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Praise for Erica James


 



 


‘Erica James’ sensitive story ... is as sparklingly fresh as dew on the village’s surrounding meadows ... thoroughly enjoyable and fully deserving of a place in the crowded market of women’s fiction’

Sunday Express

‘This book draws you into the lives of these characters, and often makes you want to scream at them to try and make them see reason. Funny, sad and frustrating, but an excellent, compulsive read’

Woman’s Realm

‘There is humour and warmth in this engaging story of love’s triumphs and disappointments, with two well-realised and intriguing subplots’

Woman & Home

‘Joanna Trollope fans, dismayed by the high gloom factor and complete absence of Agas in her latest books, will turn with relief to James’ ... delightful novel about English village life ... a blend of emotion and wry social observation’

Daily Mail

‘Scandal, fury, accusations and revenge are all included in Erica James’ compelling novel ... this story of village life in Cheshire is told with wit and humour’

Stirling Observer

‘An entertaining read with some wickedly well-painted cameo characters. It’s a perfect read if you’re in the mood for romance’

Prima

‘An engaging and friendly novel ... very readable’

Woman’s Own

‘A bubbling, delightful comedy which is laced with a bittersweet tang ... a good story, always well observed, and full of wit’

Publishing News




Erica James grew up in Hampshire and has since lived in Oxford, Yorkshire and Belgium. She now divides her time between Cheshire and Lake Como, Italy. She is the author of thirteen bestselling novels, including Gardens of Delight, which won the Romantic Novel of the Year Award.
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Christmas Eve. The night sky was patchy with clouds racing across the moon and stars, and the wind was gusting. Harriet and her sister were in the Wendy house. It was quite a squash; they were no longer the size they’d been when their father had made it for them more than twenty years ago. Felicity, six months pregnant with her second child, was having trouble getting comfortable on the small wooden chair.

It had been Felicity’s idea for them to sneak out here in the freezing cold and the dark. But she was known for her impetuosity. It was what everyone loved about Felicity — her spontaneity and sense of fun. Harriet watched her sister light the candles they’d brought with them and once shadows were dancing across the panelled walls, they switched off their torches.

‘So why are we here,’ Harriet asked, ‘when we could be in the warm, wrapping presents and bingeing on Mum’s mince pies and marzipan dates?’

In the flickering candlelight, Felicity’s face was suddenly solemn, her eyes large and luminous. ‘I have something I want to ask you,’ she said. ‘I want you to make me a promise, Harriet. If anything happens to Jeff and me, I want you to look after our children.’

The wind gusted outside and the flimsy door rattled in its frame. A shiver went through Harriet. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to you, Felicity,’ she said. ‘I’m always going to be the eccentric aunt who makes it her business to turn up with embarrassingly inappropriate presents for your children.’

‘I’m being serious, Harriet. You have to promise that if  anything happens to me, you’ll take care of them. I wouldn’t trust anyone but you. Please say you’d take my place. I need you to say yes for my peace of mind.’

Putting her sister’s irrational insistence down to cranked-up hormone levels - that and Felicity’s famously temperamental nature - Harriet said, ‘Of course I will. Providing you don’t have more than two. Two I think I could handle. Any more and I’d turn into the Child Catcher from Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.’


‘You promise?’

‘I promise.’

‘Hand on heart?’

‘That too.’

Smiling once more, Felicity said, ‘Good. That’s settled then. Now I have nothing to worry about.’

The promise was never referred to again. Not until four years later, when it dominated Harriet’s every waking thought.




August

 



 



 



 



‘Song’


When I am dead, my dearest,
 Sing no sad songs for me;
 Plant thou no roses at my head,
 Nor shady cypress tree
 Be the green grass above me
 With showers and dewdrops wet;
 And if thou wilt, remember,
 And if thou wilt, forget.



 



I shall not see the shadows,
 I shall not feel the rain;
 I shall not hear the nightingale
 Sing on, as if in pain:
 And dreaming through the twilight
 That doth not rise nor set,
 Haply I may remember,
 And haply may forget.


Christina Rossetti
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Swift by name and swift by nature, Harriet shut the door after her and marched quickly down the drive, her arms swinging, her shoes tappety-tap-tapping in the still August air. Hand in hand, the children trailed silently behind her. She was often told that for someone so small, she walked remarkably fast. Those who knew her well knew that it was a side-effect of a restless mind, of a mind on the run.

For what felt like for ever, Harriet had been plagued with a sense of permanently running on the spot, of getting nowhere fast. There had been so much to do, and far too much to come to terms with. She doubted the latter was ever going to happen. But that was something she kept to herself. It was better to let people think that she had it all under control, that she believed them when they said time would heal, and as one door closed, another would open, and, oh, this was a good one, apparently we are never given more than we can handle. What was that supposed to mean? That this was deliberate? That she and her family had been picked out especially for this particular assignment, that of all the families around them, theirs was considered the safest bet. Oh, the Swifts — they’ll handle this one; they’ll cope just fine with the death of their eldest daughter and son-in-law.

Anyone observing them would think that Harriet and her parents were coping admirably, but Harriet knew all too well that Bob and Eileen Swift had their brave public faces for neighbours and friends. Once the front door was closed, the masks would drop. But only so far. There were the children, Carrie and Joel, to think of.

‘Oh, those poor little ones!’ had been the cry when news  of the accident had spread. ‘To lose both their parents - what a heartbreakingly cruel thing.’

Tappety-tap-tap went Harriet’s shoes as she walked faster, her head lowered, her gaze to the ground so there would be no risk of catching the eye of a neighbour who, given the chance, would seize the opportunity to console or advise and smother her with sympathy. She wanted none of it. All she wanted was for their lives to be the way they were four months ago, before a joyriding kid high on God knew what smashed into her brother-in-law’s car killing him and Felicity instantly.

Harriet had been called many things in her life - aloof, pig-headed, obsessively independent, opinionated, analytical, quick to judge, reliable, insular, logical, quick-tempered, cynical, pragmatic, even too loyal for her own good - but not once had she been described as motherly. And yet here she was, at the age of thirty-two, the legal guardian to her sister’s orphaned children. Some days she wanted to scream and kick against the unfairness of it all. Some days she woke up terrified she didn’t have the strength to do what was expected of her. Other days she had to fight the urge to walk away.

‘Auntie Harriet, please can we slow down?’

Harriet stopped abruptly. She turned. ‘Carrie, I’ve told you before, it’s Harriet. Just plain old Harriet.’ She was convinced her niece was doing it deliberately. Carrie had never called her ‘auntie’ when her mother had been alive.

The nine-year-old girl stared back at her, a frown just forming around her blue-grey eyes. Harriet didn’t find it easy looking at her niece; it was too much like looking in a mirror. They had the same pale complexion that tended to freckle across the bridge of the nose, the same cool, wide-set eyes and neat chin (the Swift Chin as it was called), and the same dark brown, almost black hair - the only difference being that Harriet’s was shoulder-length and loose today, and Carrie’s was plaited in a single rope that hung down her back to her waist. At nine years old, as if possessed of some kind of superior X-ray vision, Carrie had  already perfected the art of being able to see right through a half-truth. Harriet knew she would have to play it straight with her niece; she was one smart cookie.

‘You always walk too fast,’ Carrie said. ‘It’s not fair to Joel. He can’t keep up; he’s only little.’

Joel, four years old, vulnerably sweet-natured and unbearably anxious, was as dark-eyed as his mother had been. Moreover he was the spitting image of Felicity, with the same mousy hair streaked through with sun-lightened gold. Sometimes, when Harriet’s heart was heavy with the rawness of grief, she couldn’t trust herself to look at him. ‘If he can’t keep up, then we’re going to have to stretch his legs,’ she said matter-of-factly.

The little boy bent his head and peered doubtfully at the crumpled material of his trousers, which were several inches too long. ‘Will I be as tall as Carrie then?’

Harriet eyed him thoughtfully. ‘Maybe.’ She straightened his hair - she must have forgotten to brush it before leaving the house. At what age did they start doing it for themselves? Taking his hand and moving on, trying not to react to the soft warmth of his fingers wrapped in hers, she said, ‘If you really want to be as tall as your sister you should eat more.’ She hoped her voice held the merest hint of a reprimand.

Since their parents’ death neither child had eaten properly and it was driving their grandmother to distraction. ‘They need to eat more,’ Eileen said after every meal, when yet again she was scraping their barely touched plates into the kitchen bin and the children had melted away to their bedrooms. ‘It’s not healthy for them to eat so little.’ Harriet didn’t argue with her. While Eileen was fussing over her grandchildren’s eating habits, it meant she wasn’t quizzing Harriet on hers. She could quite understand why her niece and nephew didn’t want to eat. If they felt anything like she did they’d be scared nothing would stay down.

Harriet doubted there was anyone less suited or more ill-equipped to take care of her sister’s children, but she’d loved Felicity and a promise was a promise. Even if that  promise had been made in the sure knowledge that she would never have to keep it. After all, sisters didn’t die, did they? Especially not when they were only thirty-three. Tragedy happened to other families, not to ordinary people like the Swifts.

When her father had telephoned Harriet to break the awful news to her, his voice had been so choked with tears it was scarcely recognisable. Harriet had heard his words all too clearly, but a part of her had refused to take them in. She and Felicity had been talking on the phone earlier that week; Harriet had been trying to encourage her to come and stay in Oxford but Felicity had cried off, saying she was too busy sorting out the house she and Jeff had recently moved into in Newcastle.

