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			Siobhan

			He isn’t here.

			Siobhan breathes out slowly through her nose. She’s aiming for calm, but it reads more angry bull than zen.

			She cancelled breakfast with a friend for this. She curled her hair and wore lipstick and shaved her legs (not just to the knee, all the way up, in case he fancied running a hand up her thigh under the table).

			And he isn’t bloody here.

			‘I’m not angry,’ she tells Fiona. They’re video calling. They always video call – Siobhan is a big believer in the power of eye contact. Also, she’d quite like someone to see how fabulous she looks today, even if it is only her flatmate. ‘I’m resigned. He’s a man, ergo, he let me down. What did I expect?’

			‘You’re wearing sex make-up,’ Fiona says, squinting at the screen. ‘It’s not even nine in the morning yet, Shiv.’

			Siobhan shrugs. She’s sitting in one of those cafés that prides itself on its quirkiness, a quality she always finds deeply irritating in anything or anyone, and there’s a half-drunk double-shot oat milk latte on the table in front of her. If she’d known she was going to be stood up on Valentine’s Day, she’d have got proper milk. Siobhan is only vegan when she’s in a good mood.

			‘Sex is what we do,’ she says.

			‘Even on a breakfast date?’

			They’ve never actually had a breakfast date before. But when she’d told him she was on a flying visit to London, he’d said, Fancy having breakfast with me tomorrow morning, by any chance . . . ? Asking for a breakfast date was definitely significant – and on V-Day, no less. Generally speaking, their dates happen in her hotel room, usually after eleven p.m.; they see each other on the first Friday of the month, plus the odd bonus day if she happens to be in London.

			That’s fine. That’s plenty. Siobhan doesn’t want more than that – he lives in England, she lives in Ireland; they’re both busy people. Their arrangement works perfectly.

			‘Are you sure you don’t want to give it another five?’ Fiona says, lifting a dainty hand to her lips as she swallows a mouthful of cornflakes. She’s sitting at their kitchen table, her hair still in its overnight plait. ‘He’s maybe just late?’

			Siobhan feels a pang of homesickness for her flat, though she’s only been gone a day. She misses the familiar lemony smell of their kitchen, the peace of her walk-in-wardrobe. She misses the version of herself that had not yet made the mistake of hoping her favourite hook-up might actually want to be something more.

			She sips her latte as airily as she can. ‘Oh, please. He’s not coming,’ she says with a shrug. ‘I’m resigned to it.’

			‘You don’t think you’re maybe writing him off be—’

			‘Fi. He said eight thirty. It’s ten to. He’s stood me up. It’s better if I just . . .’ she swallows, ‘. . . accept it and bounce back.’

			‘All right,’ Fiona says with a sigh. ‘Well. Drink your coffee, remember you’re excellent, get ready to kick butt today.’ Her American accent resurfaces when she says kick butt; these days she sounds as Dublin as Siobhan for the most part. When the pair first met at the Gaiety School of Acting, aged eighteen, Fiona was all New York accent and confidence, but ten years of failed auditions have washed her out. She’s unlucky, always the understudy. Siobhan fully believes this is Fiona’s year, as she has every year for the last decade.

			‘When am I not ready to kick butt? Please.’

			Siobhan tosses her hair back just as a man passes behind her; he knocks her chair. The coffee wobbles in his hand, a tiny splash spilling on Siobhan’s shoulder. It sinks into the pillar-box red of her dress, leaving a little stain, two droplets, like a semicolon.

			It has all the makings of a meet-cute. For a split second, as she turns, Siobhan considers it – he’s attractive-ish, tall, the sort of man you’d expect to have a big dog and a loud laugh. Then he says,

			‘Christ alive, you’ll put someone’s eye out with all that hair!’

			And Siobhan decides, no, she is in too bad a mood for large imposing men who do not immediately apologise for spilling coffee on couture dresses. An angry, righteous heat grows in her chest, and she’s grateful for it, relieved, even – this is exactly what she needs.

			She reaches out and touches his arm, just lightly. He slows, his eyebrows a little raised; she pauses deliberately before she speaks.

			‘Didn’t you mean to say, I’m ever so sorry?’ she asks. Her voice is sugar-sweet.

			‘Careful, buddy,’ Fiona says from the phone, which is now propped on the wonky terracotta plant pot in the centre of the table.

			He is not careful. Siobhan knew he wouldn’t be.

			‘What exactly am I meant to be ever-so-sorry for, Rapunzel?’ he asks. He follows her gaze to the coffee stain on her shoulder and huffs a warm, indulgent laugh. He pretends to squint, as if there is nothing there to see; he’s trying to be cute, and if she were in a good, vegan-milk sort of mood, Siobhan might go along with it. But, unfortunately for the man with the coffee, Siobhan has just been stood up on Valentine’s Day.

			‘This dress cost almost two thousand euro,’ she says. ‘Would you like to transfer the money, or pay in instalments?’

			He throws his head back and laughs. A few couples glance over.

			‘Very funny,’ he says.

			‘I’m not joking.’

			His smile drops, and then things really get started. He raises his voice first; she pulls up the dress on NET-A-PORTER; he snaps and calls her a mouthy little madam, which is excellent, because it gives her an extra five minutes of ammo, and Fiona’s laughing on her phone screen, and for a good few seconds Siobhan almost forgets that she’s alone in a tediously quirky café with no date.

			‘You’re brutal, Shiv,’ Fiona says fondly as Siobhan settles back into her chair.

			The man has stormed off, having thrown a tenner on her table ‘for the dry-cleaning’. Everyone is staring. Siobhan flicks those shining blonde argument-starting locks over her shoulder and turns her face to the window. Chin up. Tits out. Legs crossed.

			With her head turned like this, only Fiona can tell she’s trying not to cry.

			‘Did that help?’ Fiona asks.

			‘Of course. And I’m ten quid richer, too. What shall I buy?’ Siobhan sniffs and pulls up the menu from the other side of the table. She catches the time on her watch: 9 a.m. Only 9 a.m. and she’s already having a record-breakingly bad day. ‘An “always see the sunny side” fry-up, perhaps? A “keep smiling” kale smoothie?’

			She slaps her hand down on the menu and shoves it away again; the couple on the adjacent table jump slightly and eye her with trepidation.

			‘Fuck me, this is categorically the worst place to be stood up on Valentine’s Day,’ she says. The warming anger in her chest has gone, and now there’s just that tightness, the lonely clutching ache of approaching tears.

			‘Do not let this get to you,’ Fiona says. ‘He’s a prick if he’s stood you up.’

			‘He is a prick,’ Siobhan says fiercely, voice catching.

			Fiona falls silent. Siobhan has the suspicion that she is giving her time to gather herself, which makes her even more determined not to let either of the teardrops currently teetering on her lash-line roll down her cheeks.

