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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’

Publisbing News
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   BEGINNING




Chapter
   One

THE END

Jessica Lloyd looked at what she’d just typed, considered it for a few seconds, then allowed herself a small wry smile.

This wasn’t because she had at last finished her latest novel, or indeed that these two perfectly innocuous words would irritate the hell out of her exacting agent - ‘I know when it ends, Jessica, there’s no need to tell me, I’m not a fool’ - but because, and heaven forbid that anyone would accuse her of spouting high-sounding humbug, she happened to believe that there was no such thing as an ending. In her experience life was all about beginnings.

And today of all days she had to believe that this was true.

She switched off the laptop, stood up, stretched her arms over her head and went and leant against the white-painted wall that separated her small terrace from the rocky drop below. She rested her elbows on the sun-warmed stone and gazed out at the sweep of bay with its crystal-clear water that was holiday-brochure blue. It was a breathlessly hot June morning and the sea was calm and tranquil, benign even, but Jessica knew well enough that by early afternoon there would be a strong wind blowing in across the water, bringing with it the kind of crashing waves that wind-surfers delighted in and for which this part of Corfu was renowned.

But for now, all was still.

She went back to the shade of her vine-covered pergola, to the wooden table she had been working at, and gathered up her things and took them inside. She plugged the laptop into the printer, which squatted incongruously next to the bread bin on top of the fridge in the tiny kitchen, and set it to print her final chapter of A Carefree Life. While she waited for the machine to do its work she poured herself a glass of ice-cold mineral water and gulped it down. It was eleven o’clock and she had been working on the terrace since a little after seven, having got up early to finish her novel. And now that it was done she could use the rest of the day to say her goodbyes.

She had lived on Corfu for six years and for the most part she had cherished every magical timeless day that had drifted by. She had come to the island not long after her thirtieth birthday and had fallen for the charming, carefree way of life the Corfiotes so enjoyed. It had suited her own temperament perfectly.

She had also fallen in love, or what she had thought was love at the time. Now she wasn’t so sure.

First there had been Christos who, if nothing else, had tried to teach her to cook, or rather his mother had. But when it finally dawned on Christos that she had absolutely no interest in cooking, and that if he wanted anything worthwhile to eat he either had to do it himself or go home to his mother, he went in search of a nice local girl who would know exactly how to produce his favourite meal of arni brizoles. There had been no bitter recriminations between them when they’d parted, just a shared sense of better luck next time.

Luck had given her Gavin.

Gavin, so sure, so confident and so amusing. He was the original free spirit, as he’d never stopped letting her know.

He had come to the island some two years before, to work as a sailing instructor, and when they’d met, like Christos, he had set about teaching her what was important to him. In his case it was sailing. She hated sailing almost as much as cooking, but had been so captivated by Gavin that she hadn’t let on and had tried her best to listen to his enthusiastic instructions. She’d then tried even harder to carry them out. But it had been hopeless. Tacking into the wind was a concept she never mastered. Each lesson she would capsize the small boat at least half a dozen times - it didn’t help that Gavin would shout from the shore that a child of ten could sail the wretched thing. ‘Then let it!’ she shouted back at him one day, abandoning the boat and swimming away from it in a monumental sulk.

If the sailing was a nightmare, the sex was a dream.

And always afterwards, whether they were lying on her bed in the moonlight or in the sun on her secluded terrace, he would sing to her or tell her jokes.

But the sex, the singing and the jokes - and thank goodness, the sailing - were all about to become things of the past.

She hadn’t told Gavin what she was doing because she knew what his reaction would be if she did try and explain to him why she was leaving. There would be that little-boy-lost look, accompanied by the words, ‘But you can’t really mean it’ — in Gavin’s world, nobody ever meant what they said. He would then open a bottle of wine and insist they discuss it on the terrace beneath the stars and moon, where he knew she’d be unable to stay angry with him for more than two minutes. And because of his arrogance he would assume she was going because of him and he’d say, ‘But it’s just the way I am, it doesn’t mean anything’ and lead her to the bedroom. Then, once they’d made love, he would whisper in her ear, ‘Stay, Jessica, don’t go.’

And she’d give in. Just like that.

She sighed. It wasn’t good to think about Gavin too much. Not at this stage. Not when she knew how weak he could make her feel. His greatest skill, she had long since decided, was that he knew exactly how to keep her dangling. She was ashamed to admit it, but basically it was all down to sex. And it wasn’t even that Gavin understood her body and knew all the right things to do with it that made him so appealing, it was more a case of the sheer force of his energy in bed that had her gasping for more. Without a doubt, if sex were ever made an Olympic sport, Gavin would be the Mark Spitz of the event.

She smiled to herself and imagined Gavin putting his latest round of infidelity down to essential training.

She poured another glass of water, quickly drank it, then decided to have a swim before taking her motor boat into Kassiopi. She went in search of her swimming costume. Just as she had changed, the phone rang.

It was her mother.

Instantly Jessica was filled with alarm. Her mother rarely called. It was always Jessica who did the phoning. The last time Anna had phoned was six months ago and it was to announce that she was being admitted into hospital for a heart bypass operation. Very calmly she had said, ‘Don’t go doing anything silly, Jessica, like rushing over, but I’m going into hospital for a few days. There seems to be a problem with my heart. A lot of fuss over nothing, very probably.’ Within hours of the call Jessica was sitting on a plane bound for Manchester, panic-stricken that she might never see her mother again. It was a thought that had stayed with her throughout the flight and had reduced her to a tearful, sniffling wreck, much to the consternation of the man in the seat next to her.

They had never been overtly close, not like other  mothers and daughters Jessica knew, who needed constantly to be together, but their love for one another was just as strong. Unfortunately, so was the need for both of them to live independently of each other.

‘What is it?’ Jessica asked. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Don’t fuss. I’m fine. I just wanted to see if it wasn’t too late to make you change your mind.’

‘No chance,’ Jessica said with a light laugh. ‘Everything’s arranged this end and you know jolly well that I’ve exchanged contracts on Cholmford Hall Mews, so you can expect me as I’d originally said.’

‘Remind me.’

Jessica tutted. ‘Does that mean you’ve lost the letter I sent you?’

‘I might have.’

‘Honestly, Mum, you’re hopeless.’

‘I’m nothing of the sort. After years of having a head for paperwork I’ve given it up. Now get on and tell me what time you’ll be arriving tonight, this call’s costing me a fortune.’

‘With a bit of luck I’ll see you some time after eleven.’

‘As early as that?’

‘You really know how to make a daughter feel loved.’

‘I’m working on it, Jessica, but it’s not easy.’

A few moments later, when Jessica put down the phone, she found herself almost wishing the hours away until her flight. She wanted to go home. Which was strange because England hadn’t been home for years.

She picked up a large towel from the back of a chair and made her way down the steep hillside path at the end of her sun terrace. At a sharp turn she paused and stood still in the fierce heat, and gazed across the expanse of sparkling water. In the distance was the Albanian coastline, its mountainous bumps blurred and hazy in the baking sunshine. All around her was the sweet smell of cypress trees and the ever present noise of cicadas hidden  in the olive trees. Surely she should feel something, she thought, as she stood taking in the view and the moment. Shouldn’t there be at least some feeling of regret at leaving all this, this island that had once been such a blissful paradise?

But that was the point, she supposed. It no longer was a blissful paradise.

She carried on down the path, taking care where she placed her feet on the stones that in places were loose and wobbly.

When she reached the tiny sheltered area of pebble beach that she called her own, where she kept her small boat tied to an overhanging branch of a eucalyptus tree, she placed her towel on a rock and slipped into the clear turquoise water. It was wonderfully cool and refreshing, and leaning her slim brown body forward she began swimming away from the shore, moving her arms and legs slowly and rhythmically.

Perhaps this might be something she would miss when she returned to England.

But even the thought of a chilly chlorine dip at the local swimming baths back in Cheshire could not persuade her that what she was doing was wrong.

It was in January, when her mother had gone into hospital, that Jessica had begun to feel uneasy. It was the first time that she wondered whether she hadn’t been a little selfish all her adult life.

The trouble was she had been brought up by a strong, clear-minded and very independent woman, and raised with the expectation that she would be the same. Which had meant that at the earliest opportunity she had been encouraged to fly the nest and spread her wings. At no stage had she thought about marriage or ever having children, the two things just didn’t come into her thinking. As a child there had been no bedtime stories of young girls being rescued by handsome princes on the  look-out for a compliant, pretty wife, instead there had been tales of heroic women battling against the odds; of Joan of Arc, Amy Johnson, Florence Nightingale and even Ginger Rogers who, according to her mother, did everything Fred Astaire did but backwards and in high heels. ‘Whatever you want to do,’ her mother would say when kissing her good-night, ‘believe you can do it and you will. And more important than anything else, make sure you enjoy what you do.’

