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Chapter One


Doctor Chloe Hennessey had long since mastered the art of maintaining a perfectly neutral expression.


‘Exactly how much bigger do you want to be, Chelsea?’ she asked.


Chelsea Savage put her hands in front of her chest - a chest that looked to be about the same size as Chloe’s - but before the girl could open her mouth, her mother piped up, ‘She wants to be a 34GG.’ A stout, blousily dressed woman in her mid-forties, Mrs Savage worked part-time behind the bar at the Fox and Feathers and was well known for her ability to stamp on any potential bar room brawls. She was also known for starting a few brawls in her time and more than lived up to her name. Not for nothing was she nicknamed The Pit Bull at the surgery.


‘And you are currently what size, Chelsea?’ Chloe asked her patient. She blamed the ever-increasing number of women and young girls wanting breast implants on all those makeover shows on the telly. You couldn’t switch it on these days without seeing some poor woman having her body knocked into a supposedly better shape.


‘She’s a 34A,’ chimed in Mrs Savage. ‘And it’s making her depressed. She’s a right pain at times, let me tell you. Always mooching about the place with a face on her like a wet Sunday in Bridlington.’


Chloe kept her gaze deliberately on the sixteen-year-old girl before her. She was pretty enough in a bland, unremarkable way, but as with so many teenage girls, her face had been clumsily painted with too much make-up. ‘Are you depressed, Chelsea?’ she probed.


Shifting her chewing gum from one side of her mouth to the other, Chelsea nodded and twiddled with a large hooped earring. ‘Now and then, yeah.’


Yes, thought Chloe. Show me a teenager who isn’t.


‘The thing is,’ Mrs Savage butted in again, ‘if she’s going to make it as a model, she’ll have to have them made bigger.’


Even since Chelsea had been crowned Eastbury’s May Queen last year and had been paraded through the village in a canary-yellow, open-topped Smart car Mrs Savage had bragged to anyone who would listen that this was the start of things to come. Her daughter was going to be famous; she would be on the front of every magazine and tabloid you could care to mention.


‘If I’m not mistaken, Mrs Savage,’ Chloe said patiently, ‘most catwalk models don’t have a double G cup size. Quite the reverse, in fact.’


‘I’m not talking about those zero-sized airheads who can’t keep a meal down them,’ the woman said. ‘Chelsea’s going to be a glamour model.’ She turned to her daughter and smiled proudly at her. ‘Isn’t that right, love?’


Once more Chelsea nodded and twiddled with her earring. ‘So what do you think, doctor? Can I have the surgery? For free, like.’


‘It’s a little more complicated than that, Chelsea. You see, you are only sixteen and we have to decide whether you really—’


The Pit Bull raised a heavily ringed hand and bared her teeth. ‘Whoa there! End of. Absolutely end of. I’m not going to sit here and listen to any mealy-mouthed back-pedalling.’


‘Mrs Savage, all I was trying to—’


‘No, now you listen to me, doctor. I know my rights. Chelsea’s rights too. If she’s not happy with her body and it’s causing her mental anguish, then she’s entitled to have implants on the NHS. Now give us the forms or whatever it is we need to sign to get the ball rolling for the necessary referral and we’ll be on our way; we’ve got an appointment at the tanning centre in ten minutes. And no offence, but if you don’t mind me saying, you could do with some implants yourself. With a decent pair of hooters, you might not spend so many nights on your own.’


Great, thought Chloe. All those years of training, hard slog and sleepless nights only to wind up being verbally trashed and told how to do my job.


 



With afternoon surgery over, and only running a few minutes late for her home visits, Chloe slipped out unnoticed to the car park at the rear of the building before the practice manager could collar her. It was Chloe’s first day back after a week away skiing in Austria, but she didn’t doubt Karen could find something to nag her about. Usually it was her timekeeping. She spent far too long with the  patients, she was frequently warned. The other doctors could keep to the schedule; why couldn’t she?


She liked to think it was because she was a maverick, put on this earth to confound and frustrate, but actually it was because she was just plain old thorough and liked to spend time with her patients. She hated to upset her more elderly or timid patients by rudely hurrying them. There were exceptions, though. Some mistook kindness and understanding for pity and they required a much more robust bedside manner.


At the age of thirty-seven, Chloe was the youngest doctor at Eastbury Surgery, and was perhaps, as the other doctors regularly teased her, still the most idealistic. The practice had doubled in size in the last ten years due to the expansion of the village, sitting as it was within commutable distance of Manchester. Farmland that had been in the hands of Cheshire families for generations had been sold off to make way for a full range of properties, from doll’s-house-size starter homes through to five-bedroomed executive dwellings that boasted saunas and under-floor heating. The latest must-have accessory to these upmarket houses was a hot tub installed in the garden.


Chloe had wanted to be a doctor ever since she could remember. Probably because her father had been one and she had considered him the cleverest and bravest man alive. But then, at six years old, you think anyone is a genius if they can cure you of a painful earache, and as for being able to look at a dead body without screaming or bursting into tears, that surely took courage beyond words. Now, of course, she knew better: it was all smoke and mirrors.


Her first home visit was only a five-minute drive away, up Chapel Hill and then onto Lark Lane. Ron Tuttle lived in one of the original sandstone farm workers’ cottages. There had been a Tuttle living on Lark Lane for more than a hundred and seventy years. But not for much longer unless Ron - the last in the line of Tuttles - took better care of himself.


She parked on the road outside his cottage and, case in hand, walked up the short path that was lined with daffodils - King Alfred’s; they were tough and sturdy and gave the impression of standing guard. She gave the door knocker a loud rap and adopted her most robust bedside manner. Anything less would be deemed as patronizing and give Ron cause to take his walking stick to her.


Minutes passed and she risked another go at the tarnished knocker. ‘I heard you the first time,’ came an angry shout from inside, as well  as the sound of a lock being turned. The door opened. ‘Who do you think I am, Roger-flipping-Bannister?’


‘Roger Who?’


‘First man to run a mile in less than four minutes. Don’t you know nothing, girl?’


‘I know plenty. Now can I come in or do you want me to examine your prostate here on the step?’


‘Mother Teresa’s love child, that’s you!’ he roared.


‘That’s an improvement on a fortnight ago when I was Harold Shipman’s love child. These sweet endearments of yours will have to stop, you know, or people will talk.’


The old man’s eyes glinted with a smile and leaning heavily on his walking stick, he stood aside to let her in. She noticed he had made his usual attempt to smarten himself up for her visit. She also noticed that his shirt collar looked a little looser around his neck, a sign he was still losing weight. Closing the door after her, he said, ‘I never had this trouble with your father. He never gave me any lip. How is he?’


‘Making hay with Mum. They’re hardly ever at home these days. Whenever I call round or telephone them they’re just about to go somewhere. They’re like a couple of kids.’


‘What would you rather they were doing? Sitting miserably at home waiting to die? Anyhow, give the doc my regards when you do see him next. Cup of tea before we get down to business?’


‘Thank you, but another time perhaps.’


Ron Tuttle sniffed. ‘Your father always had time for a brew.’


