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      Chapter One

      
      It was the hole in her tights that made Teri start crying. She looked at them in desperation as sheer as they were. The tights
         were black with added Lycra ‘For Working Legs’ and she’d paid £7.99 for them. Seven whole pounds and ninety-nine pence for
         one pair of tights – and now look at them! Perhaps they would have lasted longer if she’d bought the ones for non-working legs.
      

      
      Her knee was scraped and bright scarlet blood was oozing through the grey grit-encrusted skin. She hadn’t had a scabby knee
         since she was ten, when she’d fallen off the swings in the local playground in the unenlightened days before the Council used
         knee-friendly landing areas like squishy black rubber or shredded tree bark. It seemed even more cruel when she had managed
         to negotiate the icy pavements of Euston Road – which, at this moment, were probably suitable for Torvill and Dean to practise
         on – without an undignified incident.
      

      
      To help matters along, her briefcase – seeking to exact some minuscule revenge, as only briefcases can – had decided to shed
         its contents, and her papers blew fussily along the platform in the frantic funnelled breeze from departing trains. Including hers.
      

      
      ‘Oh hell, I’m really sorry. Here, let me help you.’ His voice was like being stroked with velvet. Okay, so it was a very romantic-novel
         type of thing to think in the circumstances. But it was true. The voice was soft and soothing and held the faint trace of
         a quiet, reassuring Scottish burr whose corners had been knocked off by too many years spent in the Home Counties. He looked sort of romantic hero-ish, too. Probably tall, though it was hard to tell as he was crouched over her
         briefcase carefully gathering its contents to his chest, while the last breathless stragglers hoping vainly to catch the 18.07
         for all stations to Milton Keynes pushed heedlessly past them.
      

      
      ‘I was rushing to catch the train,’ he explained. ‘I just didn’t see you. I’m sorry.’

      
      ‘Shit,’ Teri said, fishing in her pocket for a tissue. There was one lurking in the corner but she could tell by its disconcertingly
         crispy feel that it was far too disgusting to pull out in public. ‘I’d gathered that,’ she said, summoning as much sarcasm
         as she could manage after having been savaged by such a cute-looking kitten.
      

      
      ‘I feel terrible.’ He put her papers inside her briefcase and clipped it shut. ‘But probably not quite as terrible as you,’
         he added hastily.
      

      
      ‘You’ll miss your train.’ She sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. Although he had stooped to her level,
         she looked up at him. There was definite eye-contact. Lots of it. His eyes were greeny-gold and bordered with dark-brown rims
         – as if someone had carefully and lovingly outlined them with brown felt-pen to make the whites look Persil-white. They were
         soft and warm and she could tell he laughed often. At the moment, they positively oozed concern. Either he was genuinely mortified
         or he was the leading light in his local amateur dramatics group.
      

      
      ‘It’s already gone.’ He produced a clean white handkerchief from inside his coat with the air of an accomplished magician.
         Somehow it looked more suave on him than it did on Paul Daniels. ‘It was an all-stopper anyway. Here.’
      

      
      Teri took it reluctantly. She had no idea that men under fifty carried handkerchiefs. It was the equivalent to wearing a string
         vest on chilly mornings or socks with garters or, even worse, those metal armbands that held shirt-sleeves up that were otherwise
         too long. This hanky looked far too clean to wipe dirty things with. Hesitantly, she dried her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Now fold it over and do your knee,’ he instructed.

      
      
      She looked at him to check that he was serious.

      
      ‘Go on,’ he urged.

      
      It was a long time since she had been treated like a four-year-old – probably not since she was four, in fact. And it was
         even more mind-boggling that, for the moment, she didn’t resent it.
      

      
      Teri dabbed gingerly at the blood and grit, totally ruining the immaculate white linen. She winced. ‘Ouch.’

      
      He frowned. ‘I think you need to get that properly cleaned up.’ He offered her his arm. ‘Here, let me help you to your feet.’

      
      He slipped his arm under hers and lifted her easily to her feet. Teri’s knees buckled. ‘Oh God, I think I’ve sprained my ankle!’
         The tears sprang afresh to her eyes. ‘That’s just about a perfect sodding end to a perfect sodding day,’ she said with feeling.
      

      
      ‘Let me have a look.’ She hopped round on her good leg, holding on to his back while he examined her ankle. ‘No bones broken,
         but I think your diagnosis is right. Looks like you’ve twisted it.’
      

      
      ‘Are you an expert then?’

      
      He stood up and rubbed his hands together. ‘No, but I’ve watched Match of the Day often enough to know when someone’s really hurt and when they’ll be running around the pitch the next minute as if nothing’s
         happened,’ he replied earnestly.
      

      
      The fount of all useless knowledge straightened up and raked his fingers through his hair. It’s amazing the details you notice
         when you’re in pain, Teri thought. His hair was dark and wavy, slightly flecked with grey. Late-ish thirties, she guessed.
         It was receding slightly at the sides, giving a hint of the baldness that would rob him of his youthful looks later in life.
         But then nobody was perfect. She should know. She’d dated more men than she’d had low-calorie, low-fat dinners and still hadn’t
         found Mr Right. She’d been through all of the other Mr Men though, in a short history of painful relationships – Mr Lazy,
         Mr Greedy, Mr Bump, Mr Completely Selfish, Mr Looking-for-Mother-Substitute and Mr Downright Pervert – but, as yet, no Mr Right.
      

