious
         fervour.
      

      
      ‘Not sleepy, Essie?’ Joy’s attempt at the imperious Thatcher voice still needed some work. ‘Tony and I noticed you at the
         window.’
      

      
      Never, Essie thought, had anyone been so inappropriately named. Joy was surely the most congenitally cheerless woman ever
         born.
      

      
      ‘No.’

      
      
      ‘Would you like a tablet to help?’ Joy gesticulated to the trolley she’d parked in the corridor outside Essie’s door.

      
      ‘No, I damn well wouldn’t.’

      
      ‘I know Ada’s passing over must have absolutely upset you, but –’

      
      ‘Ada didn’t pass over, pass away, fall asleep, shuffle off this mortal coil or any of the other twee euphemisms you seem to
         favour. She died. And yes, I’ll miss her and mourn her, but no, I’m not upset. She’d had enough. She was ready to go.’
      

      
      ‘Well, I’m sure that’s a comfort to us all.’ Joy blinked her beige lashes very quickly. ‘Dear Ada – a wonderful woman – we’ll
         miss her dreadfully, but sadly her passing is all part of the rich tapestry. In the midst of life we are in death.’
      

      
      ‘Bollocks.’

      
      ‘Sorry?’ Joy pursed thin orange lips.

      
      ‘Bollocks.’ Essie sighed. ‘And sorry if that offends your sensibilities, but you’re talking sanctimonious claptrap. You’ll
         fill Ada’s roomette with another unwanted and unloved oldie before the final strains of the Twenty-third Psalm have bitten
         the dust, the money will continue to roll in, the council will be happy and everything will continue as normal. Now, did you
         want something?’
      

      
      There was a slight pause while Joy remembered to put on her caring face. ‘Just to remind you not to peer out of the windows,
         dear. Accidents do happen, as you well know, and a tumble from the window at your age –’
      

      
      ‘If –’ Essie narrowed her eyes ‘– I tumbled from that window – which is unlikely as it only opens wide enough to allow an
         anorexic snake to squeeze through – after my horrendous eighteen-inch fall, I’d land in a cushiony bed of soft and springy
         ground-covering perennials. Which is hardly likely to warrant you having to dial nine-nine-nine, or call the Motions back
         so that I can double-up with Ada in the hearse, is it?’
      

      
      
      Joy’s forced laugh grated like nails on a blackboard. ‘Mrs Rivers, dear! Essie – you’re so funny.’

      
      ‘I know. Val Parnell missed out on a star when he passed me by, I can tell you.’

      
      Judging by the blank look in her colourless eyes, Joy had clearly never heard of Val Parnell. Essie wasn’t surprised. In the
         days of the great variety acts, Tony and Joy Tugwell possibly hadn’t been the London Palladium’s target audience.
      

      
      ‘So – now you’ve issued the dire warning of the open window, can I get on with going out for a walk?’

      
      ‘A walk?’ Joy screeched. ‘A walk? In nap time? A walk? On your own?’
      

      
      ‘On my own. All alone.’ Essie nodded. ‘Totally solo. You don’t need to worry – I remember all my Brownie and Guide road drill,
         I’ve memorised the Tufty Club stuff and the Green Cross Code, so I know how to cross the roads safely. Thanks to the red tops
         I’m fully aware of stranger danger. And as I’m still in possession of all my marbles I know I’ll find my way home again. Although
         –’ she frowned at Joy ‘– I use the term loosely.’
      

      
      Joy, who still wasn’t sure if she was being mocked, shook her head. ‘Absolutely not – one, you should be napping; two, it’s
         absolutely blistering out there; three, you absolutely know you can’t go for a walk, unless it’s in the grounds. And only
         then at the set time. And with someone else. You know you can’t go out alone, Essie.’
      

      
      ‘This,’ Essie hissed, ‘is a retirement home, not bloody Abu Ghraib.’

      
      Joy blinked in quick-step time, clearly trying to remember if she knew what Abu Ghraib was. She gave up the struggle. ‘And
         you’re absolutely my responsibility. And you know what was agreed after – well – after last time.’
      

      
      ‘Agreement, as I understand it,’ Essie snapped, ‘is a two-sided affair. I never agreed to anything.’

      
      They glared at one another in a stand-off of iron wills. Joy buckled first.

      
      
      ‘Mrs Rivers – Essie, dear – I only have your best interests at heart.’

      
      Essie snorted. ‘Rubbish. Your best interests, you mean. You think, if there are any more, er, unfortunate incidents, and they make the press again and
         Twilights gets a bad name, then even the minimal fees and council-covered costs won’t be alluring enough to appeal to grasping
         relatives desperate to offload their elderly rellies and fill your empty roomettes. And empty roomettes equal loss-making,
         which equals council closure, which equals you and Tony out of a job – not to mention your free flat and all those nice little
         extras.’
      