			‘I know this was big for you, Shiv,’ Fiona says tentatively. ‘Have you even . . . Isn’t it the first proper date since Cillian?’

			Siobhan scowls, conceding defeat and dabbing at her eyes. ‘What, you think I haven’t been on a date for three years?’

			Fiona just waits patiently; they both know that she hasn’t. Fiona ought to know better than to say it, though. Eventually Fiona sighs and says,

			‘Are you binning him off, then?’

			‘Oh, he’s binned. He’s done,’ Siobhan says.

			He’s going to rue the day he stood her up. Siobhan doesn’t know what ruing is, not yet, but she’s going to find out. And he’s not going to like it.

		

	
		
			Miranda

			09:03, and nobody has turned up.

			Miranda gnaws the inside of her thumbnail and leans back against her car, tapping a boot on the tyre. She tightens her ponytail. She checks her bootlaces. She goes through her rucksack and makes sure everything’s there: two water bottles, her climbing kit, the hand saw her parents bought her for her birthday, with her name engraved on the handle. All present and correct, no items having magically leapt from her bag at some point on the twenty-minute journey from her flat.

			09:07 and, at last, there’s the sound of tyres on gravel. Miranda turns as Jamie’s truck pulls up, bright green, emblazoned with the J Doyle company logo. Miranda’s heart is hammering at her ribs like a woodpecker, and she stands a little taller as Jamie and the rest of the crew climb out.

			Jamie grins at her as they approach. ‘AJ, Spikes, Trey, this is Miranda Rosso,’ he says.

			Two of the men give Miranda a look that she is familiar with: the hunted, nervous glance of boys who have been firmly instructed not to be inappropriate. Trey is short and stocky, with sullen, deep-set eyes. Spikes is a head taller than Trey and built like a rugby player, barrel-chested beneath his grubby, faded T-shirt. They each nod at her and immediately turn their attention to the tree on the corner of the plot where they’re parked.

			And then there’s AJ. He gives Miranda a very different sort of look: the up-and-down glance of a man who hears ‘don’t be inappropriate with the new girl’ and takes it as a challenge.

			Miranda’s been warned about AJ. He’s got quite the reputation. That AJ’s had more women than he’s climbed trees, Miranda’s old boss told her when she said she was leaving to join Jamie’s team. Face of an angel, heart of an absolutely heartless bastard.

			So Miranda is braced for the piercing green eyes, the bearded jaw, the muscled, tattooed arms. She’s ready for the eyebrow quirk she gets when their eyes meet, the look that says, I eat women like you for breakfast.

			She’s not totally prepared for the small cockapoo puppy in his arms, however.

			She double takes. AJ strokes the dog’s head, implacable, as if it is perfectly normal to be carrying a tiny puppy when you arrive at a job site.

			‘Oh, yeah, and that’s Rip,’ Jamie says, without much enthusiasm. ‘New dog. Apparently he can’t be left home alone, is that right, AJ?’

			‘Gets separation anxiety,’ AJ says, lifting Rip up a little higher against his broad, muscled chest.

			Miranda is trying very hard not to smile. Her plan for dealing with AJ had been to completely ignore him – she’s found that’s usually the best strategy with cocky types. But . . . damn, that’s a cute puppy. She’s never been able to resist the ones that look a bit like teddy bears, all curly-coated and snub-nosed.

			‘Hey, Rip,’ she says, extending a hand for him to sniff. ‘Hey, little guy!’

			Rip’s tail begins to wag against AJ’s side, and Miranda tries not to melt.

			‘He likes you,’ AJ says, voice like honey, gaze slick as it runs up and down Miranda’s body again, and Miranda’s brain puts the brakes on. The puppy may be cute, but she is directing way too much attention to the torso of the man holding him. This was not the strategy.

			‘Hi,’ she says, tearing her gaze away from Rip and directing her smile towards Trey and Spikes. ‘Good to meet you guys.’

			‘Rosso’s quite the climber,’ Jamie says, clapping Miranda on the back. ‘You should have seen her at the aerial rescue challenge. Never seen anyone up a tree so fast. You got your own climbing kit?’

			‘Mmm-hmm,’ Miranda says, nodding to indicate her rucksack.

			‘I’m sending you up the big one,’ Jamie says. ‘The customer wants the crown reduced by a third.’ He nods at the silver birch towering over the front garden of the grand house they’re parked outside. It’s spindly, ducking and weaving in the wind. ‘Want to show these boys how it’s done?’

			‘Always,’ Miranda says, already crouching to open her rucksack and pull out her harness.

			 

			There is no rush quite like a climb.

			When Miranda was fifteen, she was walking home from school and heard men shouting in the distance. She followed the sounds to the tree surgeons training in the land management college up the road from her secondary. There was a row of pines, tall and lovely, with yellow and orange ropes hanging from their branches. The men above her were moving through the trees like Tarzan, leaping across forks to grab trunks between their knees, leaning back into their harnesses. One was even hanging upside-down.

			It had never occurred to Miranda that you could climb trees for a living.

			The instructor had seen her watching and told her about an open day the following week when she’d get the chance to try it herself, if she fancied it. Once she’d felt the harness take her weight, once she’d reached her first branch and looked down at the ground swimming beneath her, she’d been hooked.

			Ten years later and she isn’t just climbing trees for a living, she’s doing it really well. And though her parents are no closer to understanding why their eldest daughter insists on working in a profession so dangerous that she was advised to get her life insurance sorted on her first day, they have reluctantly come around to it, mainly because nobody could fail to see how passionate Miranda is about what she does.

			Once she’s up in the birch, with her main line anchored to the highest branch that can take her weight, Miranda forgets about Trey and Spikes and AJ. She even forgets about Carter, their lunch date, the outfit carefully folded in the bottom of her rucksack in readiness. Being forty feet up a tree is absolutely terrifying, no matter how experienced you are, and when you’re doing it, there’s no room for anything else. There’s just you and the ropes and the wind and the tree, breathing around you, keeping you from falling.

			AJ’s pruning a hedge to the front of the property, with Rip toddling excitedly around his feet; at first Jamie stays to keep an eye on Miranda, but after half an hour or so he leaves to help AJ. The other boys are on groundwork, the heavy lifting, putting branches through the chipper. The morning goes by in a roar of chainsaws and the glitter of sawdust.

			Miranda sails down the main line and lets herself land hard, heels digging into the soil beneath the tree. The rope comes down nicely for her, doesn’t even catch. It’s been a good morning. Her hair is coming loose from its ponytail; strands stick to her forehead as she pulls off her helmet.

			‘Not bad,’ AJ says, as she walks past him to Jamie.

			‘Cheers,’ she says, and smiles at Jamie. ‘All good, boss?’

