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Epigraph



The greatest pleasure of life is love,
 The greatest treasure, contentment,
 The greatest possession health,
 The greatest ease is sleep,
 The greatest medicine is a true friend.



Sir William Temple
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Today of all days, Ali Anderson wasn’t in the mood for empty-headed foolishness.


‘Oh, get a life you silly little man,’ she muttered, switching off the car radio and bringing an end to the ramblings of the out-of-his-tree caller from Redditch — a crank who had been advocating a world economy based on a system of homespun bartering. Honestly, was there anything worse than a born-again down-shifter?


She would have liked to vent her feelings further, but the opportunity to do so eluded her as, just in time, she saw the road to Great Budworth. She slowed her speed, made a sharp turn to the right, and took the narrow lane that led to the centre of the small, neat village that, up until a year ago, had been her home. Its picture-book selection of much-photographed quaint houses had long since lost their charm for Ali, and as she passed each familiar pretty cottage, her heartbeat quickened and her throat tightened. She reluctantly thanked Mr Out-Of-His-Tree from Redditch for his momentary distraction and wished for a further miraculous diversion of thought.


But nothing could divert her now. She was on her own, about to come face to face with the tragedy that was made so cruelly poignant at this time of the year. As she switched off the engine, she asked herself the question for which she knew there was no easy reassuring answer: would she ever be able to make this journey without feeling the excruciating pain?


She left her car under the watchful gaze of a  well-nourished ginger cat loitering in the post-office window, the panes of which were festively decorated with tinsel and sprayed-on snow, and with her footsteps echoing in the deserted street, she walked, head bowed, into the wind towards the sixteenth-century sandstone church that dominated the top end of the village with its elevated position and massive crenellated tower. It was late afternoon, cold and raw, a wintry day that was cloaked in melancholy. The unforgiving December wind stung her cheeks and snatched at the Cellophane-wrapped roses in her arms. She cradled them protectively against her chest, and breathed in their fragrant scent; a scent that was powerfully redolent of this dreadful place.


There was nobody else in the churchyard. She was glad. It was better to be alone. Last time there had been an elderly man blowing his nose but pretending self-consciously that he wasn’t. She followed the path, reading the weathered tombstones that were green with a seasoned patina of lichen as she moved ever nearer to her destination. Scanning the names of Great Budworth’s ancient and more recently departed was meant to be a diverting tactic: it was supposed to slow her heart, stop her stomach from coiling itself into a nauseous, tight knot, keep her from reliving the horror of that night two years ago.


But it hadn’t worked before and it wasn’t working now.


She passed Robert Ashworth, I932-I990, then Amy Riley, I929-I992, beloved wife of Joseph Riley, and knew that there were only three more painful steps to take. She braced herself.


One.


Two.


Three.


And there it was.



Forever precious in our hearts, Isaac Anderson, I995-I996, dearly loved son of Ali and Elliot Anderson.



She stood perfectly still, staring at the words, afraid to move lest she set off some uncontrollable emotion within her, but wanting more than anything to leave her flowers and run. It was two years to the day since Isaac had died and she hated to remember him this way. This wasn’t her son. This wasn’t the longed-for baby she had loved from the moment she had held him against her breast in the delivery room. This wasn’t the tiny fair-haired Isaac whose smile had melted her heart every morning when she went into his bedroom and picked him out of his cot. This wasn’t the little boy who had tottered towards her when she came home from work, and had sat on her lap while she had read him a selection of his favourite stories before they went upstairs to have a bath together, and played at being water buffalo. This wasn’t the happy eighteen-month-old boy whom she’d kissed goodbye that fateful morning and had never seen alive again.


An icy gust of wind curled itself round her neck and prompted her to move. She stooped to the small grave, unwrapped the flowers and carefully arranged them. She stuffed the Cellophane into her coat pocket, removed her leather gloves and set about picking at the weeds that were invading the rectangle of space that in theory belonged to Isaac, but in reality belonged to no one. As she worked at the weeds she thought, as she so often did, how the landscape of her life had been changed by her son’s death, in particular the disastrous effect it had had on her marriage.


Where there had once been absolute unity between her and Elliot, there was now a terrible division, their lives fragmented into so many badly broken pieces that there was no hope of them being mended. They had become distant and uncommunicative. From loving one another with a passion that had seemed enduring and immutable  they had quickly reached a stage where all that connected them was a wall of silent, bitter reproach. It became an insurmountable barrier that neither of them wanted to knock down. They had lived like that for a year, hiding from each other until the inevitable happened and they parted. Divorce had been her suggestion. Elliot had been against taking such a final and drastic step, but she had insisted on going through with it. She had had to. Being with Elliot seemed only to remind her of what she’d lost, and she grew to hate him for it. Divorce seemed the only way to detach herself from all the pain. But the pain hadn’t lessened. Neither had the bitterness between them.


Rigid with cold, her fingers were hurting. She stopped what she was doing and stood up, and with the backs of her hands wiped the tears from her eyes. At the sound of footsteps on the path behind her she whipped round to see who it was.


It was Elliot. He was carrying a bunch of flowers and was on a level with Robert Ashworth. Seeing her, he paused, but then continued on and passed Amy Riley in one long stride. ‘You okay?’ was all he said.


She lowered her hands from her face and muttered, ‘It’s just the wind in my eyes. It’s the cold.’ As though to prove the point, she pulled on her gloves, hunched her shoulders and stamped her feet on the iron-hard ground.


He glanced up at the dreary leaden sky that was rapidly darkening as the afternoon drew to a cold and bitter dusk. ‘It’ll probably snow,’ he remarked, as though they were merely strangers discussing the weather.


‘You could be right,’ she responded stiffly, brushing at her eyes again and hating him for being so damnably in control. She was furious that he was here, yet more furious that he had caught her crying and that he was being considerate enough to look away while she composed herself. She didn’t want his consideration, not when it reminded her of the past when he’d been so good  at it: as a boss; as a lover; as a husband; and as a father. In the beginning it had been one of his attractions, at the end a torment.


She watched him bend down to place his flowers next to hers, glad at least that he was sticking to their agreement — white roses only. ‘Never red,’ she’d told him when they were preparing for Isaac’s funeral. ‘Red is too violent, too bloody, too sacrificial.’


‘I’ll leave you to it,’ she said. She turned to go.


He straightened up quickly. ‘No.’ He placed a hand on her arm. ‘Please don’t leave because of me. I’ll wait in the car while you ...’


She looked at his hand on her coat sleeve, then at the heavy awkwardness in his face and at the darkness that was eclipsing the natural lightness of his watchful blue eyes. ‘While I what?’


‘While you do what you need to do.’


She shook her head and withdrew her arm. ‘The moment’s gone.’


‘I’m sorry, I should have timed it better.’


‘I shouldn’t let it worry you.’ She walked away.


He returned his gaze to the flowers he’d just laid on Isaac’s grave. Then, as if urged by some hidden voice, he called after her, ‘Ali, will you wait for me?’


She stopped moving but she didn’t look back at him. ‘Why?’


‘I’d like to talk to you.’


She began walking again.


‘Ali?’


‘I’ll be in my car.’







Chapter
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With Elliot’s Jaguar XK8 headlamps following behind her, Ali drove home in the dark wondering what it was he wanted to discuss.


While sitting in her car outside the post office — the ginger cat nowhere to be seen — she had had plenty of time to ponder on Elliot’s request to talk to her: twenty minutes in all. When he finally emerged from the churchyard he had asked if she would have a drink with him. Looking at his pale face in the soft light cast from the glowing street-lamp behind him, she had thought that few men had ever looked more in need of a reviving snifter. But glancing at her watch and picturing the pair of them sitting miserable-faced in the empty public bar of the George and Dragon — the scene of many a happy drinking session when it had been their local — she had suggested he came back to her place.


Now she was regretting this rash act of bonhomie and not just because she couldn’t recall the state of the bathroom, or the kitchen, or indeed the sitting room — had she cleared away the remains of last night’s Chinese takeaway before crashing out on the sofa some time after two and sleeping the sleep of the chronically exhausted? — but because since she and Elliot had separated they had deliberately avoided the come-back-to-my-place scenario.


And with good reason.


Neither of them was equipped to treat one another with anything more cordial than coolness edged with disparagement and crabby fault-finding. It was, she  knew, their only way of coping with an impossible situation.


After she had moved out of their home in Great Budworth and had set in motion the wheels of their divorce, they had tried their best to behave in as civil a manner as they could manage. Not easy, given that they were both brimming with unresolved hurt and anger. However, by restricting their infrequent get-togethers to restaurants where it would have been unseemly to hurl abuse — or crockery — they pulled it off. For a more convincing performance, it was better if a third party was involved. Usually this was Elliot’s father, Sam, who rarely objected to being caught in the occasional round of crossfire. ‘White-flag time,’ he would say, when she and Elliot paused for breath before reloading with fresh ammunition. ‘Hold your fire.’ Only once did they go too far, causing Sam to throw down his napkin and declare that he preferred his drama on the telly and would they kindly stop acting like a couple of spoilt brats. ‘Now, behave yourselves, the pair of you, or I shall go home to a nice, quiet, digestibly sound plate of sausage, egg and chips.’


Indicating well in advance of the turning for Little Linton — which could be missed in the blink of an eye, and which concealed itself by merging into the environs of the sprawling neighbouring village of Holmes Chapel — Ali checked her rear-view mirror to make sure that Elliot was still following. He was and, like her, he was now indicating left.


‘The boy’s no fool,’ she said aloud. She smiled, realising that she was relaxing ... was beginning to be herself.


When Isaac had died she had promised herself that she would visit his grave only on the anniversary of his death. She didn’t want to turn into one of those people who felt they were keeping a loved one alive by putting in a  regular show of graveside attendance. No amount of tombstone weeping was ever going to bring him back, so what was the point? Since the funeral this was the second appearance she had put in at the churchyard, and it had been no easier than the first. It had the effect of turning her into somebody, or something, that wasn’t the real her. It brought out the worst in her. It made her angry, self-pitying, bitter, reproachful, but mostly desperate.