Which might well have provoked some children into becoming high-flying achievers, but not Jessica. What it did was convince her from an early age that whatever she did it would be because she wanted to do it. She grew to be extremely single-minded and able to turn her hand to anything she chose. Her scholastic education came to an end at the age of eighteen and because she already had a passion for skiing, but couldn’t afford to fund it, she decided to work as a chalet maid in a ski resort in the French Alps, where she spent what little free time she had on the slopes perfecting her technique. She’d then gone to live in Colorado, where she worked as a skiing instructor. From there she’d returned to Europe and while island hopping round Greece, with only a bulging backpack to her name, had chanced upon a holiday company desperate for an extra rep to help them out for a couple of weeks on Corfu. By the time the job came to an end Jessica knew that she had chanced upon a place that she had no desire to leave. She began working in a taverna, which was where she had met Christos, and when she wasn’t serving plates of moussaka and feta salad to the tourists, along with retsina and ouzo, she was to be found on the beach with a notebook and pen. Quite unexpectedly she had discovered she had a new craving and was instantly keen to satisfy it. She had started writing a novel. It took her a year and when it was finished she posted the set of notebooks to her mother to  read. Unbeknown to Jessica, Anna had then secretly typed it out and sent it off to an agent in London. Several months later, not long after Christos had given up on Jessica, she had received a letter from her mother with the news that a publisher was interested in her book. ‘They’re offering real money,’ she wrote, ‘not buttons, but hard cash. You’d better come over right away and see what you think.’

And she had. First she had met the agent to whom her mother had sent the manuscript, then the publisher. A contract was signed and when she flew back to Corfu a week later the first thing she did was to give up working at the taverna and buy herself a new set of notebooks and pens, and start writing another novel.

Now, as she climbed up the steep path to her small whitewashed house that nestled comfortably into the unspoilt hillside, she thought of the third book she had completed today, which she would take with her to England that evening on the plane, along with just a few carefully selected possessions that would remind her of Corfu. The house was rented, as was the furniture, and much as she’d come to love her locally carved olive-wood knick-knacks and brightly coloured rugs and wall hangings, it was only right that they should stay behind. They would look out of place in her new house; it would be like taking holiday souvenirs home and finding they looked silly away from their own environment, just as cheap holiday wine was best enjoyed in situ.


She threw her wet towel over the clothes line tied between two olive trees and experienced the uneasy feeling that her decision to leave Gavin and her idyllic life-style and return home to England was all about her finally growing up.

No more could she justify her carefree life. No more could she ignore what she felt she owed her mother. And  whether her mother was prepared to admit it or not, Anna needed her daughter’s help.

Just occasionally, though, Jessica had the strange and dangerous feeling that perhaps this wasn’t so, that in actual fact, by some quirk of human nature, it was she who wanted her mother to need her.

Either way, it didn’t matter. The truth was, at the age of thirty-six she had discovered that Corfu could not offer her what she now found she wanted more than anything else.

She went inside the house to shower and get ready to go out, more convinced than ever that what she had suspected for some time was true - she had outstayed her welcome on this lovely Ionian island. It was definitely time to move on, to go back to England where she had a new home waiting for her, not with her mother - that would be a disaster for them both - but somewhere close by, where she hoped to be able to keep a surreptitious eye on Anna.

And maybe she might even find what it was she was looking for, that setting up home at Cholmford Hall Mews would satisfy the very real sense of belonging that she was now seeking.




Chapter
   Two

Kate Morris stared with pleasure through the large arched window in the sun-filled sitting-room of 5 Cholmford Hall Mews and experienced the sensation of having died and gone to heaven. She wondered how she would ever get anything done in the house with this beautiful view of rolling fields and woodland to gaze at all day.

Well, one thing was for sure, today was not the day to stand and dream. There was such a lot to do and she wanted most of it done before Alec came home from work that evening. She wished to surprise him, wanted very much to make their new home together perfect.

They had only moved in yesterday, so she knew that it was just possible that she was setting her sights too high, but she badly desired everything to be right.

She moved away from the window and turned her attention to one of the large packing cases in the middle of the room. She opened it, took off the protective layers of scrunched-up paper and pulled out a parcel to unwrap. It was a framed photograph of Alec and his family - the McLaren clan as she called them - taken last Christmas. There was Alec’s daughter Ruth, who wasn’t much younger. than Kate, and her husband Adam, and their son, little Oscar, four years old and utterly adorable; dark-eyed and winsome, and Kate’s favourite member of the McLaren family, other than the man she loved. And looking very much the patriarchal figure, Alec was in the middle of the picture, his tall frame dominating the photograph as he stood proudly, surrounded by his  family. She ran her finger over his face, taking in the flecks of grey at his temples, the smile that had put her so thoroughly at ease when they’d first met and the new pair of gold-rimmed glasses she had helped him choose the week before Christmas. She was in the picture too. She gazed critically at herself and saw a tall girl in her late twenties looking more like a gawky schoolgirl with shoulders slightly stooped as though this would make her less visible and less out of place among a family in which she felt she didn’t belong. It was a sad truth, but it was exactly how she’d always looked in her own family photographs. The final figure in the group portrait was perhaps the most important member of the family ... in terms of Kate’s future happiness, she suspected. It was Melissa McLaren.

Melissa and Alec had been divorced now for over two years, but Kate was astute enough to know that a formal piece of paper could never fully untie the bond that existed between a couple who had not only been married for as long as Alec and Melissa had, but who also still saw one another on a daily basis running their jointly owned company together. Kate recognised all too well that some women in her position would be unhappy with the situation in which her partner still had so much contact with his ex, but Kate was determined never to let something as petty as jealousy ruin what she and Alec had between them. Though they had only known one another for less than a year their love was as precious to Kate as anything she’d ever known.

She placed the photograph on the mantelpiece, along with some other ornaments she’d already unwrapped after seeing Alec off to work earlier that morning. It was a shame he’d needed to go in to the office today of all days, it would have been lovely to have had him here with her setting up home together.

They had met last autumn through, of all things, a  dating agency - a fact that nobody in the McLaren clan was ever to know about. ‘I couldn’t bear for Melissa to know I’d resorted to meeting somebody this way,’ Alec had told Kate. It wasn’t perhaps the most flattering thing for him to say to her, but she knew and understood what he meant, and had respected his need to protect his pride. Hadn’t she felt exactly the same herself?

In theory they should never have met, because of their age difference, but that particular week the computer at the agency had had a glitch and had sent out hundreds of profiles to mismatched prospective partners and, with curiosity on both their parts to blame, she and Alec had arranged to meet for a drink in a wine bar in Knutsford.

‘Excuse my lack of originality,’ he’d said on the phone, ‘but how will I recognise you? I’ve never done this kind of thing before.’

‘I’m tall for my age,’ she’d joked, ‘and I have rather a lot of hair.’

She had liked the look of him from the very first second she’d seen him enter the wine bar, without even knowing that he was her date. He’d been dressed in a loose-fitting raincoat over a linen suit and pale-green shirt that later in the evening she had realised had reflected the colour of his eyes. She had liked him even more when he’d approached her without hesitating and said, ‘You have to be Kate Morris, I love your hair, it makes you look like an ethereal Burne-Jones beauty.’

According to the advice offered by the dating agency, when two people meet for the first time they should plan to spend a maximum of thirty minutes in each other’s company. She and Alec had spent all evening together. They’d had a couple of drinks in the wine bar and moved on to a nearby restaurant. She had found his manner easy and comfortable. He was softly spoken, with just the merest hint of a Scottish accent, and appeared confident and perfectly composed, even though he admitted to her  the following day that he had been terrified that she would think him old and boring. But there was nothing old and boring about Alec, he was spontaneous and fun, and she had fallen in love with him by the time they’d finished their meal. Later, when he had walked her to her car and had said how much he’d enjoyed the evening, he’d added, ‘I don’t suppose there’s any hope of you humouring a middle-aged man and having dinner with me next week, is there?’

‘No,’ she’d answered, ‘no, I don’t think so.’

He’d lowered his eyes, disappointed — ever since that moment she’d never seen him look so downcast. ‘I just thought it was worth asking,’ he’d mumbled awkwardly, staring into the shop window behind him, ‘but I quite understand, I suppose that’s how this dating thing works.’

She’d reached out and rested her hand on his coat sleeve. ‘You don’t understand at all,’ she’d said, ‘I said no because I can’t wait until next week. How about tomorrow evening?’

His handsome face had instantly broken into a delighted smile. ‘You mean it?’

‘Yes.’ She’d smiled back at him. ‘Why wouldn’t I?’ He’d thrown his arms in the air. ‘A million and one reasons why not. Like I’m twenty years older than you.’

‘Actually you’re twenty-one years older.’

He groaned. ‘That bad, eh?’

‘Old enough to be my father.’

‘Doesn’t it bother you?’

‘So where shall we eat?’

‘Here? Wherever. Wherever you want. Oh Kate, give me something that belongs to you so that I don’t wake up in the morning and find you were nothing but a dream.’

Kate smiled and hoped she would never forget the memory of their first meeting. She carried on with the unpacking. When she’d cleared another two boxes she  was interrupted by the sound of the doorbell. She clambered over the chaos of yet more unopened boxes in the hall and opened the front door. She was met by the sight of a woman holding a large bouquet of flowers.

‘Kate Morris?’

‘Yes, that’s me.’

‘For you.’

