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      To Jupiter, who chewed the manuscript to perfection.
      

      
   
      
      
      

            
      Just when it was all going so well …
      

      
      A fat, black, disreputable-looking cloud sneaked over the crest of the hill, homed in on a Northampton office block, and casually
         emptied its bladder on the roof. It was that kind of day: murky, March and monotonous. Even the pigeons looked depressed.
      

      
      Inside a featureless office on the third floor, Cally Storm was getting precisely nowhere.

      
      ‘Nope,’ she said, trying to keep her irritation in check. ‘Didn’t get a word of that. Look, I’m sorry but you’re just not
         making yourself clear.’
      

      
      On the other side of the glass-topped desk, the small Italian with the sharp suit and the soft brown eyes blinked frustratedly.
         He looked about fourteen, had skinny ankles and ought by rights to have been smoking behind the bike sheds, not running the
         Human Resources division of Banco Torino (UK) plc. More important, he was definitely not old enough to be Cally’s new boss.
         And if there’d been any justice in the world, she’d have been sitting in that chair, not him.
      

      
      ‘You still no unnerstan’?’ he repeated, rather pointlessly thought Cally, since the only words of English the new Italian management team seemed confident with were ‘Hello’, and ‘Manchester United’.
      

      
      ‘Maybe if you spoke more slowly,’ she ventured, her jaw muscles aching with the effort of not slapping him about the head.
         ‘Slooow-ly?’
      

      
      She added hand movements for extra emphasis. A GCSE in Italian might have helped, but then she’d have missed out on double
         basketball at school, and you had to get your priorities right. Cally was confident that she had sorted hers out ages ago.
         One: aim for the top and don’t stop till you get there. Two: there is no two. Number two sucks.
      

      
      ‘Is my accent, yes?’

      
      ‘Er … well …’

      
      There was no polite answer to that. This was a man who did not so much command the English language as lie down and invite
         it to trample all over him. Cally fiddled restlessly with the handle of her new leather portfolio, one eye on the clock. Get
         to the point, get to the point, she seethed inwardly. It was all right for him, of course. He was on a nice two-week jolly
         from Milan; all expenses paid and nothing to do but get in people’s way and tell them they were spending too much on paperclips.
      

      
      Things had gone from bad to worse since the takeover. Meetings, meetings, meetings. No decisions seemed to get made any more,
         the canteen smelled permanently of pesto and she was already half an hour late for a meeting with the Lower Slaughter Fatstock
         Cooperative. Didn’t these Mediterranean types realise how many other companies would be more than happy to insure Farmer Giles’s
         Friesians against foot rot?
      

      
      Still, she supposed things would settle down eventually. It wasn’t the first time LBS Agri-Finance had been taken over, and
         it probably wouldn’t be the last.
      

      
      Signor Toscelli chewed his lower lip. ‘Ah. Momento.’

      
      From the depths of an Armani trouser pocket, he produced a dog-eared phrase book and flipped feverishly through it till he
         found what he was looking for.
      

      
      ‘Si, si, here is what I say.’ His index finger jabbed at the page. ‘You. Are.’ His lips struggled to frame the unfamiliar diphthong.
         ‘Fay-aired.’
      

      
      Cally’s nose wrinkled. ‘What?’

      
      ‘Fay-aired.’ In exasperation, he spun the book round so that it was facing Cally, and jabbed a triumphant finger. ‘Fay-airrred.
         This is correct, no? You are …?’
      

      
      Fired?

      
      Somewhere in the pit of Cally’s stomach, a lift fell fifteen storeys.

      
      ‘Fired!’ squeaked Cally, as everything crystallised into horrible clarity, and her lovely new executive portfolio tumbled
         off her lap. ‘Is this some kind of sick joke?’
      

      
      Unfortunately, Signor Toscelli wasn’t laughing.

      
      Well, well, fucking well, thought Cally, staring bitterly out of the snot smeared bus windows. So this is where the number
         forty-two goes. And just think, if I hadn’t got the golden elbow off Banco Torino (UK), I’d probably never have set out on
         this glorious voyage of discovery. Not.
      

      
      She rubbed a small patch of window clear and peered through the glass. Snow. Effing snow, every effing where. Now didn’t that
         just make everything perfect? One minute a harmless little bit of rain, the next there’s a sodding blizzard and you can’t
         get a taxi for love or money. One minute you’ve got a great job with brilliant prospects, the next you’re out on your ear
         and some bastard Italian has swiped the keys to your company car.
      

      
      So kind of them to lend her a Banco Torino carrier bag to put her things in. Horribly overstuffed, it bounced about on her
         lap, threatening to spew its contents in ten different directions as the bus crested a speed bump at thirty miles an hour,
         swerved to avoid the world’s biggest pothole, skidded on wet slush and gaily rattled across the corner of the pavement, all
         without changing gear.
      

      
      Cally retrieved a sheep-shaped money-box as it toppled sideways, and stuffed it back into the bag. A plastic sheep, two desk
         tidies, twelve issues of Farmer’s Weekly and a red sock she wasn’t even sure was hers: was this dross all she had to show for ten years spent selling more lambing
         insurance than anybody else in the history of LBS? And all of a sudden she – little miss whizz-kid – was redundant, and she
         hadn’t even seen it coming. Well ha bloody ha, Cally Storm, she told herself. Looks like the joke’s on you.
      

      
      Of course, if she forced herself to be rational about it she could just about see that there was no reason why she shouldn’t
         be made redundant. It happened to loads of people all the time, it wasn’t anything personal. Fact was, a big fat multinational
         like Banco Torino just couldn’t figure out what to do with someone who’d once insured a pet angora goat against alopecia.
      

      
      Sod that, it felt personal. Ten years she’d endured, ten long years of threatened mergers and takeovers and flotations and
         rationalisations, and OK, the LBS might have moved her round the country like an unclaimed parcel, but they’d never once hinted
         that she might actually be dispensable. Quite the reverse: there had even been whispers about promoting her to Something Big
         in grain silos.
      

      
      Which didn’t alter the fact that she was dispensable, or that she hated it. Almost as much as she’d hated having to ask the way to the bus stop. Typical: you wait years to get
         your own numbered parking space, and the day after you do, they kick you out on your arse.
      