			‘Oh, I remember!’ Jamie says, straightening up with an armful of hazel branches, eyes twinkling. He’s in his late forties now, no longer the fastest guy up the tree, not the one who takes the risks. But he’s still got an edginess to him. A really good tree surgeon is just the right amount of adrenaline junkie. Or too much of one, and very lucky. ‘You’ve got to be gone by half one, right? For your date?’

			Miranda brushes sawdust off her chainsaw trousers. She’s wearing braces – safety trousers are designed with men in mind and are always too loose around the waist. A friend she met on an aerial rescue course tipped her off that suspenders would save her from the humiliation of finding her trousers around her ankles one day.

			‘Yep! Lunch date,’ she says, unclipping the chainsaw and setting it up in the bed of Jamie’s truck. ‘It is Valentine’s Day, you know.’

			‘My wife reminded me of that this morning,’ Jamie says, pulling a face.

			‘A lunch date?’ AJ says behind her.

			She doesn’t turn around. ‘My boyfriend wanted to meet me right after I’d finished my first job with Jamie.’

			‘Or he’s got another woman lined up for the evening slot,’ AJ says.

			Miranda doesn’t have much of a temper. She figures anyone who’s being a dick probably has a reason for it, and there’s no use flying off the handle. But she also knows that tolerance can look like weakness, especially if you’re a woman. She swallows.

			‘What are your plans for the evening then, AJ?’ she asks, glancing back at him for just long enough to catch his quick, one-sided smile at the question. ‘Got a hot date?’

			‘Depends,’ he says.

			‘On what?’ Miranda pulls her hair out of its ponytail and runs her fingers through the tangles. Her hair is thick and dark, frizzy around her face, ringleted at the bottom, and almost always in knots.

			‘On whether Jamie’ll let me ask you out for a drink this evening.’

			‘AJ!’ Jamie barks. ‘What did we talk about on the drive here?’

			Miranda meets AJ’s eyes for just a moment. He’s teasing her, or maybe testing her. But there’s genuine heat behind his gaze, and Miranda realises with a jolt that he’d do it – he’d take her out for a drink, and then he’d take her home. This gorgeous, dangerous man.

			Quite flattering, all things considered. Even if she does know he screws anything that moves.

			‘Why not? I know you’re free tonight,’ AJ says, folding his tattooed arms across his chest. His biceps are enormous. Miranda is quite sure he crossed his arms so she’d notice.

			She keeps her chin up. ‘Not interested,’ she says, and smiles. ‘Thanks though.’ She turns back to Jamie. ‘Seven tomorrow morning, right? You’ll message me the address?’

			‘Not interested!’ Jamie crows. ‘When did you last hear that from a girl, AJ?’

			AJ shrugs, bending down to pick up Rip, and Miranda can feel that his eyes are still on her as she begins to walk away.

			‘Been a while,’ he says. ‘But I always wear them down.’

			Miranda laughs at that. ‘Not this one,’ she says cheerfully over her shoulder. ‘I’m taken.’

			‘By Mr Lunch Date,’ AJ calls. ‘Lucky girl.’

			 

			She is lucky. Most days she can’t believe her luck, actually. Carter is the sort of guy who she’d imagine would never look twice at someone like her: he’s so mature, has a well-paid job, wears proper tailored suits. And he’s gorgeous. Grown-up gorgeous, not like scruffy AJ. Carter has round glasses and a straight, manly jaw, and this totally melt-you-on-the-spot smile.

			The two of them met through Reg, one of the guys Miranda used to work with – he played football with Carter, and Miranda had been at the pub with Reg one day last year when half the team had come in for a drink after a kickaround. Carter had been scrubbed clean, back in his work suit because he’d forgotten to bring another change of clothes for after the match, and he’d stood out like a shiny penny. All bright smile and half-wet hair. As the rest of the lads took the piss out of his outfit, he did this sheepish little head-duck, glasses catching in the pub lights, and Miranda’s stomach had swooped. That head-duck hinted at the boy underneath the broad-shouldered grown-up; it made him seem more approachable.

			Miranda hadn’t been able to stop staring at him, and eventually he’d noticed and offered her a small, questioning half grin, a gentler invitation than she’d expected. He must be used to women throwing themselves at him, she’d thought, but there was no expectation there. She’d asked Reg to introduce them in the end, buoyed up by three pints, giddy with the half smile Carter had thrown her way. Rosso, Carter, Carter, Rosso, Reg had said. Carter, get her a drink, will you, this is a woman who deserves to be treated right.

			Now, five months later, Carter still seems to be taking Reg at his word – the restaurant he’s taking her to for their Valentine’s Day lunch is the sort of place with no prices on the menu and drizzled glazes around the edges of the plate. It’s not far from Erstead, the Surrey commuter town where Miranda lives. She gets changed at the McDonald’s around the corner, slicking on some lip balm and mascara, and feels pretty good about herself for the three-minute walk to the fancy restaurant, then immediately transitions to feeling childish and underdressed as she walks to their table in her blue pinafore dress and scuffed pumps. All the other women look really sophisticated.

			Miranda lifts her bum off the chair to pull down the dress surreptitiously, under cover of the tablecloth. This is a classy restaurant, so they’re only doing Valentine’s Day indirectly: rose petals on tables, a general increase in candles, a vague atmosphere of smugness.

			Miranda arrived a little late, so it takes her a while to clock that it’s well after two and there’s still no sign of Carter. He’s habitually late, so this is no great surprise. But at around half past, when the waiter asks her if she wants a drink, she orders a Coke – it’s getting awkward just sitting there, surrounded by loved-up couples, fiddling with her napkin and tapping her feet.

			She sends Carter a text: Where are you?! Xx

			Then another: You’re really late?

			And then: Carter?? Hello?

			Slowly, slowly, she slips from being a woman who is waiting for her date to a woman who has been stood up. Nothing’s visibly changed – she’s still here, checking her phone too often, getting through her drink too fast. But everyone can see that her status is changing as each second passes, and by the time Miranda has sat at that table for forty-five minutes, without even moving a muscle she’s become somebody to be pitied.

			Eventually she just can’t stand the stillness any longer. With each minute that’s gone by, the fidgety, need-to-move feeling in her limbs has ramped up, even after a morning on the job. She tells herself she’ll wait until ten past three, and makes it to five past before going up to pay for her drink at the bar.

			There’s no way around it: he’s stood her up.

			There’s probably a totally reasonable explanation, she tells herself. Some really funny story. He’ll tell it with all the different people’s voices – he’s really good at accents; he totally nails her dad’s Italian one, and he’s got the Liverpudlian guy in Miranda’s building down to a tee. They’ll laugh about it. It’ll become one of their stories, like, Remember that time you stood me up on Valentine’s Day?