Kate took the flowers and watched the woman turn her florist’s van round in the gravelled courtyard in front of all the mews houses and drive out through the central archway. She closed the door and walked through to the kitchen. She laid the flowers on the table and read the small accompanying card. To my darling Kate, sorry I can’t be with you on this special day. Please don’t work too hard. All my love, Alec.


Kate swallowed back tears of happiness. Nobody had ever treated her so lovingly.




Chapter
   Three

From the kitchen window of 2 Cholmford Hall Mews Amanda Fergusson watched the florist’s van drive away and felt a stab of jealousy at the sight of such a beautiful bouquet of flowers. Tony wasn’t a flower person, chocolates yes, occasionally, but rarely flowers. But then that was all right, because she wasn’t a sentimental person either.

She closed the dishwasher and moved on to tidying up the breakfast bar. But her thoughts were still with the pretty young girl over in number five, who she decided was probably sickeningly sentimental and was on the receiving end of similarly romantic gestures all the time from her ... Amanda hesitated. Her what, precisely?

Husband?

No. The man who had stood on the doorstep that morning kissing her goodbye as though he couldn’t bear to be parted from her was no husband. Amanda had one of those and she knew the difference: in broad daylight husbands pecked, while lovers embraced.

On the other hand, they might be newly-weds. That was it, probably. Recently married and still going through the honeymoon period. It would soon be over, just as it was with her and Tony. It hadn’t slipped her notice either that there was a considerable age gap between the happy couple.

She carried on with the clearing up. In the adjoining family room she could hear the sound of Tony’s six-year-old daughter Hattie, singing along to a programme on  Children’s BBC. Amanda listened to the little girl. She sounded relaxed and cheerful. Which wasn’t always the case.

When Amanda had met Tony eighteen months before, he was still trying to get over the loss of his wife, who had died in a car accident the previous year. He was also finding it difficult to cope with the demands of his job and his young daughter. A succession of unreliable nannies hadn’t helped either and had served only to disrupt Hattie’s life further.

But now, at least, thanks to her, both Tony and Hattie seemed to be on a more even keel, even if at times Amanda felt she was out of her depth. Marriage to Tony wasn’t all that she’d imagined it would be, but she was working on it. Tony, however, wasn’t her real problem, that was Hattie. She wished at times that Tony would trust her more with his daughter. He was too prone to step in and undermine her when she was trying her best to discipline the girl.

They had argued again last night. Hattie had been in and out of bed, one minute claiming she was thirsty, the next that she was too hot. ‘I can’t sleep,’ she’d said. Tony had immediately suggested that Hattie come downstairs and sit with them for a while, but she had known the answer was to be firm and make Hattie realise that grown-ups needed their time together. Tony had had his way, and Hattie had sat between them on the sofa and had consequently refused to go back upstairs. Eventually she had fallen asleep, lying across Tony’s chest, and he had carried her up to her room. By which time it was nearly midnight and they too had gone to bed, exhausted and bad-tempered.

‘May I have a drink?’

Amanda turned round to see Hattie standing in the doorway. ‘Please,’ she said. ‘Please may I have a drink?’

‘Please,’ repeated Hattie in a bored tone.

Amanda poured out a plastic cup of apple juice. She placed it on the breakfast bar. ‘Climb up on to your stool, then.’

‘I want it in there,’ Hattie said, pointing towards the family room and the television.

‘In here or not at all. What’s it to be?’

Hattie stared back at her.

Amanda sensed a battle of wills looming. ‘You know the rules,’ she said, ‘where there are carpets, new carpets at that, you’re not allowed to eat or drink.’

‘Daddy lets -’

‘Then Daddy’s wrong.’

Hattie’s eyes opened wide.

Amanda was cross with herself. Once again, not only had she cast herself as the wicked stepmother, but she had broken the cardinal rule: Daddy was never wrong. And the only way out of the problem now was either to give in - which she wouldn’t - or provide a distraction. ‘Why don’t we go out,’ she said. ‘Let’s go and meet the nice new lady who moved in yesterday.’

 



Kate had almost cleared the sitting-room of packing cases and was just considering a well-earned coffee break when she heard the doorbell for a second time that day and went to answer it.

It was the little girl she noticed first. She decided that she was a couple of years older than Oscar.

‘We thought we’d come and introduce ourselves,’ said the woman behind the small fair-haired child, ‘we live in number two over in the corner. I’m Amanda and this is Hattie.’ Hattie immediately tried to hide herself behind Amanda.

‘Come on now, don’t be shy,’ Amanda said, giving her a little shove. ‘I’m afraid she can be very silly at times.’

Kate bent down and smiled at Hattie. ‘Hello,’ she said, ‘I’m Kate. Would you like to come in and help me  unpack a few boxes? I’ve got so much to do, it would be lovely to have another pair of hands.’

Hattie considered Kate for a moment, then pushed past Amanda and followed her inside the house.

‘I was just going to make myself a cup of coffee, would you like one?’

‘Please,’ Amanda answered, ‘but only if we’re not keeping you. I can see you’ve still got a lot to do.’

Kate led the way through to the kitchen and swept her long hair up from her face. She held it in that position for a few seconds and looked back at the mess in the hall, which she had yet to make an impression on. ‘You’re so right.’ She sighed, letting go of her hair and sending it cascading down her back. ‘But not to worry, I’m sure I’ll get it all done by this evening, especially now that I’ve got Hattie to help me.’ She smiled down at the little girl who was busy staring at her.

‘You’ve got lovely hair,’ Hattie said unexpectedly.

‘Thank you and so have you.’

‘No I haven’t, mine’s horrible. I’d like it long like yours, but Amanda says it’s easier to keep it short like this.’

‘And Amanda is quite right,’ Kate said diplomatically, wondering what Amanda’s relationship was to this sweet girl - aunt, stepmother or child-minder? Surely not her mother. ‘But maybe when you’re a big girl and can look after your own hair you’ll be able to have it just as you want.’

‘I will,’ Hattie said flatly. She gave Amanda a sideways glance.

‘Now what would you like to drink?’ Kate asked, aware that the rapport between her two visitors was not all that it could be.

‘May I have some apple juice, please?’

‘What beautiful manners you have, but I’m afraid I’ve  only got orange juice or grape juice. Or how about some milk?’

‘Milk please.’

Amanda watched the scene between her new neighbour and Hattie. If she had been jealous at the sight of the flowers arriving in the courtyard earlier this morning, she now felt an even greater sense of envy witnessing the ease with which this willowy beauty could strike up such a friendly alliance with her stepdaughter. It had taken Amanda the Lest part of six months to get Hattie so much as to smile at her.

‘There now,’ Kate said, picking up the tray of drinks, ‘I think that’s everything we shall need. Oh, Hattie, could you carry that tin of biscuits for me? Yes, that’s the one, the large red tin. Can you manage it? Splendid.’

‘Where are we going to have our drinks?’ asked Hattie.

‘In the sitting-room, it’s the only tidy room in the house.

‘Is there a carpet in there?’

‘Yes,’ Kate said, puzzled. ‘Why?’

Hattie didn’t answer but she threw another look at her stepmother.

Amanda followed behind, feeling cross and slightly left out. ‘What lovely flowers,’ she said, when they went into the sitting-room and she saw the enormous arrangement on a highly polished corner table. ‘I saw them arrive earlier, lucky you.’ She went over to take a closer look and to read the card propped up in front of the vase. When she looked back at Kate she was surprised to see that she was blushing.

‘Alec is very romantic, he does things like that.’

‘Is Alec your husband?’ asked Hattie, taking off her shoes and making herself at home in a large comfortable wing-back armchair.

‘Sort of,’ Kate said, handing Amanda her cup of coffee. ‘Milk?’

Amanda shook her head, hoping that Hattie would ask what ‘sort of’ meant.

‘Sugar?’

‘No, thank you.’ She waited for Hattie to oblige, but the silly girl was too busy smiling at Kate, who was now passing her a glass of milk. She almost wished that Hattie would misbehave and spill the drink all over the expensive-looking fabric of the chair in which she was sitting, as she did at home sometimes, then they’d see how this beautiful serene creature would handle things.

‘So when did you move in?’ Kate asked, as she settled herself on a low footstool beside Hattie’s chair and offered her a biscuit.

‘Last week. We were the first. It’s been strange being here all on our own. It’s very quiet. I’m just so glad I’ve got a car or I’d feel completely isolated.’

Kate stared out through the large arched window that took up nearly the entire width of the far end of the room. ‘But it’s wonderful, isn’t it? The countryside is so pretty. I don’t think I shall ever want to leave. There’s such a good feeling about the place. Do you feel it too?’

‘Ah ... yes,’ lied Amanda. All she had felt since they’d moved in was a colossal sense of exhaustion. Running herself ragged over unpacking, then gathering swatches of fabrics and wallpaper samples was not her idea of fun, especially as she was now looking after Hattie full time because they’d taken her out of school before the end of term so that they could move house and area. For the first time since her marriage to Tony, when she’d given up her job in the building society in order to be a stay-at-home mum for Hattie, she longed for her old way of life - chasing unpaid mortgage payments was a doddle in comparison.