 



With the last of her visits completed, Chloe decided to nip home for an hour before evening surgery. A few of the patients she had seen that afternoon were elderly, and much of what they’d had to say to her had been gilded with nostalgic references to The Great Doctor Hennessey Senior. Chloe had no problem accepting that her father was a hard act to follow or that she would always be compared with him. Or that some people couldn’t take her seriously because they remembered her as a child tearing around the village on her bike with her brother, Nick. None of this mattered to her because the vast majority of her patients were incomers and had never encountered her father or known her when she was little. There was also Dad’s own testimony that spurred her on. These same patients who now claimed he could do no wrong had once upon a time complained unstintingly that he was nothing but a  smooth-talking upstart who didn’t know a bunion from a green stick fracture.


Dad had retired five years ago from the surgery he’d joined when he’d been Chloe’s age. In those days the word of the local GP was the word of God. How different it was now, when the Savages of this world were able to demand their rights and dictate the terms of their treatment. Chloe had never intended to move back home to Eastbury, but then she’d never intended to very nearly lose her life and the man she’d thought she would marry.


When that had happened, throwing her life into turmoil, the pull of her childhood roots had seemed the answer to her crisis and as if by magic everything had slipped into place. A new GP was needed at Eastbury Surgery, and Pocket House, an end-of-terrace cottage facing the village green, came on the market. It was a stone’s throw from her parents, as well as her closest friends, Dan and Sally. Thankfully nobody had dared utter the words ‘It’s meant to be’ - had they done so, Chloe might have been tempted to give them a lethal injection - and by Easter 2005, almost four months after surviving one of the world’s worst natural disasters, she’d moved from Nottingham back to Cheshire and her life had taken on a degree of normality again. As had Dan’s and Sally’s lives, for they, on holiday with Chloe and Paul, had also been caught up in the disaster that would for ever be known as the Boxing Day tsunami.


She locked her car and walked round to the back of the cottage. It was a beautiful March afternoon, and spring was very much in the air. Her small but cherished garden was teeming with new life. The magnolia tree, the forsythia bushes and the camellias basking in the late afternoon sun against the stone wall of the garage were all in full flower. As were the daffodils and grape hyacinths her mother had helped plant last autumn. The clocks had changed to British Summer Time at the weekend and to Chloe’s great joy, the days were longer and brighter. This was her favourite time of the year, when, against all the odds, hope sprang eternally.


She let herself in and walked through to the conservatory that she’d had built onto the kitchen. It had opened up the space beautifully and she now had an airy and spacious room that gave her a view of not only the back garden, but also the village green at the front. What made it her favourite room was the wood-burning stove she’d had put into the fireplace, which the previous owners had boarded up.


With only forty-five minutes before she had to be back at work  for evening surgery, she made herself a cup of coffee and checked her answerphone. The first message was from her brother apologizing for having somehow ended up with her ski gloves in his suitcase and saying he’d post them on to her.


The next message was from her mother, hoping she’d had a good holiday with Nick and his friends and reminding her that it was Dad’s birthday on Friday. ‘He’s insisting on trying out the new recipes he learned during that cookery weekend, so be warned. See you Friday, at eight.’


The third message was from her father. ‘Just to say I’m under orders from your mother to cook her favourite seafood risotto for dinner on Saturday. See you at seven.’


Her parents ran the Ministry of Misinformation. They did it effortlessly and to great effect; the one rarely knew what the other was up to.


The fourth message was from—


Chloe put down her cup of coffee and backed away from the machine as if it was about to explode. Hearing that voice - his voice - her insides churned. Time was, the churning would have been with lust and desire for him. Not now.


‘Hi Chloe, it’s Paul. Yes, I know, this is probably the last voice on earth you expected to hear again. The thing is . . .’ The sound of rustling and a throat being cleared filled the kitchen. ‘Oh, hell, I didn’t think it would be so hard to do this - look, what I want to say is . . . I—’ More throat clearing. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance we could get together for a chat, could we? It would be a place and time to suit you. I’ll leave that entirely for you to decide. You can contact me on my mobile. My number is—’


But Paul - That man! That snake in the grass! - as her mother had renamed him, had taken so long with his message, he’d run out of space on her machine. He hadn’t rung back to give her the number either. He’d probably assumed that she’d received his message in full.


Which she had, loud and very clearly, exactly three weeks after they had flown home to Nottingham after that disastrous holiday on Phuket. Off work with her leg in plaster and a fractured collar bone, and numerous cuts and bruises, he’d announced that he didn’t love her any more. ‘Surviving the tsunami has brought it home to me that we only get one chance in this life,’ he’d said. He’d gone on to give her every other possible cliché about there being no dress rehearsal, that this life was the only one on offer and that if there was a chance  of happiness one had to grab it with both hands. He’d even said that one day she would thank him for having the courage to leave her.


It turned out he’d been having an affair for goodness knows how long and coming so close to his own demise had sharpened his focus and helped him to make up his mind who he really wanted to be with. From then on, Paul Stratton, one-time prospective son-in-law to Jennifer and Graham Hennessey, became known as That man! That snake in the grass!



Now, three years and two months later, he wanted to get together for a drink and a chat.


Did he really think she’d agree to meet him?







Chapter Two


It was hair-washing night at Corner Cottage.


Neither Dan nor his son Marcus enjoyed the experience: Marcus hated getting the soapy water in his eyes and Dan hated to see his son cry. Leaning over the side of the bath, with a frog-shaped plastic watering can in his left hand and his young son’s head resting against his right, Dan said, as he always did, ‘I promise I won’t let you go. Now close your eyes and tilt your head back. Ready?’


Marcus screwed his eyes up, gave a little shudder and braced himself. ‘Cold!’ he squealed as the water cascaded over his baby-soft hair, washing away the soapy bubbles. ‘Cold, cold, COLD!’


‘That’s because we took so long. Sorry.’


‘Mr Squeaky! Mr Squeaky!’


Dan reached for the flannel - called Mr Squeaky because he had once made a squeaky noise with it when he wrung it out - and gave it to Marcus, who covered his eyes with it. Dan refilled the watering can and rinsed away the last remaining bubbles.


‘Job done, buddy,’ Dan said with a salute. ‘Another dangerous mission accomplished. Tomorrow we airlift in back-up troops and form an assault on your toenails. It’s hazardous work, but we’re a crack team and more than up for it.’


With his hair plastered wet and shiny against his scalp, giving him an oddly wise and noble appearance, Marcus looked doubtfully at his toes. He then smiled and offered the flannel to Dan. ‘Make him squeak.’


Dan happily obliged and then suggested it was time to pull out the plug. Marcus scrambled to his feet. Ever since he’d made the mistake of sitting over the plug hole and had experienced the sensation of being sucked down that narrow dark hole, he never lingered when the water started making its hungry, gurgling exit.


There were certain smells that were as sharp and precise in Dan’s memory as any photograph album that charted his existence. The smell of pipe tobacco reminded him of being a small boy and  watching in wonder as his parents’ gardener whittled away at a piece of wood with a penknife, magically turning it into an animal of Dan’s choosing. The smell of pine air freshener took him back to the very first car he’d owned - a second-hand Ford Escort, and Camilla Dawson-Bradley. Home from school for the summer holidays, and a week after passing his driving test, he’d plucked up the courage to ask Camilla out on a date. Two years older than him, she was by far the hottest girl in the Cotswold village where he’d grown up. He spent all afternoon cleaning the car, inside and out, and then hung one of those air fresheners shaped like a pine tree from the rear-view mirror. He’d taken Camilla to watch a film, and afterwards he’d driven them somewhere remote so that he could get down to what had been on his mind ever since coming home from school.