			Right now, though, it kind of sucks. Miranda chews her lip as she waits for the card receipt to print. She knows she’ll forgive Carter. She’s probably forgiven him already, really, in anticipation of his excellent excuse. But for a moment, it’s quite nice to imagine she’s the sort of woman who wouldn’t. The sort of woman who’d say, I don’t take this shit. If you stand me up, that’s it. You’re done.

			By the time Miranda gets home it’s half four, and there’s still no message from Carter. She misses her old flatmate – she could really use someone to make her a sympathetic cup of tea right now. She stands in the middle of the living room, listening to the traffic outside, wondering whether Carter decided she wasn’t right for him after all.

			This is pointless, Miranda Rosso, she tells herself, kicking off her pumps. Pull yourself together.

			It’s not even five yet – plenty of day left. She’ll hoover, then cook dinner and get to bed early. There’s no use standing around moping. Where’s that ever got anybody?

		

	
		
			Jane

			The key is hors d’oeuvres. As long as she has a miniature goat’s cheese tart or a tiny spring roll in her mouth, then Jane has at least three seconds of chewing time to think of a response when she’s hit with the inevitable, awful questions that arise when you’re at an engagement party and your date has stood you up.

			‘Still on your own-io, hen?’ Keira asks. She’s got a glass of bubbly in each hand but manages to hoick her breasts up nonetheless; her necklaces briefly disappear into the valley of cleavage at the neckline of her ball gown.

			Keira helps out at the Count Langley charity shop two days a week. She is one of the people most determined to set Jane up with Ronnie Langley, son of the count himself and the man who caused this whole mess.

			When Jane first started working at the shop, Ronnie had taken a shine to her. Everyone who works for the Count Langley Trust is inordinately fond of Ronnie, who has one of those tragically arranged faces that immediately inspires pity, and who is still single at thirty-five despite being first in line to inherit a ramshackle mansion, which everyone except Jane seems to consider the height of eligibility.

			It had become a charity-shop-wide mission to get Jane and Ronnie together. And so Jane had told a little lie. She’d said she had a boyfriend. Over the years the lie has grown and grown, but it has never been put to the test quite like this before.

			‘I’m sure he’s on his way, just held up at work,’ Jane says weakly, checking her watch. Only a quarter past six – another hour of ‘drinks and mingling’ before the sit-down dinner begins.

			Keira eyes her, false eyelashes bobbing as she takes in Jane’s outfit: the same one she wore to work today. Jane’s cheeks warm. She’d thought she could get away with the pale green cotton dress if she removed her woolly cardigan and tights, but now that she’s here, it’s obviously not formal enough. Behind Keira, the crowd deepens – there are so many guests here, more people than Constance and Martin could know by name, surely. They’re in the guildhall at Winchester; the theme of the event, unsurprisingly, is Valentine’s Day. There is a truly grotesque amount of pink.

			‘Listen, hen,’ Keira says, her wrinkles deepening as she scrunches her face up. ‘We all know you’ve been fibbing about having a boyfriend. You’re better off just owning up, now, if . . .’

			‘Jane, dear, may I borrow you?’ calls Mortimer.

			Jane turns to Mortimer with an expression of fervent gratitude. Keira looks disgruntled as he leads Jane away from the bustle towards the edge of the room.

			Mortimer Daperty is seventy years old; he wears a brown suit to work every day, has a tuna sandwich for lunch without fail, and says Ta-ta then, Jane! See you anon! when he leaves at six p.m. each night. When nobody else is in the shop, he and Jane coexist in warm, mothball-scented silence, steam-ironing donated clothes and passing each other used books without exchanging so much as a word.

			‘You look absolutely miserable,’ Mortimer says kindly.

			‘I . . . don’t do well in crowds,’ Jane says, trying to steady her breathing.

			‘And the young man who you said was coming . . . ?’

			Jane is well-practised at dodging personal questions from her charity shop colleagues. But Mortimer usually never asks them, so this one takes her by surprise, and before she knows it, she finds herself answering.

			‘He was doing me a favour. We’re not together, but he said he’d be my date so that I didn’t have to come to this alone.’ She looks down at her shoes. Sensible, soft brown leather, the sort of shoes she wouldn’t have been seen dead in, once. ‘Keira’s right: I did lie about having a boyfriend.’

			Mortimer just nods. ‘A very reasonable protective measure,’ he says. ‘And this friend of yours, he’s not even telephoned?’

			Jane had expected some judgement from Mortimer, but his expression is kind.

			‘No. He’s not called,’ she says, returning her gaze to her shoes.

			Mortimer tuts, but it’s not Joseph who Jane is disappointed in – it’s herself. She should have known better than to rely on someone else. As a rule, she prefers plants and cats to humans these days: they’re both species with a much better track record.

			Every day since moving back to Winchester, Jane has gone to the Hoxton Bakehouse at opening and bought herself the low-fat yogurt pot with fruit and granola. It’s an unjustifiable expense, really, but the routine is soothing, like slipping into the same worn boots each day.

			When she’d first seen Joseph in the bakery just after Christmas, she’d stopped so suddenly she’d almost tripped over her own feet in the doorway. She recognised him. She couldn’t say exactly where from, but he felt . . . important. Someone from her old job, maybe? She said, ‘Oh!’ out loud, and stared, before she could remind herself that staring is the quickest way to draw attention to yourself, and should at all costs be avoided.

			Joseph had turned and looked, but he hadn’t seemed to recognise her. He’d shot her an enormous, sunny smile. Slightly perplexed, perhaps.

			‘Hello,’ he said.

			For a moment Jane stood poised, frozen, eyes wide. Then—

			‘Sorry, I thought you were . . . someone else,’ she mumbled, averting her gaze and scuttling to the back of the queue and out of sight. But she’d felt his gaze on her, warm and curious, as he walked out of the shop with his croissant. After that, she saw him every morning for two weeks, but still couldn’t quite place him. She never made the mistake of staring at him again.

			And then, just when Jane had relaxed a little:

			‘This is a bit odd, isn’t it?’ Joseph said, suddenly turning on his heel to look right at her as they waited in the queue.

			Jane blinked rapidly. ‘Pardon?’ she managed, in the direction of the floor.

			‘Well, I know all sorts about you. I know you wear the yellow jumper on Mondays, and a pale blue shirt on Tuesdays, and a white floaty dress on Wednesdays, and that spring green one with a cardigan on Thursdays, and a light pink jumper on Fridays. I know you read, because you’ve always got a book. And I know you like cinnamon buns, because you always give them this wistful sort of look before you order the yogurt pot. We see each other every day. But we don’t talk.’

			Her palms sweated. Nobody else had ever noticed her outfit rotation so quickly. And she was sure she didn’t eye up the cinnamon buns – or at least, not every morning.

			At last, unable to hold off any longer, she looked up and met his gaze.