      
      ‘If I hold you under the arms, could you manage to hop to the public loos? They’re not far – just at the end of the station.’

      
      It was possibly the most original chat-up line she’d heard recently – if indeed that was what he was trying to do. And it
         was certainly better than the one all the double-glazing and space-age vacuum-cleaner salesmen used when she answered the
         door to them – the very original ‘Is your mother at home?’
      

      
      Perhaps other thirty-year-old women went all skittish and malleable when they were ‘mistaken’ for teenagers and instantly
         signed up for lorry-loads of UPVC windows they had no need of, and extortionately priced vacuum cleaners that would ruin your
         carpets within two years. In her book it earned them nothing more than a withering glare and a faceful of door sandwich.
      

      
      ‘Can you manage this?’ He passed her handbag to her and gripped her briefcase in the same hand as he held his own.

      
      Teri nodded and hung on to him. ‘It would help if you could just relax your grip a bit,’ he said breathlessly, as he shifted
         her weight to his shoulder. ‘I’ve nothing against blue, but I’d rather my face wasn’t that colour just at the moment, thanks.
         Otherwise, we might not make it to the ladies’ loos.’
      

      
      ‘Sorry, sorry,’ Teri said. God must have a really warped sense of humour to put her in this predicament with the most decent-looking
         man she had bumped into in ages – quite literally. ‘You really don’t need to do this, you know.’ It was hard to hop and talk
         at the same time.
      

      
      ‘Call it a salve to my guilty conscience. And anyway, there isn’t another train for twenty minutes.’

      
      ‘I’m glad to be able to fill in the time for you.’

      
      ‘Oh sorry, I have the knack of saying the wrong thing.’ He looked like a scolded schoolboy.

      
      ‘Then let’s just concentrate our efforts on getting me to the loo in one piece.’ Hopping up the steep concrete slope from
         Platform Eight back on to the main concourse at Euston was an experience Teri wasn’t keen to try again in a hurry. But, as usual, in the rush-hour no one gave her a second glance.
         All commuters worked on the same premise. If they simply looked the other way there was no chance that they could be called
         on to provide assistance which would delay their flight from the City to the relative sanity of the suburbs – for the few
         brief hours of respite before they turned round and did it all again.
      

      
      She hopped to the turnstile at the entrance to the ladies’ loo and rummaged in her handbag for her purse. ‘I’ve got a twenty-pence
         piece,’ he said, and thrust it in the slot before she could protest. He gently pushed her towards the turnstile barrier. ‘I’ll
         wait here. Take your time.’
      

      
      The loos were not very clean – not enough to warrant a twenty-pence entrance fee, anyway. Teri looked at her face in the smeared
         mirror. Or more accurately, her smeared face in the smeared mirror. Wiping the panda-circles of mascara from under her eyes,
         she noted regretfully the decreasing amount of white on the borrowed linen handkerchief that she still clutched like a security
         blanket. She dragged her fingers through her hair and fluffed it up hopefully. It fell flat to her head instantly. She would
         bet a pound to a penny that Julia Carling didn’t have bad hair days. Especially when she had Mr Fanciable of the millennium
         dancing attendance on her – even if it was in slightly less than romantic circumstances.
      

      
      ‘A nice young man asked me to give you these, dear.’ A white-haired old lady who looked incredibly like Barbara Cartland –
         without the pink – thrust a packet of tights into her hands.
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ Teri raised her eyebrows appreciatively. Thoughtful with a capital T. ‘Wait.’ Teri touched her arm. ‘How did
         you know they were for me?’
      

      
      ‘He told me to look for the dishevelled woman with a scabby knee,’ she replied sweetly. ‘It had to be you, dear.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Teri smiled a tired smile. ‘Yeah – thanks a bunch,’ she muttered under her breath to the old lady’s retreating back.

      
      
      One attempt at trying to lift her foot into the wash basin whilst balancing on her good leg told her that it was far too acrobatic
         a manoeuvre to consider in a tight skirt, considering the indignity she had already suffered. And the paper towels were too
         rough to bathe her knee with, so Sir Galahad’s handkerchief was pressed into service again, then she dried her knee under
         the hot-air blower that was thankfully broken and was blowing cold. As an afterthought she gave the sodden stained handkerchief
         a cursory blast.
      

      
      Teri nipped into one of the cubicles to change into the new tights and meditated on what kind of man would even think to go
         and buy her a replacement pair. Okay, they weren’t anything flash, no Lycra, no Tactel for velvet softness, no satin sheen
         for enhanced elegance, no elastane for a perfect fit. But they were the right size – although with one size you couldn’t go
         too far wrong – and the right colour – again with black you were pretty safe. At least he had noticed.
      

      
      And so what if his description of her had been a little less than flattering; it was accurate. He could have said ‘attractive,
         but temporarily dishevelled woman’, it’s true. But then Teri was a firm believer that actions speak louder than words. While she was there,
         and contemplating deeply, she made use of the facilities. If they were going to charge you twenty pee for a pee, the least
         you could do was make sure you got value for money.
      