Another smell that brought back happy memories was the aroma of aniseed. It reminded him of ouzo and Sally; of the exact moment during a soft summer night in an open-air fish restaurant in Paxos, when he’d proposed. A mess of nerves - he really didn’t know how Sally would respond - he’d said he loved her and wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. He’d then presented her with a ring and asked her to marry him. Barely glancing at it, she’d reached across the table, laid her cool hand over his and fixing him with her pale grey eyes, she’d said yes. When the other diners, mostly locals, realized that something momentous had just occurred, the owner of the restaurant went round the tables filling everyone’s glass so the happy couple could be toasted. Then the dancing had commenced and they didn’t make it back to their villa until nearly four in the morning.


But it was the smell and touch of his freshly washed, pyjama-clad son that evoked the most intensely poignant response in Dan. It never failed to remind him that from the very first moment he had held Marcus, his whole being had undergone a dramatic change. It was as if previously he had merely been bumbling around in the chorus of his life. But suddenly he was a principal character with a whole new and scary script to learn. Even now as he thought of that day when he sat in the chair beside Sally’s hospital bed with Marcus lying peacefully in his arms, his scrunched-up little face peering out at the world, Dan could recall how happy he had felt. It was a happiness he had never experienced before. And yes, he had totally lost it and cried. He could have put it down to relief and exhaustion - Sally had, after all, just gone through thirty-six hours of excruciating labour - but it was so much more than that.


He had been overwhelmed by the miracle that was the birth of his child.


It was something he still felt now. And never more so than when it was his son’s bedtime.


Two and a half years old, Marcus loved bedtime. He had a finely tuned ritual of lining up his army of cuddly toys along the edge of his bed against the wall, but saving the places either side of him for his extra-special henchmen - Rory Bear and Rumpus Red Bear - before sitting bolt upright with his arms around the two large bears eagerly waiting for Dan to read to him.


Tonight, as they settled into the delights of the relentlessly Hungry Caterpillar, Dan thought of Sally. It was a quarter to seven and she probably wouldn’t be home for another hour yet. She worked too hard. Yet he could never say that to her. Not when he perceived himself as having got the better end of the deal and occasionally felt guilty about it.


If, on that perfect night in Paxos somebody had told him that Sally would end up being the breadwinner of the family and he would become a house husband, he would have laughed in their face. Throw away his career? You have to be joking. He’d chew his own leg off before that happened thank you very much! Nonetheless here he was, a thirty-nine-year-old Domestic God - as Chloe called him - who enjoyed nothing more than spending his days potato painting, making pizzas, ambling down to the duck pond, and generally having fun. There hadn’t been a single day when he’d regretted stepping back from his career. His old work colleagues had betted him that he’d return within six months. They’d lost the bet. His new life unquestionably had the edge on insufferably demanding clients and even more insufferably demanding senior partners of a major league accountancy firm. Every day there was some new joy to share with Marcus. There were milestone events like a first tooth coming through, a first step taken, a first word spoken, or simple pleasures like Marcus developing an amusing and obsessive taste for gherkins and wanting to eat them for breakfast, lunch and tea.


Of course, Dan couldn’t very well bang on to Sally about how much fun he was having, just as there were other things he couldn’t admit to her either. He would never be able to explain to Sally how vulnerable fatherhood made him feel. It had come as a huge shock to him to learn that something as pure and simple as his love for Marcus, coupled with the innate need to protect him from the world, ensured that he was an easy target for anguish. If surviving  the tsunami had made him realize how fleeting the nature of life was, being a father had honed that knowledge to a lethal sharpness.


But none of this he shared with Sally. Nor did he tell her that he still occasionally woke in the middle of the night with his heart pounding and his brain terrifyingly wired to the events of Boxing Day just over three years ago. The nightmare had recently changed, though. For a long time it had been the same dream, a crystal clear replay of what had happened - the awesome, unstoppable power of the water, the deafening roar of it, the screams, and his failure. But now the dream had taken on a new and far more disturbing slant. A slant that had him stumbling breathlessly out of bed and pushing open the door of his son’s room to make sure he was all right. Last night he had needed extra convincing that Marcas was safe and he had knelt on the floor listening to the steady fall and rise of his breathing, needing to quell his fear. Two hours later he’d woken up stiff and cold and had crept back to his own bed feeling vaguely foolish. Sally had stirred briefly as he’d slipped in beside her but as tempted as he was, he hadn’t selfishly wrapped himself around her to steal her warmth and assurance. Instead he’d lain in the darkness on his side of the bed feeling alone and useless. What if he could never shake off the nightmare and the guilt that lay behind it? He’d been hailed a hero at the time because he’d saved the life of a five-year-old girl, but what of her brother, the small boy whom he hadn’t been able to save?


‘Daddy read now.’


‘Sorry,’ Dan said, giving himself a little wake-up shake. ‘I was miles away.’


Nudging at the book on his lap, Marcus smiled. It was a smile that had the ability to stir a great tenderness in Dan. To make everything seem all right. He hung onto it.







Chapter Three


With the meter running on her fee, Sally Oliver made neat and precise notes on her legal pad, all the while being careful to nod and make the right non-judgemental noises at the appropriate moment.



Adamson v. Adamson had all the hallmarks of a long-haul flight to hell and back, and it would have little to do with the two law firms involved. Julia and Murray Adamson would ensure that this case would run and run. Sadly, Sally had seen it all before. Two opposing parties so cranked up on ‘I’m right, you’re wrong!’ they would blind themselves to a reasonable outcome. Get real! she often wanted to say to the people who came to her hoping for the law to take away the pain and make everything right again. Get with the programme; this is going to be a nasty and bloody fight if you don’t come to your senses. They were driven by the need for vengeance, of course. Rarely had a wronged wife or husband sat in that chair the other side of her desk and not wanted to exact revenge. If they couldn’t physically hurt the so-called guilty party - and a few clients had tried, with varying degrees of success - they wanted the next best thing: an all-out, guns blazing, vicious attack made on the wallet of their one-time nearest and dearest.


When Sally had joined the firm of McKenzie Stuart most of her clients had been women - more often than not, the tearful, bewildered, middle-aged kind whose husbands had traded them in for younger, newer models. But now that she’d been made a partner, she headed up a department that dealt exclusively with high-value, high-profile divorce settlements. A lot of her clients were men, and not the wronged ones. As was becoming more common, many of these men were going through the breakdown of a second marriage and so were doubly keen to hold onto their assets, having already been relieved of a high percentage of them first time round.


‘Experience tells me this is going to cost me, right? And I’m not just talking about your fee.’


Sally put down her pen and looked directly at her client, Murray  Adamson. A self-made man, he wouldn’t be out of place on that absurd Dragons’ Den programme. Having built up a kitchen and bathroom fitting empire and then sold it in the late nineties for a killing, he now diversified with small start-up businesses. He liked to give the impression that he was an altogether more altruistic businessman than the one he used to be. His private life wasn’t such a model of success. He was fifty-one years old and newly separated from wife number two after she’d discovered he’d been cheating on her in the same way he’d cheated on wife number one. ‘Yes,’ Sally said frankly. ‘This will be expensive. There’s no point in pretending otherwise. But obviously, I’ll do my best to minimise the extent of the damage.’


‘And you’re probably thinking, stupid man, ink barely dry on his last settlement and here he is again. Doesn’t he learn?’