Desperate to forget.


Desperate to remember.


Just desperate.


Over breakfast that morning she had considered not visiting Isaac’s grave, but how could she not go? What would Elliot and everyone else think of her? That not only in life had she failed her tiny, vulnerable son but in death too?


She indicated again, this time to the right. She checked that Elliot was still on the ball and, slowing, she turned into a narrow gap in the high hedge that lined the road. This was Mill Lane and ahead of her, about a hundred yards or so, was her new home. It was clearly visible in the night sky because it was so cleverly illuminated by a special security lighting system. Windmills weren’t common in this part of the country and its seventy-foot-high, brick-built tower made an impressive sight. It no longer had any sails and its tall, looming shape, and white-painted dome-capped top, reminded Ali of a very large pepper-pot. It never failed to amuse her that she was now living in such a curio.


The nasty, unforgiving part of her, that petty bit that held tenaciously on to past grievances and kept her awake at night, hoped that Elliot was impressed. He didn’t need to know that this beautifully converted windmill, set in splendid isolation, didn’t belong to her, that she had only been renting it for the past month from  Owen, one of her expat clients now holed up in some God-awful place on the outskirts of Brussels.


She parked her Saab convertible in front of the small garage and, without waiting for Elliot, hurried to let herself in. If she could just make it up the first flight of stairs before his marathon-running legs sprinted after her, she’d be able to remove, or disguise, the worst of the potential squalor.


But she needn’t have worried. As soon as she’d shouldered open the heavy studded door — it could be a devil at times, especially in damp weather — she saw that Lizzie, her priceless treasure inherited from Owen, had paid a call. Relieved, she knew that there wouldn’t be so much as an atom of dust in the house, never mind a pair of knickers loitering with intent on the bathroom floor. The evidence that this was the case was on the oak table by the door where Lizzie had left a note. It read:

Out of Hoover bags and Sanilav. Chocolate cake in the tin by the kettle, a minute per slice in the microwave should do it, a pot of whipped cream in the fridge. Love Lizzie. P.S. Have strung up your Christmas cards like Owen used to ... hope you approve.









‘What an improbable place,’ said Elliot, appearing in the doorway. ‘How long have you lived here?’


‘A few weeks,’ she said. She slipped off her coat and hung it on the Edwardian coat-rack, which she could only just reach. It had been screwed to the wall by Owen who, like Elliot, was well over six foot. ‘And most people wouldn’t say improbable, they’d say amazing, interesting, wonderful. Spectacular, even. Close the door, you’re letting the heat out.’


Elliot did as she said. He removed his coat and hung it on the hook next to where she’d placed hers. ‘What was it used for originally?’


She caught the thin veneer of politeness that only just skimmed his words. ‘Corn,’ she answered, ‘and please don’t expect me to explain anything more detailed than that. I wouldn’t know a grain bin from a hopper.’ She opened a door and took him through to what was the largest room of the mill and where, once in a blue moon, she entertained. But it wasn’t a room she cared for. It felt cold and formal. She put this down to the reclaimed slate floor of which Owen was so proud. Lizzie frequently described it as nothing but a bugger to clean.


Ignoring Elliot’s look of interest in the thick beams that spanned the low ceiling, she led the way to the next floor via a wooden spiral staircase that creaked noisily. The first floor was Ali’s favourite part of the mill and, in her opinion, the best bit of the conversion. It had been designed to provide a comfortable and homely open-plan area for cooking, eating and relaxing, and it was here, when she wasn’t at work or in bed, that she spent the majority of her time. The kitchen area had been built by a friend of Owen’s who was a joiner and the hand-made pitch pine units and cupboards and ornately carved shelves nestled against the dark-red-painted walls perfectly, so much so that the oddity of the curve was almost lost.


She watched Elliot duck one of the beams as he moved past her to the small-paned window above the sink. She left him to peer out into the darkness and went through to the raised sitting area where she switched on two large table lamps. Soft light bounced off the polished floor and enhanced the rubescent tones in the Oriental rug in front of the fire as well as the Venetian red of the walls. She bent down to the fire, glad once more that Lizzie had chosen today to come in. Four days’ worth of accumulated ashes had been cleared away and the grate now contained a fresh supply of logs and kindling, along with a couple of fire-lighters; even the empty log basket had  been replenished from the woodpile beside the garage. When she stood up to replace the matches on the mantelpiece she noticed the Christmas cards that stretched from one brass picture light to another. If it weren’t for their presence, nobody would have guessed from the look of the room that Christmas was only just round the corner.


‘I’ll get us a drink,’ she said, when Elliot came through from the kitchen. ‘Mind that step,’ she added. ‘It catches everybody. Glenlivet do you?’


He nodded and minded the step.


Chatty so-and-so, she thought, with her back to him as she rummaged in the booze cupboard next to the fridge. Pouring their drinks, she saw the tin by the kettle and remembered Lizzie’s note. She prised off the lid and licked her lips. Lunch suddenly seemed an age away. She cut two large slices of chocolate cake, bunged them in the microwave, added a dollop of cream, loaded the plates and glasses on to a tray and took it through to the sitting area, where she found Elliot looking dangerously at home in one of the high-backed armchairs nearest the fire. It was an unnerving scene, too reminiscent of their married days.


Except, she told herself firmly, while lowering the tray on to the table in front of the sofa, if they were still married, he’d have his Gieves & Hawkes suit jacket off, his silk tie slung over the back of the chair and his shoes left just where she’d trip over them.


She pushed a plate towards him, handed him his single malt and wondered whether his silence meant that mentally he was being as rude about her as she was about him. Well, if he was, it was progress of sorts. At least they weren’t verbally bashing the living daylights out of each other.


‘Cheers,’ she said, raising her glass and choosing to sit in the corner of the sofa that was furthest from Elliot. He  acknowledged her gesture and took a swallow of his whisky. He seemed quite happy to sit in the formidable silence, but Ali wasn’t. ‘So what did you want to talk about?’ she asked, eager to be rid of him.


He looked uncomfortable, no longer at home, which, Ali noted, had the instant effect of ageing him. But Elliot wasn’t old. Far from it. He was only forty-six and could pass for younger with his well-exercised body and light brown hair only faintly shot through with grey. But was that simply because she knew him so well? Wasn’t it true that the people one knew best stayed the same age as one viewed oneself? When she looked in the mirror each morning, she didn’t see a thirty-eight-year-old woman, she saw a girl of twenty-four. Funny that. Most people when asked how old they felt invariably responded with an age in their mid-twenties.


She watched him take another swallow of his Glenlivet before placing the glass with extreme care on the gold-edged coaster on the table. But still he didn’t answer her. He reached for his plate of chocolate cake and began eating it. She knew that these were warning signs that, whatever it was he had to say, he was choosing his words with the utmost caution. It was the way he operated; he never blundered straight in. At work it had always been one of his greatest and most effectively employed weapons. She might not love him any more, but she sure as hell still respected his professional ability and knew as well as anyone who had ever worked with him that nothing clouded his reasoning or his judgement. He had the kind of mind that could play two simultaneous games of chess and win both.


But this wasn’t a work situation and she could see that despite his best endeavours to look composed he was edgy. So what was it that he had come here to talk about?


Then it struck her.


He’d met somebody, hadn’t he? That’s why he was  here. Under the guise of wanting to be the one to break the news to her, he was really here to brag that he was getting married again. He probably wanted to rub her face in it. ‘See,’ he was saying beneath all that outward calm, ‘I’ve moved on. I’m over Isaac. And I’m certainly over you.’ The bloody cheek of him, sitting here drinking her expensive whisky and all the time he was trawling his mind to find the right words to boast that he’d been bonking some compliant underling at the office! Bloody,  bloody cheek of him!


He looked up from his plate and fixed her with his serious blue eyes. ‘This is very good. Did you make it yourself?’


‘The hell I did. You know perfectly well that baking was never my forte. Now get on and tell me what it is you want to discuss.’


He narrowed his eyes, and she could see that he was figuring out if she’d rumbled him. He looked vaguely perturbed. ‘What are you doing for Christmas?’ he asked, lowering his gaze and concentrating on scraping up the last of his cake.


‘Christmas?’ she repeated, wrong-footed.


‘Yes, that ritual we go through in the fourth week of December.’


The sarcasm in his voice was in danger of bringing out the crockery-throwing instinct in her. ‘Thank you, Elliot, I’m well aware of when Christmas is. Divorce hasn’t addled my brain, unlike somebody I could think of.’  Getting married again, hah!



His gaze was back on her, and it was fierce. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Make of it what you will.’


He frowned. ‘So what are you doing for Christmas?’


‘I’m not sure. And I’m not sure that it’s any of your business. Now, will you just get to the point and tell me what you wanted to say?’


He looked exasperated. She guessed that they were only seconds away from dispensing with the politeness forced upon them by the circumstances of the day. ‘That’s what I’m trying to do,’ he said. His cool was definitely waning. There was even a hint of clenched teeth. ‘Dad and I are going away for Christmas and ... and, fools that we are, we wondered if you wanted to join us.’


Ali was jaw-droppingly stunned. She corralled what she could of her scattered wits and said, ‘An invitation put so elegantly, I hardly know what to say.’ It was true. She didn’t. Nothing could have taken the wind out of her sails more succinctly. She got to her feet and went and put another log on the fire, playing for time by prodding it into place with a pair of long-handled brass tongs. An invitation to spend Christmas with her ex-husband was the last thing she’d expected to come out of the day.


She was almost touched.


Yet wholly suspicious.