      
      He was still waiting outside. Which was just as well because he had her briefcase. But she wouldn’t have been surprised if
         he’d disappeared. He could have just dumped it and cleared off. He could have just dumped her and cleared off, too. He’d done enough already really – despite the fact it was his fault she had been knocked down in the
         first place.
      

      
      He was lounging against the glass wall of the sunbed salon tucked incongruously into the corner opposite the toilets. How
         many people clamoured to top up their tans in the salubrious setting of Euston Station was another one of life’s little mysteries that deserved further consideration at a later date.
      

      
      She hopped towards him. ‘Thanks for the tights.’ She showed him her knee, which through thickish black nylon looked perfectly
         presentable.
      

      
      ‘I hope they were okay. I didn’t know if you wore tights or …’ he blushed ‘… or well, the others, you know.’

      
      It was years since she had seen a man blush. They didn’t any more, did they? God, it was endearing. Carrying a handkerchief
         and blushing – this one was a prize. ‘Well, you wouldn’t, would you?’ she teased.
      

      
      ‘I got them in Knickerbox,’ he said by way of explanation, gesturing towards the glass kiosk filled with pastel shades of
         frillies in every shape and size imaginable, marooned in the middle of the concourse. ‘They have nice things in there.’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ Teri arched her eyebrows. His skin flushed to a deeper shade of beetroot. She wondered briefly if he was a pervert.

      
      He cleared his throat. ‘We’d better move it or we’re going to miss this train, too. How’s the ankle?’

      
      ‘I’ll live.’

      
      ‘Come on then, take my arm again.’ It had in fact improved to two limps and a hop and they struggled back to the platform
         for the next train. He paused to look at the display board.
      

      
      ‘Which stop?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Leighton Buzzard. And you?’

      
      ‘Milton Keynes. This one will do us. It leaves in five minutes on Platform Eight.’

      
      They set off again. ‘Look, you’re helping me marvellously …’ Teri paused for breath, ‘… with my Long John Silver impersonation.’
         Limp, limp, hop. ‘And I don’t even know your name.’
      

      
      ‘Jamie,’ he puffed. ‘Jamie Duncan. I’d shake your hand but you don’t seem to have one free.’

      
      ‘I’m Teri Carter, that’s T-E-R-I,’ she said breathlessly, trying to co-ordinate breaths and hops to synchronised intervals. ‘Pleased to meet you. I think.’
      

      
      The train was sitting waiting patiently and already most of the seats were taken in the first few compartments. ‘There are
         two together in here.’ He opened the door.
      

      
      ‘Look, I’ll be fine. You’ve done enough.’

      
      ‘I insist. My guilt complex still hasn’t gone.’

      
      They both sat down gratefully, opposite each other, and Jamie dropped the briefcases on the floor with an exaggerated sigh
         of relief. ‘Thank goodness for that! I’m not sure which is heavier – you or your briefcase.’ Several newspapers in the surrounding
         seats lowered to look briefly at the object of his derision.
      

      
      ‘Well, next time you decide to knock a woman over, choose a smaller one!’

      
      ‘Sorry.’ He winced. ‘Put your foot up here. It stops the swelling if you elevate it.’ He indicated the seat beside him.

      
      ‘More information gleaned from Match of the Day?’
      

      
      ‘Casualty.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t have you down for a Casualty watcher.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not. My secretary tells me all about it – usually in its full Technicolor glory. She’s obsessed with watching operations.
         Animal Hospital is her favourite.’ He gave Teri a sideways smile. ‘If you’d been a pregnant rhinoceros I’d have known exactly what to do.’
      

      
      ‘That’s very encouraging, but it probably would have involved more than a pair of black tights and a strong shoulder.’

      
      Jamie shrugged. ‘Infinitely more.’ Again, he patted the seat next to him. ‘Foot.’

      
      Obligingly, after adjusting her skirt to provide a modicum of modesty she raised her foot. He touched her ankle, stroking
         the swollen area gently. His fingers were cool against the hot skin that throbbed through her tights. Why was her mouth suddenly
         dry? It was probably delayed shock. She should have bought a drink from the End of the Line Buffet.
      

      
      ‘I don’t like the look of that.’ He tutted and shook his head ponderously. ‘I don’t like the look of that at all.’ His eyes travelled up to her knee. ‘Does it hurt anywhere else?’
      

      
      ‘Only when I laugh,’ Teri said tartly and wriggled her skirt down.

      
      The guard blew his whistle and there was a succession of slamming doors. Their carriage door was wrenched open and a sweating
         businessman with a florid face and a wet, bald pate squeezed himself on to the seat next to Jamie, smiling genially at him
         as he lowered his bulk, sandwiching her foot with his bottom. Casually, Jamie lifted her foot and put it on his lap as if
         it was something he did every day.
      

      
      The businessman dabbed his face with a handkerchief that was considerably more grubby than Jamie’s had previously been – although
         it was probably a good match for it now.
      

      
      Teri didn’t know which would be more embarrassing, to move her foot away or leave it there throbbing as acutely as her temples.
         The train jerked out of the station and she decided to leave it there for the time being until she could devise a way to extricate
         it without drawing too much attention to herself.
      

      
      ‘So what do you do when you’re not discussing Casualty or Animal Hospital with your secretary?’ she asked, more in an attempt to deflect his eyes from her legs and the fact that one of them was resting
         ever so comfortably in his lap than out of sheer unadulterated interest.
      

