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For All My Family,

Especially Ian, Steve, Kate, Amy

and Nadine



Prologue
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As the smiling couple strolled from the church porch into the July sunshine, the gathering of passers-by who had stopped for a curious look at the bride and groom all gasped in unison and then slowly a gentle ripple of applause spread down the street.

The groom, tall and fair with well-formed muscles visible through his morning suit, gazed proudly down at his new wife who, despite the broad smile, blushed and lowered her head slightly at the spontaneous acknowledgement from the unknown crowd.

‘Who are they?’ the groom whispered out of the side of his mouth, the smile still firmly in place.

‘Not a clue, they’re all just passing, I think, and stopped to look, the way we all do when there’s a wedding.’

Arm in arm the couple carried on walking and as they made their way down the small flight of steps, the guests from inside suddenly spread out all around them, engulfing the newlyweds in a sea of smiling faces and elaborate hats.

A woman stepped forward quickly, noticeably marking out her territory as mother of the bride. The similarity between mother and daughter was eye-catching and the only thing that separated the two was the natural ageing process, although as far as the mother was concerned that looked as if it had been halted ten years previously.

‘Oh Lucy, Daddy and I are so proud of you, you look absolutely stunning, and of course you too, Don, just too handsome for words …’

The perfectly enunciated words carried over the guests who all murmured agreement.

‘And of course the bridesmaids, and the best man – oh, this is all so exciting. Our little girl, a grown-up married woman.’

‘Calm down, my darling, you’ll be in tears again and that will start us all off.’ The father of the bride, his arm sliding protectively round his wife’s waist as he spoke, smiled conspiratorially at his daughter.

Lucy looked from one to the other, smiling happily; she couldn’t imagine how she could ever feel happier than she did at this moment. She had just married a man she was totally besotted with, her best friend Sadie was chief bridesmaid and her parents had, with absolutely no expense spared, put together the perfect wedding. In fact, everything was perfect.

Well, almost perfect, Lucy thought as she looked around her. Standing slightly apart from the other guests, was her new mother-in-law, looking angrily in their direction with the usual pinched and pained expression on her skeletal features. Beside her slouched her other son who looked to Lucy as if he had actually dressed down for the occasion – his tie was loosened already, his jacket slung carelessly over his arm, his shirt sleeves rolled up almost to his elbows. Quite openly he glared across at Don and Lucy.

‘Right, everyone, it’s time for the photographs, so on your marks …’ As the father’s voice rose humorously above the crowd, it was impossible not to notice the mother of the groom’s face almost sink in on itself with dislike as her gaze swept the scene in front of her. Everyone in the immediate family noticed the woman grab her other son by his sleeve and drag him away. That was the last they saw of either of them.

A shadow passed over Donovan Cooper’s face as he watched his mother do her best to humiliate him and spoil his day. Lucy gripped his arm reassuringly; although upset for her new husband, she was also relieved. It was the first time she had seen Don’s estranged mother and brother and she could not stop herself hoping that it would be the last.

Don wasn’t relieved to see them go, he was furious although desperately trying not to show it. He had wanted both of them to stay for the whole event. For weeks he had been anticipating the gnashing of jealous teeth from the pair of them when they realised the full extent of his social and financial rise via his new bride. In fact the whole elaborate wedding, with no expense spared, had been arranged with that in mind, as far as he was concerned.

The rest of the day passed without a hitch and in a flash, or so it seemed to Lucy, they were upstairs in the hotel room getting ready to leave for their honeymoon cruise around the Caribbean.

‘Well, Mrs Cooper, how does it feel to be my wife?’ Don was watching Lucy as she touched up her make-up ready for the big departure.

‘Really strange actually. Me, a married woman! Though I’m sure I’ll get used to it. Mrs Cooper.’ Lucy rolled the name around thoughtfully. ‘That sounds really odd, I can’t imagine myself as Mrs Cooper. Mind you, I’ll have to carry on using my maiden name at work, everyone knows me now and my clients—’

‘Like hell you will’, Don interrupted sharply, a little too sharply. ‘You’re Mrs Cooper now, my wife, married to me and that’s how I want you to be known. Stuff your clients.’