      
      Joy smoothed down her eau-de-Nil shirt and fussed with the bow. There were tiny pinpoints of colour on her cheeks. Essie thought
         she heard the words ‘leftie’ and ‘bloody agitator’.
      

      
      Joy held up her hands in supplication. ‘Essie, I know it’s been some time since your … little accident … and I know you’re
         absolutely one of our fittest residents and that you loathe the restrictions on your freedom, but we do have to adhere absolutely
         to the health and safety strictures laid down by the HA and the LA not to mention the NHS and the PCT –’
      

      
      Essie exhaled crossly at the acronyms. They sounded like a bad hand at Scrabble.

      
      ‘Gobbledegook claptrap. Oh, go away, Joy, please. You make me angry – which might be bad for my blood pressure – and I’m not
         due my check-up for ages. Maybe, if you and Tony offered a bit more to interest us here, then those of us that are able-bodied
         and still have full mental faculties, wouldn’t need to look outside for our entertainment.’
      

      
      ‘Goodness me, Mrs Rivers, what more do you want? You have a cosy home, three good nourishing meals a day, not to mention your
         en-suite roomette with all mod cons in your kitchenette, and you have your own telly and radio-cassette and a Teasmade. Then,
         communally speaking, there’s the multi-channel plasma screen in the lounge, and we have Tony’s bingo nights every Monday and Martin Pusey’s Hoi-Pollois in
         once a month for a singalong. All absolutely fabulous. What more do you want?’
      

      
      ‘Life, love and loud music.’ Essie sighed. ‘And quizzes and book groups and up-to-date films, and seeing people younger than
         ninety and something to exercise our cerebrums – not to mention our muscles. Why can’t we have – well – classes to stretch
         us in every way, and hobbies and dances and entertainment? And don’t –’ she shook her head ‘– tell me that the Martin Pusey’s
         Hoi-Pollois fall into that latter category. Most of them are older than we are and they sing the same Gilbert and Sullivan
         tunes – wrong words and pitifully off-key – every single bloody time. If I have to hear several batty old birds from Winterbrook
         being Three Little Maids any more I’ll definitely spit. Is it any wonder some of us feel the urge to escape?’
      

      
      ‘Escape? Twilights isn’t a prison, Essie. It’s your home from home. And Tony and I have never curtailed any of the resident’s hobbies,
         have we? Well, apart from yours, of course, and that was regrettable, but under the circs we had absolutely no option, did
         we?’
      

      
      Essie tried hard not to laugh. ‘No, I suppose not. I suppose in your position I’d have done the same. Although it was quite
         good fun at the time.’
      

      
      ‘Good fun?’ Joy Tugwell looked appalled. ‘It could hardly be called good fun, Mrs Rivers. It was like a geriatric episode
         of Desperate Housewives – not that I watch that sort of programme, of course, absolutely preferring wildlife documentaries, but I’ve been told –
         no, I’m afraid after your little, er, experimentation, we can only encourage the more absolutely acceptable hobbies here.’
      

      
      ‘But you don’t.’ Essie sighed. ‘That’s the point. It’s all same old, same old.’

      
      ‘On the contrary.’ Joy bridled. ‘Mrs Evans is constantly knitting. Miss Hollywell has some wonderful scrapbooks – and look at Mr Fiddler’s bird watching.’
      

      
      Essie chuckled. ‘Bird watching? That isn’t what Norman Fiddler uses his binoculars for, I can tell you. And Floss Evans has
         been knitting the same scarf since nineteen seventy-two and Gertie Hollywell sticks anything that isn’t nailed down into that
         bloody scrapbook. Marmalade labels, old stamps, tissue hankies, cornflakes, baked beans … Oh, never mind, Joy. Forget the
         hobbies for the time being. We’re never going to agree on them, are we? And, much as it irks me, I promise – as I’ve promised
         every day for the last few months – not to go into Hassocks or Winterbrook on my own. But surely, a walk outside in the countryside
         wouldn’t hurt?’
      

      
      ‘Absolutely not.’ Joy shook her head. The sculpted hair didn’t move. ‘Please don’t push me on this. Surely, you must realise
         that after your little … um … accident, you’re very vulnerable. And as to your other suggestions, we are working on a tight
         budget here. We can’t provide entertainment at the drop of a hat. We absolutely can’t afford it. Make the most of what you’ve
         got, Mrs Rivers, and be grateful.’
      

      
      Ten minutes later, Essie gave the secret knock on the door of Lilith’s roomette just along the spotless, over-lemon-airfreshenered,
         cream-painted corridor.
      

      
      ‘Come on in, honey,’ Lilith growled. ‘I’m not asleep. I’m not tired and anyway it’s too damn hot.’