      
      ‘I’m a Database Manager for an insurance firm – the Mutual and Providential.’

      
      ‘That’s interesting.’

      
      Jamie smiled. ‘That’s polite.’ He had perfect white teeth, like the ones in a toothpaste advert. The sort of teeth that meant
         you needn’t care less whether there was added fluoride or chloride or bromide – the sort of teeth that made you want to get
         your own teeth very, very close to them and have firsthand experience of that fresh-breath ring of confidence.
      

      
      ‘It’s actually the most boring job in the entire universe,’ he went on. ‘That’s why I spend my days discussing the latest
         load of twaddle on television with my secretary.’
      

      
      
      He wasn’t touching her foot any more, which somehow made it worse. She couldn’t relax, because it might flop and nestle somewhere
         more intimate than it was now. Hell, she was going to get cramp at this rate.
      

      
      ‘What do you do?’ he asked.

      
      ‘I work in television.’

      
      ‘Oh hell! Sorry.’

      
      ‘That’s all right.’ Teri laughed as he flushed again. ‘Most of it is a load of old twaddle. I work for City Television. And I can’t claim any credit for the actual programmes. Like you, I’m
         at the boring end.’
      

      
      ‘I didn’t think there was a boring end in television. I thought it was all glamour and luvvies and dahlings and free booze.’
      

      
      ‘If you can make coffee and count you could do my job.’ It hurt more than her ankle did to admit that, and she wondered why
         she’d told him. Why was she sitting here in a rush-hour commuter train with a stranger, her foot resting just centimetres
         away from his groin, letting him know about the frustrations of her job? She was one step away from telling him her whole
         life story!
      

      
      In ten years of commuting, Teri had never had a conversation with anyone else. She saw the same faces every day, year in,
         year out, rain, hail and snow – and never a word was spoken. There might be the odd person with whom she was on nodding terms,
         and once, about three years ago, a woman who ran the Brides’ Book at John Lewis in Oxford Street had accidentally prodded
         her with her knitting needle just outside Berkhamsted and they had chatted amicably for the rest of the journey. She had told
         Teri that she was knitting a matinée jacket for her new grandson and Teri had wondered if babies still wore white matinée
         jackets knitted by their grandmas. After that they had been on good nodding terms, which included a smile, but that was about
         it. She hadn’t seen the woman recently and had assumed she’d retired – or died.
      

      
      ‘You’re probably underselling yourself.’ His voice broke into her thoughts.

      
      
      She shook her head. ‘No, but I don’t intend to be at the boring end for ever.’

      
      They whistled through a tunnel, the wind buffeting against the windows making conversation impossible. The train was cold
         as they always are in winter – it’s only in summer that hot air belches out relentlessly from beneath the seats – and Teri
         stared out of the window into the street-light-flecked darkness. The aroma of cooking biscuits from the McVities’ factory
         hadn’t twitched her nostrils tonight as it usually did. It normally started her taste buds tingling and her stomach rumbling
         so that the first thing she did when she got through the door was head for the jar where the Jaffa Cakes were kept and immediately
         eat three to sate her appetite until it was time for her calorie-counted meal. But not tonight. Tonight her stomach was churning
         but she certainly couldn’t put it down to the enticing smell of biscuits. Perhaps it was Jamie. She hoped to God he wasn’t
         a mind-reader.
      

      
      He looked at her and winked. It was a reassuring kind of wink. A little shiver had travelled down her spine for a moment,
         but fortunately, this wasn’t a wink that said, ‘yes, I am a mind-reader’. It was just a wink. His face didn’t move at all, just his eyelid squeezed languorously over his eye.
      

      
      They were definitely feline, his eyes. They reminded her of one of her mother’s cats – a long-haired white one with ginger
         ears called Sooty, which spoke volumes about her mother’s state of mind. If anyone had winked at Teri on a train before, she
         would have hit them squarely on the head with the Daily Telegraph. Tonight, the Telegraph lay unopened in her traitorous briefcase and she just smiled back.
      

      
      As the train slowed into Leighton Buzzard, she reluctantly removed her foot.

      
      ‘Better?’ Jamie asked.

      
      ‘Much.’ The puffed skin was swelling over the top of her shoe most attractively. ‘Thanks for your concern.’

      
      ‘It’s the least I could do.’ He stood up and picked up both briefcases.

      
      ‘I can manage, thanks.’

      
      
      ‘I want to see you safely home.’

      
      ‘But you live in Milton Keynes! You’ll have to wait for the next train.’

      
      ‘You won’t be able to drive.’ It was a reasonable assumption. ‘Is your car at the station? Or is someone meeting you?’

      
      ‘No, neither. I walk.’ She realised as she said it that walking home would be impossible. ‘It’s about fifteen minutes,’ she
         added lamely.
      

      
      ‘Then we need to get you into a taxi.’ Jamie ushered her off the train, hand firmly under her elbow. Teri winced as she hit
         the platform awkwardly. He helped her towards the footbridge which led from Platform Four to the exit. The bridge looked as
         if it was made of Meccano and was painted bright red, which added considerably to the effect. They made slow progress. One
         limp, one hop. Was that an improvement or had it got worse?
      

      
      ‘I’m not a mugger or a rapist,’ he said thoughtfully as they inched their way along. ‘There’s no need to worry.’