Lucy blinked. For a second or two she wondered if he was joking but the intense expression that darkened his face told her that Don was deadly serious.

‘I want everyone to know that we’re married, that you’re mine. My bitch of a mother would love it if you didn’t take my name, she’d see it as you putting one over on me. I’d never hear the end of it.’ Suddenly he smiled. The broad, gleaming smile that lit up his handsome face and made Lucy go weak at the knees. ‘Come on, Mrs Cooper, let’s go and face the crowd again. It won’t be long before we’ll be relaxing in the sun, topping up the tan and sipping ice-cool cocktails under the Caribbean sky.’

Lucy smiled and put her arms round his neck. ‘I love you, Don, and of course I’ll be Mrs Cooper. I’ll be whatever you like, just so long as we’re together for ever.’

Because her face was buried in his neck, Lucy didn’t see the smile of victory that lit up Don’s face. Lucy, and everything she owned, now belonged to him and the ground rules were laid down in that defining moment. Lucy had deferred to him, her husband. And he knew she would continue to do so. 

Donovan Cooper’s ship had come in.



Chapter One
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Standing by the wide plate-glass window with her back to the open-plan office, Lucy looked at her slightly blurred reflection. Tall, blonde and immaculately turned out, she appeared every inch the successful career woman with the world at her feet. The woman that everyone thought she was.

If only, she thought wryly.

Trying to look nonchalant, she quickly punched a number into her mobile phone while at the same time tapping her foot impatiently, her hand cupped over her mouth in an attempt to shield her voice.

‘Oh, sod it, sod it.’ The words came out louder than she intended as she snapped the phone shut sharply in frustration and stuffed it into her skirt pocket. Her eyes looked out over the bustling London street four storeys down but she saw nothing. Her mind was far away from Pettit’s PR Consultancy.

‘What’s up, Lucy? Talking to yourself again?’ Paul looked over at her and grinned with one dark eyebrow quizzically raised. ‘One of the first signs of madness, that. Job must be getting to you. I don’t know, women. They really can’t hack it in the workplace. Back to the kitchen for you all, I say, barefoot and pregnant with a sprog on each hip!’

Lucy slowly and deliberately looked him up and down dismissively. Paul had the eyes and ears of a bird of prey, absolutely nothing got past him and she mentally kicked herself for dropping her guard but she also knew she couldn’t keep disappearing out of the office to make phone calls, even short, sharp non-productive ones.

Lucy and Paul had both started at the firm at about the same time and were more competitive with each other than with anyone else. Both were good at their jobs, both were young and ambitious and both of them wanted to be the best.

‘I was just trying to get through to my accountant, is that a problem? This is my personal mobile. Mine, not yours,’ she snapped. ‘Not that it’s any of your business.’

Trying to look cool and calm she walked back to her desk but she was concerned and having problems hiding it. Fergus had been incommunicado for over a week and it worried her. Usually they spoke at least twice a day and exchanged regular nonsensical text messages, so either something dire had happened or he was avoiding her.

Swiftly dismissing the unwanted thought that maybe he had had enough of her, enough of the subterfuge, she started fiddling with the wad of post that had appeared in her tray. She heard Paul talking and caught the words, ‘Accountant my arse. The ice maiden wouldn’t get that stressed about an accountant, she’s found herself a shot of a de-icer on the side. I recognise the signs.’ His laugh drifted over towards her. ‘Never employ women in men’s jobs, I say. Their hormones always let them down eventually. They’re all just so predictable. Present company excluded, of course.’

The accompanying giggle told her that Paul’s audience was again the silly young temp who spent nearly all her time hanging on his every word and twittering like a hungry baby sparrow at his every joke, funny or not.