The days that followed were a blur of confusion and shock, and it was a while before the full extent of what lay ahead hit Harriet. Her brain was conveniently numbed; it fooled her into thinking that the upheaval they were facing was only temporary. That just as soon as they had all recovered from the worst of their grief, they would pick up the broken pieces of their lives and carry on. Carrie and Joel would now live with their grandparents, while Harriet would spend Monday to Friday working in Oxford and the weekends in Cheshire looking after the children so that her parents could have a break.

For more than three months this was the structure of their lives, but Harriet had known that it could only ever be a short-term measure. Every Friday night she would battle through the traffic on the M6 up to Cheshire and arrive in Kings Melford to find that her mother looked more tired than she had the week before. The strain of taking care of the children was clearly taking its toll, and not just because Bob and Eileen weren’t young any more. Five years ago Eileen had been diagnosed as suffering from ME and while she never uttered a word of complaint, Harriet knew that as much as Eileen wanted to cope — she was one of life’s serial copers - there was a limit to what she could do. And always in the back of Harriet’s mind was the promise she  had made: You have to promise that if anything happens to me, you’ll take care of them. I wouldn’t trust anyone but  you. Another person might have conveniently forgotten those words, but not Harriet. They kept her awake night after night. In the end she knew she had only one realistic option. But it was such a costly sacrifice and she tried every which way to avoid it. For a while she managed to convince herself that the children should move down to Oxford and live with her. But it was out of the question; her one-bedroomed flat was far too small for them all. And even if she found a larger place and paid for childcare, the thought of being solely responsible for Carrie and Joel, without her parents on hand, panicked her. The truth, and she hated to admit it, was that she was completely out of her depth and needed Bob and Eileen there as a permanent safety net. The answer, then, was to resign from her job as a computer programmer, sell her flat and return to Cheshire.

This she had done and she’d been living back in Maple Drive, her childhood home, for a fortnight now. It was far from ideal, even nightmarish at times, and every morning she woke up with a sense of sick dread, reminding herself that it was only a stopgap. Just as soon as she’d found a new job and could afford to buy or maybe rent a house - near her parents so they could help with the children - she wouldn’t feel as if her sacrifice had sucked the life out of her.

But it was proving harder than she’d imagined. She missed her old life, her job and of course her boyfriend, Spencer. Often the only thing that got her out of bed in the morning was the thought that the following day had to be easier. She almost believed it, too.




Chapter Two

 



 



 



 



At the end of Maple Drive they turned right at the postbox and, holding hands, one child either side of Harriet, they continued along the busy street that was the main road into Kings Melford. Rush-hour traffic had petered out, but the centre of town, less than a mile away, wasn’t their destination.

Edna Gannet’s corner shop was not for the faint-hearted. The caustic old woman who had run Gannet Stores for more than thirty years had terrorised generations of children with her meanness and breathtaking rudeness; grown men had been known to quake in her presence. Harriet searched the shelves for a product she wasn’t sure still existed (but if it did, Edna Gannet would be sure to sell it) and listened to an elderly man lodging a complaint that the pot of single cream he’d bought the day before yesterday was off. He nudged it across the counter towards Edna. Slipping on her half-moon glasses, which she wore round her neck on a chain held together with sticky tape, Edna said, ‘It’s still within its sell-by date. Which means it must be all right.’ She pushed it back towards the customer and removed her glasses: case dismissed!


The man used his thumbnail to lift a segment of the foil lid. ‘Please, if you’d take the trouble to smell it, you’ll see what — ’

‘And if you took the trouble to store it at the correct temperature you wouldn’t be wasting my time. You have to be very careful during August, everyone knows that. Young man, kindly stop poking those Jelly Babies!’

Across the shop, over by the shelves of sweets, Harriet saw Joel nearly jump out of his skin. She went to him.  ‘Take no notice of the silly old dragon,’ she murmured in his ear. ‘She only breathes fire to attract attention.’

Back at the counter the disgruntled man was proving a stayer. ‘A full return is what I’m entitled to,’ he persisted. Harriet noticed his polished shoes were firmly together as he spoke, as if this was the only way he could stand firm.

Edna Gannet surveyed him through sharp, narrow eyes, her arms folded across her chest, her lips pursed.

The man swallowed. ‘I’m only asking for what the law says I’m entitled to.’

Edna leaned forward, the palms of her hands flat on the counter. ‘Here’s what I’ll do for you. I’ll do you an exchange. How’s that?’

The man looked unsure. ‘I’d prefer a full refund.’

‘And I’d prefer to be lying on a beach with Sean Connery at my beck and call. Take it or leave it.’ By the time he’d made up his mind, Edna was already riffling through the cabinet of chilled dairy products. ‘Here,’ she said. ‘And to show what a generous woman I am, this is a more expensive pot of cream and I won’t even charge you the difference.’

He was almost out of the door when he turned round.

Edna glared at him. ‘Now what?’

He hovered uncertainly. ‘Um ... the sell-by date on this, it ... it says it’s tomorrow.’

Edna stretched her lips into what Harriet knew passed for a smile. ‘Well then, you’d best hurry home and use it up fast.’

The man quietly closed the door after him.

With a hand on Joel’s shoulder, Harriet approached the counter. ‘Mrs Gannet,’ she said, ‘I wonder if you have — ’

Edna cut her dead. ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’ Harriet watched her tidy away the returned pot of cream and smiled to herself when, just before Edna disappeared into the back of the shop through a beaded curtain, she caught sight of her lifting the foil lid and grimacing.

‘Why is she so rude?’ asked Carrie in a foghorn whisper. ‘She’s like it every time we come in.’

‘She’s not rude, Carrie; she’s honest and direct. She just says what she thinks, which is more than most of us do.’

‘She frightens me,’ Joel whispered.

‘Rule Number One kiddo: don’t let anyone scare you.’ Harriet bent down so that she was face to face with her nephew. ‘Do you want to know what I do if I think anyone might have the power to frighten me?’

He nodded solemnly.

‘I imagine them with no clothes on. It works every time.’

He stared at her wide-eyed. But Carrie let out a loud, horrified cry. ‘Yuck! That’s disgusting.’

‘What’s disgusting?’

Edna was staring at them from behind the counter. Harriet had forgotten how quietly Edna moved about the shop. Her father had nicknamed her the Stealth Bomber, so adept was she at creeping up on would-be shoplifters.

Ignoring the question, Harriet said, ‘Mrs Gannet, do you have any large blocks of salt like my mother used to buy when ...’ Her voice trailed off. She was about to say, ‘when Felicity and I were little’.

Not missing a beat, Edna said, ‘And what would you be wanting with blocks of salt?’

‘Sculpture classes for the children. Michelangelo worked with marble, but I’m prepared to make do with salt. Do you have any?’

‘I’ve not sold blocks of salt for many a year. Not much call for it these days.’ Forever the consummate shopkeeper, Edna added, ‘Why not use lard? I’ve plenty of that. Or margarine.’

‘It wouldn’t be quite the same thing.’

‘Suit yourself.’ The old woman shrugged and pulled a tatty yellow duster out of her overall pocket. She began flicking it over the glass jars of sweets on the shelves behind her.

Standing by the comics now, Carrie said, ‘Could I have this, please?’

With the scent of a sale in her nostrils, Edna whipped round, the duster back in her pocket.

Harriet said, ‘Whoa there, little miss. I bought you one the other day. Do you think I’m made of money?’ She saw a determined expression settle on Carrie’s face, and knew that the girl was too much like herself to beg. She just stood there silently staring Harriet out, her gaze unnervingly level for one so young. She was not a child who would willingly endure a moment’s loss of dignity.

‘Surely you wouldn’t deprive the girl of a bit of reading matter?’ chipped in Edna. ‘They’re educational these days. Not like the rubbish you used to read.’

Harriet shot her a sharp look. She wasn’t going to be emotionally blackmailed by anyone. Especially not by Edna Gannet. ‘If Carrie wants to read, she has plenty of educational books at home to enjoy.’ She felt a tug at her sleeve. ‘Yes, Joel, what is it?’

‘Can I have one too? Please?’


Heaven help her, but Harriet gave in. She handed her money over to Edna, who was openly smirking, and the children thanked her. Then the wretched woman slid two small paper bags over the counter. Carrie and Joel looked inside the bags and, suddenly shy, they smiled awkwardly at the old woman. Edna brushed away their mumbled words of thanks and not quite meeting Harriet’s gaze, said, ‘Just something to keep them from dwelling on ... well, you know, just to stop them brooding.’

With unspoken sympathy quivering in the air, Harriet hustled her niece and nephew outside. In all the years she had known Edna Gannet, she had never seen her act so out of character. Not a word about Felicity’s death had passed her lips in Harriet’s presence, even though everyone in the neighbourhood was talking about little else, but here she was giving sweets to two children she hardly knew. She took a deep, steadying breath to fight back a wave of tearful panic. With Joel on her hip and Carrie running to keep up, she headed for home. Only when they’d turned the corner into Maple Drive did she slow down.

Maple Drive was the archetypal suburban cul-de-sac, flanked either side with tidy gardens and rows of fascia-boarded houses. Harriet’s parents had bought number twenty in 1969 when they had been expecting Felicity - Harriet had followed on only a year later. They’d paid three thousand pounds for it then and it was now, according to her father, who kept his eye on such things, worth two hundred and fifty thousand pounds. ‘The best investment we ever made,’ he used to joke. Harriet suspected he’d dispute this now. Compared to having Felicity, it was worthless.