      
      Essie smiled at Lilith, a large septuagenarian Caribbean queen, sprawled on her bed in a flowing caftan in shades of red and
         orange.
      

      
      ‘You look a bit down, honey.’ Lilith hauled herself into a sitting position.

      
      ‘Not more trouble with the Tugwells? Not Tiny Tony and Absolute Joy causing you grief?’

      
      ‘Not really.’ Essie perched on the edge of Lilith’s bed. ‘Nothing more than the usual rubbish about not being allowed to do anything I want to do. I can cope with that.’
      

      
      ‘You can if anyone can.’ Lilith chuckled. ‘Mind you, I suppose they have a point … after …’

      
      ‘Don’t.’ Essie held up her hands. ‘Just don’t. If you’re going to remind me of the little problem with the astrology sessions,
         Absolute Joy has already done so. Again.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t, honey.’ Lilith chuckled. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. That was fun. No, I was going to say after what happened to you
         in Winterbrook, I guess the Tugwells are desperate to make sure it doesn’t happen again.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know, and I know what happened to me meant that you’re all suffering the same incarceration, but blimey, it was ages
         ago. Just because I was silly enough to be trusting and allowed myself to get mugged, doesn’t mean that every Twilighter is
         going to suffer the same fate.’
      

      
      Lilith laughed. ‘And you put up a good fight, but the Tugwells can only see their reputation – and their cushy jobs – going
         down the Swanee should anything like that happen again. And we don’t blame you for the rules on going out alone being changed,
         honey, none of us.’
      

      
      Essie sighed. Maybe they didn’t, but she did. And it had been ages ago, and surely lightning didn’t strike twice, did it?
         Yes, she’d been wary when the gang of dead-eyed vacant-looking boys – and they were boys, Essie thought, mere children – had approached her in the short-cut alleyway in Winterbrook. But she’d moved aside and
         carried on walking, becoming more shocked and angry than frightened when they’d followed her and barred her way and growled
         at her in some sort of guttural language she didn’t understand. She remembered thinking how odd it was that these English
         boys didn’t speak the same language as she did.
      

      
      And then they’d scuffled around her, and made horrible, loud, threatening noises and pushed against her and tried to snatch
         her handbag.
      

      
      
      Essie exhaled. It was still frightening – even now.

      
      And, angry at their bare-faced cowardice, she’d swung her handbag at them, swearing at them, fetching one of them a cracking
         blow on the side of the head.
      

      
      This had made them roar with even more non-human noises, and they’d pushed her and grabbed her bag. Still more furious than
         frightened, Essie had called them every name she could think of and tried to grab her bag back. Then they’d all laughed at
         her so she’d lunged at them, and they’d pushed her again, and she’d crashed against the wall and fallen, and the boys, still
         laughing, had run away further up the alley – and then there’d been a lot of shouting and this huge fight had broken out …
      

      
      And then the police arrived and the paramedics and she, protesting, had been rushed off to hospital and kept in overnight.
         She’d been shocked, and there had been a few bruises, but nothing more sinister – at least, not physically – and after a day’s
         bed rest Essie had been sent back to Twilights and – she had to admit – treated with nothing but kindness by Joy and Tony
         and the staff.
      

      
      She’d recovered quickly from the bruises, but the shock had taken much longer …

      
      And even afterwards, at the court case, when she was fully recovered, Essie had been so cross that no one really listened
         to her side of the story. They got it all wrong. And those boys had laughed together and lied – lied in court, under oath
         – and the whole thing had been a sham. A massive miscarriage of justice. It still made her shake with fury, thinking about
         it.
      

      
      ‘Honey?’ Lilith’s voice broke into the hateful memories. ‘Essie, you OK?’

      
      ‘Fine. Sorry – just having a bit of a flashback. Really mustn’t dwell on it. Water under the bridge as Absolute Joy would
         say. Now, we need to get Princess and Bert in here. We’ve got to discuss Ada’s funeral. And, more importantly, decide what to do with ourselves to stop going gaga with boredom.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds good to me.’ Lilith pulled herself off the bed, mopping her sweating face with the hem of the caftan. ‘Stay there
         – help yourself to some juice from the fridge. I’ll go and get the others. Have you got any ideas, then? Oh, not for the funeral,
         honey, but for livening up Twilights?’
      

      
      ‘Mmm.’ Essie nodded, smiling. ‘Several, actually. After all, if the Tugwells won’t allow us to go out, and refuse to provide
         things to stimulate us here, then we’ll just have to make our own fun, won’t we?’
      

      
      ‘Essie!’ Lilith paused in the doorway. ‘This fun wouldn’t involve you starting your, um, hocus-pocus again, would it, honey?’

      
      ‘Maybe.’ Essie smiled even more. ‘Maybe not. We’ll have to absolutely wait and see what happens, won’t we?’
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