			He was undeniably handsome, though if pressed on why, she would have struggled to answer. His face was very mobile and expressive; his eyebrows were a little too straight and thick and would have looked stern on a man who smiled less. His creamy white skin was flushed along his cheekbones from the warmth of the bakery, and his jaw was dusted with grainy stubble a shade darker than his hazelnut brown hair. There was nothing in his face that explained why he was quite so engagingly good-looking, but when she met his eyes, she felt that dangerous, animal thrill that you feel in the presence of someone beautiful.

			‘I don’t think it’s all that strange,’ she found herself saying. ‘Do you talk to the person sitting beside you on the train?’

			‘Yes,’ he said promptly.

			‘Oh, that’s awful,’ Jane said, before she could stop herself, and he burst out laughing.

			‘I’m Joseph,’ he said. ‘Tell me, where are you getting all these books from?’

			That’s how they’d ended up in a two-person book club. As a rule, Jane does not make friends with people – or rather, people do not make friends with Jane. And yet somehow a few days later she’d found herself sitting down for a Sunday morning coffee with him, talking about Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West. Books are my happy place, he’d told her, and she’d felt herself light up, because that’s exactly what they are to her, too.

			She had, at least, ensured that there would be nothing romantic there. She had used the I have a boyfriend lie on Joseph too – a protective measure, as Mortimer put it. It was only at the start of February, by which point she and Joseph were undeniably friends, that Jane had confessed she did not, in fact, have a boyfriend.

			‘Ah, that is good news,’ Joseph said. ‘Because I was starting to think this guy was a real bellend.’

			‘What!’ Jane had always worked quite hard to make her fictional boyfriend seem like a catch.

			‘He’s never around!’ Joseph said with a laugh. ‘And he didn’t get you anything for your birthday?’

			It’s true: Jane had not gone as far as buying herself a real present from her fictional boyfriend.

			The ease with which Joseph took her confession made her relax, and in the last couple of weeks they’ve grown closer. She’s given up on trying to work out where she recognises him from – it had drawn her to him at first, perhaps, that strange, nagging sense of familiarity, but they’re past that now. He’s just Joseph.

			And if she is sometimes a little distracted by the sunny warmth of his smile or the way his eyes turn greener in certain lights, she has mastered the art of ignoring it.

			Already he knows more about Jane than anyone else who still remains in her life. Not everything, of course, but still, he is shockingly unbothered by the parts of herself she regards as impossible to like: her tendency to blurt out her thoughts, her rules and routines, her indecisiveness. It’s felt so good to have someone to talk to again. She had begun to find herself thinking, What’s the harm?

			Now, as Keira makes her way purposefully towards her with Ronnie by her side, Jane thinks, This. This is the harm.

			‘Jane,’ Keira says, tugging Ronnie by the arm, ‘Ronnie was just telling me he doesn’t have a date this evening either.’

			Ronnie is visibly quivering beside the formidable Keira. He is gripped with such intense self-consciousness that Jane can feel it radiating from beneath his suit like the warmth of an oven, even from several steps away.

			‘H-hello,’ he says. ‘Lovely to see you, Jane.’

			‘Jane’s date is . . .’ Keira looks at her expectantly.

			Under Keira’s self-satisfied gaze, Jane gives up on He’s running late or I’m sure he’ll be here any minute.

			‘He can’t make it,’ Jane says.

			‘Oh, poor Jane! Ever so unlucky in love!’ Keira says.

			Jane has no idea where Keira got this idea from, though, annoyingly, it’s very accurate.

			‘Isn’t your mother badgering you for grandkids yet? I’ve been on at my kids for years, and they’re still dragging their feet,’ Keira says, sipping her drink.

			Jane grits her teeth for a moment before answering. ‘My mother’s dead,’ she says.

			Keira recoils. Her mouth opens and closes. This is always the worst part of these conversations: the hovering silence before the other person has decided exactly which sentimental line they’re going to trot out in response.

			‘Oh, hen, I never knew! You never said!’ Keira says. She lowers her voice. ‘Was that why you left London and came here?’

			The word London makes Jane flinch, as if someone’s just grabbed her by the shoulder. Keira never lets this question go; she asks it at least once a month, in some form or other, with the blithe persistence of a truly talented gossip.

			‘No,’ Jane says, careful to keep her voice steady. ‘No, my mother died a long time ago. I was very young. I barely remember her.’

			‘How utterly tragic,’ Keira says.

			Ronnie is shifting uncomfortably from one foot to the other, like a child who needs the toilet. Keira pats Jane’s bare arm, her hand sweaty and well-intentioned; it takes all Jane’s strength not to shrug it off. She never wants to be touched when she’s sad. These days she’s hardly touched at all, and so it feels even worse, like pulling on a prickly wool jumper when you’ve been wearing silk.

			‘Well, you’ve got us, hen, we’ll look after you,’ Keira says. She offers Jane a watery, exaggerated wink. ‘Why doesn’t Ronnie take your date’s seat at dinner, hmm? Who knows! This could be the start of a new story for you!’

			 

			As Jane steps into the shop the next morning, she checks surreptitiously for lurking Keira-types before making her way to the till. The engagement party was hell. She only went because Constance, who is getting married, had always been kind when they’d worked in the shop together; the event was a useful reminder that stepping outside of her comfort zone never ends well. She breathes in the musty smell of the shop and begins her usual routine on arriving at work: a spring clean, then getting the till going, then making a start on the donation bags.

			The shop floor has already been swept and there are fresh flowers in the vase on the coffee table by the bookcases, carefully placed to brighten up the space. The Count Langley charity shop is inside one of the fifteenth-century buildings to the north-east of town, down by the riverside: it’s all sagging dark beams and creaking wood floors, and there’s mildew creeping up behind the staff toilet like an incoming tide on sand. The Count Langley Trust owns the building; the charity supports individuals who are nearing the end of their life. Their funding shrinks almost as quickly as the mildew grows.

			‘Jane!’

			She winces. It’s Keira, emerging from the back room: Jane should have known when she saw the flowers. And – she turns – Constance and Mortimer. This is a completely unnecessary number of people to run the shop today, and shouldn’t Constance be in bed with her fiancé?

			‘Oh, hen,’ Keira says, descending with her arms outstretched. ‘I’ve just been miserable all night thinking about you on your own at the party. Shall we sit down and chat about it? Wasn’t Ronnie charming at dinner?’

			Surely, surely Jane won’t have to go through a whole day of this. She can’t.

			‘Jane?’ comes a voice behind her, as the bell above the door tinkles.

			She turns towards the entrance. Head ducked as he steps through the low-beamed doorway, dressed in a soft grey woollen jumper, is Joseph.

			‘Jane, I’m so sorry,’ he says, making his way towards them. ‘Hi, everyone, hi. I’m Joseph. Lovely to meet you all. I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there last night for the party.’

			And then he rests a hand on the small of Jane’s back and kisses her gently on the cheek.