The only people who had lived in the neighbourhood as long as the Swifts were the McKendricks: Dr Harvey McKendrick and his wife, Freda. They lived at number fourteen and Harriet knew their house as well as her parents’. She and her sister had been more or less the same age as the McKendrick boys, Dominic and Miles, and they had all grown up together. Passing the recently decorated house with its integral garage, where ten-year-old Harriet had slapped Dominic’s face for trying to look at her knickers one rainy Sunday afternoon, she kept her gaze firmly on the pavement. Freda never went out but she was sure to be watching the world go by. Freda was agoraphobic, but everyone pretended she wasn’t. It maddened Harriet that they all carried on as though it was the most natural thing in the world that Freda was too terrified to set foot outside her own front door. ‘Why doesn’t Harvey do something about it?’ Harriet had often asked her mother. ‘He’s a doctor, after all.’

‘These things aren’t so cut and dried,’ Eileen would say.

‘Yes they are,’ she’d argue. ‘If there’s something wrong with you, you get it sorted. It’s as easy as that.’

Several years ago, at the McKendricks’ New Year’s Day drinks party, after one too many glasses of mulled wine, Harriet had said as much to Dominic and Miles. Dominic, who lived in Cambridge and rarely honoured his parents with his presence, had agreed with her. But Miles, who lived in nearby Maywood, had disagreed and suggested that maybe his brother should spend more time with their mother before he offered an opinion.

Both Miles and his father had attended Felicity and Jeff’s funeral; Freda, not surprisingly, had made her apologies. Dominic hadn’t even bothered to send flowers or a card. Harriet didn’t think she would ever forgive him for that.

Walking up the drive of number twenty, Harriet could hear her father mowing the lawn in the back garden. It was a comforting sound. The sound of a normal family going about its normal everyday business.

If only.
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Bob Swift switched off the mower and, walking stiffly - his arthritic knee was playing up - he carried the grass box down to the compost heap behind the greenhouse. The garden had always been a place of refuge for him, somewhere he could be alone to work through whatever was troubling him. But he knew he could potter about here for the rest of his days and never work through the pain of losing Felicity.

For the first ten years of their marriage, he and Eileen had been desperate for a baby, but they’d had to endure a string of heartbreaking miscarriages before Felicity had finally arrived. He could still remember that moment when he’d first held her, when he’d cradled her tiny, perfect body in his large, clumsy hands and had been overwhelmed at the fragility of the life for which he was now responsible.

It had been love at first sight, for both him and Eileen. They had doted on their precious child and ignored anyone who said she would be the ruin of them. How could that possibly be? Felicity was the absolute making of them. Her presence in their lives made them feel complete. Maybe even more so for Bob.

After waiting so long for a baby, they doubted they could be so lucky again, but miraculously, a year later — sooner than they might have liked - he was standing in the same hospital cradling a second daughter: Harriet. ‘Look, Felicity,’ he’d said, ‘what do you think of your little sister?’

She’d smiled and stroked one of Harriet’s tiny hands, then reached out to hold her as though she were a doll. Friends had warned them that they would have terrible sibling rivalry to cope with, that because they’d given  Felicity so much love and attention, had made her the centre of their world, she would inevitably be jealous. How wrong those doom-mongers had been. Felicity, an easy-going, good-natured child, never showed any jealousy. She would play happily while her mother rested or nursed Harriet, and was quick to show off her sister to anyone who visited the house. She was protective, too, and got upset with the doctor when he gave Harriet her immunisation jabs. Eileen often told the story that when Harriet had cried, more with indignation than actual pain, Felicity had told the doctor off for hurting her sister. And if Felicity was always there to look out for Harriet, Harriet in turn worshipped her older sister and hated to be separated from her. They each had their own bedroom but preferred to sleep together in the same bed. They spent hours playing together, devising complicated games that no adult was allowed to participate in.

The years passed, and unlike so many of their friends who dipped in and out of phases of hating their siblings, their close relationship survived the strains of puberty and adolescence.

‘We’re such a lucky family,’ Eileen used to say. She said it the last time they saw Felicity alive. They were driving home after spending a couple of days with her and Jeff and the grandchildren in their new home in Newcastle, where Jeff had just secured a post as a senior lecturer at the university. It was the third move in as many years for the young family and Bob suspected that Felicity longed for a time when Jeff would be happy to settle and put down roots, if only for the children’s sake. That was something Bob had always been proud of - that he’d never uprooted his daughters while they were growing up. He’d always put their happiness before his own, always wanted to keep them safe.

But he hadn‘t, had he? He’d failed to keep Felicity safe. It used to amuse him that not so long ago Felicity started to end her phone calls by telling him to take care. ‘Take care, Dad,’ she’d say, the child now looking out for the parent.

Had that been the trouble? Had he been in dereliction of his duty? If he’d been a better father would Felicity still be alive? If he had never let her out of his sight, he’d always wake knowing there was still a chance of hearing her carefree laughter again, of basking in her happiness that life had been so good to her.

Suddenly fearful that his legs would give way, Bob dropped the grass box and reached out to one of the wooden sides of the compost heap. He put a hand to his face and felt wetness on his cheeks. He hunted through his trouser pockets for a tissue, scoured his eyes with it and blew his nose. The sun was high and sweat was pooling between his shoulderblades, yet he felt icy cold. It was always the same when he thought of his darling girl. Every time he thought of her and how much he missed her, thirty-three years’ worth of memories gripped at his insides and made it hard to breathe.

On an irrational impulse, he glanced back up to the house and, making sure no one was watching him, he crossed the lawn to the Wendy house. He turned the handle on the door and slipped inside. It was stuffy from having the sun on it and was cast in a gloomy darkness - the faded curtains Eileen had made for it were drawn. There wasn’t room for him to stand, so he pulled out one of the Early Learning Centre red plastic chairs - Eileen had bought them for Carrie and Joel, along with the table and all the other playthings a doting grandmother takes pleasure in providing - and sat down cautiously, checking the chair would take his weight.

Stuffing the tissue back into his pocket, he told himself there would be no more tears. Tears would help no one, least of all himself. He had to focus his thoughts on how they were going to get through this mess. He had to be strong, for Eileen and for the children. Whatever else, he mustn’t let Carrie and Joel see him cry. Or Harriet. He didn’t want her to think he couldn’t cope.

But thank God for Harriet. Thank God she had accepted that he and Eileen couldn’t do this alone. Eileen was  concerned that Harriet had made such an enormous sacrifice in coming back home, that perhaps they should have stopped her, but as he’d told his wife, ‘What choice do we have?’

There were no relatives on Jeff’s side of the family who could take on the children — Jeff had been an only child; his mother had died when he was twelve and his father had passed away when he was nineteen - so it was down to them: there was no one else.

His memory of the night of the accident had already become blurred around the edges. He could remember some bits with painful clarity, but others, such as the journey up to Newcastle, were very hazy. He could remember thinking that before he broke the news to Eileen — she’d just popped across the road to see Dora when the telephone had rung with the news — he ought to call Harriet. He’d stupidly imagined that he’d be able to say the words without breaking down, but hearing the shocking truth out loud, his voice had cracked and the tears had flowed unbidden. Worse was to follow when he heard Harriet crying at the other end of the line. He’d felt so helpless. It was a while before either of them could speak, and when finally they could it was Harriet who took control. ‘I’ll drive up straight away,’ she’d said. ‘Who’s looking after the children? And do they know? It would be best if they were kept in the dark until we can be with them.’

It was another of those moments when he’d felt that his role as a parent had been usurped, that he was the child and Harriet was the grown-up in charge. Perhaps that was how things had been ever since. In the following weeks it seemed as if Harriet was the one making all the decisions. But it couldn’t go on. He had to pull himself together. He had days when he alternated between relief that Harriet was so capable and shame that he wasn’t doing more. Other times it seemed his grief was like a volcano, that one day soon it would erupt and spew out molten anger that would destroy him and anyone around him. He felt this  now as he reflected how, thirty-three years ago, Felicity’s birth had wiped his slate clean. Had made a new man of him.




Chapter Four

 



 



 



 



A week later Bob was cutting the grass again.

Eileen stood at the open window in their bedroom and watched him. He’d almost finished; just one more meticulous stripe to add to the lawn.

Grief changes a person for ever, she thought. And no one knew this better than she did. With each baby she had lost and grieved for, a little bit of her had changed and slowly died. Without meaning to she had grown anxious and fearful of the future. Before Felicity’s birth she had lived in constant dread that if she and Bob had to resign themselves to being a childless couple, then the darkness that had been edging in would eventually eclipse their love for each other. It stood to reason that Bob’s love would only stretch so far. His need for a child was as great as her own, and always at the back of his mind must have been the thought that with a different woman his wish would be granted. They’d contemplated adoption, but because hope had always been around the corner - that this latest pregnancy would be the one — they’d never got as far as approaching an agency. Eileen always thought of that period in their lives as the Wilderness Years.

But then Felicity had been born, a miracle baby in all ways. At once the world was a brighter place. No more anxiety. No more worries that Bob would stop loving her and seek permanent solace in the arms of another. To this day Eileen had kept to herself her knowledge about his two affairs during the Wilderness Years. She had never wanted to confront Bob because as hurtful as it was, and as dark a shadow on their marriage as his behaviour had cast, she’d understood why he’d done it. It was nothing more than an  antidote to the anguish they were going through. It was survival.

