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To Molly


With hope that one day you will love books as much as I do.




CHAPTER 1


It couldn’t be him – could it? Helen stopped dead and scanned the crowded pavement. Her head and her heart battled over what they wanted the answer to be. Her head won. Instinctively tightening her grip on Megan’s hand, she pushed open the nearest door with her bottom and backed inside, out of sight. She peered through the grimy glass window, anxiety thudding through her chest.


‘What are we doing, Mummy? Are we hiding?’


‘Yes.’ Helen’s attention was still outside. ‘Isn’t it fun?’


‘Is it the Gruffalo, Mummy? Are we hiding from the Gruffalo?’


‘Hmm, that’s right.’


‘Can you see him?’


She couldn’t: the phantom figure had vanished. She looked up and down the street, and saw nothing but ordinary families going about their shopping. Nothing to be alarmed about. Nothing to make her lungs freeze. She risked a tentative breath.


Helen felt a little hand squeeze hers. She turned away from the door and looked down. Megan was gazing at her, bright blue eyes – so like his that she couldn’t have forgotten him, even if she’d tried – screwed up worriedly.


‘Is he there? Outside?’


‘Is who there, sweetheart?’


‘The Gruffalo.’


Helen hauled her attention back to reality and bent down to kiss the top of Megan’s head. The familiar scent of strawberry shampoo wrapped round her like a comfort blanket. ‘Don’t worry, I was only playing hide and seek. I thought I saw someone I knew.’


But how could she have done? Rational thought trickled back into her brain. It was impossible that it had been Daniel. He was thousands of miles away. There was no need to panic, unsettled by the tilt of a man’s head and the roll of hips that had looked so desperately familiar. She should have moved on from these false sightings years ago. And that treacherous flicker of hope, defying all logic, that he might have come back for her… She wished she knew how to move on from that.


Helen reached for the door handle but a manicured hand blocked her way.


‘Is it a family holiday you’re looking for? We have some fabulous offers on Disneyland Paris at the moment. Free child places!’


Helen stared down at the brochure that had been thrust into her hand, silently cursing her bottom for steering her into the travel agents. Megan’s eyes widened at the images of Mickey Mouse dancing in front of her. Helen’s eyes were trapped by the happy family pictured on the front cover: mother, father, children. The contrast with her own life almost robbed her of breath again. She stuffed the brochure in her bag, and dragged Megan out of the shop as fast as they had come in. She steered a determined path through the shuffle of Saturday shoppers clogging the centre of town and up the hill past the shopping arcade, not slowing until the doors of St Andrew’s sealed shut behind her.


This was Helen’s sanctuary. A red brick church dominating the skyline on the northern edge of this faded Lancashire mill town, St Andrew’s had long since been deconsecrated and for the last fifteen years had been run as a craft centre. Eight retail units were tucked along the sides of what had once been the centre aisle, underneath the first-floor balcony, and the third along on the left, sandwiched between designer jewellery and handmade stationery, belonged to Helen. Crazy Little Things sold everything a needlework enthusiast could want, from tapestry threads and cross-stitch kits to dressmaking patterns and buttons.


Helen’s real passion was crazy patchwork. Irregular pieces of fabric, in any colour or texture, could be joined together and decorated with embroidered motifs, intricate seams and embellishments, to create a stunning piece of art – the more sumptuous the better. Some of her simpler work was on display at St Andrew’s: cushions, a woollen scarf, trinket boxes and hanging hearts. There wasn’t a huge return on these from the hours of love she put in to creating them, but they were priceless advertising for larger commissions, and had led to this afternoon’s appointment with a couple who wanted an embroidered family portrait. It was hard to survive a lifetime of being treated as decorative but useless without believing it; but against everyone’s expectations she was beginning to make a success of the business. She was earning enough to support herself and Megan. It was all she wanted. Almost all.


Helen hurried over to Crazy Little Things.


‘They haven’t arrived yet, have they?’ she asked Kirsty, her friend who ran the shop on Saturdays.


‘No, but they’re not due for another twenty minutes, are they?’ said Kirsty, glancing at her watch. ‘What’s the matter? You look like you’ve sprinted all the way here.’


‘We’ve been playing hide and seek,’ Megan piped up helpfully. ‘Mummy saw someone she knew.’


‘Did she?’ Kirsty looked at Helen with a question that Helen chose not to answer. Perhaps their pace up the hill had been a little brisk. Megan was looking quite pink.


‘I’m thirsty,’ Megan said, in a plaintive tone perfectly calculated to capitalise on Helen’s guilt. ‘And hungry.’ She took a few hopeful steps in the direction of the coffee shop that had been created in the chancel at the head of the church. Helen laughed and caught her up.


‘Okay, let’s go and see what Joan can find for you.’


Joan was more than happy to hand the coffee shop over to the charge of her Saturday girls and help Megan with her colouring. Leaving Megan settled with a glass of milk and a slice of chocolate cake, Helen returned to her shop.


‘How’s business been this morning?’ she asked Kirsty. There wasn’t a single customer in St Andrew’s, which was worrying on a Saturday afternoon.


‘Not bad, actually. The usual bits and pieces, and I sold a couple of those Kaffe Fassett tapestry kits. But wait until you hear the best bit. A lady came in to look at your work after seeing your advert in the magazine.’


‘Already? It only came out this week.’ Now that Megan was past the age of needing constant attention, Helen had taken her first tentative steps to promote her crazy patchwork, rather than relying on interest drummed up by the shop. She had placed a quarter-page advert in a free local magazine: £30 she could scarcely afford, but perhaps it was about to pay off. ‘Did she like it?’


‘Loved it. She’s coming back on Tuesday lunchtime to discuss some ideas.’ Kirsty grinned. ‘You can celebrate tonight. How did you get on this morning? Are you all ready?’


‘Not quite. I still need to finish the hem on my dress, and then it will probably take a few hours to plaster on the make-up so I look halfway presentable. I may be going to a fortieth birthday party, but I don’t want to look like I’m anywhere near there yet…’


Helen’s voice trailed off. The doors of St Andrew’s had swung open and let in two women, one in her early sixties, one mid-twenties.


‘What a charming little place. Who would have thought it could exist in this town?’