Eighteen, slender as a reed with a thick mane of auburn hair and a short leather skirt that barely skimmed the top of her tights, Daniella Schwarz had gravitated towards a receptive Paul from day one. Charming and confident, Paul always had a fan club on the go, they all loved him and he could charm anyone from eight to eighty with his ready smile and jovial flattery. Lucy was only too aware of Paul’s agenda with women. It was always the thrill of the chase with him. Charm them, hopefully bed them, dump them and then make it impossible for them to stay with the company. More temps had passed through Pettit’s, it seemed, than the local employment agency itself.

‘Paul?’ Lucy smiled sweetly in his direction. He swivelled round on his chair to face her, the expectant grin hovering as always.

‘What would you like, oh precious one? My body? Have you finally succumbed to the inevitable?’ Opening his brilliant blue eyes wide, Paul looked at her. The slight smirk on the edge of his lips annoyed Lucy out of all proportion.

‘Watch my lips – piss off back to the school playground, little boy, and take your schoolgirl friend with you! You are just so bloody arrogant and sexist, one day someone, somewhere, will take you seriously and you’ll end up in court. What you really need is a good castrating. Could my cat recommend an excellent vet?’

The twittering got even louder but she tried to ignore it, silently cursing herself for letting the stereotypical office flirt get to her, especially as it wasn’t really him she was annoyed with. Now they would have a field day in the office and Paul would be even more determined to make her life difficult. She tried to concentrate on the work piled up in front of her but the words and figures danced before her eyes.

Why was Fergus’s phone permanently switched off? Why hadn’t he called? Why hadn’t he been seen around the office? As a motorbike courier he often came into the building and found an excuse to ask for her but lately … nothing.

‘Lucy, do you still want your calls fielded? Only I’ve got your Don on the line, says it’s urgent he speaks to you now.’

Lucy felt her heart start banging away; the last person she wanted to talk to was her husband Donovan but she knew she would have to. He was so unpredictable, he could easily start hurling abuse at the voice on the other end of the phone, regardless of who it was.

‘It’s OK, Sal, I’ll take it.’

She couldn’t resist a glance at Paul to see if he was still monitoring her every movement. It was an open secret that Paul Gower would love to put one over on Lucy and snatch her potential promotion. She was well into paranoia about it, but Lucy knew that whether Paul was listening or not she had to take the call, to check that nothing was amiss.

‘Hello, is that you, Don?’

‘Yes of course it’s me Don, you daft bitch,’ he snarled down the line.

‘What’s so important? You know the company’s line on personal calls.’ Just the sound of her husband’s voice depressed her and she found it hard to disguise her impatience.

‘So nice to know you’re pleased to speak to me, my darling wife,’ the sarcasm dripped down the phone line, ‘but I thought you’d like to know that that stupid plumber hasn’t turned up and your mobile was busy – it’s really strange how you used to be able to talk to me from work but now all of a sudden, since you’ve frozen me out, the policy has changed.’

A surge of anger swept over her. She was the one working and supporting both of them but still he expected her to deal with everything while he divided his time equally between his bed, the gym and the trendy wine bar on the corner, full of gullible young girls who readily fell for his chat-up lines. Lines that didn’t include ‘I’m married’. Don liked to pretend he actually worked – he told everyone that he worked and Lucy knew that he really did see it as a job. But it wasn’t real. The only reimbursement he received from the exclusive London gym was cash-in-hand pocket money and a few perks. None of this was any help to Lucy.

‘Don, surely even you can manage to pick up the phone to a plumber and find out why. The number’s on the pad beside the phone. Now I have to go. I’ve told you before, all our calls are being monitored. I cannot make or take private calls. I’ll see you tonight.’ Before he had a chance to respond she replaced the receiver and opened a file.

Her apprehension made it easy for her to lie about calls being monitored. She would have said anything to get Donovan off the phone before she had to listen to a tirade of abuse within earshot of Paul.

Unable to concentrate any longer, she stood up purposefully and picked a couple of imaginary bits of fluff off her skirt before grabbing her jacket from the back of her chair. She slipped it on and slid a few files into her briefcase.

‘Anyone wants me I’m lunching with a client. I’m on the mobile and I’ll be back about two thirty.’