‘Is there anybody else living here, or are we the only ones to have moved in?’ Kate asked, offering Amanda a biscuit.

Amanda had a pretty good idea what was going on with the development as she’d made it her business to befriend Sue, the sales negotiator who worked in the show house three days a week. Though even Sue hadn’t been entirely sure what the set-up between Kate and Alec was. ‘Contracts have been exchanged on number one and completion has already taken place on number four,’ she said.

‘Any idea what the other people are like?’

‘Apparently your immediate neighbour is a well-known author, a romantic novelist, but I’ve never heard of her, not that I read that kind of book. I prefer something with a bit more substance when I do have the time to read.’

‘How interesting. Do you know her name?’

‘Jessica ... Jessica Somebody or other. I can’t remember her surname, which just goes to show she can’t be that well-known.’

‘Her name’s Jessica Lloyd,’ Hattie said, her mouth full of biscuit crumbs.

‘Hattie,’ reprimanded Amanda, ‘don’t speak with your mouth full.’ She then turned to Kate. ‘I think Hattie might be right though.’

‘I know I’m right,’ Hattie continued, ‘because when the lady in the show house said her name yesterday I thought of Vanessa Lloyd at my old school. Is she famous?’

Kate smiled. ‘I don’t know about that, but I used to work in a library and Jessica Lloyd’s books were never on the shelves, they were always out on loan. She’s very good.’

‘Oh, well then,’ Amanda laughed, ‘we shall have to watch ourselves and be on our guard, or we’ll all end up in her next novel.’

‘And what about number one, do you know who’s moving in there?’

‘According to Sue in the show house, he’s a lonesome  bachelor. She thinks he’s the sort to keep himself very much to himself.’




Chapter
   Four

‘You’re out of your mind!’

Josh ignored his brother and continued to drive along the narrow lane with its high hedges that in places were brushing both sides of his Shogun. He hoped they wouldn’t meet an oncoming car, because if his memory served him correctly there wasn’t another space to pull in for at least a quarter of a mile.

‘I mean it,’ Charlie persisted. ‘You must be mad thinking of living out here, there’ll be no night-life other than owls tu-whit, tu-whooing all hours and driving you round the bend. What’s got into you?’

Still Josh didn’t say anything. He had anticipated this reaction from Charlie, which was why he had deliberately only brought his brother to see the house when he’d exchanged contracts and had set a date for the removal men to move his stuff out of his flat in Bowdon. And he knew very well that his brother wasn’t at all concerned about the lack of available social life that there would be out here in the country. The real line of Charlie’s argument was yet to come. He didn’t want to hear it, but he knew there could be no avoidance. It was inevitable. Just as so many other things in his life were inevitable.

‘Is there any chance of you answering me?’

‘And is there any chance of you keeping an open mind?’ Josh said evenly, slowing the Shogun to negotiate a small bridge that crossed the canal. He stopped the car to admire the view, hoping it might impress his brother - that it might disarm Charlie of some of his resounding  disapproval. To the right of the bridge and moored further along the tow-path was a brightly painted barge and on the bow of the boat was a Jack Russell terrier with a red spotted scarf tied round its neck; it was barking frantically at a swan passing serenely by. On the other side of the bridge and to the left was an attractive white-painted cottage with a garden that was in full flower, which led down to the tow-path where willow trees dipped their elegant branches into the water.

‘Well?’ said Josh.

‘Okay,’ Charlie muttered crossly, ‘an open mind it is.’

Josh drove on. The narrow lane began to open out and the hedges shrank sufficiently to reveal fields of ripening corn swaying gently in the rippling breeze. They came to a turning to the right, which took them through an avenue of chestnut trees so large and majestic that the branches reached out across the road and formed a long leafy tunnel.

Charlie continued to sit in the front passenger seat unmoved by all the picture-postcard settings they were driving through. For the life of him he couldn’t work out what Josh had been up to. Why in heaven’s name had he done this crazy thing? And in secret. What had possessed him to buy a house out here in the middle of nowhere? ‘Is that it?’ he asked, seeing a large building ahead of them.

‘Yes,’ said Josh. He slowed the car and drove through the archway of Cholmford Hall Mews. He parked outside number one, which was the end property on the left-hand side of the horseshoe-shaped barn conversion. ‘I’ll get the keys,’ he said.

He walked slowly and stiffly across the courtyard to the show house where he found the sales negotiator in the kitchen. She was perched on a bar stool reading a magazine. She closed it and slipped it under a property brochure as soon as she saw him.

‘Okay if I have the key?’ he asked. ‘I want to show somebody round.’

‘Of course, Mr Crawford. No problem.’ She went to a filing cabinet tucked into a corner of the kitchen and pulled out an envelope of labelled keys. She handed him his set. ‘You’re moving in next week, aren’t you?’ she said, hoping to engage him in conversation. He really was quite good-looking, in that smooth, clean-cut kind of way you usually only saw on the telly. He had a neat dress sense too, but then she’d always liked a man in black. A shame she could never get him to talk, though. He was always polite, but not what she’d call forthcoming. He thanked her for the keys and left.

There was no sign of Charlie when Josh went back across the courtyard, but the small gate to the garden of number one was open. He found his brother standing in the middle of the recently turfed lawn. This garden mirrored exactly number five’s and they were the largest plots on the development, both extending to almost half an acre, and the views across to Bosley Cloud and the Peak District were stunning.

‘Admiring the view?’ asked Josh.

‘Not particularly, I’m getting agoraphobia. Give me the suburbs any day.’

‘Philistine. Come and see inside the house.’

 



As they moved from one empty, echoing room to another Josh waited for his brother finally to get to the point. Charlie was rarely quiet and the uncomfortable silence growing between them was getting on his nerves. It had been the same at work recently. Without a word, Charlie was syphoning off jobs that would normally come Josh’s way. Even when they had been planning their last trip to Hong Kong, Charlie had assumed that Josh would stay behind. He’d tried to make out that Josh was needed in  Manchester to make sure everything was in order for their next trade fair.

‘Okay,’ Charlie said at last, when they’d done the full tour and were back in the sitting-room where they’d started. They stood in front of a large arched window and stared out at the garden and hills beyond. ‘I’ll concede that it’s a great house. I’ll even go so far as to say I like where it is. It has a certain countrified-meets-chic charm to it, though I couldn’t see myself here, not ever. I’d feel too cut off.’

‘But?’

A couple of moments passed before Charlie spoke. ‘Oh, come off it, Josh, you know perfectly well what the “but” is.’

Josh shook his head. ‘Please. Explain it to me.’

Charlie kept his eyes on the patchwork of uneven turf outside. He couldn’t bring himself to say the words. How could he? How could he tell his brother - his best mate — that the odds were against him, that one morning in the not too distant future he could wake up unable to manage the stairs in his own home, never mind push a bloody great mower round that huge garden out there.

‘You’re not saying anything, Charlie. Don’t tell me you’re struggling to find the right words.’

Charlie turned away from the window. He faced his brother. ‘Don’t taunt me, it’s not fair.’

Josh’s face hardened. ‘You’re right,’ he said, ‘you’re absolutely right. It isn’t fair. It’s not fair that I’ve got multiple sclerosis and that I should want to live in this house. I should behave myself and conform, and become the disabled person you want me to be. I should throw in the towel and move into a crappy, depressing little bungalow and have the whole place kitted out with ramps and God knows what else.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘No. You didn’t need to. It’s been written all over your  face ever since last night when I told you about this place.’

Charlie ran his hand through his hair. It was nine months now since Josh had been diagnosed as having MS and he knew he should be getting used to these sudden outbursts of anger from his younger brother, but he wasn’t. If anything he was finding it more and more difficult to come up with the right response. If he were honest, he found his brother’s anger frightening because he knew that it betrayed Josh’s fear of his illness.

‘Who said anything about a bungalow?’ he said, trying to make light of Josh’s accusation. ‘And anyway, what was so wrong with your flat? Why the sudden need to up sticks and be so far away from everyone you know?’

Josh moved slowly across the room and went and leaned against the carved oak mantelpiece. He could feel the underside of his left foot beginning to tingle, which he knew in a matter of hours would turn into full-blown pins and needles and would spread up his leg, leaving him with barely any feeling in that part of his body. If he was lucky it would be gone by the morning. If not, it could last for days, maybe even weeks. ‘If you must know, I’m tired of you all staring at me,’ he said, ‘you, Mum and Dad, and everyone at work, you’re all giving me those same pitying looks. Poor Josh, you’re thinking, only thirty-seven and destined soon to be little more than a vegetable in a wheelchair.’

Charlie flinched at his brother’s words, but he couldn’t stop his concern now turning to anger. He stuffed his fists into his trouser pockets. ‘It’s because we care about you, you ungrateful bastard!’

‘And I’m sick of it,’ Josh shouted back at him. ‘If I haven’t got much worthwhile life left then I’m bloody well going to enjoy what I have got, which means living out here in the country and being allowed to be me, and  not some stereotyped image of a crippo that you’ve got in mind.’

‘But it’s so isolated here,’ Charlie tried to reason.

But Josh was past reason. ‘Good,’ he shouted, ‘because then you won’t hear me screaming when I’ve had enough and done myself in!’