Still staring down at her husband - he’d put the mower away and was now calling to the children, who were playing in the Wendy house - Eileen tried to shake off the fear that the shadowy darkness might return. Retirement earlier in the year had been a big enough adjustment for Bob, but now there was this catastrophe to live with. Felicity had meant the world to him. He loved Harriet too, of course, but from the moment she was born, Felicity had been the centre of his universe; there was nothing he wouldn’t have done for her.

Tears filled Eileen’s eyes. She turned away from the window, blinking. She had work to do. She was supposed to be helping Harriet pack up the last of Felicity’s clothes for the charity shop. It was only now, four months since the accident, that Bob had allowed them to do the job. The more practical side of things he’d gone along with, such as selling the house in Newcastle along with most of its furniture. He’d also been instrumental in putting the bulk of the money into a trust fund for the children, just as Jeff and Felicity would have wanted, while also leaving an amount to go towards their upbringing. However, he couldn’t deal with the personal possessions that had marked out his daughter from all the other daughters in the world. It was no easy task for Eileen either. It was taking all her strength to resist the urge to hang on to everything in the hope that Felicity would seem closer.

When Bob had realised what she and Harriet would be doing today he had told them that he’d cut the grass and then take the children out. ‘It’s not right for them to see their mother’s things being shoved into bin liners.’

He was right. But then neither did Eileen relish seeing the remains of her daughter’s life bundled unceremoniously into plastic refuse sacks.

She could hear Bob in the kitchen washing his hands and asking the children if they needed to use the toilet before they went out. Minutes later, the back door shut and then  the car engine started up. He hadn’t even come upstairs to say goodbye.

Moving round the bed that was covered with neatly folded clothes, Eileen looked out onto the landing, where Harriet was sorting through her sister’s shoe collection. Harriet and Felicity had been practically identical in size. As teenagers they had always been borrowing each other’s shoes and clothes. Eileen wondered what was going through Harriet’s mind as she matched up pairs of sandals - strappy high-heels, comfortable slip-ons - and an array of boots — ankle boots, knee-high boots and tasselled suede boots. Felicity had loved her boots. Of the two daughters, Harriet had always been the more conservative and guarded. Whereas Felicity had been a powder keg of enthusiasm, Harriet had played her cards much closer to her chest. To Eileen’s knowledge Harriet had only ever confided in Felicity. Without her sister around, who would Harriet turn to now? It seemed unlikely that the boyfriend in Oxford - a young man they’d yet to meet and who, predictably, they had heard little about — would fill the space Felicity had left.

Neither Eileen nor Bob was surprised that Harriet still wasn’t married. ‘I’m never going to marry,’ she’d announced when she was twelve years old. ‘I’m going to live alone in a huge mansion and I’ll be my own boss with my own company and make loads of money. I don’t want anyone ever to tell me what to do.’ She had spoken with a solemn intensity well beyond her years.

The mansion hadn’t materialised, nor had her own business, but Eileen knew her daughter relished living alone. Whenever she and Bob had visited Harriet in Oxford they had always been taken aback by the simplicity of her life. Her small ground-floor flat in a house just off Banbury Road was simply furnished and, in Eileen’s opinion, verging on the austere. She knew the minimalist look was all the rage, but this seemed such a barren existence. The sitting room, with its clinical white-painted walls held just two reclining leather chairs, a rug, and a double-width  floor-to-ceiling bookcase that was sparsely filled with books and CDs. There was a small television. and a hi-fi, but no ornaments or clutter. The bedroom was equally sparse: a double bed, a built-in wardrobe and in place of a dressing table, a desk with a laptop and printer. The only stamp of sentimentality was a collage of photographs Felicity had made for Harriet on her thirtieth birthday. The black-framed collage hung above the printer, and other than a mirror, this was the only object adorning the walls. How different it was for Harriet now, thought Eileen sadly, squeezed as she was with all her things into Felicity’s old bedroom, where she couldn’t move for bumping into something.

With enormous effort, Eileen tried once more to concentrate on what she was supposed to be doing. She picked up a pair of jeans, smoothed out the wrinkles in the legs and folded them carefully. Lovingly.

The Oxfam shop where she used to work two mornings a week - before ME sneaked its way into her life and sapped her energy - would not be receiving any of the bags of clothes. It would be too painful knowing that her old colleagues were picking over her daughter’s belongings. Better for it all to go further afield, to one of the charity shops in Maywood, where there would be less risk of her one day catching sight of a young woman in town wearing something of Felicity’s. That would be too much. It would add another bruise to all those ones she had deep inside, which nobody could see. Overcome by a sudden wave of sadness, she buried her face in a brightly coloured woollen sweater. It smelled so evocatively of her daughter, it caused a sob to catch in her throat. She let out a stifled cry. At once Harriet was by her side. ‘Are you okay, Mum?’

‘It’s all right, I’m just being silly.’ But despite her brave words, she couldn’t fight the misery that had crept up on her as it so often did.

Clearing a space on the bed for her mother to sit down, Harriet reached for the tissue box on the dressing table. It was empty. She went back to the landing, to the airing  cupboard where her mother kept a stock of toilet rolls and boxes of tissues. From downstairs came the sound of knocking, followed by a familiar ‘Yoo-hoo!’

Without checking with her mother, Harriet leant over the banister. ‘Come on up, Dora.’ If anyone could lift her mother’s spirits, it was Dora Gold. She lived across the road and was her mother’s closest friend. She was two years younger than Eileen but managed to defy the aging process that affected everyone else. She put it down to drinking plenty of water and keeping out of the sun. That and the occasional trip to a private clinic in south Manchester. She’d been divorced and widowed, in that order, and was prepared to kiss as many aging frogs as it took to find husband number three. She was always telling them some tale or other about a date she’d just been on. Harriet hoped Dora had an interesting tale to share with them today. Something that would distract Eileen and take her mind off Felicity.

Dora did better than that. She took one look at Eileen and the piles of clothes on the bed and said, ‘Here’s how we’re going to do this. I’m giving us exactly one hour to sort through everything and then we’re going to load up the car, drop everything off where necessary and then the three of us are going for lunch. How does that sound?’

 



In the end it was only Dora and Eileen who went for lunch. Harriet excused herself by saying she had a phone call to make. She hadn’t seen or spoken to Spencer in three weeks because he’d been away in South Africa visiting distant cousins. It was a trip he’d arranged just days before they’d started seeing each other. Today was his first day back in the office.

Spencer had asked her out three months before Felicity’s death (everything was now measured in terms of pre or post Felicity’s death) and initially they’d kept their relationship from everyone at work - an office romance was such a cliché. When they went public everyone laughed at them. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, Harriet,’ Adrian, her immediate  boss had said, ‘but it’s hardly the breaking-news item you clearly thought it was.’

What’s more, Ron, the graduate trainee programmer who was supposed to be nestling under her wing while she taught him all she knew, had opened a book on how soon it would be before they came clean. ‘And who won the bet?’ she’d asked, her hackles rising.

‘I did,’ he said proudly.

‘Well, Ron, seeing as you’re such a clever dick, you can put your cleverness to good use and get me my coffee. White, no sugar. And make sure the mug’s clean.’ She’d never pulled rank before, but now seemed as good a time as any to shake the dust from her epaulettes and bring them to his attention.

‘Go easy on the poor lad,’ Spencer had said during lunch, ‘it’s just an office thing. A bit of a lark.’

She knew he was right, but her privacy was important to her.

Spencer had only been at C.K. Support Services for five months, whereas Harriet had been there for five years. It was her second job since leaving university, but despite the lack of career opportunities within the small software house, she hadn’t foreseen a time when she would want to quit. The work, and the level she was at — Senior Analyst - suited her perfectly. She was good at her job, could run rings round most of her colleagues, and so long as they left her to get on with what she was paid to do and didn’t force her to get involved with management decisions or in-house politics, she derived enormous satisfaction from what she did. Some would say that she did nothing but sit with her feet up on the desk staring at a blank computer screen for most of the day. And they’d be right. But that was when she was at her most creative. Computer programming involved a lot of thinking. In fact, the bulk of what she did was in her head. Occasionally, though, she was dragged kicking and screaming away from her desk to help install the software she’d designed.

The first time she’d met Spencer, he’d been sitting with  his feet up on the desk, his eyes closed, his fingers drumming rhythmically on the arm of his chair. She’d recognised a kindred spirit and wondered if this would be the meeting of minds she’d always craved. It was no secret amongst her friends that she didn’t suffer fools gladly. ‘Your bog-standard lager-loving footie fanatic stands no chance with you, does he?’ Erin had once remarked. Erin was the same age as Harriet and lived in the flat above hers; she had no qualms about who she came home with after a drunken night out.

As she got to know Spencer, Harriet realised he ticked a good number of boxes, but when he started dropping hints about them moving in together, she instinctively backed off. Living with someone scared her. All that sharing. All that tiptoeing round one another’s feelings. All those arguments over hairs in plugholes and dishes left in sinks. The unmade bed. The wet towels on the bathroom floor. The rolled-up sock stuffed under a cushion. The shoes left just where she’d fall over them. All these things made her reluctant to throw in her lot with anyone on a more permanent basis.

The only person she came close to sharing her life with had been Felicity, and quite naturally it was her sister to whom she turned for advice about Spencer. ‘Am I being stupid?’ she’d asked Felicity.

Expecting her sister to urge her to throw caution to the wind, as she so often did, she had been surprised when Felicity had said, ‘If you have to ask the question, then you’re clearly not ready for such a step.’