      
      ‘Look Mam!’ chirruped a child across the gangway. ‘It’s snowing again! Just like in that video about the Eskimos.’

      
      Cally turned to look out of the window. It wasn’t just snowing, it was coming down so hard you could barely see through it;
         like God had just punctured his duvet and emptied the whole lot over Northampton. Her head sank forward on to the back of
         the seat in front. Terrific. All this town needed now was a rain of venomous toads and a fleshing-eating zombie or two, and
         the day would be just perfect.
      

      
      Still, nothing else could possibly go wrong. Could it?

      
      Look on the bright side, Cally ordered herself as she squelched up Laburnum Walk towards the house she’d never liked, in the
         area that gave her the creeps. At least you’ve got somewhere warm and dry to live, the fridge is full of cheesecake, and the
         neighbours don’t fill their front gardens with burned-out Ford Capris.
      

      
      True, she grudgingly conceded. But it won’t be warm and dry for much longer if that hole in the roof isn’t fixed, will it?
         And you know damn well cheesecake gives you zits. And who’s going to fork out for the Velux windows, now you’ve joined the
         end of the dole queue? Oh – and don’t forget the collapsing garden shed, and the damp in the conservatory, and the woodworm
         in the window seat …
      

      
      Pull yourself together, she urged herself sternly. Stop feeling sorry for yourself. It’s not as bad as all that, at least
         you’ve still got Rob. Yes, hissed the demon on her shoulder; and Rob’s still got his lovely shiny company BMW.
      

      
      She stood outside the gate to number thirty-one, melting snow pouring down the back of her neck, so cold and wet she didn’t
         give a damn any more, and gazed up through falling snowflakes at the characterless, pebbledashed façade. OK so there were
         nicer houses, but then again there were much nastier ones too, and it wasn’t everyone who got to live in a four-bedroomed
         semi in a sought-after area of Northampton, now was it? And anyhow, like Rob was always reminding her, it wasn’t just a house,
         it was an investment. Sometimes she suspected that was all it was.
      

      
      Pushing open the gate, she stomped wearily up to the front door in her ruined mules, and slid her key in the lock. Rob would
         make it all better, she had already decided. He would towel her down like a wet sheepdog, bundle her up in a duvet and make
         her some of his special cocoa. He’d probably buy her a new pair of shoes too. That’s what husbands were for.
      

      
      As she stood in the hall, shedding snow on to the brand-new natural wood flooring, Cally heard Rob’s voice floating out of
         the front room. He must be on the phone, selling another consignment of fifteen-foot palm trees to some shopping mall. She
         kicked off her wet shoes and padded on numb feet towards the kitchen, trying not to disturb him. Funny though. She cocked
         an ear as she passed the half-open door. It didn’t sound like a business call. In fact, she could have sworn she just heard
         the word … ‘knickers’.
      

      
      Knickers?

      
      She pushed the door soundlessly open. Mind you, even if she had made her entrance accompanied by the pipes and drums of the
         Royal Highland Fusiliers, Rob probably wouldn’t have noticed. He was leaning casually against the chimney breast, telephone flex wound round a flirtatious
         index finger, receiver snuggled comfortably under his chin.
      

      
      ‘… black ones again? Why aren’t you wearing those lovely little red ones I got you? What’s that? You …’ He chuckled dirtily.
         ‘Come here and say that, you naughty girl, and I’ll give you a good spanki—’
      

      
      Rob turned and froze as his eyes fixed on Cally, business suit plastered to her soaked and shivering body, mid-brown hair
         steaming limply like the winnets on a sheep’s backside. He swallowed, smiled weakly and jammed the receiver back on the hook.
      

      
      ‘Cally love, you’re …’

      
      ‘Home early? Yes I am, aren’t I?’

      
      Rob gave a nervous giggle, his face passing through at least a dozen tortured expressions as he leafed through his mental
         file of excuses. ‘I was just … er …’
      

      
      ‘Surprised? I bet you bloody were.’

      
      He took a step towards her, arms stretched out. ‘Cally love, I mean, it isn’t …’

      
      It was strange really. Cally didn’t feel hurt or upset or betrayed. Suddenly and inexplicably, she felt overwhelmingly bored.
         Bored with life, bored with this house, and most especially bored with the utterly boring man she had had the misfortune to
         marry.
      

      
      He reached out to put an arm round her, but she ducked aside. ‘Oh give it a rest, Rob. I’m not interested in your feeble excuses.’

      
      ‘They’re not …’

      
      ‘Got huge tits has she? Bigger than mine?’ She thrust her 34Cs in his face. ‘God you’re pathetic, you know that?’

      
      Panic entered Rob’s eyes.

      
      ‘No, no, you’ve got it all wrong, I was only …’
      

      
      ‘Spare me the gory details, Rob, it’s the oldest story in the book. Just get out of my sight.’

      
      ‘Cally, don’t be an idiot.’

      
      ‘There’s only one idiot around here, and it isn’t me. I want you out of this house. Now.’

      
      ‘But you can’t just throw me out of my own house!’

      
      ‘Oh can’t I?’

      
      Seizing him by the shoulders, and surprising both of them with her own strength, she propelled him towards the front door.
         Halfway along the hall, he spun round, parrying her with raised hands.
      

      
      ‘Look, Cally, darling, I admit I’ve been stupid, but it was just a bit of harmless fun, OK?’

      
      ‘Correction. Not OK.’ She wrenched open the front door and pointed out into the arctic waste that was Northampton. ‘Get out,
         Rob.’
      

      
      ‘But I …’ She shoved him in the belly and he tripped over the doormat, landing out on the step with the empty milk bottles
         and the hedgehog book-scraper. ‘Ow!’
      

      
      Slamming the door on him, she turned away. Two seconds later he was whimpering plaintively through the letter box. ‘Cally,
         you can’t do this to me! It’s snowing, for Chrissakes!’
      

      
      ‘Is it?’ Opening the door, she threw an umbrella at his head. ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting this then. Now piss off out of
         my life and don’t come back.’
      