Helen could never have mistaken that voice, even if she hadn’t recognised the older woman’s face.


‘I’m not here,’ she gasped, and dived behind the curtain that marked the private section at the back of the shop. Her heart racing faster than was good for it, she lurked behind the thick velvet, her eye pressed to the gap as the new arrivals advanced along the aisle.


As Helen was wondering whether to try a silent prayer for them to leave, the women’s attention was caught by the fabulous displays of jewellery next door. From her hiding place, Helen only dared risk the occasional peep, and she saw that the younger woman – a tall blonde she didn’t recognise – was poring over the glass cabinets until the impatient fidgeting of her companion hurried her on.


Helen retreated behind the curtain again. Surely they must be leaving now? Then she heard a voice, scarily close outside.


‘Look at this evening bag, Val. Isn’t it amazing?’


Helen pushed herself even further back. They must be looking at her crazy patchwork, but the compliment hardly even registered. Val? Since when had anyone dared abbreviate Valerie Blake?


‘And these cushions would look beautiful in your house, Val.’


‘Yes, I suppose they are quite attractive.’ Helen flinched at the memories stirred up by the tone of faint surprise. That tone had been directed at her frequently in the past, as if Valerie had found it astonishing when Helen had said something intelligent or done something useful. ‘But I expect it’s all done by machine.’


That slur was almost enough to drag Helen from her hiding place. She heard Kirsty launch her defence.


‘Actually, all the decorative detail on these pieces is done by hand,’ Kirsty said, adopting a much politer tone than Helen could have mustered. But then Kirsty didn’t know who she was talking to. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it? It’s a technique called crazy patchwork. All these items were designed and created by Helen, who owns this shop. She has a diploma from the Royal School of Needlework. She undertakes commissions, so do take a card.’


Helen stiffened. Under any other circumstances, this sales pitch would have been perfect, but was it too much to hope that Valerie Blake could see her name and not recognise it? Clearly it was. Helen heard a slight choking noise, and then Valerie’s voice again.


‘Helen Walters? Helen Walters did these?’ There was that note of surprise again, now veering on disbelief. There was an undercurrent, too, of something that in anyone else Helen would have described as panic. But Valerie Blake didn’t do panic.


‘And is she – Helen – here today?’


‘No, she’s not.’


Valerie’s relief was almost tangible.


‘Are you okay, Val?’ The younger woman had an accent that Helen couldn’t quite place – Australian? New Zealand? ‘Shall we have a drink? There’s a café over there.’


There was no time to think. They mustn’t go to the coffee shop. Megan was there. If Valerie saw Megan… Helen simply couldn’t allow it to happen. In desperation, she knocked a box of scissors to the floor, flinching as the sound crashed and echoed round the church. A second later Kirsty’s head appeared between the curtains.


‘Don’t let them go to Joan’s,’ Helen hissed at her. ‘Tell them I’m about to arrive. Do whatever it takes.’


Kirsty nodded, a good-enough friend to overlook that Helen had gone mad. Helen heard her call out.


‘Excuse me? If you’re staying for coffee, you’ll be able to meet Helen. She’s coming in this afternoon to see a client. I’m expecting her any minute now.’


Holding her breath so tightly it felt like her navel was glued against her spine, Helen listened as the footsteps stopped.


‘I think we’ll have to forego that pleasure this afternoon.’ Valerie’s voice rang out, more confident now. ‘We’re in quite a hurry. Perhaps another time.’


Not if Helen had any say in the matter. The footsteps started again, and she tried desperately to work out which way they were going, braced to jump out if the café was the target. At last she heard the front doors bang shut, and instantly the curtains in front of her were whipped aside.


‘What the hell’s going on?’ Kirsty demanded. ‘Who was that? And why are you acting insanely and destroying your stock?’


‘That,’ replied Helen, collapsing onto a chair to relieve her wobbling legs, ‘was Valerie Blake.’


‘And she is…?’


‘Daniel Blake’s mother.’


‘And he is…?’


Helen hesitated. Could she say it?


‘Megan’s father,’ she whispered.


‘What?’


‘Don’t look so surprised.’ Helen managed a smile as Kirsty’s mouth dropped open. ‘You’ve heard enough stories about the life I used to lead in London to be sure that it wasn’t another virgin birth.’


Kirsty pulled up a stool.


‘You told me about the amazing parties and premières and all that sort of thing, but you’ve never mentioned him. I’ve never even heard his name. I assumed…’ She stopped, and grinned.


‘That I didn’t know it?’ Kirsty nodded, without a shred of embarrassment. Helen laughed. ‘I was never that bad.’


‘So what was it? Come on, I’ve been dying to know for the last four years, but you’ve been like a clam on the subject. Was it a one-night stand?’


‘No, we were together for over two years. Happy years.’ It was an inadequate way to describe what they had shared. Sometimes only silence was big enough to say what words could never explain.


‘Two years? And you’ve told me nothing about him?’ Kirsty’s eyes narrowed. ‘He abandoned you when he found you were pregnant, didn’t he? What a bastard.’


‘It wasn’t quite like that,’ Helen said. Quite the opposite, in fact. She sighed, as a familiar swell of longing spread through her. She really didn’t want to be thinking about him. It had taken years to climb to the level of fragile resignation she was at now. She couldn’t let one encounter with Valerie Blake bring her crashing back down.


‘So where is he?’ Kirsty wasn’t going to let this drop, full of the moral indignation of a happily married mother of two. ‘Why has he never visited Megan?’


Helen looked across at Kirsty – her best friend – the only real friend she had. They had shared everything over the last four years, every physical and emotional detail, except this one thing: the truth about Helen, the truth that no one else knew. Would Kirsty condemn her for what she had done? How could she not, when Helen condemned herself every day?


But it didn’t matter. The near miss with Valerie had made her reckless. She needed to confess.


‘Helen?’ Kirsty’s gentle nudge made up Helen’s mind.


‘He’s never visited because I didn’t tell him I was pregnant.’ Helen saw confusion cloud Kirsty’s face and pushed on quickly, before she lost her nerve. ‘He doesn’t know that Megan even exists. And as far as I’m concerned, he’s never going to find out.’