Perversely, Harriet then tried to prove to herself that she was ready for such a step. She systematically listed everything that she liked about Spencer - his clear-cut way of thinking, his steadiness, his understanding and appreciation that she needed her own space - and gradually some of the fear crept to the furthest reaches of her mind.

But then Felicity died and everything changed.

Spencer was the first person she told about her decision to hand in her notice and move back to Cheshire. They  were in his flat when she broached the subject. He was cooking one of his messy meals - every pot, pan and mixing bowl had been used. ‘Aren’t you surprised?’ she’d said when he hardly reacted.

‘Sorry, Harriet, but I saw it coming. It was obvious.’

Never afraid to confront an issue, she said, ‘It’s going to change things between us, isn’t it?’

He’d stopped what he was doing and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Let’s save the crystal ball-gazing for the end-of-the-pier crowd, shall we? For now, you’ve got more than enough on your plate without worrying about us. We’ll find a way.’

But she did worry. And it annoyed her that she did. Being needy had never been on her personal agenda.

 



It was ages before Spencer answered his mobile. Time enough for paranoia to set in. Was he trying to avoid her?

‘Hi there, Harriet. How’s it going?’ The sound of his voice, so easy, so assured, chased away the doubts.

‘Not bad,’ she said, ‘all things considered.’ She wanted to explain what she’d spent the morning doing, but couldn’t be bothered. Would he be interested, anyway? Other people’s problems were exactly that. Other people’s. Given the choice, wouldn’t she rather cross the road than risk being contaminated by grief? Keeping the conversation light, she asked him about work. ‘Anything new to report?’

‘I haven’t been back long enough to know the full ins and outs, but there’s a bit of flapping going on over some new contract or other.’

She felt the pinch of isolation, of not being a part of things. It was hard to accept they were all carrying on without her. Harder still to think of anyone new occupying her old office. ‘What contract would that be?’ she asked.

‘Too boring to discuss. Tell me what you’ve been doing.’

‘No,’ she said, realising that she hadn’t asked him about his holiday, ‘tell me how South Africa was. Did you send me a postcard?’

They discussed his trip and then, because they seemed to be running out of things to say, she told him about packing up the remainder of Felicity’s stuff. She mentioned that she’d kept some of her sister’s clothes and things as keepsakes.

He groaned. ‘Wouldn’t it be easier just to ditch the lot? It sounds kind of macabre, wanting to keep anything your sister wore.’

Anger flared. And just what the hell would you know about it! she wanted to shout at him. But she kept her voice level. ‘It’s more complicated than that. There’s stuff I’ve put aside for the children; they need to be able to remember their parents. When they’re older, they can look through the selection I’ve made and perhaps piece together the memories.’

‘Yeah, I can see that would be a good idea. Look, I can’t chat for long, but are you still coming down tomorrow?’

‘Of course. Why do you ask?’

She caught the sound of background noise, of someone calling to him. When he didn’t answer her question, she said, ‘It shouldn’t take too long to pack up the last of my things at the flat. The agent says the buyer is all set to go.’ She couldn’t bring herself to ask if he was still on for lending a hand as he had promised. Instead she said, ‘Spencer, if you’ve got something to say, just say it.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘I’m sure you do.’

A pause. And then: ‘This isn’t the time, Harriet. Why don’t we speak tomorrow? I’ll meet you at your flat as we agreed. Around twelve.’

After a brisk goodbye she rang off. Without the aid of a crystal ball she knew exactly what the future held. It was adios time, inevitably. Why would Spencer want to stay involved with her now that she lived so far away and had two children to bring up? She’d been mad to think it could be otherwise.

Smarting with hurt pride and the sheer unfairness of it, she flipped open her mobile again and scrolled through for  the number she always tapped in when she needed a good rant. She’d got as far as putting the phone to her ear when she realised what she was doing. Very slowly, she closed the mobile and held it tightly in her fist. It was one of the things she found almost impossible to come to terms with: accepting that Felicity was no longer around to talk to, that she wasn’t there at the other end of the line to be told the latest office joke, or to fill Harriet in on a missed episode of Footballers’ Wives, or just to gossip about nothing in particular.

She decided she needed some fresh air to clear her head and improve her mood. But when she stepped outside and locked the front door behind her, she found that fresh air was in short supply. August, with its unbreathable, muggy air that was thick with pollen, was her least favourite month of the year. It was when her asthma was at its worst and she always had to be sure she was never too far from her inhaler. But a short walk along the canal would be okay. The moment she started to feel a tightness in her chest, she’d turn round.

Pocketing her set of keys, she looked across the road and saw a large white van. Its tailgate was lowered and furniture, piled higgledy-piggledy, was clearly in the process of being removed and carried up the drive. A self-drive Rent-A-Van, noted Harriet. The people who usually moved in to the four-bedroomed house were never around for long. For the last twenty years it had been owned by a couple who worked abroad and rented it out in their absence. Dozens of young families and professional couples had come and gone; consequently it was the shabbiest house in the road. The general feeling in the neighbourhood was that a permanent resident would smarten the place up. But judging from the tatty-looking Rent-A-Van, yet another temporary occupant was moving in. She wondered who. It was strange that Dora hadn’t been on the case and brought them news of who, what, when and how. Just then, a stockily built man in baggy shorts appeared in the open  doorway. Annoyed she’d been caught gawping, Harriet pretended she hadn’t noticed him and walked on down the road.
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‘Where do you want this?’

Will bobbed up from behind the sofa, where he was plugging in the CD player, and checked out the large box Marty was holding. ‘Bung it on top of the other box over there in the corner,’ he said.

‘I will, but on the condition that we stop for some lunch. If not, I’ll have you in an industrial tribunal faster than you can say, “Put the kettle on.”’

‘Would that be before or after I’ve had you arrested for a breach of the Public Order Act? Who’d you borrow those shorts from? Johnny Vegas?’

‘Ha, ha. And here’s me doing the best-friend routine only to be on the receiving end of fattist jokes.’

‘I could run through my extensive collection of follically challenged quips, if you’d prefer.’

Marty put the box down with a thump. ‘What I’d prefer is for you to get your arse into gear and make me a sandwich. I’m starving.’ He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of an arm. ‘Don’t suppose you know where I can lay my hands on a cold beer, do you? Trust you to move on the hottest and muggiest day of the year.’

‘I can do damn-all about the weather, but the cold-beer situation is well under control. Help yourself to a can from the cool-box on the kitchen table.’

‘And lunch?’

‘If you stop whingeing long enough, that will be brought out to you in the garden in about quarter of an hour.’

‘Now you’re talking.’

Minutes later, with Marty taking a break outside, Will  retrieved a loaf of bread, a tub of Flora, and a packet of bacon from the cool-box. He cleared a space around the cooker and set to work on throwing some lunch together. Once he’d sussed how the gas hob worked, he loaded up the frying pan with rashers, then buttered half a loaf of sliced bread and squirted a generous amount of HP sauce onto Marty’s bread. They’d been friends long enough to know each other’s likes and dislikes perfectly. Not dissimilar from a marriage, really. Except Will’s friendship with Marty had never turned sour, unlike his marriage.

It was eight years since he and Maxine had divorced but it still felt as if it were yesterday, probably because Maxine never let him forget what a bastard he’d been. Oh, and a loser, too. That was a constant favourite of hers. ‘The trouble with you, Will,’ she’d say, as if he’d ever asked for her opinion, ‘is that you’re never going to amount to anything for the simple reason that you refuse to grow up.’

‘And there was me thinking it was my boyish charm that got me where I am,’ he’d said only last week when she was in his office, once again raking over the coals of their burnt-out marriage, listing yet more of his failings.

She was interrogating him about his reasons for moving. ‘What’s wrong with where you are?’ she’d asked.

‘Well, honey,’ he’d replied, all silky-smooth and knowing it would annoy the hell out of her, ‘I’d tell you if it was any of your business. But seeing as it isn’t, you’ll have to reach your own conclusion.’

‘You’re moving in with someone? Is that it?’

‘I might be.’

‘Okay, so you’re not. I can’t say I’m surprised. And not just because you change your women more often than your boxer shorts. Or maybe it’s them. Perhaps they see the light just in time and turn tail.’

‘I’m sure you’re right, dear. You usually are. Now, if you’ve had your fun, I have important things to do.’

She’d tipped back her head and laughed, her even, white teeth framed by glossy pink lips. ‘William Hart doing something important. Now this I have to see.’

‘Then pull up a chair and learn from the master.’ Reaching for the phone, he’d added, ‘While you’re here, you could make yourself useful by putting the kettle on. If that isn’t beneath you these days.’

Fortunately she hadn’t stuck around and after she’d swept off in one of her up-yours-see-you-around-sucker flounces, and after he’d said, ‘Be sure to give my best wishes to PC Plod, won’t you?’ he’d been able to get down to business. Putting the phone back in its cradle, he’d closed the door of his ramshackle office and, tuning to Radio Four, he’d rolled up his sleeves for his afternoon fix of The Archers. It didn’t take much to please him these days.

Turning the rashers over and lowering the heat on the gas hob, he supposed that Maxine’s opinion of him would never change. In her eyes he would always be the bad guy.

The big girl’s blouse of a husband who dared to have an early mid-life crisis.

The lousy husband who played around.

The brute of a husband who broke her heart.

Although it was debatable she had one of those.

One way or another, he had a hard reputation to live up to. It wasn’t easy playing the villain every day of his life. Or the village idiot. Just occasionally he’d like to think he was a cut above your average no-good ex husband. He’d never once raised his hand to a woman. He’d never drunk to excess. He’d never picked his nose in public. And surely, what counted for more than anything, he was perfectly toilet-trained and never splashed or left the seat up. In some quarters, he’d be considered quite a catch.