      
      Her heart was pounding and her head was thumping. By the time she reached the living room she was hyperventilating so fast
         that she felt quite faint. What now? Breathe into a brown paper bag and wait for the sky to fall in on her? No job, no bloke
         – what next? They said bad things always happened in threes.
      

      
      There was a bottle of vintage champagne in the bottom of the kitchen dresser. She pulled it out and banged it down on the
         table. OK, so she and Rob had been saving it for a special occasion, but they didn’t come much more special than this, did
         they? It wasn’t every day your entire life came crashing down around your ears.
      

      
   
      
      Chapter One

      
      

      
      After what seemed like years, it had finally stopped raining.
      

      
      Cally peered into a plastic water-butt. ‘Dad,’ she called back over her shoulder, ‘is this parsnip or lentil?’

      
      A tall, thin man emerged from the tepee and into the light, pushing his round, wire-rimmed glasses back up his bony nose.
         Marc Storm looked for all the world like a prep-school headmaster at a Seventies’ theme party.
      

      
      ‘Neither, it’s Anglo-Saxon honey beer – a friend of mine researched the recipe for me.’

      
      He ruffled her hair affectionately, which made her feel all of six years old. ‘Dad!’ She ducked away. ‘Grow up.’

      
      ‘Perish the thought.’ Marc lowered his voice. ‘So – fancy giving me your expert opinion?’

      
      Cally pulled a face. ‘No way am I tasting any more of that horrible home-brew. You know what it did to Mrs Davis’s cat.’

      
      Her father swept aside her objections. ‘Ah, but this stuff is seriously good.’

      
      ‘If it’s vile I’m saying so.’

      
      ‘Deal. But you won’t.’

      
      He dipped in an old tin mug and handed it to her. ‘Well?’

      
      ‘Not as bad as it looks,’ she conceded, not sure whether she was disappointed or relieved. ‘Probably turn out to be deadly
         poisonous, mind.’
      

      
      ‘Cally.’

      
      She looked up sharply, recognising her father’s tone of voice. ‘Whatever it is, the answer’s no.’

      
      ‘All I want is for you to tell me what’s wrong.’

      
      Too promptly, she snapped back: ‘Nothing.’

      
      Marc sighed. ‘How’s Rob?’

      
      ‘I haven’t the faintest idea.’ She kicked a rotting turnip out of the way. ‘And frankly I couldn’t care less.’

      
      ‘You’ve not seen him then?’

      
      ‘No. Why should I?’

      
      Hands in pockets, Marc wriggled the toe of his shoe into the boggy earth. ‘Cally love, he’s your husband.’

      
      ‘So?’ The word came out like a challenge.

      
      ‘So, husbands and wives generally live in the same house.’

      
      ‘You and Mum don’t,’ pointed out Cally, childishly pleased to have scored a point.

      
      Marc sighed. ‘Look. It’s not that we don’t like having you around – it’s not often your mother has somebody to share the house
         with – but let’s face it, you don’t usually stay for more than a day or two, do you?’
      

      
      Cally avoided her father’s gaze. ‘Why shouldn’t I stay a bit longer if I want?’

      
      ‘No reason at all. But it’s been a fortnight, Cally. You’ve not spent that long at home since your mum grounded you when you
         were sixteen.’
      

      
      She chose to ignore her father’s probing, hating the way his questions targeted the very parts of her that hurt the most.
         ‘Do you want me to hoe round these blue things, or dig them out?’
      

      
      ‘Never mind the blue things.’ Marc’s voice took on an unaccustomed note of firmness. ‘Just tell me what’s wrong with you and Rob. Have you had a row?’
      

      
      Something curled up and howled at the back of Cally’s wounded heart. ‘I just don’t want to talk about it. All right?’

      
      ‘This fifty-foot fibreglass woman in a leopardskin bikini, with this, like, helter-skelter slide thing running all the way
         down her thigh. Now that’s entertainment.’ The short man with the gold earring swung round for Rob’s reaction. ‘Am I right,
         or am I right?’
      

      
      Rob was doing his best to be enthusiastic about B-Movie Heaven, his client’s kitsch new theme park – the contract could be
         worth thousands in commission over the next couple of years – but all Rob could think about was the last phone conversation
         he had had with Cally. It had consisted of precisely two words, and one of those was ‘off’. Not a promising stage in his campaign
         to win her back.
      

      
      ‘Oh God,’ he groaned, ‘what am I going to do?’

      
      Greg Prince halted by the site of the Killer Tomato white-knuckle ride. ‘Do? You’re going to quote me for two hundred live
         tropical creepers for Tarzan’s Jungle Dome, that’s what.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t mean about the plants, I meant about Cally. What am I going to do about her? She’s walked out on me and the hamster,
         and now she won’t even speak to me.’
      

      
      ‘God help us, give it a rest can’t you?’ Greg was rapidly tiring of Rob’s one-note conversation. ‘Do you want this contract
         or what?’
      

      
      ‘Of course I do.’ Rob struggled to visualise money pouring itself into his bank account, but all he could see was Cally’s
         face, mouthing obscenities at him as she threw the minidisc player at his head. ‘It’s just … I’m a bit distracted, that’s all.’
      

      
      ‘’Course you are, mate.’ Greg clapped him on the back in a matey sort of way. ‘Women – who needs ’em, eh?’

      
      I do, Rob moaned silently. That’s what got me into this mess in the first place. He cleared his throat. ‘Jungle creepers.
         Right.’
      

      
      ‘Big ones, mind. No good getting little tiddly things, can’t wait for ’em to grow, see? We’ve got to be up and running by
         August Bank Holiday. Big and impressive, that’s what the punters want.’ He jabbed his mobile phone at Rob’s notebook. ‘Am
         I right or am I right?’
      

      
      Rob smiled weakly. ‘Right.’

      
      ‘Oh – and don’t forget the date palms. Nothing under ten foot, and I want real bananas on them banana plants.’

      
      Rob trailed Greg through the embryonic theme park, clambering over headless Martians, a giant ant and one of Cerberus’s spare
         heads from the much-hyped Monsters of Hades ride. ‘The thing is,’ he panted, disentangling an ant’s leg from his trousers,
         ‘she won’t believe I’ve changed.’
      