Chapter
   Five

Before heading for Kassiopi, Jessica steered her boat towards a secluded bay that contained nothing but a couple of extravagantly large holiday villas surrounded by bushes of purple-flowering oleander and soaring cypress trees. Both villas had direct access on to the small sandy beach where Jessica could see and smell a lunch-time barbecue in progress. Exuberant English voices drifted across the water as children chased and splashed each other in the rock pools and parents, stretched out on sun-loungers, instinctively called out to them to be careful.

Jessica smiled at the children as they waved at her and carefully manoeuvred the boat alongside the rickety wooden jetty that had been built to serve the two holiday properties, as well as her friends’ more modest house higher up the hillside. She switched off the engine, hopped out and tied the boat to the post Helen and Jack used. She then began the climb up the steep wooded slope to where they lived.

She was hot and short of breath by the time she reached their little house with its buttermilk walls partially draped in bougainvillaea and topped with a delicate coral-coloured roof. She found them both lying languidly in deck-chairs in the shade of the terrace that Jack had spent the winter months constructing. For once, Jack was wearing shorts, but as usual, apart from a sun visor, Helen didn’t have a stitch on.

‘Hi there,’ Helen said when she saw Jessica. ‘You look like you could do with something to drink.’

Jessica flopped on to a nearby chair and fanned herself with her hand. ‘Please,’ she said, lifting off her sunglasses and wiping the sweat from her face, ‘a keg of water should just about do it, along with the same quantity of ice that sank the Titanic.’


Helen laughed, which had the effect of making her large tanned breasts wobble. Jessica had always been fascinated by Helen’s body: splendidly Rubensesque and the colour of terracotta, its voluptuous form compared with her own, which was a rather straight-up-and-down affair with just a hint of a bump here and there, had made her feel slightly less of a woman than her friend. Before Helen and Jack had made their home here on the island Helen had dressed in what she herself described as mumsy chain-store separates. Looking at her now, it was difficult to imagine that such a sensual, generous body could ever be restrained by anything so criminally dull. Helen’s body was made for being on show and these days she chose to do exactly that, and proudly. She’d told Jessica how when she and Jack had arrived and they’d first stripped off their inhibited Englishness, Jack had been in a permanent state of arousal, which Helen had further boasted had done wonders for their sex life, which she said had begun to run out of steam back in Huddersfield.

‘You just never learn, do you?’ Helen said. ‘How many years have you lived here and you still go rushing about in the heat of the day when any sensible-minded person does little more than open a bottle of wine.’

‘Not sure we’ve got any icebergs lurking in the freezer, Jessica,’ Jack said, getting to his feet, ‘but I’ll see what I can rustle up for you.’

Jessica watched Jack go inside and not for the first time  wondered what his ex-work colleagues from the bank in Huddersfield would make of his current life-style.

Forty-eight-year-old finance managers didn’t normally go in for such bohemian mores, but when Jack and Helen had come to Corfu on holiday three years ago they had returned home to Huddersfield after two weeks of bliss and decided that their lives were no longer suited to the confines of a nine-to-five existence on a smart housing estate on the edge of town. Jack had told Jessica how one morning, with his resignation neatly typed up, he had gone in to work ready to end twenty years of company loyalty and to discuss the effect this decision would have on his pension. What he hadn’t been prepared for was a generous redundancy package being solicitously offered across his boss’s desk. He immediately feigned disappointment and desk-thumping outrage at such treatment, then rushed to the staff toilets to dispose of his resignation.

They quickly sold their executive five-bedroomed house and moved to Corfu, and with Jack’s redundancy money they bought a couple of tiny villas; one to live in and the other to rent out to tourists. And to go the whole hog, Helen rekindled an old hobby from her pre-teaching days and started painting. She now sold tasteful water-colours of the surrounding area to the very same kind of holiday-maker she had once been. Jessica affectionately called them the Tom and Barbara Good of Corfu.

‘Do you think you’ll ever leave here?’ Jessica suddenly asked Helen.

Helen looked at her. ‘What an absurd question. Are you feeling okay?’

Jack joined them on the terrace, carrying a tray of drinks. He handed Jessica a large beer mug of water with several cubes of ice, as well as another glass which contained white wine. He passed a glass of wine to his wife, who said, ‘Jessica’s just asked me the strangest of  questions. Go on, Jessica, ask Jack and see what kind of response you get from him.’

‘Fire away,’ Jack said, settling himself in his deck-chair.

Jessica smiled. ‘I only asked if you could ever see yourselves leaving the island.’

‘It’s a possibility, but only to go somewhere equally perfect.’ Jack stared at Jessica. ‘So what’s the deal? Why the question?’

Jessica drained her beer mug of water and let a few ice cubes slip into her mouth. She crunched on them noisily.

‘Well,’ Helen said, ‘like Jack says, what’s the deal?’

‘Not much, it’s just that I’ve come to say goodbye.’

‘Goodbye?’ Helen and Jack looked at each other, horrified. ‘What do you mean?’ they said together.

‘I’m going back to England.’

Helen sat up aghast. She leant forwards, her legs akimbo, completely oblivious to her nakedness.

‘A-hem,’ Jack said, raising his eyebrows, ‘you’re showing your sexy bits, Helen.’

Jessica smiled, amused that Jack hadn’t lost all of his nine-to-five conventions.

Helen tutted and to please Jack slapped her legs together. ‘Why, Jessica?’ she asked. ‘I don’t understand it. It’s paradise here.’

‘I know,’ Jessica said, ‘but I think that’s part of the problem. It’s all too easy living as we do. It’s as if we’re all caught up in this wonderful balloon of a life that encapsulates the very best of everything we could ever want and ... and I’ve got the feeling my own particular balloon of perfection has burst.’

Helen looked confused. ‘I’m not sure I understand. What’s wrong with enjoying ourselves?’

‘Nothing ... so long as it feels right.’

‘And it doesn’t feel right for you any more?’

Jessica turned to Jack and shook her head. ‘Not any more, no. It’s not enough.’

‘How much paradise do you want, for heaven’s sake?’ cried Helen.

‘I don’t think it’s paradise I’m searching for. Perhaps it’s the opposite. I feel like I haven’t earned myself a proper slot in life yet.’

‘Oh, my fathers, you’re not on some kind of guilt trip, are you? Don’t tell me you’re about to embark on some personal crusade of masochistic pleasure. You’ve had it too good and now it’s time for a bit of punishment, is that what you’re after? A hair shirt and a steady job?’

‘Helen,’ warned Jack, ‘stop trivialising what Jessica’s got to say.’

‘I’m not,’ she said crossly.

Jessica suddenly laughed. ‘Stop it, you two. And Helen, for goodness sake stop looking so thoroughly indignant, it doesn’t suit that wonderful body of yours.’

‘So come on, Jessica,’ Jack said, ‘why the Shirley Valentine in reverse? What’s brought it on?’

‘I’m not sure I can explain it to you. All I know is that I no longer feel a part of life here. I don’t feel I belong.’

‘What does Gavin have to say?’ Helen asked.

‘Er ... he doesn’t know I’m going.’

‘What?’

‘When are you leaving?’ asked Jack.

‘Tonight.’

‘What!’

‘Helen, will you stop saying what all the time.’

‘Listen, Jack, I’ll say what as many times as it takes to talk some sense into this girl. She can’t go, she simply can’t.’

 



Jessica said goodbye and left her friends to carry on their bickering. She took the steep path down to the beach, untied her boat, started up the engine and headed  towards Kassiopi where she hoped her next round of farewells wouldn’t be quite so interrogative.

When she reached the busy harbour with its myriad fishing boats jostling for position with the many caiques waiting to take tourists for a trip along the coast she made her way to Costas’s restaurant and decided that, to be on the safe side, she would simply tell him and his family that she was returning to England to look after her mother. A Greek man like Costas would understand all about family duty and responsibility.

Costas hugged her warmly when he saw her. He kissed her many times over and slipped his arms around her waist. He took her to the back of the restaurant away from all his customers. He kissed her again and asked her in one breath how she was, how her writing was going and when was she going to get around to casting him as her next romantic hero? His English was perfect, if slightly Americanised, having been learnt while working in Chicago in a restaurant owned by one of his many cousins. He called through to the kitchen at the back of the restaurant. Instantly his mother appeared through the beaded curtain and shuffling behind her came an even older woman, Costas’s grandmother. The two women beamed at Jessica. They were very fond of her, especially as she had immortalised them both in the opening chapter of her first novel which had been set in Corfu. They spoke hardly any English and even though Jessica could speak passable Greek, Costas always insisted that she spoke in English so that he could practise his interpreting skills. Jessica suspected it was because he liked to show off in front of his womenfolk.

‘I can’t stay long,’ she said, refusing his offer of a drink and a plate or two of mezéthes, ‘I’ve just come to say goodbye.’

‘Goodbye?’ he repeated, ‘why?’

‘I’m going back to England.’

Costas forgot all about translating for his mother and grandmother. They waited patiently for him to speak to them. But he didn’t. ‘For good?’ was all he said to Jessica.

She nodded. ‘I think so.’

He smiled.