But as Helen fell silent, waiting for Kirsty to react, she was attacked by the thought that had been buzzing round her head, desperate to see the light since the first glimpse of Valerie. The initial shock of adrenalin faded, and the enormity of the coincidence sank in. Valerie Blake had appeared, minutes after Helen had thought she’d seen him. It could still be coincidence, of course it could. But what if it wasn’t? What if Daniel Blake wasn’t thousands of miles away after all?




CHAPTER 2


Craig’s fortieth birthday party was already in full swing when Helen arrived at the small country-house hotel in Cheshire hired exclusively for the event. She had never left Megan overnight before, and though she trusted Kirsty and her husband Ben implicitly, she’d still lingered too long over saying goodbye. The unexpected sighting of Valerie Blake had unsettled her, making her more reluctant to leave Megan than she had been before, especially for a night out where reminders of Daniel were sure to assault her at every turn.


She hesitated outside the door leading through to the bar, arrested by the laughter and chatter leaking from the room and the memories the sounds evoked. This had once been her natural habitat: one, maybe two parties each night, always at the centre of the pack and never doubting that was where she belonged. Now unfamiliar nerves flickered in her stomach, and when a guest held the door open, indicating for her to go in first, she stole through, avoiding the attention she would once have expected and even courted. She ordered a sparkling mineral water while she scoured the crowd, trying to spot a friendly face, and could hardly disguise her relief when she saw Sally, Craig’s wife, threading through the guests towards her, right hand vigorously waving.


‘Helen, where have you been? I’ve been looking for you for ages.’ Sally kissed Helen’s cheek, then frowned at the drink in her hand. ‘What’s that?’ She took a sniff. ‘Water? You’re not having that. White wine, please,’ she called to the barman.


‘I’m pacing myself,’ Helen explained as Sally steered her away, a large glass of wine now replacing the water in her hand. ‘It’s one of the joys of being a single mother. I can’t get drunk. What if there’s an emergency with Megan?’


‘You call a taxi. How is Megan?’


‘Very excited to be having her first sleepover. I phoned Kirsty earlier and she’d gone off to sleep okay, so...’


‘I don’t mean about that… Oh for God’s sake,’ Sally said. ‘Uncle Stan has had too much already and is trying to start a conga. I’d better stop him. Hang on here a minute, there’s something I need to tell you.’


Sally dashed off, and Helen waited obediently, sipping at her wine. But when Uncle Stan proved harder to settle than expected, Sally made apologetic gestures at her across the room, and Helen wandered off. She lost sight of anyone she knew until Craig grabbed her as she was sneaking past the disco.


‘Hello!’ Craig shouted, still at disco volume. ‘It’s my birthday!’


‘I know!’ Helen laughed. ‘Are you having a good one? This is quite some party.’


‘Isn’t it? Sally has excelled herself. Are you on your own?’ He looked behind her, as if there might have been someone lurking there. ‘Not making the most of your night off with a hot young stud?’


‘Damn, they must have run out of them by the time I reached the buffet. Just my luck!’


Craig laughed, and put his arm round her waist. ‘Have a hot old one instead. Come and dance. Don’t shake your head. When else can I get my hands on so many gorgeous women without Sally complaining?’


He winked, and Helen let herself be dragged to the dance floor. The DJ was playing classics from the last forty years, and Craig danced with abandon, flinging out his limbs exuberantly and keeping up a largely incoherent conversation. But then, for a heart-stopping moment, she thought she heard the word ‘Daniel’. She lost her rhythm for a second, but Craig was still dancing and smiling as if nothing untoward had happened. She was imagining it, she told herself firmly, and vowed to stick to water for the rest of the night.


‘Come on Eileen’ brought a surge for the dance floor and Helen escaped. The party was spread through the downstairs of the hotel, and she’d hardly seen any of it yet. She headed down a corridor until she found herself in a quiet sitting room, where some of the older guests were having tea or a nap. The end wall was covered in a montage of A3 and A4 photographs of Craig on various birthdays, from chubby baby to sullen teenager. Helen pored over the photos as they became progressively more recent, until her gaze was snagged by the picture of Craig’s thirty-fifth birthday party.


Helen remembered the night well. Sally and Craig were part of the crowd that Daniel had introduced her to when they had moved from London to Lancashire about a year into their relationship: hard-working, respectable people – quite a different crowd from the one that Helen had left behind. The party had been tame by her London standards, but for the first time she hadn’t felt such an outsider in the group. Sally had organised a barbecue, and they had stayed outside eating and drinking by candlelight long after the feeble autumn sun had faded. It had been almost morning before she’d rolled into bed with Daniel, and even then, they hadn’t slept for hours. It was one of the memories that had both tortured and comforted her when Daniel had left a few months later.


She stared at the Helen in the photograph. Her arms were wrapped around Daniel, her head resting on his chest, her expression adoring. It was a long time since she’d seen herself looking like that. The long blonde hair had gone, cut back to an easier shoulder length in its natural shade of brown. Since Megan’s birth, skirts had covered her knees and not just her knickers. But there was something more than physical that marked the difference between the Helen she had been, and who she was now. The photograph had been taken a lifestyle ago.


‘Hey Danny, come and take a look over here, isn’t this you?’


The voice startled Helen. Lost in the picture of her former self, she hadn’t noticed that other people had wandered over to look at the photos. Heavy footsteps thudded across the room and the movement created a draught that made her shiver.


‘Where?’


One word. Such a simple word, too, nothing significant about it – or not to anyone but Helen. Because it was Daniel’s voice that had spoken it. He was in the room, somewhere behind her – perhaps within touching distance – and she closed her eyes briefly and took a deep breath, as if to inhale his presence.


‘Here.’ A long finger and slim arm reached past Helen and pointed towards the very photograph she was still staring at. She edged cautiously to one side, trying not to draw any attention to herself, though she was aching to turn round. ‘It is you; I’d know that gorgeous smile anywhere. But who is that you’re with?’


‘Craig and Sally.’ There was a slight hesitation. Helen stopped shuffling, and held her breath. ‘And Helen.’


‘Helen?’ The unknown woman laughed. ‘You’ve never mentioned her.’


The stem of Helen’s glass almost snapped under her fingers. Never mentioned her? That couldn’t be right. He wouldn’t airbrush her from his past like that. But she would never previously have believed that he could stand so close to her and not instantly know her, however much she had changed.