      
      Greg groaned. ‘Are you on about your ex-wife again?’

      
      ‘Wife,’ Rob corrected him. ‘And she’s staying that way if I’ve got anything to do with it. Only problem is, I just don’t know
         what to do,’ he finished lamely.
      

      
      Defeated by Rob’s relentlessness, Greg sat down on a Martian. ‘Why are you telling me all this, mate?’

      
      Rob looked sheepish. ‘’Cause I’ve got nobody else to tell it to, I s’pose.’

      
      ‘You’re a bit of a sad git really, aren’t you?’ commented Greg, not unkindly. ‘So – what happened to your bit on the side?
         Dumped you, did she?’
      

      
      ‘Leanne?’ Rob’s shoulders sagged. ‘She left me for some muscle-bound ape from the Pexercise Health Spa. Said I never stopped
         going on about Cally.’
      

      
      ‘Seems a fair enough comment,’ observed Greg drily. ‘So – you want your wife back. Am I right or am I right?’

      
      ‘You’re right.’

      
      ‘Better get off your arse and do something about it then. Have you tried going round and seeing her?’

      
      ‘She slammed the door in my face.’ Rob indicated the swollen tip of his bruised nose. ‘I’ve told her it’s all over with Leanne,
         and it was just a stupid mistake, but she won’t listen. I’ve even tried going down on my knees and begging her to come back
         to me, but she just says why should she.’
      

      
      ‘Hmm.’ Greg rubbed the dark stubble on his chin. ‘I can see her point.’

      
      Rob looked peeved, but had to concede that Greg was right. ‘So what do I do?’

      
      Greg shrugged. ‘You’re asking the wrong bloke, mate. I’ve been married three times and none of them understood me. But if
         she’s got no reason to come back, why don’t you give her one?’
      

      
      ‘Give her one? She won’t even let me through the front door.’

      
      ‘Not that, you moron. Give her a reason. A reason to come back.’

      
      ‘A reason? Oh.’ Rob wrinkled his nose and stared into the middle distance, where a forest of mini-skyscrapers was being erected,
         girder by girder. Then he clicked his fingers. ‘A reason! Of course, why didn’t I think of it before? The house!’
      

      
      ‘What about it?’

      
      ‘I’ll tell her if she’s not coming back, I’m putting it on the market. You know what women are like, they’re all nest-builders. She’s only staying away to make me feel bad. Once
         she thinks I’m selling the nest from under her, she’ll be back like a shot.’
      

      
      ‘Hang on a minute,’ cautioned Greg. ‘This is none of my business, right, but don’t you think that’s a bit over the top?’

      
      ‘No, no, you don’t understand. I won’t really be selling it, I’ll just pretend to.’ His face shone with enthusiasm. ‘Great
         idea, huh? It’s bound to make her realise what she’s giving up.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, terrific,’ replied Greg, without enthusiasm. ‘Now, about those jungle creepers.’

      
      It was a couple of evenings later when the phone rang in Evie Storm’s front hall and a head of glossy brown curls popped round
         the door of the living room.
      

      
      ‘It’s for you, darling.’ Evie winked encouragingly and mouthed the word ‘Rob’.

      
      Cally shrank back into the sofa, suddenly petrified and angry and pleased, all at once. ‘Tell him I’m not in.’

      
      Evie smiled sweetly down the phone. ‘She’s just coming now, Rob, take care. Here you are, darling.’

      
      The cordless phone found its way into Cally’s hand, and Evie’s neat little figure skipped off jauntily back to the kitchen,
         closing the door behind her. Damn you, thought Cally, tempted to drop the phone into the fish tank but reluctant to inflict
         Rob on her father’s neon tetras. Damn everyone and everything and the whole damn world.
      

      
      ‘What do you want?’ she demanded. She’d thought she was ready for him, but her stomach turned a somersault as Rob’s voice
         came crackling down the line from Northampton.
      

      
      ‘Just to talk.’
      

      
      Big uncomfortable pause.

      
      ‘What about?’

      
      ‘Oh you know.’

      
      ‘Not if you don’t tell me,’ she snapped back. Go on, hissed the demon on her shoulder. Make him suffer. It’s not as if he
         doesn’t deserve it. ‘Get to the point, Rob, I haven’t got all night.’
      

      
      ‘Are you all right?’

      
      Anger sizzled and popped inside her. ‘Is that all you rang to say? I’m fine, Rob. F-I-N-E.’ Her voice rose several decibels.
         ‘I’m out of a job, my husband’s screwing a bouncy castle, why wouldn’t I be fine?’
      

      
      She heard Rob cough uneasily on the other end of the line. ‘This is all my fault, isn’t it?’

      
      ‘Give that man a prize.’

      
      ‘So you’re not coming back home yet then?’

      
      Cally’s hand tightened around the receiver. ‘Yet? What do you mean, “yet”? I’m not coming home, Rob. Full stop. When are you
         going to get that into your thick skull?’
      

      
      ‘But—’

      
      She didn’t pause to let him get a word in. ‘Anyway, that place isn’t home any more, not since you … you … soiled it with that
         cheap tart.’
      

      
      ‘Right. I see.’ Rob paused for effect. ‘In that case, I guess I’d better go ahead and ring round the estate agents.’

      
      Cally caught her breath, suddenly dizzy. ‘What estate agents?’

      
      ‘We’ll need a proper valuation before we put the house on the market, won’t we?’

      
      ‘What!’ Cally’s head whirled. ‘Sell the house? Rob, what the hell are you on about?’

      
      ‘Look Cal,’ said Rob, his voice firmer and more confident now. ‘I know you love this house – we both do – but, well, it’s
         always been our house, hasn’t it? Our home. It’s no use to me without you, and anyway, it’s far too big for one. Plus …’
      

      
      It took Cally several seconds to stop gaping and start shouting. ‘Rob, you total bastard! I’m gone five minutes and already
         you’re putting my house on the market.’
      

      
      ‘Your house?’