      
      ‘Thanks for that character reference,’ Teri puffed. ‘It hadn’t crossed my mind until then.’

      
      ‘Unless, of course,’ he hesitated. ‘If there’s someone waiting for you and it would be difficult …’

      
      ‘No, there’s no one waiting,’ Teri answered truthfully. ‘Well, at least I don’t think so. I’m sharing my house with a very
         close friend at the moment; I can never tell whether she’s going to be there or not.’
      

      
      ‘A very close friend?’ A dark look crossed his face.
      

      
      Teri laughed. ‘Not that sort of close friend!’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry – for a moment I thought you meant—’

      
      ‘I know what you thought! You don’t need to spell it out. I might work in television but I’m not that trendy. Clare and I
         were at school together,’ Teri explained. ‘Her husband’s just run off with some teenage bimbo and she’s staying with me.’
         They took the steps one at a time, Teri clinging on to both Jamie and the handrail for support. ‘Though how he found anyone
         more bimbo-ish than Clare it’s hard to imagine. She’s a trolley-dolly – sorry, flight attendant – at Luton, hence the irregular time-keeping.’
      

      
      His arm was strong around her and his skin still held the faint scent of a citrus aftershave that said expensive. She was
         glad she’d agreed to let him take her home. Not that he actually gave her a lot of choice, but she could have invented some
         excuse for getting rid of him if he’d shown imminent signs of turning into a nerd. She’d had a lot of practice in the past.
      

      
      It took ages to struggle over the bridge to the cheerful red station that looked as if it had been modelled on a pair of Christopher
         Biggins’s glasses. To add to the bitter cold it had started to drizzle, but thankfully there was a solitary taxi still left
         at the rank when they emerged from the station. It was a Mercedes – one that had seen considerably better days, and its interior
         had been brightened by the touching adornment of nylon leopardskin seat covers. Instead of the ubiquitous fluffy dice hanging
         from the mirror, the driver had installed a yellow-and-black-striped fluffy bee with the legend BUZZ OFF stitched on its rotund
         stomach. They huddled inside, brushing a sprinkling of raindrops from their clothes.
      

      
      ‘Bidefield Green,’ she instructed the driver. ‘Seven hundred and thirty-two.’

      
      ‘Seven hundred and thirty-two?’ Jamie repeated incredulously.

      
      ‘I think the Council must have had a particularly heavy lunch the day that Bidefield Green came up for naming, and found it
         far too tiresome to think up individual and original road names – hence half of Leighton Buzzard is called Bidefield Green.
         It starts at number one and goes up to about four million and twenty-seven, I think.’
      

      
      ‘Four million and twenty-seven?’ Jamie echoed.

      
      ‘At least,’ she confirmed.

      
      The driver swung out of the station road and headed up the hill towards the Linslade side of town and Bidefield Green. Leighton
         Buzzard and Linslade had once been two separate towns, but had grown together over the years to make one endless sprawl of
         commuter housing. Teri liked living in Linslade – until she had to order something over the phone and then it was a pain, because she had to spell out every line
         of her address to the operator.
      

      
      She turned to Jamie again, who was peering out of the rain-streaked and steamed-up window trying to see where he was going
         in the darkness. ‘The numbers follow no logical sequence either,’ she said. ‘Odds and evens meander randomly round the estate
         – it must have been a very good lunch. Still, looking on the bright side, it means that unwanted visitors haven’t a hope in
         hell of ever finding you. Unfortunately, neither do the wanted ones.’
      

      
      There was a grassy knoll as they approached Bidefield Green – halfway up the hill, separating the main road from the first
         of the houses. Well, it was more a sloping strip of land with a phone box and a post box on it and a couple of smallish oak
         trees. The post box was totally inadequate to cope with the amount of letters that spewed forth from the occupants of Bidefield
         Green. If you happened to want to post one yourself, you were invariably greeted by a smiling letter-slit that was crammed
         full and refused to take anything else – even the slimmest of overdue bill-payments.
      

      
      Teri always thought of John F. Kennedy when she passed the grassy knoll. They had learned all about his untimely death in
         History in the sixth form, and the teacher, Mr Seward, kept going on and on about ‘the grassy knoll’. Teri couldn’t remember
         exactly where the grassy knoll had come into it, but it had obviously played some deeply significant role in the assassination.
         This grassy knoll seemed pointless by comparison, except it was a good place for your dog to poo if you were too lazy to take
         it for a proper walk.
      

      
      The taxi driver turned into the estate and threaded his way through the maze of roads. The leopardskin-lined Mercedes slowed
         to a halt. ‘Taxi drivers are infallible though,’ Teri said. ‘We’re here.’
      

      
      Jamie helped her out. He turned to the taxi driver. ‘Can you wait for me, please? I won’t be long.’

      
      Teri felt a flash of disappointment. Any thoughts that they might linger over a medicinal glass of Beaujolais had just gone straight out of the window.
      

      
      ‘Give me your key,’ he instructed. Teri obliged and Jamie opened the door. ‘I’ll resist the urge to carry you over the threshold,
         seeing as we’ve still to be formally introduced.’ He ushered her inside.
      

      
      The house was in darkness – which was a good sign. At least Clare wasn’t around to poke her nose in. Jamie led her gently
         to the sofa and flicked on the light switch. ‘Now let me make you a coffee or something.’
      