As she expected, Paul’s antennae starting twitching. Sometimes she felt he spent his working day watching her, waiting to catch her out.

‘Might I ask which client? Not that I personally give a toss, it’s just in case Caroline asks. I assume you’re answerable like the rest of us?’ She opened her mouth to answer but he continued, ‘And what’s all that crap about calls being monitored? Taken to lying to the old man, have you?’

‘Get a life, Paul, and stay out of mine,’ Lucy snapped at him. ‘If Caroline wants to know where I am and who I’m with, I’ll tell her, but you can just mind your own goddamned business.’

In the washroom, Lucy checked herself in the full-length mirror. The classic and beautifully cut black designer suit and dateless patent Gucci shoes, the uniform of PR girls all over the capital, were businesslike and spotless but the cold efficiency of the outfit was softened by a pale pink cashmere roll-neck and a pair of delicate diamond studs in her ears.

As she ran a brush through her natural blonde bob she wondered vaguely if it was time for a trip to the hairdresser. Normally shiny and sharply trimmed, it was looking a little lank, and although her make-up was perfect, nothing could completely disguise the black rings under her eyes and the pallid complexion that reflected too much worry and not enough sleep. She carefully touched up her lipstick and blusher to add some colour. Soon, something would have to give or she would go mad. Despite the circumstances, the guilt Lucy felt at deceiving her husband was overwhelming and it was starting to show. She was also being economical with the truth to Paul, and Lucy felt another twinge of conscience. She never usually sneaked off during office hours, in fact she was often the only one working overtime, but she had to get out of there and away from Paul before she said something she knew she would regret.

The meeting with her client wasn’t scheduled for another two hours but she wanted, needed, to go and have a strong caffeine hit and a cigarette in peace beforehand. No Paul aggravating her, no Don on the phone harassing her, just a little time alone to think about Fergus. Where was he?

The open-plan coffee shop tucked away up a side street was bustling with early lunchers but she found an armchair in the corner. Opening her folder of notes to look busy, too busy for conversation if anyone tried, she let her thoughts drift. Fergus. Why hadn’t she heard from him? Gentle, laid-back Fergus who had lately made her life worth living despite the horrors of a crumbling marriage to macho man Donovan Cooper.

On the dot of seven thirty, Lucy put her key in the lock of the communal front door of her block of flats. She prayed Don would be out. The lunch hadn’t gone well and she had had to pull out all the stops to hang on to the account. She hated being flirty and pandering to the ego of her detestable but nonetheless important client, but she was very aware that if she had lost the profitable account, been unable to persuade the lecherous bastard from the up-and-coming travel company to stay with Pettit’s, then without doubt the promotion to senior executive would go to Paul. Caroline was a fair boss, but also a shrewd and successful businesswoman with no time for losers.

To cap it all, Paul had deliberately set out to rile her when she got back, her punishment, she knew, for putting him down in front of Daniella the temp. It had taken all her willpower not to smash him on the chin and walk out for good. Deep down she knew he was only teasing her, showing off in front of an audience, but at that moment the last thing she needed was someone else going on at her. Her husband was more than enough.

Feeling more like forty-seven than twenty-seven, she took a deep breath before trudging up two flights of stairs, an overflowing M & S carrier bag of groceries in each hand and a heavy briefcase weighing down her shoulder. Pausing at the door to the flat, she listened carefully and her heart sank as she heard the sound of the television drifting out into the hallway.

He was in.

Dumping the heavy, over-filled bags down, she switched her mobile to a silent ring and despondently let herself into the flat that had once been her pride and joy but which was now more like a battle zone. Every day it became harder to make the journey home.

Forcing herself to be civil, she smiled. ‘Hi there, I’m back. God, what a day I’ve had …’

Before she could continue he started.

‘Decided to come home at last, have you? I wondered if you’d managed to find yet another business dinner to go to, more friends to see, more fun to be had. Without me, of course, as usual.’