      
      ‘Yes Rob, my house! It was my sodding cut-price mortgage that got us it in the first place, you can’t just go selling it from
         under me without so much as a by-your-leave. I’ll get a solicitor and make him stop you!’
      

      
      ‘For God’s sake, Cally,’ protested Rob, ‘be reasonable! What use have I got for a four-bedroomed house? And what’s the point
         of you paying your share of the mortgage if you’re not coming back?’
      

      
      Not coming back. The rotten, heartless, cheating git made it sound so final. And maybe it was final. Cally didn’t know whether
         to cry, scream or ask the RAF to drop a bomb on Laburnum Walk.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I get it. You don’t actually want me back. You and Leanne have decided to sell up and invest in a little love-nest. Well
         thanks a million, Rob. Nice of you to tell me.’
      

      
      ‘No, it’s not like that! Of course I want you back. It’s just I thought … with the house being so big …’

      
      ‘Over my dead body, do you hear?’ she yelled down the phone, and cut him off in mid-protest. Whatever else he might have to
         say, she didn’t want to hear it. Bloody house. Bloody Rob. Bloody love. None of it was worth all the pain and hassle.
      

      
      ‘Did I hear raised voices, darling?’ enquired Evie, choosing that very moment to come back into the living room with a tray of decaff.
      

      
      Cally snivelled and flopped into the old, misshapen armchair that still smelled of her very first dog. Suddenly she felt extremely
         small and empty.
      

      
      ‘Mummy,’ she said, in a voice that sounded about five years old, ‘Rob doesn’t love me any more.’

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      

      
      ‘Cally, sweetheart, we both know I won’t be able to do this if you don’t lie still.’ Marc Storm’s younger and considerably
         more affluent sister contemplated her spreadeagled niece with a mixture of irritation and concern. ‘So let’s try a little
         harder, shall we?’
      

      
      ‘It’s not that I don’t appreciate what you’re trying to do,’ replied Cally, wincing as another acupuncture needle crash-landed
         on her kneecap, ‘but I don’t think this is going to work.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not the attitude,’ scolded her mother. ‘You know your Auntie Samantha’s doing her best to help your depression.’

      
      Paralyse me, more like, thought Cally, trying not to remember the TV programme she’d seen about somebody who had been rendered
         helpless from the neck down by a bricklayer with a white coat and a packet of panel pins.
      

      
      ‘Mum, I told you, I’m not depressed,’ she said, for the umpteenth time.

      
      ‘Then why have you stopped varnishing your toenails?’

      
      ‘Because … Because I just couldn’t be bothered any more. OK?’

      
      Cally had had enough. Before you could say ‘spinal injuries unit’ she was off the sofa bed and halfway across the front room, needles sprouting out of her like a back-to-front hedgehog.
      

      
      ‘Cally!’ protested Evie. But she was already disappearing up the stairs. ‘You can’t just …’

      
      A distant door slammed shut.

      
      ‘Evie, dear,’ confided Samantha, ‘I really do think she’s dreadfully depressed.’

      
      ‘I can see that for myself, thank you!’ snapped Evie, unusually ruffled. ‘Why do you think I asked you to come over and help?’

      
      ‘I’m a nurse, not an acupuncturist. Between you and me, I think she ought to see a proper doctor.’

      
      Evie looked distinctly unimpressed. ‘I hope you’re not suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.’

      
      ‘They do say the new-generation anti-depressants are wonderful, you know, these serotonin reuptake inhibitors. Hardly any
         side-effects at all. In fact, my friend Ja—’
      

      
      ‘Fill my daughter full of synthetic chemicals? Turn her into a zombie? Samantha, how could you!’

      
      ‘It was only a suggestion, dear.’ Samantha exchanged worried looks with her brother, who had just arrived from the allotment
         with a week’s consignment of underpants and a box of chicken manure. ‘Marc, I was just suggesting to Evie that maybe what
         Cally needs is a teensy bit of conventional medical help.’
      

      
      ‘Sounds like a sensible idea,’ agreed Marc. ‘She does seem very down.’

      
      ‘How can you!’ Evie looked at him as though he had just admitted to sleeping with a Young Conservative. ‘You of all people!
         Well, you may want to turn the poor girl into a chemical factory, but I’m her mother and I’m not going to let you!’
      

      
      * * *

      
      ‘Cally,’ ventured Evie, taking a step into the room.
      

      
      A subterranean voice rose from somewhere under the duvet. ‘Go away.’

      
      Evie closed the door and sat down on the end of the bed. It was broad daylight outside, but the flowery curtains were drawn
         tight shut, reducing Cally’s bedroom to a murky green twilight.
      

      
      ‘You can’t stay in here forever,’ she pointed out reasonably.

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because …’ Evie flailed around for a sensible answer. ‘Come on darling,’ she pleaded, edging a little way up the duvet, ‘it
         really upsets me to see you like this.’
      

      
      ‘I told you, I’m all right, I just need some space.’

      
      A hand emerged and swatted away Evie’s attempt to put a hand on Cally’s shoulder.

      
      ‘Cally …’

      
      ‘Just leave me alone.’

      
      Evie sat on the edge of the bed and gazed around the room, desperate for inspiration. There must be something here that would
         give her a clue, something from Cally’s past – a nostalgic memory of happier times? But then again, maybe not.
      

      
      Evie’s brow furrowed as her eyes confronted the relics of Cally’s teenage years. Piles and piles of storybooks – how she’d
         loved losing herself in fantasies when she was younger, the more weird and wonderful the better. Sherlock Holmes, Star Wars,
         Narnia. Her eyes travelled along the shelves, packed with youthful dreams, and upwards to the pinboard, where a prefect’s
         badge dangled from a drawing pin, obscuring Luke Skywalker’s head. Suddenly everything had changed.
      

      
      Where had it all started to go wrong? Somewhere in Cally’s early teens, it was hard to pinpoint exactly when or why, but the evidence was plain to see. No more story-books,
         no more fantasies. Instead there were gleaming ranks of sports trophies, certificates, glowing school reports. Overnight,
         Cally had gone from dreamy child to obsessive over-achiever. Bloody Thatcher, thought Evie; this is all your fault.
      

      
      ‘Listen,’ she said, this time with greater firmness. ‘I’m going out on one of my farm visits later.’