‘You don’t pay me to think like that.’


‘But it’s what’s going through your head, isn’t it?’


No, thought Sally as she listened to the traffic down on the street below. What’s going through my head is I should never have agreed to meet you after normal office hours just because your busy schedule precluded an earlier appointment. She said: ‘Statistics show that second marriages have a greater failure rate than first marriages.’


He gave her one of his super-strength smiles, which she recognised from when he’d originally come to her for help. Doubtless he used it to get what he wanted from women. ‘I know it’s no excuse,’ he said, ‘but I don’t seem able to resist the charms of a beautiful woman. I guess I’m just a hapless romantic.’


She drew a line under her notes, snapped the lid back on her fountain pen and looked pointedly at her watch. ‘Well, I have all the information I need for now,’ she said. ‘When I hear from the other side, I’ll be in touch again. Don’t hesitate to ring if there’s anything you want to discuss.’


‘I appreciate you sparing the time for me, Sally. It means a lot.’


She tried not to flinch. She hated male clients calling her by her Christian name. Especially the Murray Adamson type of client. She watched him uncross his legs and stand up. She stood up too and started putting her desk in order, despite there not being a thing out of place. According to Chloe she was obsessively tidy and should have therapy for it. Chloe often joked that she should be forced to live in a house that had never been cleaned or tidied, that a dose of healthy squalor would get things in perspective for her. Little did Chloe know that that was exactly what Sally had grown up  with. It was why she craved her surroundings to be so clean and uncluttered.


‘Can I tempt you into a drink?’


Sally looked up, but not with surprise. She would have been more shocked if a drink hadn’t been suggested. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘If I’m any later getting home I’ll have a furious husband to placate. He’s probably scraping a ruined meal into the bin as we speak.’ Immediately she regretted what she’d said, knowing that she’d just painted Dan as the archetypal sour-faced, nagging housewife with a rolling pin in his hands and a cigarette dangling from his mouth. In all the many times she’d arrived home late Dan had never once complained or criticised her for the long hours she kept. He might remark on her lateness, but he never complained.


‘Sounds like an offer of dinner would be more the mark in that case,’ Murray Adamson said.


A knock at the door saved Sally from having to respond. Expecting it to be one of the cleaners doing their rounds of the offices, she was surprised to see Tom McKenzie come in. ‘Oh, sorry, Sally,’ he said affably, ‘I didn’t know you had anyone here with you.’


‘That’s all right,’ she said, grateful for the interruption, ‘your timing’s perfect; we’ve just finished.’


The two men acknowledged each other with a hearty exchange. Murray Adamson was a highly valued client - divorce settlements were only a part of the services the firm provided for him - and consequently he always received the full anything-I-can-do-for-you? treatment.


‘Can I have a quick word before you head off home?’ Tom asked Sally.


‘Of course. Let me just see Mr Adamson out.’


Leading the way, Sally walked him briskly along the carpeted corridor towards the deserted reception area and summoned a lift. While they waited, Murray Adamson offered his hand to her. ‘I’ll wait to hear from you, then.’


‘Yes, I’ll be in touch just as soon as I have anything to report,’ she replied, not letting her hand linger in his for a moment longer than necessary.


The distant hum of a vacuum cleaner starting up coincided with the arrival of the lift and before the doors had even closed on her client she had moved away. Retracing her steps to her office, she worked the muscles of her shoulders. She was tired. She’d been awake since crazy o’clock after Marcus had woken wanting a drink.


After giving him some water, Dan had brought him into their room and slid him in bed between them. Within no time both Dan and Marcus were fast asleep again, but she’d lain wide awake, her mind already sifting through the day ahead of her. Unable to get back to sleep, she’d slipped out of bed, got dressed and quietly left for work. It was something she often did.


She found Tom perched on her desk, reading the notes she’d made during the meeting with Murray Adamson. ‘It says here, in your scarily neat script, that the man’s a serial womaniser and deserves to lose every penny of his ill-gotten gains.’


Sally smiled and took the legal pad out of Tom’s hand. ‘It says no such thing. Did you really want a word with me?’


‘Of course not. Bill told me who you had coming in and since that particular client’s reputation goes before him, I decided to hang about and make myself useful.’


Sally had suspected as much. As senior partners, both Bill and Tom were fifteen years older than her, and Tom - touchingly so at times - was absurdly chivalrous by nature. ‘I am old enough to look after myself, you know,’ she said.


‘No grousing, Oliver! No climbing up onto your high horse! All I did was provide you with a convenient excuse to sneak out the back way.’


‘I’ll do the same for you one day.’


He smiled. ‘I look forward to it.’


‘And if it gives you a warm, fuzzy feeling inside, your timing really was perfect. He’d just asked me out for the obligatory drink.’


‘I heard dinner mentioned.’


She laughed. ‘Just how long did you have your ear pressed up against my door?’


‘Long enough to know when the cavalry’s required. Now why don’t you go home before your husband calls the police and reports you as missing?’


 



The advantage of leaving so late was that the traffic out of Manchester was minimal; within no time she was on the M56. She may have physically distanced herself from work, but mentally it was always with her. It wasn’t possible for her to compartmentalize it and leave it behind in her office. She loved her job. It was who she was. It defined her. But confess any of this too loudly and she would be condemned in an instant. Saying that she found work easier than being at home with her son was only slightly less of a  crime in certain quarters than if she’d been hanging about school gates supplying drugs to ten-year-olds.


Some would call her heartless. Her mother for one. ‘No one will ever love you,’ she had flung at Sally when she was a teenager, ‘for the simple reason you have a stone where your heart should be.’


When Dan had first told her he loved her, Sally’s initial thought had not been to reply straight away that she loved him in return, but to picture her mother’s face and say, ‘See, Mum, someone does love me! You were wrong!’


She’d met Dan at Chloe’s twenty-eighth birthday party in Nottingham, where Chloe was living at the time. Sally had travelled up from London for the weekend, accompanied by her then boyfriend, who’d only been on the scene for a couple of weeks. Dan had arrived at the party with Chloe’s brother, but it wasn’t until she had gone out to the kitchen to help Chloe organise the food - pizzas, spicy chicken legs, baked potatoes, salads - that they met properly. He was on his own, grating cheese, and when he saw her he immediately stopped what he was doing. ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘if you’re looking for Chloe, she’s upstairs changing. Some clumsy idiot spilled red wine down her dress. I’m Dan, by the way.’


‘I’m Sally,’ she said.


‘I know exactly who you are,’ he’d replied. He used his hands to tick items off an imaginary list. ‘You’re Chloe’s best friend from her university days here in Nottingham. You became friends during freshers’ week and you’re the one who held her hair back while she had her head down the loo after she’d drunk too much. Although she claimed she wasn’t drunk but suffering from food poisoning. But that’s a medical student for you. You’re also the friend who shared a house with her, along with several families of mice.’


Amused, Sally said, ‘I see you have the advantage over me; I know nothing about you.’


This was a lie. She’d heard a great deal about Dan Oliver over the last few months. He worked for the same firm of accountants as Chloe’s older brother, Nick. Nick was currently living with Dan while he waited for contracts to be exchanged on the house he was buying. Chloe had said he was extremely good-looking and an initial impression confirmed this as being true. Sally gave him a quick appraisal. He was tall, well over six feet, with short dark hair that was already receding at his temples. He had dark, engaging eyes and an equally engaging smile. That was all on the plus side. The downside was that he was wearing faded brown cords, a green  and white check shirt and a fawn pullover. His shoes were robustly countrified, perfect for kicking peasants out of the way. He looked the epitome of Home Counties chic. Not her type at all. But Chloe had said he was smart and ambitious, which was just her type.