      
      ‘Really, I’m fine. Your meter’s running.’

      
      ‘Black or white?’ he insisted.

      
      Teri gave a sigh of resignation. ‘Black, no sugar.’

      
      He disappeared into the kitchen and, following the banging of several cupboards, reappeared moments later carrying a tray
         which he placed beside her.
      

      
      ‘Cheese and biscuits – a very fine Camembert – not exactly a wholesome meal, but filling. One biscuit jar containing only
         Jaffa Cakes – Madam’s weakness, it would appear.’
      

      
      ‘Quite.’ That – and tall dark handsome strangers, Teri added silently.
      

      
      ‘One cup of hot coffee, black, no sugar. One large brandy, two painkillers and a bag of frozen peas for reducing the swelling
         in Madam’s ankle.’
      

      
      ‘Where did you learn your bedside manner from? Was it Match of the Day, Casualty or Animal Hospital?’
      

      
      ‘From your first-aid book on the shelf next to the kettle – a very sensible place to keep it.’

      
      He pulled the footstool towards her, lifted her foot, rolled the peas in a clean tea towel and balanced them on her ankle.

      
      ‘Comfortable?’

      
      She nodded.

      
      He passed her the remote control for the television and crouched down before her. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to go. Is there anything
         else you need first?’
      

      
      A lump had risen in her throat. ‘No, you’ve been very kind, thank you. I really appreciate it.’

      
      
      ‘Well.’ He stood up to go. He really was quite tall. ‘Perhaps we’ll bump into each other again on the 18.07. Just joking!’
         He made his way to the door. ‘You probably need to stay off that ankle for a few days.’ His face was suddenly serious and
         he looked embarrassed again. ‘Are you sure you’re going to be all right?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, fine. Clare should be back tonight. Your taxi driver will be getting impatient.’

      
      ‘I’ll see you then.’

      
      ‘Yes, thanks again.’ The front door slammed behind him. She watched, stranded on the sofa, as he got into the taxi and it
         drove away. He really was the nicest man she’d ever met. There weren’t many of them left any more, and he was the nicest of
         them all. No one had been that kind to her since she’d had her tonsils out and the doctor insisted she eat nothing but ice
         cream for days. So what if the resulting stomach ache had made her feel even worse than having her tonsils out. It was the
         thought that counted.
      

      
      She flicked on the television – Coronation Street. Not another dose of emotional strain! She sipped her brandy and then, abandoning any sense of decorum, tipped the rest into
         her coffee and swilled it down with the two painkillers. It was when Jack Duckworth started to pull his first pint of the
         night in The Rovers Return that she started to cry again. His horn-rimmed glasses repaired with sticky tape always looked
         particularly pathetic, but never more so than tonight.
      

      
      Sobbing on to the Camembert, Teri pulled Jamie’s handkerchief out of her pocket. It was dirty, bloodied, mascaraed and wet,
         and still she had an overwhelming urge to use it to wipe away her tears. Damn the bloody man! Fancies himself as a knight
         in shining armour and he didn’t even think to leave a box of man-sized Kleenex to hand. Then again, he might not have imagined
         her crying quite so uncontrollably when he left. She certainly hadn’t.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      To hell with the expense. There was no way he was going back to the station to wait for another train now.

      
      Jamie leaned into the taxi window and spoke to the driver. ‘Can you take me to Fraughton-next-the-Green, Milton Keynes?’

      
      He always felt stupid, asking for his address. It was like asking for Poggleswood or Tickle-on-the-Tum. Whoever named the estate in Milton Keynes had a more warped sense of humour than their counterparts in Leighton Buzzard.
         Mind you, with so many of them to name they must be running out of ideas by now.
      

      
      The taxi driver looked blank.

      
      ‘It’s near the Open University,’ Jamie said helpfully.

      
      He swung into the back of the aging Merc, glad of the warmth after the penetrating dampness of the night. Gratefully, he sank
         into the worn seat for the drive home to Milton Keynes. He glanced at his watch. It would take about half an hour, providing
         the driver wasn’t intent on breaking the world land-speed record as they so often seemed to be.
      

      
      The driver turned at the bottom of Teri’s road and headed back past her house. Jamie could just make out her outline through
         the slatted blinds on the window and thought that he should have closed them for her. With any luck, her friend Clare wouldn’t
         be too long in coming home and she could look after her.
      

      
      Why did he feel so ridiculously deflated, Jamie asked himself, walking away and leaving her like that? He’d done all he could.
         She wasn’t his problem any more. So what was his problem? Why had he felt so ridiculously elated when she’d said that there was no one waiting at home for her? Why had he, for a brief and shocking moment, wished that he
         could have said the same thing?
      

      
      Pamela would be furious. Again. He had promised that he would be home earlier tonight – and he had nearly made it. If he hadn’t
         been rushing quite so much, he might never have rugby-tackled Teri at all. So really, this time, it was Pamela’s fault he
         was late … although it wasn’t an excuse he was keen to try on her.
      

      
      Better to stick to the old faithful, he decided – signalling failures at Watford Junction. It was usually true. He certainly
         couldn’t tell her the real truth. Pamela was not an understanding woman. Anyway, why did he feel so guilty about taking Teri
         back home? He was only doing the Good Samaritan bit, wasn’t he? Anyone would have done the same, wouldn’t they? Possibly not
         these days. There might have been a considerable amount of passing by on the other side.
      