Why had Elliot asked her this when he must have concluded that she would probably repeat last year’s Christmas holiday and spend it with her parents down on Hayling Island? He wasn’t to know that she had decided not to do that. In fact, the only people who knew that she was planning a home-alone Christmas this year were her parents. Mm ... she thought, and suspecting that her mother had been at work, she put the tongs down on the hearth and said, ‘Have my parents been in touch with you?’


‘A brief letter with a Christmas card.’


She tutted. ‘And Mum just happened to bring you up to date and mention that I was being a miserable killjoy and staying here on my own, is that it?’


Gone now was his edginess and fully reinstated was his customary detached calm. He crossed one of his long legs over the other. ‘Something like that, yes.’


She went back to the sofa. ‘And would I be right in thinking that it was Sam’s idea for you to invite me to go away with you both?’


He nodded.


‘It smacks of charity, Elliot, you realise that, don’t you?’


He rolled his eyes heavenwards. ‘And you realise that your pig-headedness deserves a damned good smacking.’


‘Good, so you’ll understand perfectly that it’s nothing personal, it’s merely my naturally cussed nature forcing me to decline the invitation — as well-meant as Sam intended it to be.’


‘So if you won’t be spending Christmas with your parents or us, what will you be doing?’


Was she imagining it, or was that the orchestral sound of relief just tuning up behind his words? She could almost feel sorry for him. How shocked he must have been when Sam put that little idea to him. ‘I expect I shall eat and drink myself into an exquisite state of catatonic delight,’ she answered. ‘What will you be doing? A hotel break of candle-lit dinners and log fires interspersed with dancing the conga like last year?’


With what was perilously close to a smile on his face, he said, ‘No, I’m weaning Dad off short hotel breaks. I’m taking him to Barbados.’


Ali raised an eyebrow. ‘Lucky old Sam.’


‘Sure you won’t change your mind?’


‘You know me better than that, Elliot.’
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‘How’d it go?’


Elliot shut the door behind him and felt that his father had been asking him that same question all his life.


First day at school: How’d it go?


Cross-country race: How’d it go?


Piano exam: How’d it go?


O-levels: How’d it go?


A-levels: How’d it go?


Christ Church College interview: How’d it go?


Job interview: How’d it go?


‘Well?’ asked Sam.


Elliot hung up his coat in silence. He went into his study and plonked his briefcase on the desk. Sam came and leaned against the doorframe. Always a patient man, he was quite happy to wait for an answer.


Elliot scanned his mail and, without raising his eyes, said, ‘Which bit of the day do you want to know about? The bit when I stood by Isaac’s grave blaming myself yet again for his death, or the part when I stared across the room at my son’s mother and wished I could find a way of undoing all the harm I’ve done?’


Sam didn’t say anything. He kept his gaze firmly on Elliot, regarding him with heartfelt compassion.


Elliot pulled out a Christmas card from one of the envelopes and dropped it unread on to the desk. He looked up at his father and saw the concern in his eyes. He rubbed a hand over his tired face. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘I shouldn’t have said that.’


Sam smiled kindly. ‘It’s okay. Come and talk to me in the kitchen while I get supper ready. I thought I’d do us one of my famous gut’n’heart-buster specials.’


Elliot followed his father to the kitchen where he could see the beginnings of one of Sam’s steak-and-chip dinners taking shape: the potatoes were peeled and chipped, the onion rings were sitting in the frying-pan with half a pack of butter for company, and two enormous steaks the size of a pair of slippers were waiting to be grilled. ‘What with this and the chocolate cake at Ali’s, you’ll be the ruin of me,’ he said, forcing a lightness into his voice that he didn’t feel. He took hold of one of the chairs at the table, turned it round, and sat on it astride, resting his elbows on the back.


Sam switched on the grill. ‘Chocolate cake at Ali’s, eh? And she didn’t throw it at you?’


‘She missed.’


‘Now that I don’t believe. If Ali meant to hit you, she’d get you all right, moving target or not. You remember that corporate hoopla you arranged a few years back when we all got to have a go on the rifle range? She was a crack shot. Made us both look like rookies.’


Elliot remembered all too well. He recalled also how proud he’d been but, then, he’d always been proud of Ali. She had never been like the other women in the office with whom he worked. And she certainly hadn’t been like the rest of the partners’ wives. She had been a law unto herself. She’d called a schmuck a schmuck and hadn’t given a monkey’s for the consequences. Always chronically impatient and restless for a challenge, she had been one of the most sharp-witted people he knew. It had come as no surprise when eventually she had tired of the petty office politics of the big accountancy firm they both worked for and had gone it alone. She had formed her own personal taxation consultancy. It had been exactly the right move for her, though to his regret he had never  said so at the time. He’d given her no real support and encouragement. But, then, he’d had none to give. All his emotional energy had been focused on trying to cope with Isaac’s death.


‘By the way,’ he said, getting abruptly to his feet and going over to inspect the wine his father had opened, ‘that particular occasion wasn’t a few years ago, I think you’ll find it was more like ten.’


Sam flicked a raw chip at him. ‘Don’t get smart with me, son.’


 




They ate their meal in the kitchen, the fittings of which Sam had designed and installed himself. When they’d moved in three months ago, the first thing he’d done was to rip out the previous owners’ unworkable layout. Elliot had come home one day after a short trip to the States to find a skip on the drive and the kitchen demolished. ‘I’m replacing it with something a touch more user friendly,’ Sam had said. And he’d done exactly that. Out with the sterile stainless steel, and in with the natural warmth of maplewood. Out with the breakfast bar with its coiled metal stools, which had had all the comfort of barbed wire and which the previous owners had so generously left them, and in with a large farmhouse table and chairs that Sam had picked up at a local auction and had had stripped and re-waxed.


Tackling his enormous steak, Elliot told his father where Ali was now living.


‘A windmill, eh? She’s got style, that girl. I didn’t know there were any round here. Where did you say it was?’


‘Near Holmes Chapel, a tiny village called Little Linton.’


‘Never heard of it.’


‘Me neither.’


‘So what did she say?’


‘About the windmill?’


Sam finished chewing what was in his mouth. ‘I told you earlier, don’t get smart with me. Are we short on wine tonight?’


Elliot refilled their glasses.


‘Go on, then, tell me what she said.’


‘She said no.’


‘You sure?’


‘Look, Dad, I know the difference between yes and no.’


Sam gave him a measured stare. ‘Oh, aye, I don’t doubt it, but how did you phrase the invitation? The way you normally speak to her these days, Charlie Charm? Through clenched teeth?’


Elliot brought the scene to mind. His teeth had been pretty close to clenched, but his hands, for a change, hadn’t been balled into tight, angry fists. ‘You would have been proud of me, I was the model of diplomacy.’


‘Liar! I knew I should have spoken to her. Poor girl, now she really will be all alone for Christmas.’


‘Look, I tried. I did. But for all we know she might have something planned that she doesn’t want me to know about. Perhaps for once she was acting with a degree of tact and sensitivity.’


‘What’re you saying?’


Elliot shrugged. ‘Surely I don’t need to spell it out.’


‘Obviously you do. I’m just a working-class bloke after all. Just a thick retired builder from Yorkshire who doesn’t — ’


Elliot cut in quickly to stem the flow of his father’s favourite wind-up. ‘I’m not in the mood for the cloth-cap-and-clogs routine,’ he snapped. ‘What I meant was, maybe Ali’s got a new man in her life and is planning on — ’


‘Oh, I get you. You’re saying that, unlike you, she’s got more than boring old Rich Tea in the biscuit barrel. That it?’


Elliot rolled his eyes. ‘Exactly.’


‘So why didn’t you ask her if that was the case?’


‘Dad!’


‘It’s a reasonable enough question.’


‘Not from an ex-husband, it isn’t.’


Sam smiled and pushed his finished plate away from him. ‘But okay from an ex-father-in-law, I reckon. I’ll speak to her tomorrow.’ He sat back in his chair and patted his bulging stomach appreciatively. ‘Not a bad bit of steak, even if I say so myself.’


Elliot contemplated his father. He wanted to say, ‘Leave it, Dad, leave it well alone,’ but he knew it would have little effect: Sam always did as he saw fit. It was last night when Sam had cooked up this stupid idea of his. In that morning’s post a Christmas card had arrived from Ali’s parents. Despite the divorce, Maggie and Lawrence Edwards had remained firmly in touch with him, so the card had been no surprise although its contents were, especially for Sam. ‘Maggie says they won’t be seeing Ali this year,’ he said, as he handed the card to Elliot. ‘She says she’s staying up here on her own. Why do you suppose she’s doing that?’


‘How should I know?’


Later that evening, while Elliot was working, Sam had come into his study and said, ‘I don’t like the thought of Ali being all alone. It’s not on. I know what it is to be on your own at this time of the year.’


‘But it’s hardly any of our business.’


He’d then suggested that Ali could join them in Barbados. ‘Well, why not?’ he’d said, in response to Elliot’s open-mouthed astonishment.


‘Because after nine hours of being cooped up together on a plane we’ll probably kill one another with our bare hands.’


‘There again it might just knock the shit out of you both. Now am I going to ask her, or are you?’


‘I will,’ he’d said hastily. He knew that if Sam were to  invite Ali she would be bound to accept and, coward that he was, he didn’t think he could handle that. It was unthinkable that she would turn Sam down. Rarely did anyone refuse him. He was too nice. He was what people used to refer to as the genuine article. He was honest, caring and frank: you always knew where you stood with Sam Anderson. He wasn’t a big man — he was only five foot five — but he seemed much larger. As Ali once said, ‘There’s not a lot of your dad, but every inch of him is worth getting to know.’ Elliot was well aware that there had always been a special relationship between Ali and his father, and that since the divorce Sam had missed her. But inviting her to spend Christmas with them was going too far, surely?