And if he’d been such a bad lot, why had she stuck around as long as she had? Thirteen years in all.

The answer to that, as she’d repeatedly flung at him, was the only good things to come out of their relationship: Gemma and Suzie. Apples and eyes didn’t come close. His gorgeous daughters — Gemma, seventeen and Suzie, nineteen - were the crowning glory of his life. In many ways, marrying Maxine had been the best thing he’d ever done. But he’d withhold that fact from her to his dying day. She  could burn him at the stake and he’d never utter those words in her presence. A man was entitled to his pride.

‘Hey, you in there!’ called Marty from the garden. ‘Any chance of something to eat? My stomach’s panicking; it thinks it’s been stapled shut.’

They took their lunch down to the end of the garden, unlocked the rotting wooden gate and went and sat on the rickety bench that overlooked the canal. It was the most perfect spot, the main reason Will had bought the house. The house itself, as it was, left him cold. Modern but seriously dated, it was totally lacking in any character; it failed on all counts. But the location was superb and he could understand why the owners - clients of Marty’s who in their retirement had now decided to settle in Geneva - had hung on to it for as long as they had. However, their loss was his gain and by the time he was finished with it, he’d have it transformed and ready to sell on for a tidy sum.

As if picking up on his thoughts, Marty said, ‘Here’s to you and your new home.’ They tapped their cans of beer together. ‘Cheers. So how do you think you’ll like living here?’

‘It’ll do. Though it’s tempting to nuke the house and start over.’

‘I’ll tell Marion and Joe you said that.’

‘Tell them what you like. They should be rounded up and shot for having such appalling taste. Those hideous carpets and curtains can’t have slipped your notice, surely? And as for that chocolate-brown bathroom suite ... that can be first to go in the skip.’

Marty laughed. ‘Not everyone is blessed with such high-minded style as you. Besides, I thought retro was all the rage.’

‘In lesser circles, maybe. But I’m a purist. Give me a fine pair of Queen Anne legs any day.’

‘You antique dealers are all the same; just a bunch of screaming snobs.’

‘You say the sweetest things.’

‘I caught sight of one of your neighbours earlier. As  natives go, she didn’t look the sort to welcome you with open arms.’

‘I expect she was in shock at the sight of you in those shorts.’

Marty looked down at his legs. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

‘What’s right with them? You look like that short fat guy from It Ain’t Half Hot Mum. If you’re not careful, you’ll turn into your dad.’

‘I’d rather turn into him than Peter Stringfellow.’

‘So there’s no middle ground? It’s one or the other?’

‘I didn’t say that. But gravity and nasal hair come to us all. Even you, Will. It’s time to give in. It’s time to grow up.’

‘Hey, this is not the talk I’d expect from a fine young blood. We’re in our prime. The last time I checked, I had plenty of fuel left in the tank.’

‘In our prime? We’re forty-six, heading fast towards our pensions, arthritic joints and overactive bladders.’

‘Speak for yourself. I’m only forty-five.’

‘Bullshit! You’re forty-six next month.’

‘So what’s brought this on? Why the mood? Some young whippersnapper overtake your Merc in a souped-up Corsa?’

Marty looked glum and drank some more of his beer. ‘Perhaps it’s my turn now for the mid-life crisis.’

‘Ah well, there’s your mistake. You should have got it over and done with in your thirties, as I did. With all that behind me, the world looks pretty rosy from where I’m sitting.’

‘Smug bastard.’

Will laughed. ‘But a happy one.’

‘You’ve never regretted it, then? Never thought what it might have been like if you’d kept your nerve and played the game?’

‘Not once. If I’d stayed, the stress would have had me going on the rampage with a machete and wiping out the entire firm, and anyone else who got in the way. I know I  made the right decision. Life’s been bloody good to me since I opted out.’

‘That’s what I hate about you, Will; you’re perpetually upbeat. You’ve no idea how sickening it is.’

Will threw a handful of crusts into the water, where they were instantly seized upon by a family of ducks. ‘Come on, eat up; we’ve got the rest of my earthly goods and chattels to unpack.’
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Marty left after he’d helped Will heave the last of the beds upstairs. There was a double in the main bedroom and two singles: one in the room that would be Gemma’s and another in the room that would be Suzie’s. These days the girls rarely stayed with him - Suzie was away at university and only home for the holidays - but it was important to Will that they knew they could stop over with him whenever they wanted to.

He liked to think that despite their differences, he and Maxine had done their best by the girls, that their divorce hadn’t harmed them too much. It was possible, though, that he’d got it completely wrong and was fooling himself. Beneath the apparent acceptance, they might despise him as much as Maxine did. And as Maxine would have it, they had every reason to.

The affairs, none of which were of any real consequence, had been the final straw for Maxine. He wasn’t proud of what he’d done and still cringed at the memory of the lies and skulking about he’d got up to; all those times he’d said, ‘I’m just nipping out to clear my mind and stretch my legs.’ Within minutes of leaving the house he’d be standing in a phone box that stank of urine — this was before the convenience of mobile phones - and arranging a meeting with the woman on the other end of the line. As red-hot phone sex went, it was pretty pathetic.

It was also madness.

How he’d ever thought Maxine wouldn’t see through him, he’d never know. He’d been out of his tiny mind.

Which wasn’t far off the literal truth.

Officially, he’d had some kind of nervous breakdown.  Unofficially, he’d just been a bloody idiot, had thrown away his promising career and when that was good and buried, he’d deliberately wrecked his marriage.

It was not the future he’d planned for himself, when, fresh out of law school with Marty, he had landed a plum of a training contract with Carlton Webb Davis, a top Manchester law firm. They’d both opted to work in Manchester rather than London, figuring that they’d soon become a pair of big fish in the small pond. But Will had another compelling reason to move back to the north-west where he’d grown up; he’d just met the most stunning girl. She lived in Cheshire and worked for her father, who ran an auction house in Maywood. They’d met during his last term at law school. He was home for the weekend, a few months after his dad had died and his mother was having a clear-out. She wanted to sell some of the furniture that had belonged to her mother-in-law, pieces she’d never much cared for. She hadn’t been too keen on her mother-in-law, either. Will had arranged for a valuer to come to the house when he’d be around, just to ensure that his mother wouldn’t be shafted by some smart-talking smoothie in a camel-coloured coat with rolls of cash stuffed into his pockets. In Will’s opinion, antique dealers were right at the bottom of the food chain, along with politicians and second-hand car dealers. Coming from a lawyer, as was later pointed out to him, this was rich indeed.

Bang on ten o‘clock, he’d opened the front door and got the surprise of his life. The attractive girl produced a business card: Maxine Stone, of Christopher Stone, Auctioneers  and Valuers of Fine Art, Antique and Contemporary Items, Maywood, Cheshire.He stepped back to let her in, clocking at once that she was all curves and upmarket class. She was top-notch totty; the kind of girl he always went for. It was something to do with flying in the face of his father’s prejudice against the middle and upper classes. But apart from that, Miss Maxine Stone was gorgeous. Almost as tall as him, and dressed in an impeccable black suit, her hair was tied back in a prim little bun, which he  found wildly sexy. She was looking him straight in the eye (hers were green) and smiling confidently. With a slim briefcase hanging from her left hand (no sign of an engagement ring), she held out her other hand. He shook hands with her and, conscious that he hadn’t yet uttered a word, said, ‘Can I take you out for dinner and then to bed for dynamite sex?’ That was what he wanted to say, but what he actually said was, ‘Come on through; my mother’s in the sitting room.’

His mother, always the perfect hostess, welcomed Maxine Stone as though she was a long-lost relative and bustled around making tea and arranging biscuits on a plate. It was some time before they got down to the meat of the matter — the fate of an ugly set of bedroom furniture - but Will didn’t care. He couldn’t take his eyes off this young woman. He reckoned she was about the same age as him, early twenties, and as she perched on the edge of the sofa with her elegant knees locked tight, he was mesmerised. Captivated. Slain. Call it what you will. He wanted her! He watched her face intently as she chatted amiably with his mother, who, if given the chance, could keep an unwary caller hostage for hours. Keep on talking, he willed his mother. Keep talking so that I can plan how to ask her out. ‘Well, I find that hard to believe,’ he suddenly heard his mother say. ‘Don’t you, Will?’

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I was miles away.’ He was mentally unpinning all that ash-blonde hair and running his fingers through it. ‘What don’t you believe, Mum?’

‘That Maxine hasn’t been snapped up by a handsome young man.’ Only his mother could have been on first-name terms so soon with a complete stranger, openly enquiring about her marital status.

His eyes locked with Maxine’s. ‘Perhaps she’s waiting for the right man,’ he said as his mother went out to the kitchen to refill the teapot.

‘Perhaps you’re right,’ Maxine said. ‘Shall we go upstairs?’

‘My, but you’re a fast worker.’

‘I was thinking of the bedroom furniture I’m here to value,’ she said, her professional poise still firmly in place.

He smiled. ‘So was I.’ He got to his feet. ‘I’ll show you the way.’

‘I’ll bet you could, given half a chance.’

The room was practically zinging with their attraction for each other.

The wardrobe and dressing table were non-starters. ‘Not the kind of thing we deal in, I’m afraid,’ she apologised. ‘I can recommend a man in Crewe who might be interested, though.’