      
      Perhaps he was feeling guilty because it wasn’t for entirely altruistic reasons that he had wanted to dally in her company.
         Hell, she had looked so sexy with her scabby little knee and her wobbly lower lip and her hair that looked as if she had been
         pulled through a particularly thick hedge backwards and forwards. He’d wanted to take her in his arms and cuddle her until all the nasty men went away – except that he had been
         the nasty man who had knocked her down in the first place. Well, he couldn’t just abandon her after that. Could he?
      

      
      He could hear the closing bars of Coronation Street as he turned his key in the lock and wondered briefly whether Pamela had lost her marbles completely while she was waiting
         for him to come home. She was not a Coronation Street person. Dynasty might be getting a bit closer, but certainly not the Street. Pamela had a terminal fear of all things working-class; she seemed to think that just by watching the programme, serious
         dropping of the aitches and a liking for black pudding might ensue.
      

      
      
      ‘Hi, I’m home,’ Jamie shouted tentatively. There was no reply. Not promising.

      
      MacTavish was cowering under the radiator in the corner of the hall – this was not a good sign either. He wagged his tail
         tentatively and Jamie patted him. A brief ‘Good boy’ was all the encouragement he needed to be sent racing upstairs, tail
         battering the banisters as he went.
      

      
      Jamie pushed open the lounge door. Next door’s fourteen-year-old daughter Melanie was snogging – if that’s what they still
         called it – with her boyfriend on the sofa. His hand was up her skirt and they both shot three feet in the air when Jamie
         peered over the sofa and said, ‘Hello.’
      

      
      Obviously, the efforts of the Street’s best scriptwriters had failed to capture their attention. Jamie rubbed his stubble. ‘What on earth are you doing?’
      

      
      They looked at each other for inspiration. Jamie moved up from his stubble and instead rubbed the frown lines on his forehead.
         ‘Forget I said that,’ he waved a hand dismissively. ‘Where’s Pamela?’
      

      
      ‘She’s gone to Francesca’s school. It’s parents’ night.’

      
      ‘Oh shit, shit!’ Jamie banged the place he had just rubbed. ‘I’d completely forgotten about it.’ Pamela would do her pieces
         when she got home. ‘Where are the kids?’
      

      
      ‘In bed – about an hour ago,’ Melanie said sheepishly. ‘We’re babysitting.’

      
      ‘We had a different name for it in our day,’ Jamie said caustically. They both looked puzzled.

      
      He dropped his briefcase on the sofa. ‘Go on, you can clear off home now I’m back.’ They shuffled towards the door. ‘Did Pamela
         pay you?’
      

      
      They shook their heads. He pulled out his wallet and gave them a ten-pound note. ‘Go and book yourself a motel room or something,’
         he muttered.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, Mr Duncan.’ They departed hastily – Melanie rearranging her Lycra as best she could – presumably before he could
         change his mind.
      

      
      He took his coat off, shook the rain from it and hung it over the banister. Pamela hated that too. He would move it before she came home. Tiptoeing up the stairs, he peeped in the
         children’s bedrooms. Jack was curled up with his thumb in his mouth, a tumble of blond hair curling over the duvet. He looked
         just like Pamela and, more unfortunately, had every sign of having inherited her temperament as well as her looks.
      

      
      Francesca was stretched out fast asleep on top of her duvet with Barbie. She was like him – tall, the tallest in her class,
         dark and easygoing – lazy in school terms. He turned away from the doorway.
      

      
      ‘Mummy’s very cross with you.’

      
      He suppressed a smile and turned back. ‘I know. I was late home from work, when I said I wouldn’t be. She’s gone to see Mrs
         Rutherford.’
      

      
      ‘I bet that’ll make her cross too.’

      
      He smoothed her hair and laughed. ‘I hope not. Go to sleep.’ He kissed her forehead.

      
      ‘Mummy had to ring Kathy next door so that Melanie could come round to stay with us. She called you an inconsiderate bastard.’
         It sounded appealing with a faint lisp due to the absence of two front teeth.
      

      
      ‘She’s probably right. But those are grown-up words that aren’t very nice. Don’t try them in the playground or you’ll upset
         Mrs Rutherford.’
      

      
      ‘Goodnight, Daddy.’

      
      ‘Goodnight, darling.’

      
      ‘Daddy.’

      
      ‘Yes, darling?’

      
      ‘MacTavish is under the bed.’

      
      ‘It’s probably a good place for him at the moment.’

      
      ‘Goodnight.’

      
      Pamela had continued the illegitimate offspring theme in the kitchen. He opened the oven door and took out the well-cooked
         plate with a folded tea towel. On it were three fish fingers that definitely wouldn’t have inspired Cap’n Birdseye to cry,
         ‘Yo, ho, me hearties,’ some sadly deflated livid green spheres that probably used to be peas, and some reconstituted potato Alphabites spelling the word BASTARD that were arranged
         in a neat semi-circle around the edge of the plate.
      

      
      Jamie wondered whether his wife had got all the letters from one bag, or whether she had opened two bags specially. It seemed
         more vindictive to open two bags, but he fought the urge to search the freezer to check. Jamie popped the B into his mouth
         with his fingers. It burnt his tongue.
      