Looking across the table at his father now, Elliot felt ashamed of himself. He wished he could be more like Sam, put the past behind him and make more of an effort to be nice to Ali. But he couldn’t. It hurt too much to see her. On top of all his grief for Isaac, he’d had to cope with her walking away from him when he needed her most. But he could hardly blame her for doing that: because he’d been unable to come to terms with the horrific way in which Isaac had died, he had been of no use to Ali in helping her to deal with her grief; he’d left her to cope on her own. Quite simply she had wanted more from him than he had to give. He had let her down in so many ways and not a day passed when he didn’t want to make amends for what had happened. At the time he had done the standard man stuff in the face of a personal tragedy: he’d holed himself up at work and stayed there ridiculously long hours rather than confront the awful emptiness that haunted him at home. To a lesser extent Ali had done the same, and work colleagues had thought it helpful to use their professionalism as a guide to how well they were coping with their child’s  death. The conclusion was that they were coping extraordinarily well. But they had merely been on the edge of survival, both of them.


Elliot had agreed to their divorce in the belief that by giving in to Ali’s request and doing everything she wanted, it would help her, and that maybe they would be able to salvage something worthwhile from their shattered relationship. He had foolishly hoped that, if nothing else, they would be able to be friends. But it hadn’t worked. Their separation had added to the friction between them and, like water seeking its level, their confused anger and resentment had dictated their response to each other.


He suspected that, deep within him, there was still a trace of the love he had once felt for Ali, but too many layers of pain and bitterness covered it for it ever to show itself. And all the pain and bitterness inside him made him act as though he couldn’t bear the sight of her.


In a way it was true. He found being with Ali almost intolerable. There was so much of Isaac in her face: the same compelling brown eyes; the same fair hair, even the same mouth that, in the days when he saw her smile, was identical to the welcome Isaac would give him when he came home from work and found him in the bath with Ali.


He suddenly blinked hard and cleared his throat of the lump that had formed there. In a determined voice, he said, ‘Dad, if you want to speak to Ali, it’s up to you, but don’t be disappointed if she says no.’


‘I know the score, lad, no worries there. So does that mean I have your blessing to talk to her?’


‘I’ve never stopped you from doing that.’


Sam frowned. ‘You’ve not made it easy, though, have you?’


Elliot kept quiet.


‘Look, son, I know it’s a bugger of a situation, but I  still care for her. I need to know that she’ll be okay when we’re jetting off into the sun. I hate the idea of anyone being on their own for Christmas.’


When Elliot still didn’t say anything, Sam got to his feet and said, ‘Seeing as I cooked supper, you can clear away. I’m off to read the paper.’


 




Later that night, long after Sam had gone to bed, Elliot closed his briefcase and switched off the study light. Though it was nearly midnight, he decided to go for a swim.


When he and his father had discovered Timbersbrook House, they had seen at once that it offered them exactly what they both wanted, as well as having the bonus of an indoor swimming-pool. This Elliot now entered by means of a long corridor that led off from the hall in the main part of the house. The previous owners had shown no restraint when it came to creating the opulent and thoroughly showy pool room. They’d gone to town with mosaic tiling, mirrors, pillars, a palm tree — currently decked out by Sam with fairy-lights — and even the thoroughly ostentatious touch of a working fireplace near the shallow end. It was Sam and Elliot’s favourite place to read the Sunday papers.


Elliot switched on the wall-lights and stripped off his clothes. He dived into the smooth, glassy surface of the water and swam two lengths before coming up for air. He guessed Sam must have been for a swim earlier that day as the water temperature was a few degrees warmer than last night. He swam, one length after another, slowly, mechanically, each stroke as precise and rhythmic as a metronome; it helped him to think straight, which he needed to do.


It had been a hell of a day. His thoughts had alternated continually between Isaac and Ali. It was difficult sometimes to separate one from the other.


When he’d caught sight of Ali’s small, hunched figure bent over Isaac’s grave, her face flushed with cold and her eyes wet with tears, he’d wanted so much to comfort her.


And had he?


No.


He’d turned away to give her a few seconds to compose herself and had made some asinine comment about the weather. He had thought he was being considerate, but in all probability she would have interpreted his manner as cool and aloof. For the second time that evening, he wished he could be more like his father. Sam, for all his talk of his working-class background and lack of education, always seemed to do or say the right thing when it came to dealing with anything emotional. Sam would have put his arms around Ali and taken the edge off her pain. He would have held her and let her cry. Unlike Elliot, Sam would have been there for Ali. Just as he’d been there for the pair of them that terrible night at the hospital when Isaac died. Sam had grasped Ali to him while she had screamed and shaken with the shock of what she’d just learned, while he ... while he had stood impotently to one side, already isolating himself from anything that might touch him.


He swam faster, pushing his arms through the water cleanly and noiselessly. He swam on and on, praying that one day there might come a time when he would lose the nightmare memory of that night. That one day the words of the poem Charles Wesley wrote on the death of his own son would cease to impinge on his brain.




Dead! Dead! The Child I lov’d so well!  
Transported to the world above!  
I need no more my heart conceal.  
I never dar’d indulge my love;  
But may I not indulge my grief,  
And seek in tears a sad relief?  
Mine earthly happiness is fled,  
His mother’s joy, his father’s hope,  
(O had I dy’d in Isaac’s stead!)  
He should have liv’d, my age’s prop,  
He should have clos’d his father’s eyes,  
And follow’d me to paradise.





Buying Timbersbrook House was supposed to have been a start at putting the past behind him. When he had suggested to Sam that they join forces and buy a house together, his father’s reaction had taken him by surprise. He had expected hand-throwing-up-in-the-air opposition and indignant declarations of independence, along with the claim that he was only sixty-eight and didn’t need anybody cramping his style. But none of this had been said. Sam had agreed readily. ‘On one condition,’ he’d told Elliot, ‘we buy a house that has the potential for me to have my own place within it, and you don’t patronise me, I pay my own way. Got that?’


‘I make that two conditions,’ Elliot had replied.


‘Bloody accountants and their obsession with numbers.’ Sam had smiled.


Timbersbrook had appealed to them both from the minute they first set eyes on it. Situated a mile from the village of Prestbury, with views across to the Peak District yet within easy driving distance of Manchester where Elliot worked, it was set in an acre and a half of garden with two large outbuildings that had once been stables. One of the outbuildings was the obvious choice to convert into what Sam jokingly referred to as his Lurve Nest, and the other would suit them perfectly as a workshop, where they would be able to indulge their hobby of restoring left-for-dead classic cars. Within twenty-four hours of viewing the property they had made an offer and subsequently moved in three months ago, with Sam keen to get to work on the Lurve Nest. He  prepared plans, checked out materials and local suppliers, then lost interest in the project.


It was ironic. They’d bought the house on the clear understanding that they were both to have their own space, but it soon became evident that they needed the opposite: one another’s company.


Elliot hauled himself out of the water. He looked at his watch. He’d been swimming for almost an hour — another hour and he might have got close to working off the excesses of his father’s cooking.


He went over to a mirror-fronted cupboard where they kept a supply of towels and old bathrobes. He wrapped himself in a robe, and just as he was about to switch off the lights, a flicker of movement through one of the patio doors caught his attention. He leaned against the glass and cupped his hands around his eyes.


It was snowing, just as he’d predicted.


One of Ali’s classic put-down lines came to mind: ‘What’s it like, Elliot, always being right?’
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Fifty miles away, in the village of Astley Hope, Sarah Donovan stood at the sitting-room window in Smithy Cottage and listened to her husband coaxing the engine of their tired old car into life. In the still, snow-muffled night, it sounded as glum and ill-disposed as she herself felt. Eventually the engine submitted to Trevor’s determined will and the reluctant Ford Sierra disappeared sulkily down the lane, its tyres following in the slushy tracks already made in the snow. Sarah hoped that he would drive carefully, that his current state of near apoplexy wouldn’t distract him. She also hoped that he wouldn’t embarrass and humiliate Hannah too much when he found her.


She moved away from the window and glanced at her watch. It was twenty-five past twelve. To Trevor’s knowledge, Hannah, their eighteen-year-old daughter had never been out this late before on her own. What he didn’t realise was that, behind his back, Hannah’s social life wasn’t the safe, dull routine he imagined it to be. Aided and abetted by Sarah, Hannah had recently, and in secret, started to enjoy a greater degree of freedom than her father would ever allow. As on previous occasions he had thought that Hannah was staying the night with her friend Emily to help each other with their school work. Tonight it was supposed to be a session on Molière’s Le Malade imaginaire. In reality Hannah and Emily had been in Chester at a nightclub.


Poor Trevor, he just wasn’t in tune with the world  Hannah lived in. He hadn’t realised that he could no longer play the part of omnipotent father to a small hero-worshipping daughter. He had no idea that his role now was to be a middle-aged saddo, who was only to speak when spoken to and was expected to stay in the shadows of his daughter’s fast-changing life. He had no comprehension why his authority wasn’t respected any more, or why his opinions weren’t wanted and the advice he offered went unheeded. It was standard procedure in most households and most fathers went along with it, treating these strange, surly beings as an alien life form temporarily exchanged for their precious little darlings. They knew that they had no choice but to go along with the derision and the tantrums and that, before long, if they played their part accordingly, their loving, sweet-natured daughters would be returned to them.


But Trevor didn’t understand any of this and he was fighting Hannah every step of the way towards her becoming a woman. He couldn’t see that the struggle was futile — he might just as well have been trying to hold back the tide.


Perhaps if Hannah had been more troublesome when she’d been younger, Trevor might have been prepared for the change in her now, but Hannah had never been a difficult child. Biddable, hard-working and affectionate, she’d adored her father and he’d doted on her. Compared to a lot of girls her age, she had been a late developer, which was probably why they were now experiencing such a radical change in her. Before now she’d never been interested in boys or parties, preferring instead to pursue her musical interests. She’d played the flute since the age of twelve and had recently passed her grade eight exam with distinction. Until the summer she had sung in the school and church choirs. Her teachers had nothing but praise for her. Their only negative comment, which had been made some years ago, was that they thought she  ought to make more of an effort to mix with the other girls at school. She wasn’t a solitary child, but she took after her mother in that she’d always been happily self-contained and quite content with her own company. But this had changed last year in the lower sixth, when Emily had joined the school. Hannah had been assigned to show the new girl the ropes and, though their characters were very different, they instantly became friends.