			It’s a sweet kiss, a girlfriend-boyfriend kiss. He does it so comfortably, so easily, that Jane is all the more surprised by the shot of desire that goes through her as his lips graze her cheek.

			Joseph has never touched her before. Not once. They didn’t shake hands when they first met; they don’t ever hug hello. He doesn’t guide her by the elbow when they move through a crowd. She likes that about him: he’s not tactile, and that distance, that lack of flirtation, it makes her feel safe.

			But it also means she had absolutely no idea how her body would react to the feeling of Joseph’s lips on her skin until this very moment. Her heart is still fluttering; she’s hot; her lips are parted. All from a bare second of contact.

			Mortimer is ushering Joseph through to sit down in the back of the shop. Jane’s heartbeat resettles slowly; she watches the others as they all pull up chairs. Keira is staring at Joseph with her mouth open – Jane can see a little scrap of something green between two of her teeth. Constance is wide-eyed and baffled: it seems Keira filled her in on last night. Jane can’t help a smile growing. It does feel lovely to surprise everyone, for once.

			‘I’m so sorry, Jane,’ Joseph says in her ear as everyone sits down in a misshapen circle amongst the bin bags and boxes of the back room. ‘I’m going to make it up to you.’

			His face is crumpled with concern, all furrows and quizzical lines, but it’s his lips that catch Jane’s attention. She’s never noticed the colour of them before – a matte, russet red. They’re romantic lips. The sort of lips that know exactly what to do with themselves.

			‘That’s OK,’ she says.

			‘No, it really isn’t. I let you down.’

			He launches into the story, regaling the group. He broke his phone, then got stuck behind a cherry picker, apparently, which Jane can only assume is some sort of vehicle, then his car broke down and the driver had to help him move it to safety, and it took so long for the AA to come, and he couldn’t remember Jane’s number . . .

			They escape to the kitchen after five minutes or so, to get him a cup of coffee. It’s more of a cupboard than a kitchen, with an ancient extractor fan rattling away on the wall like a smoker with a cough, but still, it’s private.

			‘Is any of that true?’ Jane asks him. ‘The car, the cherry thing, the AA?’

			Joseph closes his eyes for a moment and sighs. He often looks rushed off his feet whenever he arrives anywhere – he has this air to him, this slightly harried franticness, as though he’s trying to be in too many places at once. But today it’s more harassed than harried. He looks exhausted.

			‘No. Some of it, but no, not all of it.’

			Jane nods, looking down at her coffee. She used to drink it black, but now she has it with milk, sometimes even a splash of cream.

			‘I let you down. Jane. Please. Look at me.’

			She looks up, but her eyes snag on his lips again. She can’t find room to be angry with him about last night because her brain is occupied with that kiss, that half a second where her guard dropped and she allowed Joseph to shift category in her mind.

			It’s not that she’s never thought about dating Joseph. He is very attractive, after all, and as far as Jane knows he’s single – he’s never mentioned a girlfriend. It’s more that she has persistently ignored the impulse, knowing how completely stupid it would be, that if she lets herself see Joseph that way, she’ll have to cut him out of her life altogether. And he makes it easy for her to maintain that distance: he’s careful around her, as if he senses that she’s flighty and might take off, deer-like, if he gets too close.

			‘I had a very, very bad day yesterday,’ he says. He looks down, scrubbing at his hair with one hand. ‘I wish I could . . . go back and do it all differently.’

			Part of the trick of not letting people into your heart is not to care when they lie to you; the trick is not to care what they say at all. This is harder than it should be, with Joseph. Jane has not been careful.

			‘OK,’ she says, after a moment.

			Joseph pauses, hand still on his head, and gives her the full beam of his attention. This is the difference between Joseph-who’s-just-arrived and Joseph-who-is-present. Once he settles, he listens, really listens, with the sort of attentiveness that most people only ever fake.

			‘What? Really?’ he says.

			‘Yes, really. You were doing me a big favour, saying that you’d come to my colleague’s engagement party and pretend to be my boyfriend. That was quite a strange thing for me to ask of you.’

			Her face heats just at the thought of it. They’d come up with the idea at their last book club; she’d opened up a little about the lie she’d told at work, how it had grown, how awkward it would be at the engagement party when they all discovered she didn’t have a boyfriend at all, and he’d said, You could always bring me. I make a great fake date. And I love an excuse to wear a tux.

			‘You’re . . .’ He shakes his head slightly. ‘You should be yelling at me.’

			He looks so weary, now that he’s not performing for her colleagues – the crow’s feet at the corners of his hazel eyes seem deeper than when she saw him a few days ago, and his skin is dry and tired. She looks more closely: there is the ghost of a bruise on the corner of his eyebrow, as if he’s been punched.

			‘You don’t look like you need to be yelled at,’ she says, wondering if it’s rude to ask about the bruise.

			‘I do,’ he says fervently. ‘I deserve much, much yelling. I . . . Shit.’

			She looks at him enquiringly.

			‘I know why you’re not angry with me,’ he says, slapping his forehead. ‘It’s because you don’t expect any better.’

			‘Pardon?’

			‘I’ve just validated all your stuff about how people always let you down, haven’t I? You’re not mad because you’re not even surprised.’

			She had been a little surprised, actually. But overnight she had chastised herself for her lapse in judgement, and here she is now, safely reminded that there’s a reason she gave up on ever trying to make friends.

			‘I asked too much of you, that’s all,’ Jane says, with a small smile. ‘Don’t worry, though. I make a lot of mistakes, but I try not to make the same one twice.’

		

	
		
			Miranda

			Miranda is halfway up an oak tree when the first call comes from Carter. She misses all ten of his calls, in fact, since her phone is stuffed at the bottom of her rucksack, for the very reason that if she has it in a pocket, she’ll be so keen to read any message from Carter she’ll probably end up checking it while hanging upside-down in her harness.

			She’s being resolutely sunny today. She had a very large bowl of porridge for breakfast, washed her hair, and decided there is plenty to be cheerful about. She might have been a bit short with AJ when he started asking questions about her ‘lunch date’ (his air quotes, not hers), but frankly that man would try the patience of a saint. And now she’s up in the air, and the wind is blowing through the branches around her, and it’s a good day. Every day is a good day, if you look hard enough.

			Miranda is just starting on a back cut when Carter arrives at the bottom of her tree with a large bunch of flowers.

			She catches sight of him between the branches below her and loses her breath for a moment. It’s just so unexpected; how can he possibly be here?

			‘Carter?’ she shouts.

			‘Hi!’ he yells up at her. ‘I’m so sorry! I’m here to apologise!’

			‘You . . .’ She stares down at the ground, and then comes to her senses and realises she’s already cut halfway through the branch. ‘Get away from the tree, Carter!’ she yells.