      
      He took his plate through to the conservatory, taking the tomato ketchup from the cupboard on the way. It could be a bit on
         the chilly side in here in the winter, but at least looking at some of the exotic plants still thriving in there gave him
         an indication of the warmer days to come, and helped to dispel the misery he felt at spending six months of the year always
         leaving in the morning and returning home at night in the pitch dark.
      

      
      It might also help him to digest this dried-up school dinner. His first inclination had been to scrape it into the bin – or
         into the dog – and make himself a sandwich, but that would have been ungrateful. It was his fault he was late and he would
         take Pamela’s punishment like a man – or a mouse, depending on which way you looked at it.
      

      
      Jamie spread ketchup over the rest of the -ASTARD and began to work his way through it letter by letter. It was a well-known
         fact of life that tomato ketchup made even the most unlikely thing edible. That was why the children smeared it on chips,
         cabbage, curries and cereal, even Coco Pops. It wasn’t that Pamela couldn’t cook, it was just that recently she had taken
         it into her head that everything in the house had to be educational. And that obviously included mealtimes.
      

      
      These days, his wife wasn’t happy unless the children could spell with their food, or at the very least make a funny face
         – which tended to prolong the time spent at the table. Jack could already spell DOG and CAT with Alphabites. Give him a book
         or a pencil and he was stuffed, but food, that was a different matter altogether. Jamie was under the impression that it was
         Pamela’s aim for him to be the first three-year-old at the nursery to be able to read the baked-bean version of War and Peace. He had some way to go yet. But that didn’t stop her from trying.
      

      
      There had been one temporary moment of politically incorrect madness when Pamela had returned pale-faced from Toys R Us, Francesca
         triumphantly clutching a Barbie doll – ‘because she was the only girl in the entire school who didn’t have one’. She omitted
         the fact that she had a computer complete with Pentium Processor, jigsaws too numerous to mention, a tool kit – non-sexist
         household – and all manner of mind-expanding playthings. But all had been forsaken in favour of Barbie – the anorexic blonde-haired
         bimbo who made Pamela Anderson look positively deflated. Pamela – Duncan, not Anderson – feared she was failing in motherhood
         and to make up for this brief aberration had turned all family meals into tutorials.
      

      
      At least the awfulness of his meal had distracted him momentarily from thinking about Teri. He should have stayed and tucked
         into Camembert and cheap brandy with her – at least then he would have felt his punishment justified. Why did he feel so wretched
         about leaving her alone with nothing but a bag of frozen peas for solace? He pushed his few remaining peas round his plate
         in sympathy.
      

      
      And her name – it slipped so casually off his tongue, as if he had been saying it for years. Teri. He wondered if it was short for something or whether her parents had been particularly trendy. He would ask her next time
         he saw her. Grief! What was he thinking of? There would be no next time. How many years had he travelled on that line without seeing her before? Still, he knew where she worked. He
         could casually orchestrate it so that he was walking by City Television offices just as she was going home for the evening
         – they were only just up the road from Euston Station. But perhaps she didn’t go home at that time every night; perhaps she
         was leaving early to go to the dentist or something. But then she would have mentioned it …
      

      
      He gripped the arms of his wicker chair. This was a train of thought that must stop – no pun intended. Why was he even thinking of wanting to meet her again? He was happily married –
         well, mostly – with two point two children, if you included Barbie. He and Teri had nothing in common with each other and
         no need to speak again. Commuting and communicating might begin with the same letters, but that was where the similarity ended.
         He had knocked her over – crass, but accidental – and he had done his bit and that was the end of it. And the sooner he convinced
         himself of that the better.
      

      
      When he finally heard Pamela’s key turn in the lock, Jamie let out a heartfelt sigh. With any luck, Francesca would have done
         the business and would have sucked up to Mrs Rutherford enough at the last minute to get straight gold stars for everything.
         That could come close to letting him off the hook.
      

      
      The only thing that would massage Pamela’s ego further was if Francesca’s inspirational painting of ‘My Mummy’ looked vaguely
         like her rather than the abstract Picasso-style monster she usually managed to produce. Pamela would not be happy if she had
         green hair, white high-heeled shoes and was smoking a cigarette like she was last year.
      

      
      ‘Hello, darling,’ she shouted from the hall.

      
      Jamie shrugged and raised his eyebrows. Things were looking up. Then he remembered that his coat was still draped over the
         banister rail. That could well mean the end of the entente cordiale as we know it and the start of another Cold War.
      

      
      He heard his wife clip, clop across the parquet floor until she paused by the stairs. It was a technique the SS used in old
         films to menace prisoners of war who had thought to escape by rather overtly digging a tunnel while whistling loudly to cover
         the noise. The soldiers clicked along the corridors just before they were about to torture them without the benefit of modern
         anaesthetics.
      

      
      After a sufficiently significant and nerve-wracking pause, Pamela clipped into the kitchen. ‘I’m going to bed,’ she announced in clipped tones and promptly clipped out again. She obviously
         needed time to think up a particularly hideous torture.
      

      
      Jamie ate the last of his BASTARD with a heavy heart. It seemed he could look forward to facetious Alphabite messages for
         the rest of the week.
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