‘Really?’ he said. ‘You’ve heard nothing about me at all? Not a single word? I’m crushed. I would have hoped at the very least Chloe would have told you about my stunning good looks and my knockout charm and what a catch I am. Not to mention my way with a cheese grater. Please make my day and tell me you’re here alone.’


‘My new boyfriend’s here with me.’


‘Can you ditch him?’


There was something so persuasively forceful and proprietorial about him, Sally did as he asked.


A month after they met, Dan was moved to his firm’s Manchester office and they embarked on a long-distance relationship. They did that for two years and then Sally moved north to be with him. Dan had offered to get a transfer back down to London, but Sally had long since realized that she was in need of a change. She was sick of London and wanted to get out. Work colleagues thought she was mad and accused her of throwing away her promising career by moving to Manchester, making it sound like a far-flung outpost of the universe. Some of them even said that it probably didn’t matter in the long run, as she and Dan would end up marrying and starting a family, so why not throw in the towel sooner rather than later?


However, starting a family wasn’t something either of them was keen to rush into. Sally had never been happier and the thought of introducing a third party to their relationship frightened her. She loved Dan so very much, she didn’t trust herself to love a child as well.


As an adult, the two most spontaneous things she had done in her life were falling in love with Dan, and conceiving Marcus. Everything else had been precisely worked out, the pros and cons carefully weighed. But extreme circumstances can cause a person to act out of character, and Sally knew that their survival of the devastating events of the Boxing Day tsunami in Thailand caused her and Dan to make the most fundamentally life-changing decision of their lives. They did it that very night in the immediate aftermath of the disaster. In the darkness of the hotel room they’d been moved to - their old room had been destroyed - they’d clung to each other in exhausted and tearful shock. Whether it was from relief or a need  to distract themselves from the horror of what they’d experienced, they’d begun to make love. ‘We can’t,’ she’d said when he lifted himself on top of her. ‘I don’t have my—’


He’d shushed her with a kiss. ‘Let’s make a baby,’ he’d whispered, ‘otherwise none of this makes any sense.’


When Dan had climaxed inside her, she had held onto him tightly, seeing what they had just done as a desperate attempt to create a life to replace one of the many that had been swept away in the water.


 



Sally was ten minutes from home when her mobile rang from its cradle on the dashboard. Caller ID told her who it was and she answered the call with a smile. ‘Hi, Chloe,’ she said. ‘How was your holiday?’


‘It was fantastic. We had perfect snow conditions. I can’t tell you how much I wish I was back there right now.’


‘Not a good first day back at work, I presume?’


‘You presume correctly. And talking of work, you do realize it’s gone eight thirty, don’t you?’


‘Funnily enough, learning to tell the time was something I mastered when I was little. But I take your point.’


‘Good. Now be prepared to be amazed. Guess who left a message for me on my answerphone. None other than Paul.’


‘You’re kidding me! What the hell did he have to say for himself? ’


‘He wants to meet up.’


‘He can want it, but you won’t agree, will you?’


‘Of course not.’


They talked some more, promised to meet up soon and then rang off just as Sally drove past the sign for Eastbury. Her very first sighting of the village had been during the Easter holidays in her first year at Nottingham. By then she and Chloe had become firm friends and Chloe invited her to stay for the weekend. Even now Sally could remember how clean and bright and totally unreal everything had felt to her. The sun had shone from a faultless blue sky, daffodils had been in full bloom on the green, ducks had been quacking on the pond, people on horseback had trotted by on the road, and most unreal of all, Chloe’s parents had been so easy-going and welcoming - the complete opposite to what Sally was used to. No one shouted during meals, no one put anyone down and certainly no one ate with their mouths wide open, or belched loudly before tossing an empty beer can across the room. When her visit was over and Chloe’s  father had driven her to the station for her train home to Hull, Sally had vowed that this was just the kind of place where she would one day live. Where the phone boxes weren’t vandalised, where front gardens weren’t home to decaying cars and picked-over motorbikes. Where bricks weren’t hurled through windows and offensive messages daubed on front doors.


And here she was, she thought, as she pulled onto the drive of Corner Cottage and parked alongside Dan’s Saab. She looked up at the house. Its solid, no-nonsense Victorian demeanour had always appealed to her and for six years, its ample five bedrooms, two bathrooms, conservatory and half-acre of garden had been everything and more she could have wished for in a home. It still gave her a secret thrill knowing that she owned such a house.


She let herself in at the front door, something that amused Dan because he always used the back door - the tradesman’s entrance as he referred to it. Never would she admit to him that putting her key in the lock of such a substantial front door gave her a powerful sense of possession.







Chapter Four


It was Chloe’s day off. She spent the morning dealing with the paperwork that had piled up while she’d been away and then tackled the ironing and housework. Her reward for such virtuous behaviour was to treat herself to an unhurried session at the gym she’d joined in the New Year. The ridiculously named ‘Rejoovin8’ was a luxurious health and fitness centre at Cartwright Hall, the local hotel and conference centre. It was a ten-minute drive away on the Crantsford road and Chloe went there as often as time permitted. She’d worked in the dining room of the hotel as a teenager, back in the days when an all-day menu of the all-you-can-eat carvery was the restaurant’s big draw.


She’d jogged six miles on the treadmill, most of it uphill and listening to Snow Patrol on her iPod, when she caught sight of somebody familiar coming out of the men’s changing room. He spotted her at the same time and gave her a friendly smile. Just her luck that the best-looking guy she’d set eyes on in a long while had to keep seeing her when the sweat was pouring off her and her face was a most unattractive shade of beetroot. He’d started coming here the week before she’d gone away on holiday. Or rather, that was when she’d first noticed him. She’d decided then that he’d been a guest at the hotel and was using the facilities during his stay. But here he was again. Perhaps he was a rep and travelled round the country and Cartwright Hall was one of his many regular stopovers. She could be entirely wrong, of course. For all she knew he could live locally and had joined the same time as she had but had previously worked out at a different time from her. Either way, he was the fittest guy here. And she wasn’t just referring to the firm tone of his muscles. He had a strong swimmer’s body with broad shoulders, neat waist and long legs. He looked exceptionally good in a pair of shorts and thank the Lord he wasn’t wearing one of those awful wife-beater vests, but a normal loose-fitting T-shirt. Nor was he one of those vain types who strutted cockily about the gym giving off the  message, ‘Hey, want some of this?’ and could ask only to work out while positioned in front of a mirror.


She’d vowed she’d never go out with a vain man again. She’d had enough of that with Paul. When he’d moved in with her, her small house in Nottingham had suddenly been swamped with men’s toiletries, hundreds of back issues of GQ and enough suits, shirts and ties to kit out an entire shop. They’d had to have a new set of wardrobes built in the spare room to accommodate his things and even then he’d complained his suits didn’t have sufficient breathing space. No, she’d had it with show ponies like Paul.


She thought of Sally’s advice on the phone the other day when she’d explained about Paul ringing her. ‘Don’t even bother replying to him,’ her friend had said firmly. Not that Chloe could, when she didn’t have his number.