			Where the hell are the others? She lifts her gaze and catches sight of Trey and Spikes at the chipper, and the small, incensed figure of Jamie, with AJ at his side and Rip at their feet, making his way towards the oak.

			Oh, crap. She needs to get down there before they skin Carter alive for wandering on site.

			She’s rushing. She’s flustered. She didn’t get a lot of sleep.

			This is why, as Miranda turns around to position herself so she can lower back to the ground, she cuts through not only her main line, but her flip line too.

			She only knows she’s done it by the slightest touch of rope to her thigh. She’s balanced in a V between branches, so neither of her ropes are taking her weight; she might well not have noticed it happen. But as the remains of her flip line drop around her knees, she feels the slither across her trousers, lifts her eyes to the main line, and clocks it.

			Her chainsaw judders in her hand. She just . . . cut through her ropes. And now . . .

			Now Miranda Rosso is fifty feet up an oak tree, and there is not a single thing holding her in place.

			‘Miranda?’ Carter calls from beneath her.

			‘Oh, no,’ Miranda says mildly.

			Beneath her, Jamie and AJ are shouting, presumably at Carter. She checks how much rope she has left; nowhere near enough to get her down. This wasn’t an easy climb. There’s no way she can get back to the ground without ropes. She would almost certainly die.

			She shifts her weight slightly. Balancing on this branch felt like nothing when her main line was anchored above her, but now it feels breathtakingly dangerous.

			‘Rosso! Stay still! That’s an order!’ Jamie’s voice rings up through the leaves.

			Miranda freezes.

			‘I’m sending AJ up!’ Jamie says. ‘Do. Not. Move!’

			Even now, in a situation that could really be described as near-death, Miranda finds room to think, Oh bloody hell, not AJ.

			‘Get your arse down on the branch to take the weight out of your legs!’ Jamie says.

			Well, OK, Miranda thinks. It’s nice to have a plan, even if it is ‘get your arse down’. She shifts little by little. One wrong move and she will fall through deadly solid branches, buffeted from rib-snapping blow to blow, until she lands like a ragdoll in the debris at the bottom of the tree.

			Time is stretching and pulling like an elastic band: it’s never felt slower, but once she’s manoeuvred herself so she’s straddling the branch, it all seems to be done in a moment. She breathes out, her heart slamming.

			She risks a glance down, and there’s AJ, throwing his main line to loop over a branch to her right. He’s already not far below her. In the distance she can see Carter, with his bunch of flowers, standing beside Jamie. Next to the stolid, grubby Jamie, Carter looks like a model man in his suit, his glasses winking in the light.

			‘You hurt?’ AJ calls.

			‘No, I’m fine!’ says Miranda. ‘Just feeling like a bit of an idiot, really.’

			AJ says nothing to this, grunting with effort as he leaps across the fork in a branch and latches on with his thighs, already taking the slack out of his flip line. He’s almost level with her now, just one branch away.

			‘I’m going to get my flip line around the trunk. Don’t flinch.’

			Miranda looks insulted. ‘I won’t flinch.’

			His flip line comes flying towards her, the carabiner inches from her head. She flinches. AJ acknowledges it with a twitch of a smile. He’s breathless from the climb, chest rising and falling hard, but he’s perfectly calm as he swings himself around to Miranda, and – so fast she doesn’t have time to panic – catches her waist with his arm. His harness is clipped to hers within seconds.

			The danger hasn’t passed. They’re both hanging off the same rope; as soon as she shifts off this branch her whole bodyweight will be dragging AJ down. He’ll be unsteady in his harness, he’ll be navigating the way for two bodies instead of one, and, most importantly, she is going to have to wrap her legs and arms around him, the very thought of which is already making her hot with embarrassment.

			‘You know what to do,’ is all he says, quirking an eyebrow.

			Miranda swallows. This is an emergency situation. An aerial rescue. There’s absolutely nothing sexual about wrapping her body around AJ’s, given that they are fifty feet in the air, wearing chainsaw trousers, and still quite likely to die.

			Except . . . AJ is breathing hard, and looking at her in that steady, teasing way he has, and all the adrenaline has her buzzing. His arms are bare and muscled and covered in scratches; a long red cut intersects the tattoo of a bird in flight that sits just above his elbow. She’s so close she can see the pale resin-coloured flecks in his brown eyes.

			It feels a bit sexual.

			‘OK,’ Miranda says, a little more breathily than she would like. ‘I’m going to . . . grab on to you now.’

			‘Uh-huh,’ AJ says, and she can hear the laughter in his voice.

			‘Shut up,’ she says, shifting her weight in his arms. He’s solid and strong and his arm holds her tight. ‘This is awkward, OK?’

			‘If you say so.’ AJ tilts in his harness, lying back a little so she can climb on to his body.

			Even through her fleece, Miranda can feel the heat of him against her chest as she wraps her arms around him and lets her harness take her weight, sliding down his frame. She turns her head so her cheek is flat against his chest. One of his arms is around her shoulders, the other easing out the rope so that they can begin their descent through the branches.

			They don’t speak as they make their way down; AJ’s lips are pressed tightly together with the effort and his chest rises and falls against Miranda’s cheek. When they finally reach the ground, they land hard, stumbling apart in their linked harnesses.

			‘Thank you,’ Miranda says, as they steady themselves. She swallows and looks up to meet his eyes. ‘Really. Thanks. You just . . . well, saved my life, probably.’

			AJ smiles as he reaches between them to unclip their harnesses. ‘Will you let me take you out for a drink now?’ he asks.

			Miranda raises her eyebrows. ‘My boyfriend is right there, AJ.’

			‘Mir!’ Carter calls, on cue.

			‘Stay where you are,’ AJ calls to Carter over Miranda’s shoulder. ‘Idiot,’ he mutters, taking Miranda’s elbow and leading her away from the tree. Rip dashes over, dancing clumsily between their feet, sniffing at AJ’s shins.

			Miranda frowns, shaking off his hold on her elbow. ‘I can walk on my own. And he’s not an idiot, he just doesn’t know where he’s allowed to stand.’

			AJ shrugs away. ‘Whatever,’ he says, raising his eyebrows. ‘You’re welcome.’

			She huffs. ‘I did say thank you.’

			‘Miranda?’ Carter calls. ‘Are you all right?’

			She turns towards him, and at the sight of him – suit covered with chippings, hair awry, that giant bunch of flowers in his hands – any anger melts away. She is suddenly very aware that she was quite scared, up in the tree. Really scared, actually. She runs to her boyfriend and lands against him with an oof, burying her face into his shirt. The flowers bob in the corner of her vision as he wraps his arms around her.

			‘God, Miranda,’ he says, gripping her tightly. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.’