‘You don’t seem surprised.’

‘I’m not. I’ve seen it many times before. For visitors to the island its magic only lasts for so long.’

Jessica kissed him.

‘What’s that for?’ he asked.

‘For being the first to understand. Thank you.’

 



After leaving Costas and his family Jessica walked along the crowded harbour and crossed the square to Dimitrios, the owner of her house who, with his wife Anastasia, ran a noisy bar that unashamedly pandered to the needs of a particular type of English tourist. They served up steak and kidney pudding with mushy peas, even in August when the heat could be in the high nineties, and in the evenings they didn’t bother playing bouzouki music, but showed videos of Fawlty Towers  and Men Behaving Badly to amuse their customers over their beers.

Jessica chatted for a while with Dimitrios - unfortunately Anastasia was out visiting her mother - then handed him her spare set of keys to her house. She signed the necessary forms and returned to her boat.

When she finally reached Coyevinas she found Gavin waiting for her on the sun terrace.

Having said goodbye to her closest friends and dealt with the formalities of relinquishing her home, Jessica was already mentally flying back to England, ready to start her future.

But here was Gavin. Here was the present.

And just one look at him was enough to make her undo all her well-made plans.

He was leaning lazily against the wall, looking down at her as she approached the last few steps. His shoulder-length, sun-bleached hair was blowing in the afternoon sea breeze that had just started to pick up and his white T-shirt was rippling across his chest. She couldn’t make out the expression on his face because he was wearing his favourite Ray-Bans, but she had the feeling that he had been waiting for her for some time and that he must have seen her little boat appear round the rocky promontory from Kassiopi and that he must also have watched her climb the steep hill path. She wondered what had brought him here at this time of day when normally he would be out teaching tourists to sail before the sea became too rough.

‘Why aren’t you working?’ she asked, going straight inside the house.

‘Pete’s covering for me,’ he said, following behind her and pushing his glasses up over his head.

‘Why?’ She frowned. Why was a word she’d heard too often today.

‘Helen phoned me.’

‘Oh.’

‘What were you going to do, Jessica, write me a letter?’

She thought of the envelope in her bag. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said guiltily.

‘No you’re not.’ His face took on an expression of bewilderment and reduced him to the hurt boy she had predicted.

‘And are you?’ she asked. ‘Are you sorry I’m going, or are you just put out, a little inconvenienced perhaps?’

He didn’t answer her. ‘Helen didn’t seem very clear about your reasons for leaving.’

Jessica smiled. ‘She wouldn’t be, she’s too busy being punch drunk on Ionian nectar.’

Her metaphor was lost on him. He frowned and came towards her. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I think so,’ she said, suddenly aware of the warmth of his body next to hers. She held her breath, knowing that if she breathed in the smell of him she would be caught in his spell and be reminded of all the pleasures soon to be denied her.

‘Is it me? Is that why you’re going?’

His arrogance gave her the strength she needed. How typical that he should think the world revolved around him. She took a step back from him and went outside to the terrace. He followed her and to the sound of the cicadas chirruping noisily in the nearby olive trees they both stood gazing at the sea and the shimmering outline of Albania where so much needless fighting had recently taken place.

‘Your sleeping with other women did hurt me at first,’ she said, determined to be honest with Gavin, but equally so that her last memory of him wouldn’t be an acrimonious one. ‘But then I began to realise that it wasn’t our relationship that was bothering me. It was something much more significant. I woke up to the fact that there’s nothing here for me any more.’

‘Not even me?’

Still that arrogance! ‘No, Gavin, not even you. Besides, there are plenty of other women for you, you don’t need me. And I’m afraid that’s something I want, I want somebody to need me.’

‘Like your mother?’

She smiled. ‘How perceptive of you ... and how very out of character.’

He shrugged. ‘All things to all men, that’s me.’

‘Don’t you mean all things to all women?’

He had the grace to turn away.

‘By the way,’ she said, sensing that their conversation was coming to an end, ‘I know you don’t approve of boats with engines, but you can have mine anyway. Do with it what you want.’

‘Thanks.’ He placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed her. ‘Good luck, Jessica, I hope you find what you’re looking for. Do you want a lift to the airport?’




Chapter
   Six

Alec thought of ringing Kate to let her know that he was on his way, but he was in such a hurry to see her he didn’t want to do anything that might slow him down, so he locked up the office, threw his briefcase into the rear of his Saab 900, pushed back the soft top and headed for home along the A34 going south.

It was strange not to be driving in a northerly direction on this familiar stretch of road - through Alderley Edge, then on to Wilmslow - as he’d done for as long as he could remember, but he guessed that his new route home would soon become second nature to him. He passed Capesthorne Hall on his right with its extraordinary turreted façade and toyed with the idea of getting tickets for him and Kate for the open-air summer concert that would be held there next month. Thinking of Kate again made him want to get home even faster and he pressed down on the accelerator.

He wondered if he’d ever lose this feeling of euphoria every time he thought of her. He still couldn’t believe his good fortune, that a girl like Kate would even be interested in him, let alone love him.

But then so much had happened to him that he was convinced that no matter how predictable one thought one’s life was, it was anything but. He for one had never imagined he would end up running such a successful greetings card company.

Neither had he ever considered ending up a divorce.

While he would admit that his marriage with Melissa  had never been perfect, he had thought that there had been enough common ground between them - namely their daughter and the jointly owned business - to keep them together no matter what. There had been the usual conflicts that life bestowed so generously on any married couple, especially a couple who lived and worked together, but he had accepted the arguments and irritations as all part and parcel of marriage. Looking back on it, perhaps he had been too passive, too inclined to remember his vows of for better or for worse and had simply gone along with things. But in the end Melissa had not. Melissa had seen fit to give up on what she referred to as a bad job. She had likened their marriage to a rather tedious book that one is told to read because it’s a classic and never mind the boring bits, one must stick with it and see it through. Rather graphically, she’d told him that she had grown tired of wading through the same book, she wanted something new to read. ‘There isn’t anybody else,’ she’d told him, as if this would make him feel better, ‘I just don’t want to be married to you any more.’ Her pragmatic approach, he realised later, had at least made them both behave in a civilised manner throughout the divorce.

Initially, though, shock had rendered him unable to comprehend a life without Melissa when, one wet, miserable November evening she had moved out of their house in Wilmslow. ‘I shan’t be one of those grasping women,’ she’d told him in the office the following morning. ‘I shall just expect what is currently mine: half of the house, half of the savings and half of the business. Here’s the name of my solicitor.’

That was the thing about Melissa, she was very businesslike, very organised and very together. Nothing fazed her.

No. That wasn’t quite true. He had seen Melissa  floored once, completely so. It was last Christmas when she’d first set eyes on Kate.

He’d heard the intake of breath, as well as the comment that followed. ‘Pretty enough wrapping,’ she’d whispered to their daughter Ruth, ‘but is there anything worthwhile beneath those liquid eyes and the bewitching smile?’

He smiled, turned off the main road and drove through the avenue of chestnut trees towards Cholmford Hall Mews. ‘Oh yes, Melissa,’ he said out loud, a triumphant note to his voice, ‘there’s something more worthwhile than you’ll ever know.’

He parked the car in front of the house and through the kitchen window that faced the courtyard he caught sight of Kate. She must have just taken a shower for he could see that she was wearing her white towelling bathrobe and had a towel wrapped around her head.

He let himself in and placing his briefcase at the foot of the stairs in the hall he called out jokingly in true Hollywood style, ‘Hi, honey, I’m home.’

She came and wrapped her arms around him. ‘So you are.’

He held her tightly, pressed her slight body against his own and kissed her slender neck. He breathed in the perfume of her fragrant skin. ‘You smell wonderful.’

‘So does supper, I hope. It’s nearly ready.’

He kissed her and began loosening her bathrobe. ‘Can it wait?’

‘Can you?’

He pulled the towel away from her head and let her wet hair fall to her waist. ‘No,’ he said and took her upstairs.

 



Later, when they sat down to eat, Alec poured out some wine and handed Kate a glass. ‘A toast,’ he said, ‘to our first proper meal in our very own home.’

They chinked their glasses and smiled happily at each other in the candle-light.

‘You don’t mind eating in the kitchen, do you?’ Kate asked. She had hoped to have had the dining-room sorted out in time, but in the end she had been too exhausted to start unpacking all of Alec’s cut glass and china. Even so, she had gone to great lengths to make everything just right for them in the kitchen, setting the table perfectly for a romantic supper; napkins, scented candles, even a few flowers taken from Alec’s bouquet.

‘Of course I don’t mind.’ He laughed. ‘This is wonderful. I don’t know how you managed to get so much done today and cook a meal. The house looks fantastic. You’re a marvel, you are, really.’ He leant over and kissed her.

‘So what was your day like?’ she asked, basking in his praise.

‘Busy. We’ve got trouble in the warehouse down in Oxford. I shall probably have to go and take a look some time in the next few weeks.’

‘Can’t Melissa go?’ Kate knew it was silly, but she didn’t want Alec going down to Oxford, not if it meant he might spend the night away from her.