‘Nothing to tell. It was a long time ago.’ Daniel’s tone buried the subject. ‘Come on, let’s go to the bar. I need a drink.’


Footsteps faded behind her. Helen couldn’t help herself. She glanced over her shoulder. It was him, it really was him, her Daniel – though plainly not her Daniel anymore. She could never not know him: the shape of his head, the broad set of his shoulders, that firm bottom… She had to turn away, to stop her eyes devouring him until he was out of sight. She wasn’t prepared for this. Why had no one told her he would be here?


Avoiding the bar, Helen prowled round the hotel until she found Sally, and dragged her away from her friends.


‘Daniel’s here,’ Helen said, stopping in a quiet corner where they wouldn’t be overheard.


‘Yes. I hope it’s not too awkward. Of course it had to be plus one, so we couldn’t object to Tasha.’


‘Tasha? Who’s Tasha?’


‘Daniel’s girlfriend.’ Sally frowned. ‘God, I’ll kill Craig, birthday or not. He didn’t tell you, did he? He promised he’d spoken to you and you were fine about it.’


‘But what’s he doing here? In England?’


‘Who, Daniel?’ Sally asked. ‘He’s come back. Surely you knew?’


‘No, how could I? We’ve not been in touch since he took the job in Hong Kong.’ And then it all began to fall into place, why Sally had been so keen to speak to her earlier on. She had been trying to warn Helen about Tasha, in case she didn’t know that Daniel had a new girlfriend. It had been kindly meant, she supposed. But what if Sally and the others had been doing the same with him? What if they had warned him about Megan?


Helen gripped Sally’s hand. ‘Please don’t let anyone mention Megan to Daniel. This is really important. Will you make sure everyone knows?’


‘We’ve never talked about you to him. You asked us not to.’ Sally extracted her hand from Helen’s. ‘So he still doesn’t know that you have Megan?’


‘Why should he? Megan has nothing to do with him.’


The lie had never felt so heavy on her tongue. Sally looked at Helen sharply, with the accumulated suspicion of many years rampant in every feature. And who could blame her? It was amazing that Helen had got away with her secret for so long. Logically she should never have become involved with their mutual friends again; but she had never been logical where Daniel was concerned. She had run into Anita, another of the gang, when Megan was a few months old – when the absence of sleep, of money and of Daniel were overwhelming her – and the appeal of maintaining a link with him, with their past, had been impossible to resist. It had always been a risk, continuing the acquaintance: the ultimate game of Russian roulette, gambling with exposure not death; and perhaps, deep down, she had hoped she might lose, and that it might bring him back. But now she was confronted with six foot of solid reality, she knew better. She mustn’t lose. Because what would happen if he found out the truth? What if he tried to take Megan from her? He couldn’t find out.


Helen fled to the ladies, and sank onto a closed seat, her head heavy in her hands. What the hell was she supposed to do? Her first instinct was to rush home, grab Megan and – what? Run? Hide?


Her second thought was a better one. She would have to face Daniel at some point; now would be as good a time as any. She had the advantage over him: she had gone past the first shock. There were plenty of people about to make a scene unlikely. She had had enough to drink to give her the courage to do it. And – though she wished it wasn’t a consideration – she looked her best. She would be in control of this first meeting; and perhaps by forcing it now, it would lessen the risk that he might ask about her and hear of Megan. It had to be now.


Acting before she had time to reflect, she refreshed her make-up, combed her hair, and went to the bar. She ordered a large vodka and tonic and turned to survey the room. There he was, by the window, brushing arms with the tall blonde whom Helen had seen with Valerie Blake earlier. Tasha, Sally had called her, whatever sort of name that was. But it wasn’t the name that made Helen stare at her – it was the way she looked. It was as if the old Helen had stepped out of the photograph and taken her rightful place at Daniel’s side. And seeing them together, Helen realised that she had deluded herself all these years. She would never be resigned to this. It would take more than the passage of time to make her feelings for Daniel any less than they had ever been.


Helen transferred her gaze to Daniel, and allowed herself a few moments to absorb those familiar features again. Then she took a generous swig of vodka and nudged her way through the crowded room to the window.


‘Hello Daniel.’


He broke off from what he was saying, and looked at her for the first time in over four years. Initially his face was blank, polite; then he bent forward a little, and studied her. His eyes travelled slowly up and down. She waited, gazing steadily back, amazed by her own stillness.


‘Helen?’ It was barely more than a whisper, and caused a tremor in her out of all proportion and expectation. But the sight of Tasha flashing gleaming white teeth, and rubbing her hand up and down his back, was the slap she needed to recover control.


‘Danny? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’


Ignoring Tasha, he stared at Helen.


‘You look… different,’ he managed at last. Then he actually shook himself, and straightened up. ‘This is Tasha. Tasha, this is Helen… Is it still Walters?’


The chip of ice in his voice took Helen by surprise. Goosebumps crept up her arms.


‘Yes, of course it is.’


‘You haven’t married since we last met?’


‘No. Have you?’


‘No. A bad experience put me off commitment.’


There was nothing in his eyes but anger. He couldn’t be faking this. He really did seem to hate her. They stared at each other, his eyes hostile, hers confused, then Tasha laughed and linked her arm in his.


‘But I’m trying to put you back on to commitment, aren’t I?’


‘If you can’t, no one can.’ Daniel turned his head and kissed Tasha hard on the lips. Helen felt it like a punch. But what had she expected, really? That he would see her again and take her into his arms, the last four years forgotten? She gulped her vodka, knowing that part of her had hoped for exactly that, and had done since the day she had let him go.


Tasha was either oblivious to the tension, or tactful enough to change the subject. Helen didn’t feel inclined to give her the benefit of the doubt.


‘That’s a fantastic bag,’ Tasha said, stretching out and fingering Helen’s crazy patchwork bag, which was dangling from her wrist. Instinctively Helen moved her hand away. ‘I saw some just like it earlier today. Do you know all those fancy stitches are done by hand?’


‘I do. And those hands happen to be mine.’


‘Wow! I thought your name sounded familiar.’ Helen couldn’t help a flash of satisfaction at Tasha’s evident admiration. ‘Hey Danny, you didn’t tell me you had such clever friends.’