			 

			They make their way to the end of the garden in which the team is working today. Behind them is an enormous house with bay windows and bright white guttering. The garden is stunning, even now in drizzly February: the lawns are pristine and the beds are carefully laid out in bark. The owner has already pruned the winter-flowering shrubs, Miranda notices with approval.

			Carter sits down on a bench beneath a willow, resting his bunch of flowers across his knees and looking up at her. He’s so handsome, with his brown hair mussed and those soft, worried eyes behind his glasses – it takes her a moment to remember that she’s meant to be furious with him.

			‘Are you OK?’ he says quietly, reaching for her hand. ‘That looked pretty bloody terrifying.’

			‘I’m fine,’ Miranda says, though actually she’s shaking, and her voice comes out a bit wobbly, as if she’s cold. It’s worth the lie, though, for the admiration in his eyes as he looks up at her from the bench.

			‘I can’t believe you do stuff like this every day.’ Carter shakes his head.

			‘I don’t tend to cut through my own ropes quite that often,’ Miranda says, with a wry grin. She’s grateful that he doesn’t know enough about her job to realise quite how embarrassing that all was.

			Carter squeezes her hand, then seems to remember the flowers in his lap and holds them up to her.

			‘These are for you,’ he says, and his eyes are worried again – he’s blinking too fast behind his glasses. ‘To say how sorry I am.’

			‘What happened yesterday?’ she says, as she takes the flowers. The adrenaline from the incident in the oak is still coursing through her; she clutches the bouquet tightly. ‘You stood me up!’

			Carter’s face twists; he looks genuinely tortured. ‘I know. I feel so awful. I really never ever intended that to happen, Mir, I hope you know that – I hope you never think I’d do that on purpose, or do anything to hurt you.’

			‘No,’ she says, after a moment’s thought. ‘But it did hurt me.’

			‘Of course. Absolutely. And I know you absolutely deserve an explanation and, and, I will, I just, I can’t completely sort of . . . But I will, and . . .’

			Miranda frowns. She’s never seen him like this, all emotional, his words getting tangled up. It’s a little disconcerting – Carter always seems so together, and the rawness of his voice is so out of character that for a fleeting moment she wonders if it’s put on, as if he’s playing somebody else. Then he closes his eyes and Miranda notices how tired he looks, strung out and creased like he’s been put through the wash. You can’t fake that.

			‘I know I’m not always . . . that . . . open. And I want to be more open with you.’ He looks up at her, voice earnest. ‘I think things are going really well with us – I mean, they were, until I screwed it up yesterday. And you mean a lot to me. You really do, Miranda. I’m just really, really not good at the emotional stuff. And what happened yesterday was . . . It was . . . But I promise I’m going to try, and I’m going to explain, I will, I just . . .’

			His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. Miranda softens; it’s uncomfortable, standing here, witnessing this, saying nothing. She’s never been one to hold a grudge, and any anger she felt yesterday seems to have dissipated; right now, she just wants her and Carter to go back to how they were.

			She holds her nerve a little longer, though. She’s always conscious with Carter that she’s punching above her weight, but she knows that doesn’t mean she should concede on everything – the opposite, really.

			‘Could you not even message me?’ she says. ‘Just text me back?’

			‘I should have. I wish I had. I’m so sorry. My head was just . . . all over the place, but that’s no excuse. I’m so sorry.’

			Miranda’s brow wrinkles. It’s the mystery that’s bugging her now more than anything. But he looks so miserable she feels like she can’t keep pushing.

			‘Will you . . . Will you come stay with me this weekend?’ he asks.

			‘What?’

			‘No, of course you won’t want to do that, I just . . .’ He swallows, brushing chippings off his thighs. ‘It might be easier to talk to you about it there, that’s all.’

			She can feel tears on her hand, the one he’s clutching. ‘Carter!’ she says, ducking down so they’re face to face. ‘Carter, it’s all right. Don’t cry.’

			‘God,’ he says, letting go of her hands to wipe his eyes. ‘I’m so sorry. I really did not want to cry. And now that massive tattooed man who rescued you from a tree has seen me sobbing on you, too,’ he says, looking behind Miranda. ‘Brilliant.’

			She turns and catches AJ just as he returns his attention to the hedge he’s pruning.

			‘Oh, ignore him,’ she says, looking back at Carter. ‘He’s just one of those macho types who likes to pretend to be intimidating.’

			Carter gives her a dry look. ‘You’re never going to call me macho now, are you?’

			She kisses him quickly on the lips. ‘I think you are extremely macho, thank you very much. There’s nothing wrong with a man crying.’

			Carter’s eyes flick away at that.

			‘Now, there is something wrong with a man standing a woman up in a restaurant,’ Miranda says, though the fight has long since gone out of her; she’s set the flowers down beside her on the grass, and she twists a lily stem between her fingers, turning her gaze away from Carter. ‘And I do think I deserve an explanation. But I get that you maybe don’t want to talk about it here.’

			‘I probably shouldn’t have come in that case, should I?’ Carter says ruefully, and Miranda laughs. ‘I mean, on balance.’

			‘You did nearly kill me,’ she says, and then breathes in as he grabs her hand.

			‘Don’t say that,’ he says. ‘Please don’t say that.’

			‘I’m teasing!’ she says. ‘You weren’t to know not to come over and say hi. It’s not your fault.’

			‘I am an idiot. A double idiot. An idiot for not being there yesterday, an idiot for being here today. I’m sorry, Miranda. I promise I will make it up to you.’

			She believes him. It’s hard to say exactly why, but everything about this rings true to her. He seems to feel genuinely awful about it all; it would surely be hard to feign the guilty, tortured expression on his face.

			‘I’m still mad at you,’ she says, as much to remind herself as him.

			‘I know. Of course you are. You have every right to be.’

			‘But I’ll come stay with you for the weekend.’

			His shoulders sag. ‘Thank you. I really am going to make this up to you.’

			It starts to rain; she hears AJ shout an instruction to Jamie behind her, his voice ringing out across the lawn.

			‘I should get back to it,’ Miranda says apologetically, as Carter removes his glasses to scrub at his reddened eyes.

			‘Of course, of course. Can I . . .’ He looks up, popping his glasses back on, and smiles a sudden, Carter-ish grin that immediately makes Miranda feel better. ‘Can I help?’

			‘Help?’

			‘I’ve slowed you down today! Let me help.’ He starts shucking off his jacket. ‘Obviously I can’t climb a tree, but is there something else you could put me to work on?’

			Miranda can’t decide if this is adorable or embarrassing. ‘Honestly, you don’t have to . . .’

			‘Miranda,’ Carter says, fixing her with a very serious, grown-up glare, ‘I am feeling emasculated. Please help?’

			That makes her snort with laughter. ‘All right. You can do some groundwork with Trey, I guess – Jamie’ll be grateful for the extra hands. It’ll ruin your suit though. I don’t think anyone has ever done groundwork in a suit before.’
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