But would she call him if she did have his number? She wanted to say that her answer would be a firm no, yet she suspected she wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation to speak to him again, to prove to him, and maybe to herself, that she had indeed moved on and consigned him to the past.


Even as she processed this thought, she knew that wasn’t entirely the truth. Oh, yes, she’d moved on, but if she were really honest, she was still angry. It was an anger that burned deep within her. It filled that space in her where once there had been a tiny life just beginning to take form and shape.


One of the reasons Paul had left her was because he’d felt pressurized by her apparent need to have a baby. Unbelievable! All she’d done was mention it a couple of times and the next thing she was being accused of being desperate.


They’d been together since her twenty-eighth birthday. A friend had brought him along to her party and within seconds of being introduced someone had knocked his arm and he’d spilled a glass of red wine down her front. He’d sent her an apologetic bunch of flowers the following day, along with his telephone number. ‘When you’ve forgiven me,’ he’d written, ‘perhaps you’d let me take you shopping so I can buy you a new dress to replace the one I ruined. Then afterwards we could go out for dinner with you wearing it.’ Smooth as it was, what girl could have resisted such an offer?


Just like Sally and Dan, she and Paul quickly slipped into the pattern of being a couple, except in their case they didn’t have any distance separating them as Paul conveniently lived a short distance away. Within ten months he’d moved in with her and Chloe’s  mother was beginning to crack jokes about her being too young to be a grandmother. Chloe hadn’t been fooled; she’d known that her mother was itching to get her hands on a small, perfectly formed grandchild. Had things been different, her mother would have got her wish, for Paul’s parting gesture, unbeknown to him, was to leave Chloe pregnant. It had been a short-lived pregnancy, though, and Chloe had told no one about it. Not her parents, not even Dan and Sally.


There had been signs before Paul’s departure that perhaps all was not well, but denial makes fools of us all and Chloe had ignored the warning signs - the extra workload that kept him late at the office, the half-hearted interest in going out. She had convinced herself that he was just working too hard. Equally she convinced herself that their Christmas and New Year holiday to Phuket with Dan and Sally was going to result in a proposal from him. She hadn’t been alone in this thought. Sally had been just as sure and they had exchanged many a knowing look during the long twelve-hour flight to Bangkok. ‘Fifty quid says he’ll present you with a ring on Christmas Day,’ Sally had whispered to her. Slightly tipsy on holiday fever and too many miniatures, they’d laughed like a pair of schoolgirls and had told Dan and Paul that it was a private joke that they wouldn’t appreciate.


But the joke had been on Chloe. All Christmas Day she waited for Paul to get down on one knee and present her with a ring. At bedtime she spent longer in the bathroom than normal, sure that he was in the bedroom mustering his courage to propose. Dousing herself in perfume, she smiled to herself as she pictured him rehearsing his lines. But when she finally emerged from the bathroom, he was in bed having fallen asleep whilst watching CNN. She’d been so disappointed she’d been tempted to ransack the room and present herself with the ring he’d been too tired to give her. With enormous restraint she’d held back and concluded that maybe he was waiting for New Year’s Eve. Yes, that was definitely what he had in mind to do. On the stroke of midnight, down on the beach in the moonlight, he would ask her to marry him. Far more romantic than proposing on Christmas Day. Sliding into bed beside Paul and kissing his cheek, she’d thought how awful it would have been to pre-empt him and spoil the big moment.


Usually a heavy sleeper and not much of a dreamer, she woke several times in the night from the same dream, that she was on an aeroplane and being rocked by turbulence. When she roused herself  fully and seeing that Paul was still sleeping soundly, she decided to go and use the hotel gym. In those days Dan had been as keen as her on working out and when she entered the gym, she saw that Dan had beaten her to it and was already pounding away on the treadmill. Sally must have told him about her wager because his gaze flickered over her left hand. He made no comment on the absence of a ring and instead said, ‘Happy Boxing Day. Once again we have the place to ourselves.’ She’d just warmed up when all of a sudden the world turned upside down and she was being crushed.


She gave a small start, realizing the treadmill next to her was now occupied. It was the good-looking man with the great body, and he was speaking to her. Surprise made her lose her rhythm and she stumbled. She reached out to the safety bar to keep from falling over, then took off her headphones.


‘Sorry,’ he apologized. ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt you. I just wanted to say hi, and that I missed seeing you last week. I hope you weren’t ill.’


‘I was away on a skiing holiday,’ she said, giving her face a wipe with her hand towel. ‘Do you ski?’


‘Not as often as I’d like these days. I was in Austria for the New Year.’


‘That’s where I’ve just come back from.’


‘Really? Where were you?’


‘Obergurgl. Do you know it?’


He gave her a dazzling smile. A smile so bright it could light up half the country. It had to be adding dangerously to his carbon footprint. ‘That’s exactly where I was,’ he said. ‘What a coincidence.’


She dabbed at her face again, surreptitiously clocking his left hand. No ring. Unless, of course, he was married but didn’t wear one. Not that his marital status had anything to do with her. They were talking. Just talking. He is not chatting you up, she told herself firmly. I repeat, he is not chatting you up. Remember the rule: if you fancy him on first sight, you can’t have him. He’s out of bounds. Your head must rule over your heart.


The rule had been set in place because when Paul had left her, she’d ruthlessly set out to find a replacement. It still shamed her from the top of her head to the tip of her toes when she thought of the disastrous rebound relationships she’d hurled herself into. Any good-looking man who came her way she would pounce on. She would barely have got to know him before she was cutting relationship corners and heading fast for the John Lewis wedding gift  counter. When that not surprisingly scared them off, she went on the hunt again for someone to fill the void that Paul had created. Eventually she came to her senses, understanding that it wasn’t Paul she wanted to replace, but the baby she had lost.


The man with the high-wattage smile was now running at the same speed as her, their pace evenly matched. She liked the look of his thick, black, curly hair bouncing on the top of his head. Very sexy.


 



Without doubt Laurel House was one of the most attractive properties in the village. Built in the early nineteenth century of classic Cheshire sandstone with its nearest neighbour being the squat Norman church of St Andrew, it provided endless opportunities for watercolourists and photographers alike hoping to capture the essence of idyllic village charm.


However, growing up at Laurel House had not been at all idyllic or charming. When Chloe’s parents had bought the property, it had needed everything doing to it. Most of Nick and Chloe’s childhood had been spent living on a building site. Knocked-down walls, cement mixers, scaffolding, gaping holes, bare wires, dust, and occasional periods of no water or electricity had all been part and parcel of putting up with Mum and Dad’s labour of love. For years they’d scrimped and saved to get the house into shape and Chloe would be the first to say it had all been worth it.


Out of habit she went round to the back of the house. She heard Jennifer and Graham Hennessey before she saw them. Her mother’s voice, shrill and defensive, cut through the cool evening air. ‘There’s no need to jump down my throat. All I was saying was that you tend to have a heavy hand when it comes to seasoning.’


‘And all I said was that—’


‘I know perfectly well what you said, Graham. You muttered  sotto voce that I should jolly well mind my own business.’


‘Would that be such a bad thing? Oh, hello Chloe. You’re early.’


‘No, Dad, I’m on time. What are you doing up that ladder when you’re supposed to be cooking your birthday dinner?’


‘I said exactly the same thing to him myself not ten minutes ago, Chloe. But no, he insisted on cleaning our bedroom window sill. He’s quite mad.’