‘I was only doing it as a hobby before,’ Helen replied. ‘What do you do?’


Small talk with Daniel’s girlfriend! She had never imagined that it would be like this if they met again – and in over four years apart, she’d had plenty of time to role-play every possible scenario in her head. But it had honestly never occurred to her that he would simply stand by and shoot her with looks of animosity. And this was before he found out that he had so much more reason to dislike her than he knew.


‘I’m a personal fitness trainer,’ Tasha said, running her fingers through her long blonde hair, and tying it up loosely in a scrunchy that had been decorating her wrist. Helen used to do that with her hair. ‘People hire me for one-on-one exercise sessions. It’s a dream job. Getting paid to keep fit!’


Helen nodded, though she had always been too lazy to keep fit, and living with Daniel had provided her with as much exercise as she could need. No wonder she’d grown almost two dress sizes since he left. And look what had happened to him: he’d found a new Helen, several years younger than the last one, blonder, with white teeth, and not an ounce of flab on her. Was he even conscious of the similarity? Had he picked Tasha because of the resemblance to the Helen he had known, or did he merely have a preference for tall, slim blondes? Helen tucked her hair behind her ear, for the first time regretting what she had done to it.


‘Well,’ she said, turning to Daniel with what she hoped would pass for a natural smile. ‘It was good to catch up with you again. I’m glad you’re doing so well.’ Though he hadn’t actually told her anything. The fact that he’d bagged himself a personal fitness trainer was the only achievement she had found out. But she’d had quite enough now. The first meeting was over, and she had survived. Time to quit while she was ahead.


By midnight, Helen was worn out by the effort of avoiding Daniel, and headed upstairs to her bedroom. She was fumbling with her key, blinking away tears of exhaustion – or so she told herself – when she heard steps behind her. Glancing round she saw Daniel. She could tell at once that he was drunk. He used to be able to hold his alcohol well, but his eyes were unnaturally wide and bright, and there was a slight stagger in his walk. He had always been a funny drunk, but there was nothing funny about him now.


Helen tried to force her key in the lock, but she wasn’t fast enough.


‘Why did you do it, Helen?’


‘Do what?’ The words jerked out as a reflex response, but as she turned and saw his face, his anguished expression told her that it was too late to prevaricate. He must have found out about Megan, and her heart reared in apprehension about what might follow. But before she could speak, he carried on.


‘Why did you stay here? Why didn’t you join me in Hong Kong? We had it all planned – the new job, the new life out there together – all the arrangements were made. It was what we wanted. You were looking forward to it. Why didn’t you come?’


Helen’s relief was so overwhelming, she almost missed his next question.


‘Was there someone else?’


‘No. There was no one else.’ She fiddled with the key in her hand, unable to meet his gaze.


‘Don’t lie. You were always a rotten liar. Who was he?’


‘No one. I didn’t stay because of another man.’ She could look at him now she was telling the truth, although only half of it.


‘Then why?’


She smiled. Now that the moment had come, it was easier than she had expected, but then this was a scene she had rehearsed well over the years, as she had imagined what might happen if they ever met again. She knew exactly what she had to say, what smokescreens she had to create to protect her secret until he was safely out of the country again. Because she had to protect it: seeing him here in front of her, still in every way the man she loved, convinced her that there was no alternative. She couldn’t bear him to find out what she had done to him and couldn’t bear to consider the consequences if he did.


‘I realised it was too big a step. I couldn’t follow you there. It was too much commitment.’


If anything, his eyes grew wider.


‘And it wasn’t a commitment when you moved from London with me? You didn’t hesitate then.’


‘Hong Kong hardly compares with Lancashire. From here I could be back in my old life in a couple of hours if I changed my mind.’


‘So it was never serious?’ He took a half step back, and leant against the wall. ‘Is that why you weren’t concerned about having a six-month visa? Was it only ever a temporary thing until you decided to go back?’


His voice sounded strained. She was clearly a better liar than he gave her credit for. He wasn’t really believing this, was he? Could he have forgotten what they had together?


‘You shouldn’t have expected anything else.’ Helen ploughed on, determined to finish, however much it pained her. If she destroyed herself, he would surely never make any effort to contact her in future. ‘You knew what I was like. I skimmed from one relationship to another before you. I’m not cut out to make an effort or do long haul, in anything. You should have listened to your mother. Didn’t she warn you against the blonde tart?’


He didn’t deny it. He couldn’t. Helen had overheard Valerie say it. She could see from his face how he was thinking, how he was reassessing all their time together in this new – false

– light. It felt like she’d taken a cheesegrater to her heart.


‘And what about Alex?’ he threw at her at last. ‘Did you have to dump her too? Was it really necessary to hurt her as well?’


Helen flinched. He had deviated from the script here. Of course she had never wanted to hurt his sister. Alex had been one of her closest friends, as good as a sister to her too. But what choice had she had? Alex could never have kept Megan a secret from Daniel.


‘I wish we could have stayed friends,’ Helen said. ‘But it was impossible.’


‘Nothing is impossible. You couldn’t be bothered, could you?’ The weariness with which he said this, as if he expected no better from her, hurt Helen more than any words would have done. ‘Typical selfish Helen, not stopping to think of anyone else’s feelings. Aren’t you even going to ask how she is?’


‘I don’t need to. Sally mentioned she’s engaged. I’m happy for her.’


‘Even though you don’t believe in commitment?’


Helen let this pass. There was only so far she could go in defending a lie, and she was already close to the border. She turned her back on him, and put the key in the lock. She had to get away. She had wanted him to think she was shallow and frivolous, so that he wouldn’t look further into why she hadn’t gone with him to Hong Kong. Her job was done. Nothing good could come from prolonging this conversation.


‘I came back for you, you know.’


She stopped.


‘What?’


‘I flew back. After you emailed to say you weren’t coming. You didn’t reply to my messages and your phone number wasn’t recognised. I couldn’t get away for the first six weeks, then I pleaded a family crisis, took a week off, and came home.’


Helen turned back to him.


‘And what happened?’ Though it was silly to ask – of course she knew he hadn’t found her. But what if he had seen her, bump starting to show?