      
      Silence.

      
      ‘Why don’t you come with me?’

      
      No reply.

      
      ‘It’d do you the world of good to get a breath of fresh air.’ She waited for a response, but none came so she changed tack.
         ‘I know he slept with this other girl, sweetheart, but it’s not the end of the world. You could just forgive and forget. I’m
         sure it’s you Rob really loves.’
      

      
      The figure in the bed slipped ever so slightly further under the duvet, so that little more than a tuft of mid-brown hair
         was left visible.
      

      
      ‘Well, if that’s the way you want it,’ sighed Evie, giving up the fight. Bending down, she lifted the corner of the duvet,
         kissed the top of her daughter’s head and tiptoed away, closing the door gently behind her.
      

      
      ‘It’s hopeless,’ lamented Marc, coming down the stairs from Cally’s room. ‘I know it would do her good, but she won’t touch
         a drop.’
      

      
      ‘Well I’ll have it if she won’t.’ Cally’s elder brother Apollo took the tin mug from Marc’s hand. ‘I’m gasping for a drink,
         you should try cycling all the way from Bristol with a telly on the back.’
      

      
      He raised the mug to his mouth, then stopped, sniffed and pulled a face that made him look more fourteen than thirty-four.
         ‘Ugh, what the hell is this?’
      

      
      ‘St John’s Wort, pinch of sage, few boiled nettles …’

      
      ‘Any lentils?’

      
      ‘What do you think I am?’ demanded Marc indignantly. ‘No lentils, just a sliver of frangula bark to purify the blood.’

      
      ‘I thought we were trying to cheer the poor girl up, not poison her,’ commented Samantha.

      
      Marc bridled at this. ‘At least I’m not sticking needles in her.’

      
      ‘Nor would I,’ retorted Samantha, ‘if you’d only listen to me and send her to a proper doctor.’

      
      ‘I am not having my daughter filled full of mind-altering drugs!’

      
      Marc couldn’t resist a half-smile. ‘Really? I seem to remember you being quite fond of them back in your student days.’

      
      His wife turned on him. ‘Oh, shut up!’

      
      Samantha sprang to her brother’s defence. ‘At least he’s trying to help, which is more than some people have done.’

      
      ‘I brought her my spare portable TV,’ protested Apollo. ‘I had to bike the damn thing all the way from Bristol, remember.’

      
      Marc sniffed. ‘Spare TV indeed! What on earth does anybody need a spare TV for?’

      
      ‘To lend to their depressed sister to cheer her up.’

      
      ‘It’s a nice thought,’ commented Evie, ‘but you can only get one channel on it, and between you and me I don’t think it’s
         quite up her street.’
      

      
      ‘Well, it’s the thought that counts. Besides, I’m not sure why I bothered, all she did was grunt.’

      
      Evie sighed. ‘At least a grunt is more than I got out of her.’
      

      
      They stood in doleful silence at the foot of the stairs, all gazes directed towards the sound of Radiohead wailing disconsolately
         behind Cally’s bedroom door.
      

      
      ‘Oh my God,’ groaned Apollo, ‘I wish she’d shut that racket up. She’s starting to make me feel depressed. Can’t she go out
         and get herself a man or something?’
      

      
      ‘She’s got a man,’ pointed out Marc. ‘It’s called a husband, remember?’

      
      ‘But she’s left him,’ Samantha reminded Marc. ‘And I can’t say I’m surprised, either.’

      
      ‘No,’ conceded Marc, ‘but she’ll go back to him in the end, you mark my words. She thinks the world of that boy.’

      
      ‘Only thing is, he’s not a boy, is he? He’s a grown man and he ought to know better. And so should you,’ added Samantha, ‘with
         your lentils and your frangula bark. Why you couldn’t take that nice job at Porton Down I’ll never know.’
      

      
      Evie intervened. ‘Whether or not Cally goes back to Rob, she’s got to pick up the pieces and get on with her life. She can’t
         stay locked in her room for weeks on end, can she?’
      

      
      ‘So how exactly are we going to get her out of there?’ enquired Apollo, who had never quite forgiven his parents their unconventional
         choice of name and had told all the other people at the PureFood wholefood cooperative that his real name was Kevin. ‘With
         a crowbar?’
      

      
      Evie ran an impatient hand through her short, neat hair, revealing just a few grey hairs among the glossy brown. ‘I thought
         we might have a little party,’ she said. ‘Invite one or two new people over for her to meet. What was the name of that boy she used to like – that trainee solicitor?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I get it,’ said Apollo. ‘You’re trying to pair her off and get a discount on the divorce into the bargain. Don’t you
         think you’re jumping the gun a bit?’
      

      
      ‘I am not trying to pair her off!’ objected Evie, but without much conviction. ‘And anyhow,’ she added as she stomped back
         up the stairs, ‘somebody round here has to do something.’
      

      
      Cally lay face-down on her bed, plucking tufts of pink candlewick out of the bedspread.

      
      ‘He loves me, he loves me not. He still doesn’t love me. In fact he hates me. He’s shagging her, and her tits are fourteen
         times the size of mine. The bitch.’
      

      
      A single tear escaped from her eyelid, ran slowly down the side of her nose and dripped on to her battered old cuddly elephant,
         which was as old as she was and had been through the wash so many times in its thirty years of life that all its stuffing
         had sunk to the bottoms of its legs. She knew just how it felt. Being thirty was utter rubbish; and she had a feeling that
         being thirty-one was going to be even worse.
      

      
      In the corner of the room, a tiny portable television babbled away to itself in a horribly cheerful monotone. Permanently
         stuck on Channel 6, it peddled a non-stop diet of gardening programmes, gameshow repeats and adverts for reconstituted marble
         headstones. Cally would have got up to turn the damned thing off, but she had a horrible feeling that the silence would make
         her feel even worse.
      

      
      On the screen, a woman was flashing pristine dentures. ‘I used to fear social situations, but now, with new StayFresh rubber
         pants …’
      

      
      There was a knock at the door.
      

      
      ‘Bog off.’