The first time Sarah met Emily she had been reminded of her and Ali. They’d been friends since the age of ten, and in the way that Hannah and Emily were chalk and cheese, so were she and Ali. And just as Ali had shown Sarah that another world existed beyond the boundaries of the sheltered one she’d hitherto experienced, Emily had done the same for Hannah.


Which was why, at half past midnight, Trevor was now driving through several inches of snow on a rescue mission to find his daughter.


The plan was always the same, and usually it worked, but this time it hadn’t. The arrangement was that whenever Hannah wanted to be out for longer than Trevor would allow she stayed the night with Emily, whose parents had a much more relaxed attitude towards teenage daughters than Trevor, though this was a detail of which he had been kept in ignorance. Sarah had gone to great lengths to ensure that Trevor never met Emily’s parents — she knew he would never approve of them: ‘Heavens,’ she could imagine him saying, ‘they don’t even go to church!’


Sarah didn’t want to lie to Trevor, but if they were to avoid a huge scene every time Hannah wanted to stay out late, which wasn’t often, it was the only solution to ensure that Sarah could give her daughter the freedom she felt she deserved. She herself had grown up in a strict, dictatorial, curfew-driven home and had hated it. All the freedom she had ever experienced as a child had been  given to her by Ali and her parents. Maggie and Lawrence Edwards had been wonderful to her, including her in their family as if she were one of their own. They still treated her in much the same fashion. Every year they sent her birthday and Christmas gifts, as well as something for Hannah.


It was funny to witness history repeating itself, in that Sarah had had Ali, and Hannah had Emily. Though she sincerely hoped that Hannah’s life would turn out differently from hers. She didn’t want Hannah to be married to the kind of man from whom she had to hide things. Deceit was no basis for a happy marriage. Too often it had a nasty habit of backfiring, just as it had tonight. Their carefully constructed plan had gone completely wrong. Hannah had telephoned a few moments ago to say that she and Emily were stuck in Chester. Emily was blind drunk and had given away their taxi money to a homeless man whom they’d met outside the nightclub and, to make matters worse, Emily’s parents were in London — which Emily had kept quiet about — and they had no way of getting home.


‘I’ll be there as quickly as I can,’ Sarah had told Hannah. ‘Don’t let Emily out of your sight. And, for goodness sake, don’t let her drink any more.’


But the telephone had disturbed Trevor, who had gone to bed for an early night. He had come downstairs bleary-eyed to find her in her coat. ‘What’s going on?’ he’d asked. There was no avoiding the truth now, so she’d told him. He’d flown into an immediate and predictable rage, demanding to know the details.


‘Chester! At this time of night! A nightclub!’



He’d then insisted on going to Chester himself. ‘I’m not having you driving so late and certainly not in this weather.’


She’d pleaded with him that it would be best if she fetched the girls. But he’d refused to listen, dashing  upstairs, throwing on the first clothes to hand and rushing out of the house to start the car.


Poor Hannah, thought Sarah. All her recently acquired street cred would be blown away when her father rolled into town in their rusting D-reg Sierra, dressed in what she called his ‘Sad Old Man at C & A clothes’.


She bent down to the floor and tidied away the Christmas presents she’d been wrapping before Hannah had phoned. She put the carrier bags in the cupboard under the stairs and wondered what to do next. The bed in the spare room was already made, so at least Emily would have somewhere to sleep, but a couple of hot-water bottles seemed a good idea. She went into the kitchen and filled the kettle, and while she waited for it to boil she decided to ring Ali. As well as wanting to make sure that her friend was all right, she needed to talk to somebody about the impending disaster in the Donovan household.


Ali had been on Sarah’s mind for most of that day, and not just because it was the anniversary of Isaac’s death: she’d received a card from Maggie and Lawrence that morning. She had wanted to ring Ali earlier, while Trevor was out at a church meeting, but at the last minute the meeting had been cancelled owing to the snow. It was ridiculously late to be ringing anyone, but Sarah knew that Ali hardly ever went to bed before midnight and that in the last two years she’d become even more of a night owl.


The phone was answered almost immediately.


‘Ali, it’s me, Sarah. You’re not in bed, are you?’


‘Course not. Hours of fun to get through yet. It’s a bit late for you, though, isn’t it? What’s wrong? A case of insomnia?’


‘I’ll tell you in a minute. But first, how was your day?’


‘It was bloody, bloody, bloody awful.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘And to make it a hundred times worse, Elliot turned up while I was at Isaac’s grave.’


‘Oh, Ali, what does that matter?’


‘Believe me, it matters.’


‘How did he seem?’


‘Stiff. Polite. Angry. The usual.’


‘A mirror image of yourself, you could say.’


‘Look, if I wanted to hear clever-dick comments I’d pay good money to have someone more qualified than you analyse me.’


‘More qualified than your oldest friend? You’ve got be joking. Did you manage to exchange a few kind words with one another?’


‘Put it this way, I was kind enough to invite him back here.’


‘Brave as well as kind. And?’


‘He’d obviously been instructed by Sam to invite me to spend Christmas with them. Which thoughtful invitation I naturally refused.’


‘Naturally.’


‘Oh, come on, Sarah. You’re not seriously suggesting that I should have considered it?’


‘Why not?’


‘Because, you fool of a girl, it would be a disaster. Elliot and I can’t stand to be near one another, you know that.’


‘Maybe you’re right. But if I ask you to come and spend Christmas here with us, will you turn me down as well?’


There was a pause.


‘Ali?’


‘Have you had a Christmas card from my parents?’


‘I might have. Why?’


‘Because your card probably said the same as Sam and Elliot’s. Honestly, how many other people has my mother enlisted in — ’


‘So why are you planning to spend Christmas alone?’ Sarah interrupted. ‘Is this just another step down the road of self-inflicted punishment? Because if it is, I think it’s high time — ’


‘Sarah — ’


‘I haven’t finished.’


‘Oh, yes, you have. I’ll come.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘I said I’d spend Christmas with you. Anything to get you off my case — though God knows how I’ll survive Trevor.’


‘You’ll manage.’


‘That remains to be seen. Now tell me what you’ve been up to.’


Sarah told her about Hannah and Emily and the deception that had been going on behind Trevor’s back. ‘I can’t begin to think how he’s going to react when he knows the full story.’


‘I can. He’ll totally overreact. Just as well I’m coming for Christmas, then. My heathen comments will take the heat off you and poor Hannah. He’ll be so busy trying to save my heretical soul from being tossed into the fiery furnace of hell and the Devil’s awaiting pleasure that he won’t have time to be cross with you.’


‘Ali, if there was any such thing as the fiery furnace of hell and the Devil, he’d toss you right back whence you came and we’d have to put up with you for a bit longer.’


‘Funny ha-ha.’


‘Oh, heavens, Ali, I can hear a car. It’s probably Trevor with the girls. Wish me luck.’


‘Buckets of it. Give my love to the wayward god-daughter. Tell her I’m proud of her. I’ll ring you tomorrow from the office to see how you got on. ‘Bye.’


Sarah put down the phone and went out to the hall.  She opened the front door and was met by a furious, red-faced Trevor, a tearful Hannah and Emily vomiting copiously into the snow-covered shrubbery.
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Not surprisingly, the girls slept late.


Just as predictably, from the moment he was out of bed and dressed, Trevor had been pacing the small kitchen like a caged animal in a zoo, although as Sarah tidied away the remains of their breakfast she wasn’t sure that this was quite the right analogy: there was nothing of the majestic lion about Trevor.


Nor the sleek panther.


Nor even a hint of the prowling tiger.


A disoriented gerbil was more the mark.


‘But what really disturbs me is that you knew,’ he said. Sarah had lost count of how many times he’d thrown this line at her. ‘You knew,’ he said again, and for added emphasis — just in case she’d missed the point — he slapped his hand down on the worktop and rattled the cutlery in the drawer beneath. ‘You knew all along what she was doing. You were even party to the deception.’


She turned on the hot tap and squirted a streak of vivid green washing-up liquid into the sink. Above the rising steam she stared out of the window and took in the serene beauty of the morning. The sky was the clearest of blues with not a cloud to be seen, and the long, thin garden, which had been the recipient of so much of her care and attention in the ten years they had lived at Smithy Cottage, lay hidden beneath a smooth, perfectly formed blanket of snow. A few feet away from the kitchen window, a robin had the wooden bird table to himself and was happily breakfasting on the first-class  selection of nuts and seeds on offer. He was a regular visitor to the garden and Sarah called him Gomez. He was such a happy-looking little thing, his only apparent concern being the search for his next meal, which in this neck of the woods wasn’t arduous. Sarah envied him the simplicity of his existence.


After she’d settled Hannah and Emily last night, having told Trevor to leave everything to her, she’d put off going to bed for as long as she could. She had hoped that Trevor would go to sleep without her. He hadn’t. He’d been waiting for her, sitting bolt upright, his arms folded tightly across his chest, his face grim, his eyes cold and steely. It was the same expression he wore whenever he felt she was challenging him. The last time she’d seen it was in September when, yet again, she had hinted that she would like a job. ‘We’re fine as we are,’ he’d said, his arms slipping into place across his chest in a gesture of first-line defences being erected. ‘And anyway,’ he’d gone on, ‘you have a very important job in running the house. It wouldn’t be fair to Hannah if you went out to work. She needs you here at home.’ Sarah had countered that it wasn’t fair to Hannah that she’d had to miss out on the school classics trip to Italy because they couldn’t afford it.