More apologies flowed, this time from Will’s mother, Ruby. ‘I’m so sorry to have wasted your time. I wish I had something else to offer you instead.’

Two weeks later, when he’d come home for another weekend and was lying in bed with Maxine, he said, ‘I know I’m a poor substitute for an ugly set of bedroom furniture, circa 1950S, but I do think we should do this more often.’

They were married two years later, after he’d finished his training contract and was fully qualified. Carlton Webb Davis made him an attractive offer and Maxine continued to work for her father, Christopher Stone. They were perfectly matched: both ambitious, both in a tearing hurry to make a name for themselves. For Maxine it was a foregone conclusion that she would take over her father’s auction room and Will knew that she longed for that day to come. She didn’t wish her father dead, but she did want him to retire and hand over the reins.

Meanwhile, things were really taking off for Will and he was climbing the greasy pole with chest-beating aplomb. It meant that he was rarely at home, but the more clients who kept him out till all hours, the more supportive Maxine was. Even when Suzie and Gemma came along, she never once complained that he wasn’t there to change the nappies or read the bedtime stories. Not that she did a lot of that herself. They had help — a series of nannies whose names he could never keep up with. Maxine wasn’t the easiest of  employers and like him was rarely around to supervise them. The agency never minded; they had an endless supply of young Scandinavian and Spanish girls who were only in the country to learn English and have a good time.

As well as pursuing their careers, he and Maxine were climbing the property ladder and moved house as often as they could: it was all part of the master plan. His part in the plan, as a highly respected corporate lawyer, was to be the youngest ever senior partner at Carlton Webb Davis - not a bad ambition for a mere secondary-school boy who’d made good - and if anything was guaranteed to turn Maxine on, it was the thought of her man being the Big Cheese. The Numero Uno. The Honcho. Power, he came to realise, really was an aphrodisiac for her. She often joked that Lady Macbeth was her role model.

But when it all started to go wrong, when he began to morph from Superman into a snivelling burnt-out wreck, Lady Macbeth was not amused.

The day he realised he couldn’t go on this way was one of the scariest moments of his life. For a while now he’d grown tired of sitting through sixteen-hour meetings just so that a roomful of tossers could flex their egos. It was like being back in the school playground, seeing who had the biggest conkers. Then late one night, after he’d sat through ten hours of client argy-bargy - my conkers are bigger than yours - he had suddenly banged his fist on the table and said, ‘Will you just sign the sodding contract and have done with it? Some of us have better things to do with our lives than jerk others about.’ He’d gathered up his papers, thrown them into his briefcase and walked out of the boardroom.

The following morning he was called to the fifth floor to explain himself. ‘Trouble at home,’ he’d lied.

‘Then sort it, William. And sooner rather than later.’

For a few weeks he continued to play the game, keeping a tight lid on his cynicism and temper. Somehow he managed to be deferential when necessary and ruthlessly determined when fighting on behalf of his client. ‘No  hostages allowed’ was what the firm believed in, but before long, Will realised there was a scared-witless hostage in their midst: him. He was a hostage of his own making and he couldn’t go on. The price was too high. He wanted his life back. He wanted to spend time with his daughters, to sit on their beds at night and read to them, or in Suzie’s case, sing her her favourite lullaby, ‘Scarlet Ribbons’. But more than anything, he wanted to stop feeling so knackered he couldn’t make it in bed anymore.

However, Maxine saw things differently. ‘It’s just a bad patch you’re going through,’ she said. ‘You’re tired, I expect. Why don’t we go on holiday without the children?’

They went away together to a relaxing hotel in southern Italy, but all it did was give him some courage on his return to the office: without telling Maxine, he handed in his notice. He was immediately put on ‘gardening leave’ and for a full month he managed to keep Maxine in ignorance of this. He’d get up in the morning as usual, put on his suit, drive off in his BMW (a bag of clothing in the boot, ready to change into at a motorway service station) and then spend the day anywhere but in Manchester. He’d go across to North Wales, the Peak District, or up to the Lakes. He’d browse round bookstores and stately homes - Chatsworth House was a particular favourite. He also visited antique shops and attended a couple of auctions; to his surprise, he began to understand how addictive they were. No wonder Maxine got a thrill out of her work. Up until then, he’d been politely refused entry to the circles in which she moved. Dealers and valuers, he reckoned, were a bit like masons: secretive and prepared to close ranks if anyone tried to muscle in. Through regular attendance at the salerooms and with his keen observational eye, he soon learned about the dodgy goings on, like taking bids off the wall. Some places did it as a matter of course; others, the posher firms, frowned upon the practice of bumping up the sale price of a lot by acknowledging imaginary bidders but occasionally did it all the same.

He grew fond of playing truant and would return home  with a faint spring in his step. Maxine was delighted to see the improvement in him; as far as she was concerned they were now back on track, the glitch dealt with. There was even some bedroom action again.

But inevitably she found out, and when she did - he was spotted at an auction by one of her colleagues — she went ballistic. ‘What’s happened to you?’ she screamed. ‘You’re not the man I married.’

He tried to explain how he felt, how futile and pointless everything had become for him at Carlton Webb Davis, and how ill he’d begun to feel. He couldn’t bring himself to admit to his panic attacks, which forced him to go and sit in the loo until he calmed down. But all she was interested in was how they were going to manage financially.

It was a real enough concern. And while Maxine was prepared to ride out the storm sheltering in the safety of her father’s cavernous wallet, Will was not. Christopher Stone was a formidable man, who had originally welcomed Will into the Stone family with a haughty coolness that gradually warmed to tepid approval when he realised what a clever, ambitious son-in-law he had. But when, overnight, Will turned into an indolent good-for-nothing, his hostility knew no bounds. The gloves were off and Will was told in no uncertain terms that Christopher Stone’s biggest regret in life was that his only daughter had wasted herself on a thoroughly bad lot.

So fierce pride on Will’s part had him steering his family further into the eye of the storm. They sold their expensive house and made drastic economy measures. The nanny was sent packing and he became a house-husband. Temporarily, he assured Maxine. Secretly, though, he enjoyed doing the school run, helping the girls with their homework, taking them swimming, and cooking the tea with one eye on Blue Peter. But it was no job for a real man, as Maxine would imply with one of her steely power-suited looks when she came home after a hard day’s graft at the saleroom. One evening, when she was feeling particularly bitter that his selfishness had disrupted their lives so dramatically, she  said, ‘As far as I can see, you’re of no use to the girls or me like this.’ She was all for him getting off his backside and submitting his CV to whichever law firm would be desperate enough to have him. She missed the perks of having a husband who spent his every waking moment killing himself through stress.

That was when the affairs started. And for the record he’d like it to be known that he was a monogamous man by instinct, and only ended up in the mess he did by circumstances beyond his control. But maybe that’s what all men say. The first affair was with one of the mothers he got to know at the school gate. Simply put, she was bored and he was desperate. If he had to defend himself, and he had tried to do so many times, his actions were those of a man trying to gain a modicum of self-respect: if his wife could no longer bear to look at him or regard him as attractive then he was sure as hell going to find the affirmation he needed elsewhere.

It was a mistake, of course. His self-respect had no intention of showing up while he was cheating on his wife. Even without knowing about the affairs, Maxine’s loathing for him was growing on a daily basis. When he announced that he was going into business, and confessed exactly what line of business he was considering, she threw hot, scathing scorn at him. ‘You, an antique dealer!’ she crowed. ‘You don’t know the first thing about it.’

‘Actually,’ he said, ‘I do. You’ve taught me all you know. For which I shall be eternally grateful.’

It was a cheap shot, but by this stage of their relationship there were few sweet endearments.

When their divorce was finalised and the money shared out, he took a gamble and opened an antiques shop, rapidly discovering that only throwing his gelt at a three-legged horse in the 2.30 at Uttoxeter would have been riskier. Nonetheless, he lived above his rented shop in Maywood, and began a new life of buying and selling. Given the right motivation he’d always been a fast learner, so he read up, did his homework and got lucky when he stumbled across  an expert willing to share his knowledge. His name was Jarvis and he took a liking to Will, becoming his self-appointed mentor. He still was.

All these years on, his life could not be more different. But for all the aggravation and all the friends he’d lost - only Marty had hung in there with him - nothing would make him go back to those days of sitting behind a shiny desk in the soulless air-conditioned offices of Carlton Webb Davis. Not unless he was armed with a machete.

 



He was sprawled comfortably on the sofa that evening, having decided to take a break from unpacking, and was listening to R.E.M.’s Up - not the critics’ choice, admittedly, but a favourite of his - when his mobile rang. He recognised the number at once. It was his eldest daughter, Suzie.

‘Hi, Dad. How did the move go? How’s the new house? And can you lend me some money? Pleee-ase.’


‘The move went well,’ he said. ‘Marty helped. The house is horrible. And how much do you want?’

‘How much can you spare?’

‘For you sweetheart, my very last shirt button. What do you need it for?’

‘My coke dealer’s raised his prices.’

‘Then tell him to stick it up his bum. You’re paying through the nose as it is.’

‘Oh, Dad.’


‘No Suzie, I’m holding firm this time. No amount of wheedling from you is going to work. Can’t you try something cheaper? Cannabis, for instance.’

Suzie laughed. ‘One of these days I’m going to shock you and not be the respectable daughter you’ve always taken me for.’

He laughed too. ‘So why do you want the money?’

‘Promise you won’t hit the roof?’

‘Have I ever been that sort of father?’

‘I’ve bumped the car and want to get it fixed before Mum sees it.’