      
      A head appeared: oval, with a big nose and plenty of straight brown hair, except on top where it was starting to thin. ‘Hi
         Sis, OK if I come in?’
      

      
      He didn’t wait for her to throw the elephant at him, but simply took her glare for an invitation and helped himself to the
         chair next to the bed.
      

      
      ‘Look, you’ve got mail.’ He waggled a handful of envelopes.

      
      ‘Big deal.’ Surreptitiously, Cally wiped her wet eyes on the elephant’s trunk. She might be falling apart, but she sure as
         hell didn’t want her big brother to know that.
      

      
      ‘Let’s see.’ He sorted through the envelopes. ‘Oooh look, somebody wants to give you a platinum credit card.’

      
      ‘Ha ha.’

      
      ‘And there’s a newsletter from that book club you’re in. Oh, and I wonder what this is?’

      
      He waved it in Cally’s face, but she pushed his hand away. ‘I suppose you’re going to insist on telling me.’

      
      Apollo pointed to the logo. ‘Look, it’s from Banco Torino. Your lovely big redundancy package must have come through at last.’

      
      ‘Oh how sooooper. Pardon me if I don’t get out the Union Jack bunting.’

      
      He teased her with the envelope. ‘Go on, open it – you know you want to.’

      
      Cally wheeled round, taking him by surprise and nearly toppling him on to the floor. ‘Oh I do, do I? Well if you’re so bloody
         fired up about it, why don’t you open it? God, you’re so sodding smug sometimes I really hate you, do you know that?’
      

      
      Apollo’s smile faltered only slightly. ‘Come on Sis, get it open, let’s see how rich you are.’

      
      This time something snapped inside Cally. ‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ she yelled in his face. ‘I am not. Bloody.
         Interested!’
      

      
      And with that, she threw the unopened letter at the wastepaper bin. And missed.

      
      ‘Hmmmm,’ mused the man in the powder-blue suit. ‘Nice neo-Georgian portico.’

      
      ‘Is it?’ Rob regarded the front of his house with a completely different eye. ‘I thought it was a front door.’

      
      ‘Ah, and so it is; but there are front doors and there are front doors, Rob. And a fancy front door could mean an extra hundred
         or two on the price.’ A couple more squiggles made their way into the notebook and he flipped over the page. ‘Mind if I take
         a look at the low-level flush amenity with en-suite vanity unit and deluxe heated towel rail?’
      

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      ‘Just point me in the direction of the downstairs bog, Rob. I’m desperate for a slash.’

      
      The last few days had been some of the most traumatic of Rob’s entire life. As if it wasn’t bad enough having made things
         even worse with Cally, Leanne had refused to ditch the fitness instructor and cushion his lonely nights with her truly gargantuan
         boobs. So now he was having to take a really big gamble to win Cally back: actually putting the house on the market.
      

      
      He didn’t want to sell the darned place at all, in fact quite the reverse; but now he’d told Cally he was going to he kind
         of felt obliged to go through with it. So here he was, calling in favours, getting valuations from every estate agent he knew
         – and he was rather dismayed to find that he knew so many.
      

      
      Which was perhaps one of the dodgier side effects of being a salesman. Birds of a feather and all that. Not that Rob minded being a salesman, in fact he positively revelled in
         it. Nobody sold oversized indoor plants like Rob Monk, and made the entire process look like an art form. He was pretty confident
         that he could sell any damn thing if he put his mind to it; in fact, once he’d met Cally and decided he was going to make
         her fall in love with him, he’d approached the tricky task of selling himself to her as if he’d been trying to flog a shop-soiled
         Volvo to the Queen Mother.
      

      
      And it had worked. Trouble was, he’d blown the whole damn thing and it now it wasn’t working at all. He’d tried every sales
         trick he knew, but Cally just wasn’t taking the bait any more, and for the first time in his life he was stuck with trying
         to shift a product he didn’t even want to sell.
      

      
      Which was where the procession of estate agents came in. First there was Wanda, a blowsy forty-year-old Rob had had a brief
         fling with while in Bracknell to close a deal for forty-seven potted palms. There wasn’t much else to do in Bracknell. He’d
         vaguely hoped that the minute she set eyes on the half-finished loft conversion and the untidy hole in the dining-room wall
         that had never quite turned into a decorative arch, Wanda would laugh in his face and tell him the house wasn’t worth tuppence
         halfpenny. But to his dismay she’d told him to add forty grand to the figure and then hike it up another ten ‘to make it look
         like you’re willing to negotiate’.
      

      
      And that was only the beginning of it. Zack (‘the market’s booming, mate’), Becky (‘loooovely gazebo, sweetie’), Phil (‘you’re
         sitting on a goldmine’) and Terry (‘if it doesn’t shift inside a week I’ll halve my commission’) sent Rob’s morale plunging
         to unplumbed depths. Even the tweedy old fart from the snooty place in the village said that despite the fact that it was the
         ugliest semi he had ever seen, he was confident he could sell it for half as much again as Rob and Cally had paid for it.
         Rob started to panic. His imagination began to run riot. Could you could fake subsidence? Or deathwatch beetle?
      

      
      He’d never have imagined the prospect of money could make him feel so bad.

      
      It had been a finely balanced operation, but Rob had managed to get all the estate agents in and out of the house without
         any of them knocking over his precious plants or bumping into each other. This last achievement was fairly crucial, as he
         had slept with two of them (or was it three?), given a false name to another, and the other three couldn’t stand the sight
         of each other. Rob wondered how he could ever have allowed his life to get this complicated.
      

      
      And then it got even worse.

      
      It was all his own fault. He’d miscalculated. But how was he to know that Damian would show up two hours late after too many
         lunchtime beers, or that Ewan would switch his mobile off so that Rob couldn’t tell him not to come?
      

      
      They locked horns in the conservatory, over Cally’s beloved ceramic Mickey Mouse, which was now sporting several cracks. Plants
         aside, Rob had never been very good at looking after things. According to Cally he wasn’t very good at anything else either.
      

      
      ‘You,’ hissed Ewan, his freckled Celtic knuckles whitening around the edges of his clipboard.