For the most part of their marriage they had always been desperate for the money that another income could provide, but Trevor had resolutely denied that this was the case, claiming that they had sufficient to meet their needs. ‘Sarah,’ he would say, quoting a well-worn line of scripture, ‘“Life is more than food, and the body more than clothes”.’ Every time he said this she felt inclined to say, ‘I’ll remind you of that next time you’re hungry or you’re hunting for a clean pair of underpants.’


As guilty and disloyal as it sounded, Sarah had to admit that she found Trevor to be that uncomfortable variety of red-hot Christian who gave religion a bad  name. He hadn’t always been this fervent. When she had first known him as a student teacher, he had been a regular, straightforward churchgoer, but these days he seemed dangerously fired up on an excess of faith. It drove Ali, a passionate, card-carrying atheist, to distraction, especially when he tried to flaunt his spiritual superiority over her. It incensed Sarah too, but in contrast to Ali she kept her thoughts to herself. She didn’t think it was right to shake anyone out of their religious beliefs. Not when she had enough doubts and failings of her own. And, besides, there really wasn’t any arguing with Trevor: when he had a viewpoint, he stuck limpet-fast to it. As he did whenever the subject of her going out to work raised its head. His old standby of camels, eyes of needles and rich men was usually tossed into the arena of the going-nowhere discussion. His final word was always the same: ‘Our Lord’s example is very clear on the matter, Sarah. Spiritual wealth is what we seek, not secular riches.’


But Sarah guessed that the real reason behind Trevor not wanting her to work had little to do with scriptural teaching and a lot more to do with his insecurity. As infuriating and absurdly outmoded as it was, he needed her at home so that he could bask in the glory of being the family’s sole provider: his position as head of the house had to be maintained. If she were ever to earn more than him, where would that leave him?


But in the end, and employing a huge amount of compromise on her part, she had, at last, got her way. It wasn’t a brilliant job, it didn’t really pay that well, but it was a job and one that posed no threat to Trevor. For the past six weeks she had been working for an interior-design shop. She’d always been good with her hands and had made all the soft furnishings in Smithy Cottage. Now she was being paid to do the same for other people’s homes. She worked upstairs in the spare bedroom and,  though the work wasn’t stimulating, she enjoyed it. More importantly, it brought in a little more money, which she was putting by for Hannah when she went to university. Trevor had begrudgingly given his approval to what Sarah was doing and had left her to it.


But there had been nothing begrudging or approving about him last night when she had joined him in bed.


‘I can’t believe that Hannah went to that — that  nightclub.’



He’d said the word nightclub as though it were foreign to him. Which, of course, it was. To Trevor the word represented another world: a wicked, salacious world frequented only by wicked, salacious people.


The low-life of Chester.


The drug pushers.


The pimps.


The prostitutes.


It wasn’t at all the place where a daughter of his should show her face.


Sarah had wanted to say, ‘It’s probably just the kind of environment in which Christ would have hung out,’ but, coward that she was, she hadn’t. Instead, she’d said, ‘Please, Trevor, it’s very late. Can we discuss this in the morning?’


His response had been to look pointedly at the digital alarm clock on his bedside table, his arms still rigidly folded, and say, ‘In case you hadn’t noticed, Sarah, it’s been morning for some hours. You don’t seem very shocked by what Hannah’s done. You sound almost as if you don’t care that she lied to us.’


‘That’s because I’m not shocked and she hasn’t been lying — at least, not as you think she has.’


And out of some kind of defensive anger and wanting to protect Hannah, who had flatly refused to explain anything to her father, she had gone on to tell Trevor the truth. But not the whole truth.


She turned now to where he was breathing like a knight-hungry dragon. ‘Why don’t you put some of your excess energy into drying the dishes for me? Stomping about the place won’t help.’


‘I haven’t got time,’ he snapped, giving his beard a sharp little tug. ‘I need to get on.’


‘Well, nobody’s stopping you.’ Really, he was acting in such a ridiculous manner. Anyone would think they were discussing a thirteen-year-old child and not the adult Hannah practically was.


‘You know perfectly well I can’t, not until we’ve sorted out this dreadful mess. How can I be creative when things haven’t been resolved?’


‘There’s nothing to resolve.’


He stared at her uncomprehendingly. ‘Sarah, you and Hannah both tricked me into believing that she was staying the night with Emily and her parents, where they would be doing nothing more dangerous than their French homework, when all along you knew that they were planning to get themselves dressed like — like a couple of tarts and go into Chester where anything could have happened to them. Did you see how much makeup  they had on?’


Sarah pulled off her rubber gloves and looked patiently at him. ‘Trevor,’ she said, with just a trace of firmness, at the same time placing a hand on his arm, ‘neither Hannah nor Emily bore any resemblance to women of questionable repute. They were wearing clothes and makeup that make them feel good about themselves, that was all.’


He shrugged away her hand. ‘But look at the trouble they got themselves into.’


‘That had nothing to do with what they were wearing. Admittedly Emily was silly to have drunk so much, but didn’t you ever do that when you were their age?’


He gave what Hannah would call a grade A snort.  ‘That’s an absurd line of argument,’ he said. ‘You know very well that it’s different for boys.’


‘Well, it shouldn’t be!’


He ignored her heated tone and said. ‘None of this excuses you and Hannah for lying to me. Your behaviour is, at best, irresponsible, and at worst — ’


‘Trevor, please, I did it because it’s important that Hannah learns to be more independent. You give her no freedom, none whatsoever. How on earth do you expect her to cope with going away to university next year if she hasn’t made any mistakes? She has to make the odd one so that she can learn from it. And, if you want the real truth, she and Emily have done this before. This is the first time the arrangement has gone wrong. You should be proud of her for doing exactly the right thing when she phoned us for help. Far better that than her turning to a stranger for a lift home.’


A stupefied expression covered Trevor’s face. He backed away from her. She wouldn’t have been at all surprised if he’d held up two crossed fingers to her in a gesture of get-thee-behind-me-Satan. It was a few seconds before he could speak. ‘I don’t believe I’m hearing this. As Christian parents it’s our duty to raise our daughter in a manner pleasing to — ’


‘Please,’ Sarah interrupted, ‘don’t bring God into this. You do it whenever we have to discuss anything of importance.’


‘Sarah,’ he said sharply, ‘I’m not sure I like your tone of voice. And, what’s more, if you’d brought God into your thinking in the first place, none of this would have happened.’


Sarah sighed. All hope of a logical debate was now lost. That was the trouble with Trevor: when he suspected he was losing the fight, he would run home to fetch God to play the part of big, bullying brother. She let his accusation go and reached for a tea towel to dry the  breakfast dishes. A few moments later the kitchen door crashed shut and Trevor was gone. She pictured him in his workshop taking out his frustration on an innocent piece of wood, slamming it on to his lathe and attacking it with one of his lethally sharp chisels.


Oh, well, better that than taking it out on me, she thought, glad that he was no longer hovering at her side like an angry bee. And not for the first time she was grateful that, although Trevor worked from home, the nature of his work kept him firmly out of the house.


Nine months ago, Trevor had given up his teaching job to become what he rather grandly referred to as ‘a craftsman’. When Sarah had told Ali what he was planning, she had burst out laughing. ‘Oh, that’s a good one. Trevor the carpenter, just like Christ.’


Sarah had wanted to laugh too, but loyalty wouldn’t let her. She’d chided her friend instead: ‘Please don’t make fun of him, Ali.’


After years of teaching basic woodwork skills to adults with learning difficulties, Trevor was finally doing what he’d always wanted to do and that was to down-shift and work for himself. He’d been a good teacher but never a happy one, and now, in what had once been the village blacksmith’s workshop, he was like a dog with two tails. For a long time, he’d been making gifts for friends at church and his skill at woodturning had been much admired. Knocking out candlesticks, little pots with lids, apples, mushrooms, pot-pourri holders and large fruit bowls for church fund-raising events had become a speciality and several people had remarked that he ought to sell his work on a more enterprising scale. But even Trevor had known that giving up a steady teaching job to join the precarious craft-fair circuit was a risk. But the Lord works in mysterious ways, as Trevor would say, and when Sarah’s mother had died last June, two years after her father, Sarah had been left enough money to pay  off their mortgage. Trevor had announced then that he’d been called by the Holy Spirit to quit the world of teaching.


Business was not what one would call brisk, but it seemed to be picking up, although that was probably due to the season. The proof of Trevor’s success would come once they were into the New Year. For now, though, he was busy enough to be happy, supplying a few arty-crafty shops in the area, as well as hawking his wares round the pre-Christmas fairs. His only problem with any of this, and it did cause a genuine moral dilemma for him, was that the fairs sometimes covered an entire weekend, and Sunday, after all, was a day of rest. But, after much prayer, he concluded that he’d been led to do this work so therefore it must be all right.


The kitchen now clean and tidy, and still no sign of the girls, Sarah decided to take Trevor a peace-offering cup of tea. She knew that his anger and silliness stemmed from his love for Hannah and that he would go to any lengths to keep her safe. It was sad, but he would probably prefer her not to blossom into adulthood. He’d been such a good father to her when she was little. He hadn’t been, as most other fathers, too busy with his career to participate fully in his child’s life. He’d never missed a single concert at which she’d either sung or played in the orchestra, or a performance of a play in which she’d acted, no matter how small the role. Not one parents’ evening had gone by without him being there to keep tabs on Hannah’s progress.


Yes, he’d been a good father, there was no denying it.


Which was why it was such a shame that he was now spoiling all the good work he’d put into parenthood.


He had to learn to stand back and let her go. He was also going to have to let her make up her own mind about going to church. Hannah had confided in Sarah that she no longer wanted to go to St Cuthbert’s, the  local church at which she’d been an active member since the age of eight; where she’d played Mary in the Nativity play no fewer than four times; where she’d pretended to be a pumpkin during harvest festival and where more recently she’d helped out with the dwindling Sunday school.