‘She could, but I’d rather do it myself. Why don’t you come with me?’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I am. We could stop the night in a nice hotel. It would give you a break from all the hard work you’re putting in here.’

‘I wouldn’t be in the way?’

‘Not at all. I’d much prefer it if you came. And besides, expensive hotel rooms have an aphrodisiac charm all of their own.’

She smiled. ‘My own charm wearing thin already?’

He covered her hand with his. ‘Not in a million years.’

 



Amanda tipped the remains of Tony’s uneaten supper  into the bin. Another disastrous evening was behind them. If only Tony didn’t always give in to Hattie. Surely he could see that the child had him tightly wrapped around her little finger? How many bedtime stories did it take, for heaven’s sake?

She went back into the sitting-room, switched on the television and began sorting out the swatches of fabric and wallpaper samples that she had collected over the past week. She really had to decide what colour scheme to have in the sitting-room. She was fed up with not having any curtains.

Upstairs in Hattie’s bedroom Tony was sitting on the floor alongside his daughter. They were leaning against her bed looking at a book all about dolphins, which they’d bought on their holiday in America last year when they’d visited Sea World in Orlando.

‘Do you remember when we were all splashed by that huge whale?’ Hattie asked her father.

He smiled, remembering the holiday with fondness, not because it was supposed to have been his honeymoon with Amanda, but because it had brought his daughter such pleasure. ‘Yes, we were drenched good and proper, weren’t we?’ He drew her closer to him.

‘And then the whale came round the pool a second time and splashed us some more. Can we go again?’

Tony closed the book and placed it on Hattie’s bedside table next to a framed photograph of her mother. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘time your pretty little head was on the pillow.’

Hattie reluctantly climbed into bed. Tony covered her with the white frilled duvet.

‘So can we go again?’ Hattie asked, looking up at him, her arms outstretched, waiting for a final hug.

‘We’ll have to see,’ he said. He leant down and kissed her soft cheek. She quickly reached out to him and held  on to his neck and pulled him down so that he ended up lying beside her.

‘We went to see the new lady who moved in yesterday,’ she said, hoping to keep her father’s attention for a little longer.

‘And is she nice?’ he asked.

‘Very nice. She’s got lovely hair. It goes all the way down her back.’

‘I’ll look out for her. Now you really should go to sleep.’ He kissed her again and made his escape.

He turned out the light and went downstairs, his head aching with tiredness. He was exhausted. He’d been up since five that morning and on the road by half past in order to see a customer in Reading for nine o’clock. The meeting had gone on until two, then he’d driven to Birmingham for another appointment. He’d finally reached home just after eight, only to find Amanda cross and out of sorts because Hattie had played her up over tea.

‘Fancy a drink?’ he said, when he found Amanda in the sitting-room watching the television.

‘I’ll make us some coffee, shall I?’ she said, rising from the sofa.

He shook his head. ‘I need something stronger.’

‘There’s some wine in the fridge. I’ll get that.’

He collapsed on to the sofa, pushed aside the mess on the coffee table in front of him and put his feet up. He closed his eyes to some poor devil of a politician having his bones picked clean by a predatory Jeremy Paxman and tried hard not to think of what lay ahead after the weekend when he had an all-day meeting with one of the company bigwigs who was flying over from the States to determine the effectiveness of their UK office. ‘Nothing to worry about, Tony,’ Bradley Hurst had said on the phone yesterday morning, ‘I want you to know that Arc is deeply invested in the UK. All I want to do is simply have  ourselves a head-to-head to clarify our position.’ The last time their position had been clarified by Bradley-Dew-hurst-the-Butcher’s -Boy, as all the sales guys in the office referred to the recently appointed vice-president of Arc Computers, their numbers had been dramatically reduced. As director of sales in the UK, Tony was only too aware that no matter how well the figures looked they would always be vulnerable to another attack from Bradley Hurst. The man was ruthless and probably went to bed at night chanting his own personal mantra - one employee less equals a dollar saved; two employees less equals two dollars saved; three employees less ... It was a short-sighted way to run a company and long term it couldn’t work.

When Amanda came back into the room with a bottle of wine and two glasses she found her carefully ordered wallpaper and fabric samples scattered all over the floor and Tony fast asleep. ‘Happy bloody families,’ she muttered to herself.

 



The flight had been delayed by nearly an hour and Jessica hoped her mother wouldn’t be worrying. She had tried ringing from the airport at Corfu to warn her that she’d be late, but she hadn’t been able to raise an answer. She had tried again when she’d landed at Manchester, but still there was no reply from Willow Cottage. She had fought against the rapidly forming image in her mind of her mother lying prostrate on the floor, her hand inches away from the phone. Instead, she had forced herself to picture her mother doing some late-night weeding in her immaculate garden, happily ignorant of the time or of the ringing telephone inside the house.

Now, as she sat in the back of a taxi driving at a snail’s pace through the dark Cheshire countryside and with only a few minutes to go before her journey would be completed, Jessica chided herself for her stupidity. Her  mother had managed just fine all these years without having anyone fretting over her, especially the kind of fretting that was turning her daughter into a neurotic idiot.

Idiot had been the word that Helen had used so vociferously at the airport when she and Jack had seen her off. Gavin had offered to come as well when she’d told him that Jack was driving her to the airport, but she had said she’d rather he didn’t. ‘Tears and sentiment would do me no good at this stage,’ she’d told him.

There had been no danger of tears or sentiment with Helen, though. She was still cross with Jessica for leaving. ‘You’re an idiot, Jessica. A complete idiot. But mark my words, when you’ve been back in England for a few months you’ll wonder what you’ve done.’

‘You’re probably right,’ Jessica had said, ‘but I’m going anyway.’

‘And another thing,’ Helen had gone on, ‘why didn’t you tell us what you were up to?’

‘Because you would have tried to stop me.’

And that was the truth. She knew she’d hurt Helen and Jack with her secrecy, but she couldn’t have taken the risk of letting them know what was in her mind. If she’d told them that on her last visit to England, when her mother had gone into hospital, she’d seen a house that she was considering buying they would have gone out of their way to dissuade her.

‘Been on holiday, then?’ the taxi driver asked, opening his mouth to speak for the first time.

‘Yes,’ she said, not wanting to explain yet again why she was returning to England. The pair of chatty young lads sitting next to her on the plane, with their scalped heads, noserings and sunburnt faces and bulging carrier bags of duty free, had been at a loss to understand why she didn’t want to live in Corfu for the rest of her life.  ‘Give me a life of sun, sex and ouzo any day,’ one of them had said.

‘Somewhere hot and nice?’ the driver asked her.

‘Very hot and very nice,’ she said truthfully.

‘Ah well, it’ll be back to normal and the real world now, won’t it? That’s the thing about holidays, there’s nothing lasting about them, just a few out-of-focus photographs.’

Too tired to add anything of any worth to the conversation, Jessica let the man ramble on with his personal philosophy and anxiously watched the road. Now that the driver had opened up the floodgates of dialogue he seemed to have lost interest in keeping his eyes on the dark, narrow lanes and kept turning round to emphasise a point to her.

‘You’ll have to slow down here,’ she said, suddenly leaning forward in her seat, ‘there’s a small bridge and almost immediately there’ll be a turning to the left. That’s it.’

In the clear moonlit sky Willow Cottage looked enchanting with its white rendered walls almost hidden beneath a swathe of sweet-smelling blooms from several ancient climbing roses, as well as a clematis that had competed for space over the porch. It was exactly how Jessica always pictured the house in which she’d grown up. Her own life might have taken a few twists and turns, but Willow Cottage had not.

The taxi driver was impressed. ‘If I lived here I wouldn’t need to go on holiday.’

Jessica waited impatiently for the man to amble his way round to the boot for her things. Come on, come on, she muttered to herself. ‘How much do I owe you?’ she asked, when finally a collection of overstuffed holdalls was gathered around her feet.

‘Call it twenty-four.’

I’d sooner call it highway robbery, Jessica thought as  she watched the red tail-lights of the car disappear. She looked up at the house and wondered why her mother hadn’t already come to the door.

No! she told herself. Keep that writer’s brain firmly under control, your mother is not lying dead on the Axminster!

She tried the doorbell, but got no response. In the end she let herself in with the key that was kept hidden beneath a large stone that Anna had brought back with her in her hand luggage after one of her stays in Corfu.

She found her mother upstairs in the spare room; it was stripped of all its furniture and old flannelette sheets covered the floor. Anna was standing on the top rung of a pair of step-ladders, a paintbrush in one hand and a pot of undercoat in the other; beneath her, a ghetto blaster was blaring out The Three Tenors and Pavarotti was ‘Nessun dorma’-ing.

Jessica went over to Pavarotti and turned him down. Her mother suddenly caught sight of her and visibly jumped out of her skin. She gave a loud scream. ‘What are you trying to do, Jessica, creeping up on me like that? You frightened me to death.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Jessica said, immediately horrified at what she’d done — good grief, she could have killed her mother with shock! ‘I should have thought. I’m sorry. Are you okay? Do you need to sit down?’