Don didn’t bother to look at her but, from the petulant tone of his voice and the pout of his lips, she knew he was all geared up for a row. It always followed the same route. Dinner that allegedly wasn’t up to his standards, a blazing row and then he could sanctimoniously justify storming off to pose in the bar for the night, lapping up all the admiring glances that he invariably attracted. The scenario was all too familiar to Lucy, it happened far more often than not.

‘I had to stop on the way for the shopping, I told you this morning. Now I’ve really had a lousy day at work, and I’m tired, so please don’t start, I haven’t got the energy. I’ve had Paul Gower on my back and I had to deal with a difficult client. I’m completely knackered, Don.’

She glanced at the muscular, almost naked man lounging full length on the cream leather sofa, a large glass of whisky in one hand and the remote control in the other. Once again she wondered how someone so obsessed with fitness and physique could happily slob around indoors in minuscule underpants, little bigger than a posing pouch, doing nothing. His life was one long holiday centred around the gym, Body Beautiful Inc., where they had met. The gym where he had romanced her with a determination that she could now see was fired by her ability to provide for him and his hobby. In the beginning she had fallen for his story about training to be an instructor, whereas of course he was really only a part-time assistant who was paid a small salary plus free use of the equipment when the gym wasn’t busy. It wasn’t even enough for his day-to-day spending, let alone contributing anything to their sky-high London living costs and his luxurious needs and wants.

Although Donovan still physically resembled the muscular, handsome man she had met, fallen in love with and married, he certainly wasn’t the man she had thought he was. His true character had slowly but surely emerged, turning him into someone she no longer recognised, someone she disliked intensely and was now frightened of. With hindsight she could see that the signposts had been there all along but, carried along by the romance of it all, she had not picked up on them until it was too late.

It had started shortly after they were married with almost childlike demands on her time, followed by continuous demands on her bank account. Lucy had eventually agreed to a joint account, convincing herself that it wasn’t Don’s fault she earned so much more than he did, but Don had viewed the account as a bottomless pit and the more he spent the more he wanted. Every time Lucy capitulated, the demands had increased. Towering over her and standing suffocatingly close, he would use his obviously superior strength as an unspoken threat. If she tried to stand her ground, Don would keep on and on, sometimes for hours, until she could stand it no longer and gave in.

The final straw had been a few short weeks earlier when Don had demanded that she increased the limit on her credit card to what Lucy thought was a completely unrealistic amount. When she had tried to reason with him, he had erupted into a fearsome rage, far worse than she had ever seen before, that had culminated in physical violence.

Don still didn’t look up as she walked through to the kitchen to unpack the shopping. She glared at the dirty dishes spread all over her carefully chosen granite worktops and the congealed mess on the stainless steel hob. She heard Don calling through to her but chose to ignore him. He raised his voice a notch.

‘I said, what’s for dinner? I’m starving, not had anything since that poxy little sandwich at lunchtime that you left in the fridge. I need my bloody meals on time if I’m going to be able to compete in these competitions. Nutrition is important to me as you well know. Not that you give a toss about my career, you selfish bitch. It’s all me, me, me, with you, isn’t it?’

Despite the edge in his voice she still ignored him and continued unpacking the groceries. The mountain of dirty dishes that he hadn’t even bothered to put in the dishwasher told a different story. Donovan Cooper always ate like a horse, one sandwich at lunchtime was simply not on his menu.

Suddenly the volume of the television increased and Lucy could hear him channel hopping through the state-of-the-art satellite system that she never had time to watch but had to pay for each month, along with every other expense associated with married life. Since the day they had got married Don had contributed nothing either financially or emotionally.

The television boomed and the pressure built inside her until she couldn’t stand it any longer, and without thinking of the consequences she picked up the remaining full bag of shopping, stormed into the lounge and dropped it straight into his lap.

‘What the fuck …’

‘You wanted your dinner, well, here it is. First you unpack it, then you cook it and then you get to eat it. That’s how you get a meal on the table, just in case you hadn’t noticed, and after that, surprise, surprise, you clear up. That’s the process that I go through every night after a full day’s work. Not that you understand the meaning of the word work.’