‘How can I go, Mum,’ she had said, only last week, ‘when I don’t believe in any of it now? It’s real to you and Dad, it makes sense for you. It’s not ringing my bell any more. I reckon Buddhism’s got more going for it. I think I’ll become the first Buddhist in Astley Hope. I’ll shave off my hair and go chanting up and down the lanes in an enlightened manner, preaching the four Noble Truths. That should give everyone something to talk about.’


They had laughed together at the idea, even though Sarah was disappointed to hear Hannah talk in such a way. Spiritual faith wasn’t to be mocked. It was what underpinned society. It was the fulcrum of one’s being. When all else was gone, including hope, it was only faith that shone through the darkness.


And, as Sarah poured Trevor’s mug of tea, she hoped that he would understand that Hannah had to discover for herself what did and did not make sense.
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Sam handed his coat to the waiter and took his seat at the table he’d reserved over the phone that morning. He was early and knowing that punctuality wasn’t one of Ali’s strong suits, he settled himself in for a minimum wait of ten minutes.


Last night when he had told Elliot that he would speak to Ali, he had known all too well that he was skating on the thinnest of ice, and though he didn’t want to do anything to upset his son, he couldn’t ignore his feelings for Ali. He missed her keenly: she’d been more to him than just a daughter-in-law. In the days before Isaac’s death, and when Elliot had been away on business, as he frequently was, he had often taken Ali out for dinner. Their evenings together were always fun, especially when they were mistaken for a couple, and he and Ali hammed up his supposed role as a sugar daddy. They would howl with laughter after they had left the restaurant and Sam would drive her home high on machismo pride that people thought a short, dumpy old fellow such as he could pull an attractive young woman.


But those evenings no longer existed. Since Isaac had been snatched from them, it seemed that there had been little for any of them to laugh about. Though his own reaction to the death of his young grandson could come nowhere near what Ali and Elliot must have experienced — and still were experiencing — it had had a profound effect on him: the death of a child was never easy to accept. But he’d been through the grieving process before,  when Connie, his wife, had died more than twenty years ago, and he knew that although the pain never entirely went away, it did lessen.


He knew also that in some cases grief could separate the bereaved from those closest to them, and that was what had happened to Ali and Elliot. In the immediate aftermath of Isaac’s death, he had watched two people who had loved one another with the strongest of passion erect a barrier of bewildered confusion to keep the other out, along with everyone else. Unable to help or stop what they were doing, Sam had seen how difficult it was for them to relate to anything but the pain within themselves and project that hurt on to the other. In the months that followed they turned away from each other and focused what was left of their energy into the routine of work, letting their minds be absorbed by the mechanics of the mundane. Now all that was left between Ali and Elliot was the currency of their disappointment in life itself, which they exercised by attacking the other in the belief that it was the best form of defence.


All Sam could hope for was that this stage in their lives would soon pass, that they would eventually find a way to transcend their grief and anger. His greatest wish was that, at the very least, they could be friends.


Realising that he’d now been waiting for a quarter of an hour, Sam glanced round the smart French restaurant, hoping to catch sight of Ali. He took in a couple of small tables in the arched window that looked out on to the busy street. They were occupied by two pairs of elegantly dressed women who, judging from the carrier bags at their feet, were having a quiet lunch after a hard morning of Christmas shopping. The rest of the diners made up a large, noisy party of exuberant office workers who were presumably enjoying their annual Christmas binge; their faces were rosy-red from the intake of midday booze, their heads decorated with ill-fitting paper hats. Then,  out of the corner of his eye, Sam saw the restaurant door open, and a wave of what other men his age and background would have called unmanly sentiment came over him.


The sight of Ali brought home to him just how much he’d missed her all these months and how very fond of her he was. It also reminded him that if anyone were to judge Ali purely on her appearance, they would be in danger of committing the cardinal sin of underestimating her. She was only a fraction over five foot and, with her slight build and delicate features, she looked years younger than thirty-eight. Sam knew that Ali’s youthful looks had often been a hindrance to her career and that she hated it when people did not take her seriously and treated her as if she could only be trusted to work the photocopier. Even from this distance across the restaurant, Sam could see the darkness of her eyes — brown eyes that were made to look darker still by the fairness of her skin and her short, slightly wavy blonde hair, which Sam guessed was as genuine as the woman herself. He didn’t know anyone else like her. She was sassy, steely and, at times, too full of chutzpah for her own good. He had always known why his son had fallen in love with Ali — hell, he’d have done the same thing if his age hadn’t been against him! — and it hadn’t been the exterior packing that had attracted Elliot, as delightful as it was. No, it had been deeper than that: Ali had the same tough, incisive mind as Elliot, and he’d respected and admired her for it, seeing her as his soulmate.


When she came over, Sam rose to his feet and they greeted each other with a warm embrace. He let her go and said, ‘When was the last time you ate? There’s nowt of you. You’re much too thin.’


She smiled affectionately at him. ‘I’m in training.’


He pulled out a chair for her. ‘What the hell for? The one-hundred-metre slipping-between-the-cracks event?’


‘Six-pack-Sam, you’ve lost none of your cheek, have you? Are you going to be as rude as this to me all lunch?’


‘Not rude, love, just concerned.’ He attracted the attention of a passing waiter and ordered a carafe of Château Maison. ‘That okay with you?’ he asked, when the waiter had left them.


‘It’s fine. So what’s with all the concern, Sam? Invitations to spend Christmas with you, and now lunch. What’s going on?’


He leaned back in his seat; bulls and horns came to mind. ‘We’ve had lunch before, nothing odd in that.’


‘But on those occasions I was married to Elliot.’


‘Oh, aye, so you were.’


Ali contemplated Sam’s round, smiling face. He reminded her of Bob Hoskins with a bit of the dark-eyed Danny DeVito thrown in. Ever since he’d phoned her first thing that morning at work, she’d been speculating as to what he was up to. However, she’d agreed to meet him for lunch, not just to satisfy her curiosity but because she was keen to see him. It was ages since they’d talked on their own and it pained her to think that he had witnessed her and Elliot at their worst, that their divorce and appalling behaviour had put him in an impossible situation, and that he had done his best to make the best of a bad job. She admired him for it. She knew also that there were boundaries that could never be crossed. She could never, for instance, be openly critical of Elliot to Sam. Sam could be as rude as he cared to be about his son, but woe betide anyone else who tried it. As paternal love went, Sam’s knew no bounds. In his light-hearted fashion he was fiercely protective of Elliot. Which made the fact that they were having lunch here on their own something of a surprise. Did Elliot know about this? Or had Sam gone behind his back?


She wondered now if Sam’s protectiveness went as far as trying to get her and Elliot back together. ‘Sam,’ she  said, fixing him with a penetrating gaze, ‘do I have to come right out with it and accuse you of being interfering and devious?’


He laughed heartily. ‘If the cap fits, love.’


She laughed too. ‘It bloody well fits all right and you know it does.’


‘Good, that’s settled, then. We’ve agreed that I’m a sneaky, meddling bugger, so come on, choose your lunch, my stomach’s thinking of packing up and going home.’


They ordered their food, and when their wine arrived Sam raised his glass. ‘Here’s to Christmas and ...’ He hesitated.


‘Barbados?’ she suggested, with a half-smile.


He lowered his glass. ‘A straight answer for a straight question, Ali. Why the hair shirt this year? Why aren’t you going down to your parents?’


She shrugged.


He reached for her hand across the table and looked at her with loving eyes. ‘I hate the thought of you being on your lonesome for Christmas.’


She squeezed his strong square hand. ‘But I shan’t be alone,’ she said brightly. ‘I just had a better invitation than yours, that’s all.’


‘Better than Barbados?’


‘Yep.’


‘Oh,’ he said. Ali heard the flat tone of disappointment in his voice. ‘So Elliot was right,’ he added.


‘In what way?’


Sam stared at her with a clear, frank gaze. ‘The Boy Wonder reckoned that might be the case.’


‘Reckoned what might be the case?’


‘That you’d gone and got yourself a boyfriend and were — ’


‘Got myself a boyfriend?’ Ali laughed. ‘What a joke! And just what the hell would I want with one of those? They’re untidy, time-consuming and, like Saturday night  curry stains, awkward to shift, and that’s just their finer points.’


‘There’s nothing of the cynic in you, is there?’ Sam chuckled. He caught sight of their waiter on the horizon and said, ‘Mm ... at last, our food.’


When the plates and side dishes of vegetables had been settled on the table and they were left alone again, Ali said, ‘Don’t think I’m not grateful for the offer, Sam. I am. But you must have realised that I could never accept it. It would never work. Elliot and I have experienced too much pain at one another’s expense to be anything but horribly polite to each other. You must believe me when I say that any kind of reconciliation is out of the question.’


He looked at her, his countenance serious and, with a bolt of what she could only describe as pain, she was reminded of Elliot. Elliot bore practically no resemblance to his father, but there in Sam’s face was the same serious expression that had attracted her to Elliot when she’d first met him.


She’d just started as a graduate trainee working for what was then, back in the early eighties, the biggest accountancy firm in Manchester. Eight years her senior, well established in the organisation, and already branded a high flyer — the company’s rising star — Elliot hadn’t been like the crowd of graduates with whom she was supposed to socialise; thirty of them in total, all of whom still hadn’t shaken off their student mores, and without intending to, she had found herself gravitating to his more mature attitude. While her contemporaries were happy to spend their evenings swilling beer before, during and after a vindaloo curry in Rusholme, she was happier to be in Elliot’s more thoughtful, sophisticated company. There was an aura of composed calm about him that was enormously appealing. He was a man of few words, claiming that he’d rather speak the right ones than waste his breath on the wrong ones. His taciturn  nature made him a good listener and he would fix his candid blue eyes on her and listen intently to whatever she had to say. In the early stages of their relationship, she’d had no way of knowing if he was aware of the devastating effect he had on her, that his subtle but wholly powerful sex appeal was so totally compelling. This was a new phenomenon for Ali. During her time up at Oxford she had been the one firmly in control of her feelings, giving a long line in badly treated boyfriends the runaround. But suddenly she was no longer in control. This man, with his low-key charm and generally acknowledged intellectual brilliance, had taken her heart in one swift movement and was in danger of keeping it.