‘I wouldn’t have to if the window cleaner had done a half-decent job of it in the first place. Apparently it costs extra these days to have your sills cleaned.’


Chloe went over to where her mother was pricking out a tray of leggy seedlings on the wooden bench table. ‘Hollyhocks,’ her mother said to her unasked question. ‘I’ll give you some when I think they’re strong enough to cope with your special brand of neglect.’


Having now clambered down the ladder with a bucket of water and a sponge, Chloe’s father came over. He kissed her cheek. ‘You look well,’ he said.


‘You too. Happy birthday.’ She held out the present she’d brought for him. ‘Seeing as you’ve got your hands full, shall I take it inside for you?’


‘Yes, come and help me put the finishing touches to supper.’


‘Keep him away from the salt!’ Mum called after them. ‘My blood pressure’s shooting off the chart as it is.’


‘I’ve told you a million times, there’s nothing wrong with your blood pressure.’


Chloe laughed. ‘Be quiet you two, or I’ll have to send for the hyperbole police.’


 



Ever since Dad had retired and Mum had gleefully handed in her apron licence, Dad had assumed responsibility for all cooking at Laurel House. After a few false starts - a curry that nearly took the enamel off their teeth - he’d soon got the hang of it and relished showing off his growing prowess. The kitchen cupboards were bursting with every gadget known to the culinary world. There wasn’t anything the current chefs on the block had that Dad didn’t. Mum had been no slouch in the kitchen in her day, but she had been more of a workaday cook - roast on Sunday, cold meat and salad on Monday, shepherd’s pie on Tuesday. If she ever needed to remind Dad of his place, and that he hadn’t exactly invented the concept of fine cuisine, she had only to knock up one of her rich fruit cakes. Try as he might, Dad just couldn’t stop the fruit from sinking to the bottom of the cake. He’d begged Mum to tell him the secret but she would smile back at him and say, ‘Practice makes perfect, dear.’


Looking at them now as they sat in the dining room with the evening sun pouring in through the window, Chloe thought how for all their silly bickering, she envied them their marriage. They were happy. After more than forty years of marriage, they were still happy and dashing about like a couple of twenty-something pleasure seekers. She had trouble keeping up with their hectic lifestyle; they were always out. Their days were filled with visits to National Trust properties, gardens, galleries, exhibitions and evening classes. Then  there were the weekends away, the coach tours, and the holidays abroad. Cheap flights and the internet had really opened up the world of travel to them.


They lived so differently these days. All those years when they’d been doing up the house, they’d obsessively watched every penny they spent. Family holidays had been restricted to one a year during the month of August and the fortnight was usually spent soggily somewhere in the Lake District or Scotland. Nothing had been thrown in the bin that couldn’t be rehashed into something useful or sent off for some charity or other. Milk bottle tops were carefully washed and saved for guide dogs, old books sent to far-flung places where such things were hard to come by, and ditto for shoes and spectacles. Whenever Chloe had grown out of something, it was immediately taken apart and the material used for making a selection of patchwork skirts and dresses. She’d had a technicolour dream-coat long before Andrew Lloyd Webber made Joseph’s so famous. Mum’s most legendary recycling venture was to cut up an old pair of unwanted gingham curtains and make three holiday outfits - a skirt for Chloe, and two pairs of shorts for Nick and Dad. Buried deep in the family archives was photographic evidence that it really did happen and wasn’t a nightmarish figment of their imagination. Nick joked that he was still in therapy trying to overcome the horror of walking through Ambleside with everyone staring at him. ‘But they cost me nothing at all to make,’ had been Mum’s defensive cry.


‘How much?’ had been Chloe and her brother’s favourite catch-phrase, mimicking their parents’ horror over the cost of trainers, school blazers, or the price of a cup of tea in a motorway service station. ‘How much? It’s the one cup I’m buying, not the entire tea plantation!’


But ever since they’d experienced the genuine fear that Chloe had died in the tsunami, their relief that she’d survived had altered their outlook. Life was for living, was their new creed. They still cared about helping others, but they now cared about themselves too. They’d decided that since death really was just around the next corner - an odd thing for a GP to come to terms with so late in life - they would make up for lost time and thoroughly enjoy themselves.


‘If I tell you something, will you promise not to overreact,’ Chloe said while her father was cutting her a slice of lemon tart - the top was perfectly caramelized.


‘I’ve never overreacted in my life,’ said her mother indignantly.  Dad snorted. But before they could sidetrack the conversation, Chloe hurriedly said, ‘While I was away, Paul left a message on my answerphone.’


Both of her parents stared at her.


‘And what did that snake in the grass want?’ Mum’s voice was low and tightly controlled.


‘He wants to meet up for a chat.’


‘Do you think you will?’


‘Of course she won’t, Graham! She’s got far more sense than that.’


‘Actually,’ said Chloe, ‘if he hadn’t rambled on and got cut off before leaving me his number, I think I would have called him. What harm would it do, anyway?’


It was difficult to gauge who was more shocked, Chloe’s parents, or Chloe herself. It was all very well thinking such a thought, but saying it out loud was a different matter altogether.







Chapter Five


Dan had learned very quickly that dealing with the hierarchy of Eastbury village’s nursery mafia was not so different from locking horns with an office full of Machiavellian careerists. The trick, as he’d mastered back in the workplace, was to steer one’s own course and keep well away from troublemakers. To this end, he ensured that for the three mornings a week that Marcus attended nursery, they arrived with seconds to spare; time enough only for Marcus to shrug off his coat and give Dan a hurried kiss goodbye. The pick-up was timed with equal SAS-like precision. Get it wrong and Dan could so easily be accosted by one of the Mumzillas. The ones to watch were Diane Davenport, Annette Bayley and Sandra McPhearson, or Lardy McFierce as Dan thought of her. She was a grisly bossy-boots of a woman who had aspirations of one day ruling the universe. She’d near enough conquered all aspects of running the village and had no qualms when it came to bullying people into doing her bidding.


Thank goodness he had such a great ally in Rosie Peach. She was married to Dave the local builder and their son, Charlie, was Marcus’s best friend, if such a thing was possible at two and a half years old. Rosie was as determined as Dan was to keep a healthy distance between her and the Mumzillas. Her reluctance not to get too involved was often remarked upon. Just as Dan’s was. ‘Come along now, Daniel,’ Lardy McFierce had once said to him, ‘we’re not going to have you excusing yourself on the pretext of being a helpless man. There’s plenty you can get stuck in with.’ Who’d have thought that sending a child to nursery would entail so much work on the part of a parent? The fundraising and social events seemed never ending.


Before Marcus had progressed to nursery, there had been a brief period of Mother and Toddlering to get through and when Dan had rolled up with Marcus for his first session in the village hall, the reaction towards him had been divided. Those who knew him - he and Sally had been living in the village for some years - had treated  him as nothing more than a novelty in their midst. They’d made a big fuss of him, finding it ‘cute’ that a man should want to be with his son and had predictably made all the expected jokes about him being at risk with so much oestrogen in the air. But those who didn’t know him were wary. He’d caught them watching him, observing his every move, especially if he got too near one of their own children. If they’d stood outside Corner Cottage bearing placards accusing him of being a kiddie fiddler, their message could not have been clearer.