‘I’m fine,’ Anna said irritably. She came down the stepladder and put the pot of paint on a piece of newspaper. She then looked up at her daughter and, seeing the distress in her face, thought, poor Jessica, how fragile she thinks I’ve become. ‘It’ll take more than a little bit of shock to finish me off,’ she said more good-humouredly. ‘Now let me put this brush in a jar of white spirit, then I’ll make us a drink. How was your flight? Oh, and by the way, welcome home.’




Chapter
   Seven

It was a difficult weekend for both Jessica and Anna. Jessica spent most of it hovering anxiously over her mother, watching her every move. In turn, Anna took every possible opportunity of trying to escape her daughter’s infernal gaze.

‘Should you be doing that?’ was Jessica’s automatic response to almost anything Anna did. She said it when she found her in the spare room finishing off the undercoating to the picture rail that she had started while waiting for Jessica to arrive the night before. She said it again when she found her mother standing on a chair in the downstairs loo, changing a light bulb.

‘Look, Jessica,’ Anna said, ‘this can’t go on.’

‘You’re right. It can’t. Now get down from that chair and let me do that.’

By Sunday afternoon the strain was really telling. Jessica found Anna struggling with a heavily loaded wheelbarrow in the garden. ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’ she cried out, running across the lawn to her mother. ‘You have Dermot twice a week to help you in the garden. Leave him to do the heavy work.’

‘This is not heavy work. Now kindly leave me alone,’ Anna said, gripping the handles of the wheelbarrow through her tattered gardening gloves and doing her best not to lose her temper. ‘Go and do something useful. Go for a walk. Go and look at your new house. Anything. So long as you leave me to dig in this manure in peace.’ She then pointedly turned up the volume on the Walkman  that she had strapped around her waist and staggered further down the garden listening to a piece of Chopin, which Jessica could hear tinkling through the headphones.

Jessica stood and watched her mother angrily tossing fork-loads of manure on to the rose. beds and, realising that her own anger needed to be assuaged, decided to go for a walk. She stamped off across the lawn towards the front of the house and to the willow trees either side of the brick steps that led down to the canal.

At first she marched furiously along the tow-path, snatching out at long blades of grass and swishing them against the undergrowth of dock leaves and buttercups, at the same time mentally shouting at her mother for her stubbornness and her stupidity, but gradually the calming effect of the canal worked its magic on her and she felt herself beginning to think more rationally.

It had been the same when she’d been a teenager. The canal had been the perfect place of refuge after she’d argued with Anna over something as trivial as the colour of her hair or the skimpiness of her clothes. They’d shout at one another, each convinced the other was wrong, then she’d race out of the house in a fit of adolescent angst and make for the tow-path. But always by the time she’d even reached the first sweeping curve in the waterway and her favourite tree, her temper would have fizzled out and she would lean against the sycamore and wonder what all the fuss had been about.

She reached the sycamore tree now and as she leant against its huge trunk, a pretty red-and-green-painted narrow boat came into view. Its occupants smiled and nodded at her. She smiled back and watched them slowly chug on with their journey.

Her anger and frustration now gone, she admitted to herself that it was obvious she would have to move into Cholmford Hall Mews sooner than she had originally  planned. The idea had been for her to stay for over a week at Willow Cottage, then move into her new home, but even a weekend was turning out to be too nerve-racking an ordeal for them. She suspected that her mother was trying to prove a point with all her displays of independence and that it was merely a device for marking out the territory that belonged to Anna, which she clearly wished to retain.

With this in mind, the first thing Jessica did the next day, Monday morning, was to phone the sales negotiator in the show house at Cholmford Hall Mews. ‘I know I said it would be the following week I’d move in and we’d agreed that you needed the show house for as long as possible, but is there any chance I could arrive sooner?’

‘You’re in luck. We’ve finished work on number three and we’re going to use that as an impromptu show house. It’s not a patch on this one, but at least it’ll be somewhere for me to sit. I’m actually in the process of moving my stuff across at the moment. I should be finished by this afternoon. I don’t see why you couldn’t move in tomorrow if you can get your solicitor to arrange for completion to take place by then. Everything’s ready for you, the carpets were cleaned on Saturday and the furniture not included in the sale has been shifted across to number three. Do you want to come and check anything?’

Jessica’s first reaction was to say no, but then, thinking that it would do her and her mother good to have a break from each other, she said, ‘Yes, I’ll come down later, about two.’

She phoned her solicitor who said he’d arrange everything in time and after lunch she set off for Cholmford Hall Mews, which was little more than a mile away from Willow Cottage.

The day was warm and sunny, and as Jessica strolled along the lane and entered the cool tunnel of chestnut  trees she found herself remembering all the times she’d played here as a child. With her mother’s help she had even learnt to ride a bike properly on this flat stretch of road. Anna had never tired of telling the story of the day when Jessica had demanded that the stabilisers be removed from her bicycle. This act of ‘big girlness’ had meant that her poor mother had had to spend hours running alongside her, one hand on the saddle, the other nudging the handlebars whenever Jessica starting going too fast and out of control.

‘Let go, let go,’ she had screamed at Anna. ‘I can do it, take your hand away.’ And of course, the first time Anna had let go, Jessica had tumbled straight off the little bike and had ended up in a heap, with two grazed knees and a blow to her pride.

Jessica smiled to herself, thinking that her mother would probably view her as no better now than that skinny, demanding, four-and-a-half-year-old.

When she’d been that horrible child, Cholmford Hall Mews had been nothing but a sad, derelict stable block — the only surviving bricks and mortar from Cholmford Hall, which according to the local history books had originally been a grand shooting lodge. Just after the First World War the Hall was completely burnt down to its eighteenth-century foundations and for years after nobody saw fit to rebuild the house - the Cholmford family had long since run out of money. In the fifties the land was finally sold to a neighbouring farmer, who immediately cleared away the great pile of rubble and used the land for grazing. The stable block was then relegated to housing tractors and other assorted agricultural equipment and it wasn’t until last year when a local building firm, on the look-out for a suitable conversion project, discovered the now thoroughly dilapidated barn and made an offer on it.

When Anna had first told Jessica about the development that was being built she had felt pangs of sorrow that her childhood haunt was to be spoiled and turned into a hideous eyesore. But then, when a few months later her mother had had her heart operation, Jessica had quickly made the decision to go and take a look at the building work. Far from spoiling the barn and the surrounding area, the builder had gone out of his way to create five good-sized homes of considerable quality that blended in perfectly with the incomparable setting. Jessica had come away impressed and within days had made up her mind to buy one of the houses. She didn’t tell Anna straight away what she was doing — she needed the shock of her own actions to settle down before she could start explaining herself to her mother.

When Anna had been admitted to hospital, all Jessica had been able to think about was how much she loved her and what a happy childhood she had given her. Even her father’s death when she was six years old had done nothing to dent the rosy picture she had of her formative years. She supposed it was because Anna had more than made up for the potential deficit in that area.

And now it was down to Jessica to make sure that her mother’s love and kindness were returned.

 



Jessica moved in to Cholmford Hall Mews on Tuesday afternoon. Anna helped her. They were both the happier for it, knowing that the sooner Jessica was installed in her own home, away from Willow Cottage, the sooner they would start adapting to having each other around.

In terms of moving in there wasn’t much to do. The only things that needed unpacking were the holdalls Jessica had arrived with from Corfu, along with several carrier bags of supermarket provisions and a bag of basic crockery borrowed from her mother for Jessica’s empty kitchen. Between them they carried everything into the  house from the boot of Anna’s Fiesta parked outside in the gravelled courtyard.

‘It’s quite lavish, isn’t it?’ Anna remarked when everything was in and they’d closed the front door and she looked about the place.

‘You said that the first time you saw it.’

‘I know. I suppose I was hoping it might have calmed down a bit since then. It’s all a bit chichi, don’t you think?’

Jessica laughed. She knew exactly what her mother was getting at. The show-house-style furnishings and decor were not at all to her liking, but at the time she’d made her offer on the house it had made sense to Jessica to have everything all done — it was a bit like moving house the Blue Peter way; and here’s one I made earlier.


‘And those sofas will be a nightmare to keep clean,’ Anna said, going over to inspect the two enormous cream sofas that were placed either side of the fireplace with a distressed-oak table between them. ‘It’s straight out of  Homes and Garden. I’m not sure it’s really you, Jessica.’

‘What, you think I’d be better suited to something a bit more down-market? Some sawdust on the floor and a couple of barrels to sit on?’

‘Don’t be clever. I only meant it’s hardly what you’ve been used to.’

‘That’s true enough. Come on, let’s go upstairs, the bathrooms are quite something. You’ll be green with envy.’

‘Why do you need two bathrooms?’ Anna said when she followed her daughter up the stairs.

‘I don’t,’ Jessica said, opening a door at the top of the landing. ‘It’s what builders think people want nowadays. Now what do you think of that, it’s the last word in des. res. luxury, isn’t it?’

‘Goodness, what a lot of edges and corners,’ Anna said, peering in at the Wedgwood-blue bathroom with its  white tiles and dado border decorated with Grecian urns. Opposite the bath and built around a low-level toilet and a pair of basins was a bank of cupboards and drawers. She went over and opened them all, one by one. ‘What on earth will you keep in all these?’ she asked.
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