There was so much in his character that drew her to him, but if she had to name one thing that did it, it was his tendency to look solemn. Even when he was enjoying himself, he rarely smiled. She became fascinated with the man behind the face, and those clear blue eyes, wanting to know what it was that made him tick. The first time he took her back to his house — after several months of discreet dating, neither of them wanting to attract the attention of every busybody at work — she had told him that he was the most understated man she knew. ‘You’re laconic, droll and about as buttoned-down as a guy could be.’ His response had been to kiss her and take her upstairs where he had proved to her for the next two hours that his approach to sex was anything but laconic. Afterwards she’d said, ‘Elliot, there’s an interesting dichotomy to your character. Beneath that rigidly contained coolness is quite another man.’ He’d smiled one of his rare smiles and she’d known from that moment that she loved him.


‘I’m really sorry that you feel that way, Ali,’ she heard Sam saying. She dispelled the memory of his son lying naked and exhausted beside her, and forced herself to concentrate on what Sam was telling her. ‘It would mean  a lot to a poor old man to know that you and Elliot could at least be friends.’


She scowled at him. ‘Less of the poor-old-man routine, Sam. Any more talk like that and you’ll lose all my respect.’


The Elliot-like seriousness was instantly gone and Sam’s eyes twinkled with their usual warmth and humour. ‘It was worth a try.’ He grinned.


‘No, it wasn’t. It was a cheap shot grounded in sentimentality that wasn’t worth an airing. Now, tell me how it’s going, you and Elliot living in domestic harmony. I haven’t seen you since you cast yourselves as The Odd Couple.’


‘Not so fast, lass. You’re not off the hook yet. You’ve still not told me how you’re spending Christmas.’


‘Gracious, everybody’s obsessed with my private life.’


‘That’s because we care about you.’


‘Rubbish! You’re all a bunch of nosy-parkers. If you must know, I’m going to Sarah’s.’


The relief on Sam’s face was plainly visible. ‘I’m delighted to hear it. How is she?’


‘Oh, the usual, a saint for still putting up with Trevor.’


‘Didn’t he leave his teaching job to try his hand at earning a living from woodturning?’


‘Yes, and it makes me mad every time I think of it. When Sarah’s mother died and left her that money it should have been used to make their lives financially easier, to give them a few luxuries in life. It should not have been used to give Trevor the excuse to jack in his job. An inheritance, no matter how small, should serve a worthwhile purpose.’


‘Just as I’ve always suspected,’ Sam observed. ‘We parents are at our most useful and loved when we’re six foot under and the will’s being read.’


It was Ali’s turn to look serious. ‘I don’t think Elliot, or I, will ever think that of you, Sam.’


He caught the sincerity in her words. He placed his screwed-up napkin beside his finished plate and said, ‘Don’t go getting sentimental on me, love. Got room for a pud?’


 




They left the restaurant an hour later. Sam insisted that he walked Ali back to her office. It was a cold, wet, wintry afternoon, and although it was only two-thirty, the light was losing its hold and yesterday’s fall of snow, like old news, wasn’t worth having around. They made their way slowly through the slush and hordes of Christmas shoppers. The main street was decked out in pseudo-Dickensian style and piped carols tinkled merrily. In the square in front of Marks & Spencer, a small crowd was gathered round a thickly padded Santa. At his side was his pixie helper — a young girl, who in the stiff December wind looked frozen to death in a pair of skimpy, red, fake-fur hot-pants and a pointy hat complete with brass bell; the sleety rain had made her mascara run and she looked thoroughly disenchanted. They were handing out balloons and flyers advertising a new cut-price drugstore that had just opened in town. At the front of the crowd was a small boy in a pushchair, his cold-reddened face a picture of anxious delight as he waited patiently for a balloon. A ghostly shiver went through Ali and, as chilling as an icy hand, it gripped and twisted at her heart. Her whole body froze. Sam put his arm around her shoulder and steered her away. ‘Done your shopping, yet?’ he asked, by way of distraction.


She shook her head, unable to speak.


‘Me neither. Haven’t a clue what to buy the Boy Wonder.’


They walked on in silence. ‘It’s a real bugger, grief, isn’t it?’ Sam said gruffly, when at last they came to a stop outside the renovated Georgian building where Ali’s office was situated on the first floor.


She agreed with a slight tilt of her head, quickly kissed his cheek, wished him a happy Caribbean Christmas and shot inside. She took the stairs two at a time and fled to the toilets where she shut herself inside one of the cubicles. She leaned against the door and sank slowly to the floor. She covered her face with her hands and wept.
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‘I’m fine,’ Ali told herself, ‘I’m absolutely fine.’


She splashed cold water on to her face, looked at her ruined makeup in the mirror above the basin and knew that this was far from the truth. Outwardly the tears had stopped, so had the shaking, but inwardly the choking pain was still there.


She dried her face and hands on a rough paper towel and thought of Sam’s words: It’s a real bugger, grief, isn’t it?



Oh, how right he was.


There was nothing so dark, so painful as the agonising torture of bereavement. Losing Isaac had made her realise the extent of love itself, that what she had expressed for her son when he was alive had been only the tip of the iceberg. It was what she felt in her heart, deep below the surface, that caused the pain and tore her apart when she was least expecting it.


There were days when the memory of Isaac was manageable, when she could almost meet her grief head on, confront it, reason with it and accept it. On other days she could work herself into such a state of exhaustion she didn’t have a moment to dwell on what had been snatched from her. But then there were the times when, like a stalker hiding in the shadows waiting for its opportunity, the torment of grief would leap out of the darkness and strike her down.


This was what had taken place just now. That little  boy in the pushchair with his smiling face had caught her off-guard and razed her defences to the ground.


She closed her eyes and saw Isaac so clearly. He was wrapped from head to toe in his all-in-one quilted suit, his mittens pulled off — she never could get him to keep them on — and his eyes shining with delight. The three of them were Christmas shopping in Manchester. It was a bitterly cold day. The shops were crowded and hectic. They’d just bought Isaac a present — a toy garage complete with cars and trucks — and Elliot was carrying it under his arm while she pushed the buggy through the crowded streets. They were waiting to cross the road to go into Waterstone’s when Isaac’s eyes rested on two little girls each with a balloon. He was smiling that heart-melting smile of his, the one that was so irresistible. They had tracked down the balloon-seller, who turned out to be a young man with a nose-ring, dressed half-heartedly as Santa — he’d managed a hat and a tuft of cotton wool on his chin, which was in danger of catching light from the cigarette dangling out of his mouth.


The balloon lasted a week, until it wrinkled and shrivelled itself into a flaccid nothingness. She threw it away one evening while Isaac was sleeping.


Two days later, he was dead.


Ali opened her eyes, screwed the paper towel that was still in her hands into a tight, hard ball, then tossed it into the bin. She took a determined breath. She would beat it. For Isaac’s sake she would not let it get the better of her.


 




Daniel, her business partner, confidant and, after Sarah, her closest friend, was on the phone when she entered the office. He pointed to the pile of messages for her on the corner of his desk where his feet were resting on a file. She picked up the bits of paper and went over to her own. She was glad to discover that one of the messages was from a client cancelling their four-thirty meeting. Good,  she now had the rest of the day free to finish the report she’d started that morning.


She heard Daniel trying to wind down his conversation, and from his look of concern as he glanced her way she could see that he knew she’d been crying.


She and Daniel had known one another since their graduate-trainee days, when together they had rented a damp, carpetless flat in Flixton. By day they had worked in the centre of Manchester surrounded by the lavish corporate glamour of the office, and by night they had slummed it like students, surviving on black coffee and takeaway pizzas while getting to grips with the study-load expected of them. Happy days!


When they’d completed their three-year training contracts and qualified they’d looked to the future with enthusiasm. For each of them came a steady, encouraging succession of promotions, but by the time they had reached their early thirties they both realised that, for different reasons, they had reached an immovable glass ceiling. Ali was never going to get the ultimate promotion she desired because she was a woman, and Daniel’s future within the organisation was blighted because he was gay. Nothing was ever said, but there had never been a gay senior partner, and the chance of there ever being one was about as probable as hell freezing over. The firm might be riddled with divorce as a result of office affairs, it might be run by lecherous men who couldn’t resist sampling younger girls, but perish the thought that a decent, morally minded man who had lived with his partner for more than ten years — longer than a lot of marriages lasted — could manage seven hundred employees without the empire tumbling down because of his sexuality.


Daniel came off the phone and said, ‘You okay, Babe?’


She stared at his anxious face and thought how unfair life was for him. There was nothing in his manner or  style of dress to hint that Daniel was gay — there was none of the moustachioed, earringed, tight-jeaned extrovert about him. He resembled any straight man she knew who took an above-average interest and pride in his appearance. With his gold-card good looks, and lean, long-limbed frame he made a striking sight in his expensive designer suits, which suggested, rather than flaunted, that he spent a good deal of money on his clothes. Armani and Gucci came as naturally to him as St Michael underwear did to Ali. He wore his hair short, but not buzz-cut short, and faux-tortoiseshell-framed glasses gave his clean-cut features an academic look that was pure Ivy League. His silk ties were never loud and often favoured the sombreness of a man paying his last respects. His voice held no camp timbre and, indeed, for some years now he and his partner, Richard, had sung in their local choral society — they jokingly referred to themselves as the Two Queer Tenors. In Ali’s opinion, Daniel couldn’t be further from the stereotypical image of a gay man. He once said of himself that he represented what to many was the acceptable face of homosexuality. As cynical as it sounded, it was probably true.
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