‘When you say bumped, you mean that literally, I hope? You’re not about to tell me the car’s totalled and you’re in hospital covered in bandages, are you?’

‘No, nothing like that. I reversed into a metal post and, well, the bumper kind of dropped off.’

‘Mm ... how fast were you going?’

‘I was hardly moving at all. So will you lend me the money?’

‘Why don’t you do what the rest of us do? Get it sorted on your insurance. If I’m not mistaken, I already pay for that anyway.’

‘Um ... thing is, it ... it wasn’t my car. It was Steve’s.’

‘Steve’s?’ Will sat up. ‘Hang on, let me get this straight. You mean to say that when you were hardly moving at all, and the bumper just kind of dropped off, you were driving PC Plod’s brand new Jag? The Shaguar?’


Suzie’s answer was so faint, he scarcely caught it. Or perhaps it was the sound of his laughter bouncing off the sitting-room walls that drowned out her voice.

‘Dad, it isn’t funny. They’re back from Paris next week with Gemma and I need to get it fixed before Steve sees it. You know he’ll be as mad as hell about it.’

Will was still laughing when he ended the call. He was picturing the expression on the face of his ex-wife’s second husband when he saw what had happened to his precious new car. Steve Dodd, a.k.a. PC Plod because he used to be something big in the police force, had tried hard to be a model step-father to Suzie and Gemma, but he suspected that Steve was going to have his work cut out keeping his cool over this. Unless, of course, for Suzie’s sake, Will could get it sorted before anyone was the wiser.

Ten minutes later, when he was hunting through the Yellow Pages for a suitable body shop, his mobile chirruped with a text message from Sandra saying the coast wasn’t clear for the next few days. Sandra was a fellow dealer and had one of those open marriages that he thought only ever existed in people’s heads. Seemingly her husband would be around for the foreseeable, so any nocturnal visits from  Will would be inappropriate. To be honest he was relieved. He was too tired for one of Sandra’s sexual marathons. She might not demand any form of commitment from him, but physically she was the most exhausting woman he’d ever been to bed with. There was no such thing as a quickie for her.

Putting his mobile aside, he returned his attention to more important matters: finding a body shop for PC Plod’s pranged car.




Chapter Seven

 



 



 



 



It was raining when Harriet arrived in Oxford. She let herself into her flat, went through to the kitchen, hung her keys tidily on the hook beside the breadbin and stood for a moment in the gloomy half-light, listening to the silence. The flat felt cold and empty, as if it had fallen asleep in her absence. Or ... as if it had died.

She briskly chased the thought away and went round switching on lamps, filling the kettle, and checking there was nothing amiss, that a pipe hadn’t sprung a leak or a window been jemmied open. Constant activity, she’d come to know, was the only answer.

She’d set off early that morning, trying to beat the worst of the traffic, but had still got caught in a two-mile tailback just north of Birmingham. Her father had offered to come with her, but knowing how tired her mother was, Harriet had suggested he ought to take the children out for the day to give Mum a break. It was obvious to them all that Eileen wasn’t getting enough rest, and if that went on for too long, Harriet knew her mother would be stuck in bed for days. It was such a frustration for Mum; just as soon as she started to feel well and her energy levels increased she invariably overdid it and was back where she’d started, feeling ill again. She needed to avoid emotional stress and too much physical work, but they were there for her every day of the week. There seemed no let-up. Harriet knew that her mother would carry on until she dropped. ‘Don’t worry about me, Harriet,’ Eileen had said to her only last night, ‘none of us has the luxury of going to pieces, least of all me. I wouldn’t do that to the children.’ It seemed wrong to Harriet that the focus was all on the children, but maybe  that was because she didn’t have a maternal bone in her body.

The first room she tackled was the bedroom. It didn’t take her long. Most of her things from this room were already up in Cheshire; only a few winter clothes were left, which she had known she wouldn’t need straight away. What little furniture she had was being packed up this afternoon by a removal firm and put into storage - there was no space left in Mum and Dad’s garage.

From her bedroom she moved to the bathroom: the linen and towels from the airing cupboard took up no more than a couple of bin liners. The sitting room was next, and with the first shelf of her books packed, the buzzer for the intercom sounded.

Spencer.

She wanted to feel pleased about seeing him again, but her pride wouldn’t let her. Let’s not forget why he’s really here, she reminded herself. During the journey down in the car she had wondered about getting in first, ensuring she was the one to end it between them. ‘Look, Spencer,’ she’d imagined herself saying, ‘let’s be adult about this. We had our fun, now it’s time to move on.’ She then imagined winning an Oscar for the most clichéd performance ever given in the history of hammy break-up scenes.

She buzzed him up and, fixing a smile to her face, opened the door. ‘Hi, Spencer,’ she said. If nothing else, he was going to remember her for being positive and upbeat. But the moment he leaned in for a kiss and she felt the dampness from the rain on his hair and cheek, and smelled the familiar scent of him, she wasn’t so sure of herself. A flood of happy memories came back and she kissed him for a fraction longer than she’d intended. Hope surfaced, too. Maybe he would stand by her after all. Maybe he’d be there for her.

‘You’ve been busy,’ he said, taking off his wet coat and eyeing the narrow hall that was crowded with boxes and bin liners.

‘You know me. If a job’s got to be done, best to get it  over and done with.’ Like ending their doomed relationship, she thought. Noticing the carrier bag he was holding, she said, ‘What’s that?’

‘Lunch. I knew you’d be too busy to go out, so I called in at your favourite deli. Take your choice: avocado and bacon baguettes, coronation chicken sandwiches and a smoked salmon bagel.’

‘How intuitive of you.’ Of course, ending it in a restaurant would have been much too dangerous. An embarrassing scene might ensue.

‘You carry on with what you were doing,’ he said, ‘and I’ll set things up in the kitchen.’

Down on the floor with her boxes of books, she listened to Spencer as he unwrapped the parcels of food in the kitchen. He definitely seemed quieter than usual. They always do when they’re about to pull the rug out from beneath you. They need to concentrate. You know what men are like, can’t multi-task like us girls.


Stop it! She warned the crazy, paranoid woman inside her head. Perhaps he was just unsure how to treat her these days. Be too relaxed and jaunty with her and he might think she would accuse him of being insensitive.

‘Ready when you are,’ he called.

They sat opposite each other at the circular table. ‘I’m going to miss Franco’s Deli,’ she said, helping herself to a baguette and ripping it in two. ‘Do you want half?’

He shook his head. ‘What else do you think you’ll miss?’

‘Just about everything.’ She looked about her, indicating her precious home of the last fourteen months. ‘This. Work. Oxford.’ She paused and looked at him meaningfully. ‘And you. Especially you.’ She was throwing him a line. Cueing him up. But all he did was smile and take another bite of his sandwich.

That was when she knew for sure that it was over.

They ate in silence, like an ancient married couple who no longer had anything to say to one another. When she couldn’t take the awkwardness any longer, she put down her baguette and said, ‘I think we need to talk.’ She cringed.

And the Oscar for most clichéd break-up opening line goes to Harriet Swift!

He gave her a nervous look.

‘You said on the phone yesterday that there was something you wanted to say to me.’ Once again she was throwing him a line.

He slowly finished what was in his mouth. ‘It’ll keep,’ he murmured. ‘Any luck on the job front yet?’

She would never have thought he was the cowardly type. He’d always seemed so objective and clear-headed. It was one of the things about him that had attracted her. Prepared to give him some slack, she said, ‘I haven’t had time to sneeze, never mind approach a job agency. No disrespect to my niece and nephew but they’re incredibly time-consuming. There always seems to be something that needs doing for them. I’m worn out and in bed by nine most nights.’

‘How are they coming to terms with everything?’

She really couldn’t work out if he was genuinely interested or still prevaricating. ‘They seem okay,’ she said, ‘but how do we really know what’s going on inside their heads?’

‘Have you thought about counselling?’

‘They’ve been seeing a woman for a couple of weeks. I’ve no idea if it’s helping them.’

‘What about for you and your parents?’

She shrugged. ‘Not really our thing.’

‘So you’ll just tough it out?’

‘Isn’t that what most people end up doing anyway?’

‘I don’t know. I’ve never been this closely associated ...’ he hesitated, ‘... this near to death before. Have you thought of keeping a journal?’

‘Whatever for?’ She could feel herself getting cross with him. If he’d never been this close to death before then perhaps he ought to shut the hell up with his half-baked advice.

‘I once read about a man who’d lost his wife and he decided to work through his grief by writing everything  down. Whenever he couldn’t cope, he turned to his diary. I reckon that’s what I’d do in your shoes.’

Harriet couldn’t think of anything worse. She’d feel too exposed and vulnerable putting down any of the thoughts she’d had since Felicity had died. She also felt that if Spencer knew the first thing about her, he wouldn’t have made such a suggestion. Looking at him across the table as he reached for another sandwich, she felt like she was having lunch with a stranger. It hit her then, that that was the reality. Here she was, patiently waiting for him to come clean and say that it was over between them, when the truth was, there was no ‘them’. How could there be? They scarcely knew each other. Theirs was a fledgling relationship, still in its early stages. They’d worked together, had been to bed together, but Spencer couldn’t possibly know what really made her tick. Just as she didn’t know the real him.

Seizing the moment, she said, ‘Spencer, I think we should get this over with. I can’t think of a single good reason why you would want to carry on seeing me now that my circumstances have changed so dramatically, so let’s not kid ourselves that after today we’ll be anything but friends.’
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Not all families are the same . . .
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