‘I couldn’t find you. The house was sold, and neither the new owners, nor the estate agents, nor our solicitors, had a forwarding address. I tried Adam, but he pretty much refused to speak to me, as if I were the guilty party.’


Helen said nothing. By that stage she must have told her brother she was pregnant, and failed to disabuse his assumption that Daniel had rejected her because of it.


‘I even went to the police, but they weren’t interested. As far as I could tell, you had vanished into thin air.’


Exactly what Helen had done, at the time, while she tried to get her head round her new future, and grieve for a relationship she had murdered.


Someone walked down the corridor between them. It gave Helen a moment for reflection, but not long enough to prevent the question hovering on her lips from tumbling out.


‘What would you have done if you’d found me?’


Instantly she regretted her weakness, as his alcohol-glazed blue eyes regarded her without a trace of emotion.


‘By the sounds of it, from what you’ve said tonight, I’d have made an even bigger fool of myself. But at the time, I would have said or done anything to persuade you to come with me.’


‘It would have made no difference,’ she said quickly, desperately. ‘I could never have gone to Hong Kong.’


‘Then I would have come back. Hong Kong was never that important.’


It was the last thing Helen wanted to hear. She didn’t believe him – she couldn’t allow herself to believe him, or what had been the point of the previous four years? The job in Hong Kong had meant everything to him, the culmination of years of ambition and hard work: she had been convinced of it, or she would never have made the decision she had. He had spent several weeks there on his own, while she stayed behind to arrange the sale of the house, and he had loved it. She still had emails he had sent her, raving about the place, and what an amazing life the two of them would have there. But by the time she was due to fly out, it hadn’t been the two of them any more. The new life he craved was no longer possible – or not if she joined him. She had let the flight go without her.


‘You’re kidding yourself,’ she said, her voice sounding harsher than she intended. ‘From the moment you were offered that job, there was never any question of you turning it down. Oh, you went through the motions, consulting me, listening to your family, taking me to see what it was like. But you were always going to go, whatever I did. It was that important.’ He opened his mouth, but she hurried on. ‘You would never have been happy if you had stayed here. I couldn’t have let you do it.’


‘Come off it, Nell,’ Daniel said, shaking his head dismissively. She shivered at the name only he had ever called her. ‘Don’t try to pass off what you did as some sort of grand sacrifice for my sake. I may have loved you, but I was never blind to what you are. You always put yourself first. You didn’t come to Hong Kong because you didn’t want to. Don’t make out there was any other reason.’


The key bit into Helen’s hand as she clenched her fingers together, and clamped down her teeth to stop herself spitting out the truth. Then he made a small shrug, a gesture so like Megan she almost gasped.


‘As it happens, it turns out you were right.’ His gaze was steady, despite the alcohol. ‘I was probably happier there than I’ve ever been. And as I had no ties, I could suit myself. I could work whatever hours I needed to, travel wherever I wanted, stay out all night with whoever I chose. From Hong Kong I moved on to Tokyo, and then Australia, where of course I met Tasha. So really you did me a favour. I was soon glad you weren’t tagging along.’


He meant to hurt her, that was clear. But he didn’t realise that the darts he flung so savagely grew wings and landed softly on their target. Every word watered down the guilt she had carried round with her for so long. The night had turned out badly, but she felt an unexpected release in her chest.


‘I’m happy it worked out for you,’ she said at last. She turned away and opened the door. ‘Good night.’


She’d taken two steps into the room when she heard movement behind her and he grabbed her arm. He was a surprisingly nimble drunk.


‘Helen.’ Something about his voice made her face him again. ‘Was it ever real? Those months in London, at least? Did you ever love me?’


It took an immense effort to stand still, not to reach out for him and put her hand on his, not to smooth out his frown with her fingers as she had done so often in the past. The truth was gagging in her throat. But she had left it far, far too late to alter her course now.


‘It was fun. More fun than I’d had with anyone else.’ He dropped her arm, his face sagging. ‘Goodbye, Daniel.’




CHAPTER 3


Helen checked out early the next morning, abandoning the chance of a lie-in and skipping breakfast. The sight of Daniel and Tasha sharing a postcoital glow would have ruined her appetite. No doubt Tasha had already enjoyed her own very special full English.


Megan was blatantly disappointed to see Helen return so soon, and wriggled out from her hug.


‘She’s had a great time,’ Kirsty said. ‘What about you? I can’t tell whether you look like you’ve had an amazing night or an awful one. You could carry coal in those bags under your eyes.’


‘I didn’t get much sleep.’


‘That sounds interesting.’ Kirsty closed the door as the children ran out. ‘Tell me everything. Did you not sleep with anyone in particular?’


Helen laughed.


‘If only it had been that exciting…’


‘Wasn’t it?’ Kirsty looked disappointed. ‘Your first night of freedom and you didn’t make the most of it? Did no one catch your eye? What did you pull that face for? There was someone, wasn’t there?’


‘No.’ Kirsty opened her mouth, ready to continue her interrogation, and Helen caved in. ‘He was there.’


‘He… oh! You mean Megan’s…’ Helen nodded. ‘Does he live round here? How have you managed to avoid him with Megan?’


‘He’s been working in the Far East until now.’


‘Really? So how long is it since you’ve seen him?’


‘Four years.’ And six months, two days. If she’d been counting.


‘So how was it when you saw him again last night? Had he changed much?’


‘He was older.’


‘Gone to seed? Big belly? Lost his hair?’


Helen laughed.


‘That sounds more like me! Time has definitely been kinder to him. Salt-and-pepper hair, maybe, but he’s the sort of man who can carry it off.’


‘Right. So you still think he’s gorgeous?’


‘He’s still got it. But he’s also now got an equally gorgeous girlfriend, a blonde Australian fitness trainer.’


‘Ah. So no happy reunion then?’


‘That was never going to happen.’ Only in her head. It had happened a hundred times there. But so, as the years wore on, had the unhappy-ever-after, where he had returned and punished her by taking Megan away. ‘It was hard to ignore how much he hates me.’


‘He didn’t take the news about Megan well?’


Helen took a sip of coffee and moved her head slightly in what could have been interpreted as a shake. Kirsty wasn’t fooled.


‘You didn’t tell him, did you?’


‘No,’ Helen admitted. ‘It wasn’t the time or the place.’