Nobody had ever come right out and said it to their faces, but both Dan and Sally knew that the general consensus in the village was that they had some kind of weird metropolitan marriage going on. The probable conclusion was that Sally wore the trousers and he couldn’t possibly be a real man. It didn’t bother him that aspersions were being cast on his manhood, but it annoyed Sally. ‘Anyone would think we were still living in the dark ages,’ she complained. ‘Plenty of couples do what we do. Role reversal is hardly pioneering stuff.’


It was exactly what he’d told her when her maternity leave had been coming to an end. Their original plan had been that when Sally returned to work, they would employ the services of a nanny to look after Marcus. But the reality of that situation, of leaving his son with someone who had no real connection with him, appalled Dan. Had Sally not been so desperate to return to work, he might have hinted that she stay home and take care of Marcus. But that was out of the question.


In the months after Marcus’s birth, Sally had suffered a debilitating period of postnatal depression. Dan had been powerless to help her, other than on a wholly practical level, and had managed to take some paternity leave. He’d assumed the lion’s share of care for Marcus and it was during this time that he’d begun to think it simply wasn’t in him to trust anybody else with his son. Once that seed of doubt had taken root, the next logical thought had been for him to suggest to Sally that he should take a more long-term break from his career and be at home with Marcus. Already consumed with guilt that she hadn’t been able to cope, Sally wouldn’t listen to him, but when Dan showed no sign of giving up on the idea, she started to give it some serious thought. They looked at it every which way. Did they want to take the reduction in income? Would it be the best thing for Marcus? Did they want to be considered as oddities? Would Dan feel emasculated? Would it affect their marriage? Would they be treated as social outcasts? On and on they went until  eventually they came full circle and decided there was only one way to find out; they would give it a go.


Once the decision had been made and Sally knew exactly when she’d be returning to work, the depression that had shadowed her for so many months lifted. It was all the evidence Dan needed to know that they were doing the right thing.


He hadn’t done the right thing today, though. Here he was, waiting for Marcus with time to spare and all because Rosie had a cold and wasn’t feeling too well and he’d offered to pick up Charlie for her. Strangely, when he was responsible for a child other than Marcus, he was extra diligent. It was the same when he had Charlie in the car with them - he drove extra carefully. He didn’t know why that was, because no one, absolutely no one, was more precious to him than Marcus.


However, his diligence in this instance had been a big mistake. For there was Lardy McFierce bearing down on him, all five feet four inches of her, shaped like a barrage balloon. What was it this time? A request for everyone to pitch in for a bake sale to raise funds for some new equipment? Or was there a new petition that needed signing? The last one had been to get rid of the sandpit in the beer garden of the Fox and Feathers on the grounds that it was a health hazard. Or perhaps it was something more personal. Maybe Marcus had been singled out as the latest source of nits.


‘Ah, Daniel, there you are,’ she said. Other than his mother, Lardy McFierce was the only person to call him by his full first name. ‘I was hoping to catch you. May I have a little word?’


Around them, mothers stopped their conversations and pricked up their ears. They all knew that a ‘little word’ from the lips of Lardy McFierce was no such thing. He clocked the mixture of glances - sympathy, curiosity, but mostly relief that it wasn’t one of them on the receiving end of a potential ticking off - and cracked a smile. ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why don’t we step outside?’ Giving her no time to respond, he pushed open the double doors and led the way, telling himself that nits weren’t anything to be ashamed of. It happened in the best of families. ‘What can I help you with?’ he asked when she’d waddled down the steps and caught up with him.


‘Now, Daniel, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way and I’m only saying it for Marcus’s own good. Which I’m sure you’ll agree is of paramount importance.’


Every one of Dan’s senses was on immediate full alert. If he wasn’t mistaken Lardy McFierce was about to criticise his son. He  loaded an imaginary shotgun and prepared to take aim. ‘Go on,’ he said.


‘Annette was there at the time and she was as shocked as I was.’


He gave the trigger a delicate squeeze. Go ahead, make my day.


‘We both clearly heard Marcus say it.’


‘Say what?’


‘He called Rupert a butt-face.’



Ker-boom! Lardy McFierce’s brain exploded and splattered against the wall behind them.


 



How he’d kept a straight face, Dan didn’t know. Butt-face! That’s my boy!


‘Daddy, you’re smiling.’


‘Too right I am,’ Dan said, unlocking the back door at Corner Cottage. Marcus looked up at him, his eyebrows drawn in a comical suffer-the-silly-old-fool attitude. In fact, Dan hadn’t stopped grinning all the way home. He’d shared the latest Lardy McFierce anecdote with Rosie when he’d dropped Charlie off and Rosie had had a hard job not bursting out laughing in front of the boys. Goodness knows where Marcus had picked up the expression, but it suited Lardy’s pug-faced brat of a child perfectly.


Inside the house, the telephone was ringing. It took Dan a moment to recognize who was at the other end. He hadn’t heard from Andy Hope in a long time. They’d been at Durham University together, had kept in touch sporadically over the years, but inevitably the friendship had run its course. ‘Andy, how are you?’


‘I’m fine. But I wish I was calling under better circumstances. Do you remember Derek Lockley?’


The years having been rolled back sufficiently now, Dan could picture Derek quite clearly. Del Boy, they used to call him. Thin, wiry bloke, ran the university rock-climbing club. Could scale a wall in seconds flat. Got busted for climbing into the wrong girl’s room. He’d been drunk and got his new girlfriend’s halls of residence mixed up. ‘I remember him well,’ Dan said. ‘What’s he up to these days?’


‘I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but he’s dead. He committed suicide. His family’s already held the funeral, a small private affair, but there’s to be a memorial service for him. I’m ringing round the old gang to see who can go. I think we should, don’t you?’


Shocked, Dan agreed straight away that he’d make sure he could attend. It didn’t seem right to indulge in any trivial what-are-you-doing-now? banter after that and with the date of the memorial  service written on the kitchen calendar, Dan rang off.


To Dan’s knowledge, Derek was the first of his contemporaries to die. Not merely to be brushed by it. But to really cop it. To be no more. It was a chilling thought.







Chapter Six


Two weeks after receiving Paul’s message on her answerphone, Chloe came home from evening surgery to find he’d left her another. This time he’d managed to include his mobile number.


She pressed the replay button and listened to his voice again. ‘Hi, Chloe, Paul here. Knowing how unreliable these machines can be, I’m assuming you didn’t get my last message. Anyway, I’d really like to see you. I know that might surprise you, but life’s full of surprises, isn’t it? So how about it? I’m in your area next week as it happens.’ He then went on to give his mobile number.


Two things occurred to Chloe as she considered his message. This time his voice had none of the hesitancy of before; he sounded more in control of himself. Also, he evidently presumed that the reason she hadn’t phoned him back was because she hadn’t received his message. How typical of Paul. It probably wouldn’t have entered his head that she hadn’t rung him because she believed he was the lowest of the low.


She wrote down his number and went upstairs to gather her gym things. An hour on the treadmill would give her some thinking time. She needed to think how she was going to respond.


 



The gym was busy, and there, already on the treadmill next to the one she always used, was He of the Dark Curly Hair. Despite having run alongside each other on several occasions now, they’d never got beyond the pleasantries that most people exchanged when working out and so she still didn’t even know his name. Not that she needed to know his name, rank or number. It was no hardship being in the presence of such an attractive hunk of a man and not knowing a thing about him. No hardship at all.
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