      
      ‘What the bloody hell’s he doing here?’ demanded Damian, swaying belligerently and knocking his half-drunk coffee into the cheese plant. Oh shit, thought Rob, sliding the pot out of the way. My beautiful plant. God knows what that
         idiot’s done to your root system.
      

      
      ‘Doing my job,’ replied Ewan with Highland primness. ‘Which is more than you can do, the state you’re in.’

      
      Damian’s Neanderthal brow sunk lower, shading his small, beady eyes like a rocky overhang above a couple of primeval caves.

      
      ‘Wazzatsupposetamean?’ he demanded, in a rush of alcoholic breath.

      
      Ewan’s face registered a sneer of disgust. ‘You’re pissed again.’

      
      ‘I am not. Just ’cause I like a drink now and then …’

      
      ‘Now and then!’

      
      ‘I hate to interrupt,’ said Rob, steering Damian away from the fragile bonsai maple he had grown from a seed. ‘But I thought
         you were valuing my house.’
      

      
      Eyes still fixed disapprovingly on Damian, Ewan slid the sleek gold pen out of his top pocket. ‘Conservatory,’ he murmured,
         jotting down notes, ‘About sixteen-six by twelve.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you going to measure up?’

      
      Ewan smiled condescendingly and patted Rob on the shoulder. ‘I’m a professional, Rob. Just leave this to me.’

      
      ‘Ginger git,’ muttered Damian, sotto voce.
      

      
      Ewan wheeled round. ‘What did you say?’

      
      ‘You heard.’

      
      Rob nudged him out into the hallway. ‘Thanks for coming Damian, why don’t you go home and have a nice sleep?’

      
      But Damian wasn’t listening. He was tailing Ewan’s every move.

      
      ‘You did the right thing calling me in, Rob,’ Ewan said, opening the understairs cupboard and peering inside. ‘Don’t you worry,
         Hart & Macgregor will get you top price on this little gem.’
      

      
      ‘Don’tcha listen to him, he’s a fucking liar, he fucking said they were just good friends, and all the time he was fucking—’

      
      ‘My God, Damian,’ said Ewan, pushing his way past. ‘No wonder Mandy left you.’

      
      The beady eyes blazed. ‘She never left me! You stole her!’

      
      ‘Did I fuck steal her.’ The thin lips formed the word with faint distaste. ‘She just saw sense, that’s all.’

      
      ‘You fuckin’ baaaaastard!’

      
      Damian lunged at Ewan, head down. Ewan sidestepped and he ran full-tilt into the hatstand Cally had found in a junkshop. It
         swayed, hovered for a split second in midair, then – just as Rob leapt to catch it – fell sideways and crashed right through
         the hall window.
      

      
      ‘Shit,’ said Damian, rubbing his head sheepishly.

      
      ‘Moron,’ sniffed Ewan. ‘Shall I throw him out for you, Rob, or do you want him charged with criminal damage?’

      
      My God, thought Rob, surveying the scene. Very gently and protectively, he picked up a fragment of red glass from the hall
         carpet. He’d never liked that kitsch Thirties’ stained-glass crap, but suddenly it had become his favourite thing in the whole
         wide world.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ he seethed between clenched teeth, pointing a trembling finger at the front door. ‘That’s it. Get out.’

      
      Ewan sniggered, making him look even more like a freckled weasel. ‘My pleasure.’

      
      ‘Both of you. Now.’

      
      ‘B-but … What about the valuation?’
      

      
      ‘Forget the valuation.’

      
      Snatching the door open, he propelled Ewan through it and practically drop-kicked Damian on to the doorstep.

      
      Ewan spun round. ‘What about our no-commission single agency deal? Don’t you want to get the sale underway today?’

      
      ‘No I bloody well don’t!’ A kind of caveman instinct had taken hold of Rob and all at once he felt like building an eight-foot
         stockade around number thirty-one Laburnum Walk. ‘This is my house, and nobody else is having it, right?’
      

      
      He slammed the door with a satisfying crash. Two seconds later, the letter box opened and a single eye peered hopefully through.

      
      ‘We could have the board put up this afternoon if you—’

      
      ‘Piss. Off.’

      
      Sitting at the bottom of the stairs in the wet breeze that blew through the shattered window, Rob listened to the distant
         sounds of two estate agents having a fist-fight on his front drive and felt strangely relieved.
      

      
      At least they’d forced him to the decision he’d wanted to make all along. Selling up was definitely not the answer to his
         problems.
      

      
      Evie and Apollo sat at the kitchen table, the house oddly silent around them.

      
      ‘I’m worried sick about her,’ confessed Evie, her normally sleek hair swept up into a faintly ridiculous point at the front
         from the constant dragging of her fingers. ‘You know, I was so sure she’d buck up when she saw you.’
      

      
      Apollo helped himself to another carob biscuit. They weren’t very nice but he hadn’t had any breakfast and the tension was
         making him ravenous. ‘Sorry Mum,’ he said. ‘But I did try.’
      

      
      She patted his hand. ‘I know you did.’ Her anxious grey eyes fixed his. ‘The question is, what do we do now? We can’t just
         leave her the way she is.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ said Apollo, licking crumbs from his chin. ‘I’m not beaten yet, I’ve still got an ace up my sleeve.’

      
      Evie looked at him quizzically. Her mouth was just opening to ask him what he was up to when a great scream of anger pierced
         the silence above their heads.
      

      
      ‘Naaaaaaaaagh!’

      
      Evie leapt to her feet.

      
      ‘What the …?’

      
      A moment later, the tinkling of broken glass preceded the sight of Apollo’s portable TV, falling to earth past the kitchen
         window.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ said Apollo, looking curiously unsurprised.

      
      ‘What have you done?’ demanded his mother sternly.

      
      He had the good grace to look sheepish. ‘I … er … sabotaged her CD player when she was in the loo.’

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      

      
      The next time Rob phoned Cally, she decided she’d stopped loathing him. No, she’d long since gone past the loathing stage;
         as far as Cally was concerned, a complete waste of space like Rob didn’t even deserve to exist. In fact none of it existed
         any more: not Rob, not the house, not any part of her old existence. It had all been soiled, and she wanted nothing more to
         do with any of it.
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