‘But you do plan to?’


‘No. This is probably just a flying visit for Craig’s party. He’ll be gone again soon. He doesn’t need to know. We’re fine as we are.’


‘But he deserves to know! And what about Megan, don’t you think she might be interested in having a dad?’


There was no answer to that, or not one that Helen wanted to give.


‘You’ve never said Megan was missing anything before.’


‘Because I thought you didn’t know who her dad was. I didn’t realise there was a perfectly decent man out there who was losing out on knowing her.’ Kirsty squeezed Helen’s arm. ‘You know I’m not judging you. But if he’s back for a while, amongst all your friends who know about Megan, it’s only a matter of time before he finds out, isn’t it? You can’t go on hiding this. You have to tell him. You have to do it for Megan.’


Helen flopped down onto the sofa. Kirsty had hit upon the only argument that could make Helen pause and reconsider what she was doing. She had spent four years striving to do what was best for Megan. How could she stop now? Of course it had occurred to her before, to wonder if Megan would be happier with a father. But she had become adept at burying those wonderings, because they challenged the decision she had made. Was she still being the typical selfish Helen that Daniel remembered? For Megan’s sake, did she have to tell him, while he was here?


Helen closed her eyes, and stroked the chenille nap of the sofa, taking comfort from the familiar feel of fabric. She couldn’t bury the truth any more. She knew she had to do it, and face whatever consequences followed. She just wasn’t ready yet. She couldn’t imagine ever being ready.


‘So he hates you before he even knows about Megan?’ Kirsty asked, when Helen stayed silent. ‘After so long apart? And though he has the hot new girlfriend?’ Helen nodded. ‘He must have loved you an awful lot.’


‘Yes, he did. But don’t go dreaming of happy-ever-afters,’ she warned, seeing Kirsty’s eyes begin to sparkle. ‘I can’t compete with Miss Australia.’


‘But you have a huge advantage that she doesn’t have.’


‘If you say age or experience I’ll throw the rest of this coffee over your lovely cream sofa.’


‘You wouldn’t dare. And that’s not what I meant. You have Megan on your side. Miss Australia isn’t the mother of his child, is she?’


‘Thanks for that glowing review of all my desirable assets.’


‘Hello, this sounds interesting.’ Kirsty’s husband, Ben, came in, a crying toddler in his arms. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but Tommy isn’t happy about the amount of attention I’m paying to the vegetables. Can I leave him with you?’


‘I’ll take him.’ Helen stood up and prised Tommy away from his father. ‘Shall I take him out in the pram? He might be glad of a nap before lunch.’


‘But it looks like it’s going to rain,’ Kirsty protested.


‘I don’t mind.’ Helen was already pulling on her coat. ‘Some fresh air would probably do me good.’


‘I thought you were looking ropey,’ Ben said, with more honesty than tact. ‘What did you get up to last night? Or is it not suitable for a man’s ears?’


‘It would be suitable for the Pope’s ears. I had an early night.’


‘Is that what you call it now?’ Ben laughed. ‘I believe you. I hope you weren’t worrying about Megan. She had a great time, and we loved having her. She played quite happily with Jenny this morning, and we had the best lie-in we’ve had for ages…’ He winked at Kirsty, whose dirty chuckle left no doubt over what he meant. ‘In fact, if you want to leave her here every weekend, I won’t object…’


‘Now I definitely need some fresh air to blow that image from my head.’ Helen laughed, and fastened Tommy into his pushchair. ‘Back in an hour or so, okay?’


She pushed Tommy out of the house, and walked towards the park, where she wandered round idly, wishing the blustery wind could blow the relics of last night right out of her head. When Tommy fell asleep at last, she headed back to Kirsty’s, taking a quicker route along the main road, but as the rain started in earnest she had to stop to fasten on the raincover over the pram. It wasn’t easy: the wind took hold of the plastic and blew it around on one side as she attempted to tie down the other, and the rain running down her face made it difficult to see anything.


‘Hey! It’s Helen, isn’t it?’


Helen looked up, pushing rain-soaked hair from her face, and saw that a new BMW had pulled up at the kerb beside her. The front passenger window was wound down, and a smiling Tasha was leaning over from the driver’s seat – across a most definitely not smiling Daniel. He was pale, unshaven, and clearly suffering from a horrendous hangover. Helen’s heart lurched. She knew exactly what he needed to make him feel better. She wondered whether Tasha did, and whether she’d already administered his medicine that morning.


‘Hello,’ Helen replied, gaze firmly fixed on Tasha. There was no hint of a hangover there: she looked as blonde and perky as she had last night. Helen felt more conscious than ever of how frightful she must look herself, the weather having put the finishing touches on the devastation resulting from a sleepless night. ‘I didn’t expect to see you up and about so early.’ Or anywhere near here, she could have added. She’d assumed they were staying with Valerie in Cheshire.


‘Blame this darling man for that,’ Tasha replied, flashing a bright smile at Helen, and ruffling Daniel’s hair. Helen imagined the coarse texture of that hair under her own fingers. ‘He drank far too much at the party, and kept me awake all night – and I don’t mean in a fun way!’ She laughed. ‘We were up early and he wanted to go home, so here we are.’


Tommy suddenly let out a scream, which was uncanny, because it was exactly the sound Helen was making in her head. Tasha looked like that after a sleepless night? And what was that about going home? Surely they weren’t staying round here, where she might run into them at any time, with Megan?


‘I didn’t know you had a baby,’ Tasha said, appearing to notice the pram for the first time. ‘Is it a little boy?’


‘Yes.’ Helen could see out of the side of her eye that Daniel was staring at her. ‘He’s not mine, though. I’m taking him for a walk while my friend makes lunch. The weather wasn’t quite as bad when I set off.’


A sudden gust of wind blew the raincover off again, and Tommy let out another scream as he was attacked by a face full of rain. Helen turned back to him, and struggled once more to pin down one side while the other flapped. The next thing she knew, Daniel was out of the car, and within moments he had Tommy securely encased beneath the cover.


‘Thanks,’ Helen said. She was going to leave it at that, but she couldn’t stand his silent scrutiny. ‘I would have managed it myself.’