Don leapt to his feet, throwing the bag to the floor. Tins and packets flew across the room as he scrambled towards her, spilling his drink over the fluffy off-white carpet in the process. Standing her ground, Lucy folded her arms and stared.

‘Yes, Don? What are you going to do? Hit me again? Go on then, do it, get it over with and then you can get out of my life and my home for good. I’ve had enough!’

He stood in front of her, a good head taller and considerably broader than his wife, clenching and unclenching his fists as he tried to control himself, his handsome face distorted with the fury he was trying to contain.

‘Oh, no way, Lucy-Lou, you’ll never provoke me into that again, no way. I’m not going anywhere, this is my home whether you like it or not.’

The steely blue eyes looked straight into hers and again she felt the cloud of fear that he always invoked in her when he was angry, and lately he was always angry. Angry with everything, including his wife. Especially his wife.

‘We’re married and what’s yours is mine so I’m certainly not going anywhere. Not heard of communal property?’ His voice was venomous as he glared directly into her eyes. ‘If you don’t like it why don’t you piss off? Go on, run back to Mummy and Daddy, I’m sure they’ll set you up again at the drop of a hat. Anything for their precious little princess.’ He reached out and tried to grab her arm but she stood rigid, both arms defiantly glued across her midriff, matching his glare.

His face was so close she had no choice but to inhale his alcohol-fuelled breath and it nearly made her gag. His mouth stretched in the semblance of a smile as he looked down at her. The muscles in his arms flexed and the distended veins in his neck bulged dangerously.

‘Have you forgotten the immortal words you lovingly declared to me? In a church, no less?’ His brittle smile widened. ‘ “Till death us do part” was one bit, and how about “all my worldly goods I thee endow”?’

Lucy smiled back with her mouth but her eyes glistened with unshed tears. ‘I didn’t realise then that you were nothing but a lazy slob with no scruples about living off his wife. Sorry, Don, but I’m not your meal ticket and neither are Mummy and Daddy.’ Turning swiftly, Lucy walked out of the lounge. She was terrified he would grab her from behind.

The last time he had stood nose to nose with her like that he had grabbed her upper arms so tightly that the bruises took days to fade. The accompanying head butt had left a scar that was still livid pink but camouflaged now by a newly cut fringe. She had screamed and cried and then afterwards vowed never again to let him see her hurting in any way, either mentally or physically.

This time he let her go but she could hear the bitter laugh as he mimicked her. ‘Mummy and Daddy, Mummy and Daddy. How old are you? You sound like a fucking five-year-old.’

Behind the safety of the locked bathroom door she undressed and wrapped herself in the comforting fluffy bathrobe her parents had sent her for her birthday. She perched on the step of the corner bath and watched the swirl hypnotically for several minutes before looking critically at her reflection in the wall-to-ceiling pink-tinted mirrors.

The tear-stained face that looked back at her bore little resemblance to the smiling, happy face on her wedding day. Just as the sneering and vicious man sprawled in front of the television was nothing like the one she had married just a few years before. She wondered again how someone she had been totally in love with could have changed so much. Donovan Cooper, the gentle giant she had fallen for, had somehow changed into an unpredictable and unreliable King Kong of a man with a paranoia that was making her life frighteningly unbearable.

Checking her jacket pocket, she was relieved to find her phone. She clicked it open and dialled.

‘Sadie?’ she whispered. ‘It’s me. Can I come round this evening? I really need someone to talk to.’

After a long soak in the bath she cautiously unlocked the door. A look round reassured her that Don must have gone out. She darted into the bedroom and, hair still damp, pulled on a pair of Lycra leggings, T-shirt and trainers. Sadie didn’t live far away so Lucy was intending to jog there and clear her head en route.

But as she left the flat she was confronted by Don. He was waiting for her at the top of the stairway, leaning casually against the banister. She noticed that he was dressed top to toe in new clothes. The most expensive designer sportswear that her salary and credit card could provide, she thought wryly.

‘I wondered how long it would be before you came out.’ He looked her up and down in fake appreciation. ‘Not bad! Who’s the lucky fella then?’