‘The poor child might have caught pneumonia by then.’ He stared at her, rain streaking down his face, but he made no move to get back in the car. ‘Who on earth would trust you with their baby? You used to be barely capable of looking after a cat.’


‘I’ve changed,’ she said, biting her lip to hide her reaction to his words. He had thrown so many darts last night, but this one hit the bullseye.


His eyes flicked over her.


‘So I can see,’ he said. His expression left no doubt that he didn’t mean it as a compliment. Personal insults now! After all they’d been to each other, how had they come to this? She felt another stab of pain, and to prevent him seeing it, she went on the attack.


‘I don’t need you to tell me how crap I look. You’re not looking so hot yourself.’


‘So not everything has changed. Still just as quick to fly off the handle, aren’t you?’


‘Only with you. It seems your ability to wind me up is as strong as ever.’


She saw, then, the memories flash across his face. Their relationship had been a passionate one in every way, and she knew he was thinking not only of how they had wound each other up, but of how they had wound down afterwards.


‘Are you getting back in, Danny?’ Tasha’s voice floated over them, bringing them back to the present. ‘You’re drenched, and I expect Helen needs to get on.’


‘Yes, I’d better return Tommy to his parents before they panic.’


Tasha laughed as Daniel climbed into the car.


‘That’s exactly the sort of child I like best. One that can be handed back!’ The passenger window rose, then stopped and lowered again. ‘Hey, will you be at the christening next weekend?’


‘What christening?’ Helen knew it was a stupid question as soon as the words left her mouth. How could she not have seen this coming?


‘Is it Anita’s baby? I lost track of all the names last night. I can’t even remember what it is. I know it made a lot of noise… I’d have had to switch that monitor off!’ Tasha laughed. ‘Will we see you there?’


‘Yes, I’ll be there.’ Helen had no choice: she was Sophie’s godmother. She’d been thrilled when Anita had asked; now she wished she was an ordinary guest, and could feign a sudden illness to avoid the event. Thank God Tasha had mentioned it, so she could at least stop Megan going.


Tasha waved goodbye, and raised the window again. Daniel looked fixedly ahead while they drove away. Helen walked back to Kirsty’s house, hardly registering the rain now that a bigger cloud hovered over her head. She’d had a lucky escape with the christening, but it had confirmed what Kirsty had said earlier. Daniel was going to find out, whether she was ready for it or not. And though a cowardly part of her thought how much easier it would be if he heard it from someone else, she still cared for him too much to allow that to happen. He deserved better.


‘I thought you’d have been back ages ago,’ Kirsty said, opening the door as Helen pushed the pram up the path. She looked at Helen’s face, and frowned.


‘What’s the matter? Did Tommy not sleep?’


‘Yes, he’s fine. We were delayed by an encounter with Miss Australia.’


‘Really?’ Kirsty scooped Tommy out of the pram and stared at Helen. ‘What was she doing round here? Was she on her own?’


‘Daniel was there. I think they must be staying nearby.’


‘And was the second meeting any easier than the first?’


‘No. Worse, if that’s possible.’


‘Did you tell him?’


‘No, it was hardly the time…


standing out in the rain… and with Miss Australia there…’


‘You’re going to run out of excuses eventually.’


Not if she tried hard enough. She was known for her creativity, wasn’t she?


‘Talking of Megan,’ Helen said, ignoring Kirsty’s last sentence, ‘is there any chance you could look after her next Sunday? Sorry to ask again so soon. I’ll swap you for two evening babysits whenever you want.’


‘Aren’t you at the christening next Sunday? I thought you were taking Megan.’


‘I was, but now I think she might be bored, and it will be difficult to look after her if I’m busy doing godmotherly things.’


Kirsty saw straight through this.


‘He’s going to be there, isn’t he?’


Helen nodded. ‘But that’s not the reason…’


‘Of course it’s not.’ Kirsty oozed scepticism. ‘Okay, I’ll look after Megan, on the condition that you use the opportunity to tell him about her. Agreed?’


‘I’ll try,’ Helen said. It was the best she could do. Because she had no idea how she was ever going to make a confession of this magnitude; or how she would deal with the fall out when she blew her world apart again.




CHAPTER 4


As soon as Helen walked into St Andrew’s on Tuesday morning, she could tell that something was wrong. The other shop owners were gathered at the base of the pulpit, which was where they normally caught up on each other’s news after being closed for two days. It wasn’t normal to see the miserable expressions they were all wearing today.


‘This isn’t the happy smiling face we want to show to our public,’ Helen chided them, as she joined the group. Not that any members of the public were there. Tuesday was always a quiet day. As was Wednesday. And Thursday. St Andrew’s was on the wrong side of town to benefit from the visitors to the popular market on the days it was open. ‘Come on, you can’t all have had such a bad weekend!’


‘We’ve all had letters,’ Malcolm said gloomily. A local artist in his late fifties, Malcolm had been selling his work at St Andrew’s since it opened as a craft centre. Although, as he was often heard to point out, recently it had felt more like exhibiting his work than selling it.


‘What sort of letters? Clearly not love letters judging by your faces. Not poison pen, are they? Are they constructed from cut-out newspaper headlines?’


No one returned Helen’s smile.


‘There’s one for you.’ Fiona, the creator of fantastic handmade stationery, held out an official-looking brown envelope. Helen took it.


‘It’s from the council,’ Saskia interrupted before Helen had even managed to tear the first corner. Saskia was Helen’s neighbour on the other side from Fiona, and sold the jewellery that Tasha had pored over on her visit to St Andrew’s. ‘They’re kicking us out.’


‘What?’ Helen yanked open the envelope, pulled out the letter, and read it through. As she did, she could feel the same expression of blank misery settling over her own features. It was true. The council had leased St Andrew’s from the local diocese, but the lease was about to expire, and they had chosen not to renew it. All the owners of the shops were given three months’ notice of the closure. ‘They can’t do this, can they?’


‘I’m afraid they can.’ Ron, the oldest trader at St Andrew’s at almost seventy, waved a folded paper at Helen. ‘I’ve dug out my contract. The council only needs to give three months’ notice. It’s here in black and white, and I expect we all agreed the same terms. By Christmas, these doors will be closed for good. At least we might catch a bit of the Christmas trade before they do.’
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