‘I’m going for a jog, Don, isn’t that obvious? Even someone as intellectually challenged as yourself should realise that.’

‘Oh, I do realise, I’m not as stupid as you like to think, but it’s where you’re jogging to that’s important. Maybe I ought to join you.’ Two steps and he was in front of her, using his massive shoulders to block her way.

Lucy sighed and gave in. ‘If you must know I’m going to see Sadie. I promised I’d drop in after dinner but as you seem to have lost your appetite I’m not going to bother to cook.’

‘Yeah, right, so you’re going to Sadie’s, are you?’

‘Yes, I am, but what about you? You’ve brushed yourself up quickly. Which poor little bimbo is going to be on the receiving end of your charms tonight?’ Lucy laughed drily. ‘It’s OK, I don’t really want to know. Now excuse me, I’m going to be late.’

She pushed past him and jogged down the stairs, aware all the time of his presence behind her, but he didn’t say another word and, once on the street, walked off in the opposite direction.

Ten minutes later, sweating and breathing heavily, Lucy pressed the bell to Sadie’s flat. Lucy was all too aware that her relationship with her best friend was being tested to the limit, it was becoming very one-sided, with Lucy always talking and Sadie listening while noticeably not saying ‘I told you so’. But there was no one else Lucy could turn to, no one else she could trust.

‘I don’t know what to do, Sadie, Don is just so … he scares me now, he really scares me. The violence is there all the time, under the surface.’

Sadie tried to be tactful. ‘I know what you’re saying, Lucy, and I can understand how hard it is, but to me Don is what he’s always been, one huge bloke, who doesn’t think twice about using his bulk to intimidate people. I think you’ve just discovered the real person. I mean, you were completely besotted with Don and oblivious to his faults, waiting on him hand, foot and finger. But now your mind is on Fergus. That must affect the way you are with Don, he must notice you’re distracted.’ Sadie looked at the floor, taking refuge behind her thick black hair which hung heavily over her face. She didn’t want to make eye contact as she spoke the words she knew Lucy would not want to hear. ‘Don is ultimately one hundred per cent self-obsessed. If your life doesn’t revolve around him, which it doesn’t at the moment, then he’s going to hate it – and you.’

‘No!’ Lucy fired the word at Sadie like a bullet. ‘It’s not like that, it’s not my fault he’s the way he is. I’ve told you before, it’s only because of the way Don is that I even got involved with Fergus. I was so down and he was just …’ She paused, searching for the right words. ‘Oh, I don’t know, just sort of there.’

Sadie shrugged her shoulders and sighed. ‘I can’t tell you what to do but I can cheer you up with a bottle of wine. Dry white do you?’ She smiled apologetically.

Lucy had always thought that Sadie’s most attractive feature was her smile. Wide and warm and framing perfectly white teeth, it drew people to her and despite being much shorter and plumper than the svelte Lucy, Sadie attracted men to her like moths the moment she smiled.

Lucy felt herself relax. ‘Dry white will do fine, thanks.’

‘That’s lucky ’cos it’s that or nothing. Nearly a week to go to payday unfortunately. Still, I’m getting a bit better at money management, only one week skint out of four now.’

Lucy looked affectionately at her friend. ‘I should have brought some with me, I didn’t think.’

‘Your turn next time!’

Lucy smiled to herself. At least Sadie was still exactly the same as ever. Always there for her and always supportive, whatever happened.

Lucy and Sadie were unlikely friends, but despite their obvious differences the two girls had bonded almost as soon as they had met at the start of their first term at university. Everything about them was opposites. Their looks, their backgrounds, their ambitions, but something clicked and they became inseparable.

Lucy’s ambition was to live and work in London, to have a successful career and the accompanying high salary. Sadie wanted to change society and to work with the disadvantaged. ‘The capitalist and the socialist, who’d have thought?’ Sadie would laugh when they disagreed.

Sadie’s father was a GP in a small but busy surgery and her mother ran it the same way she had always run the family home, efficiently and with a rod of iron. Despite working her way through university, Sadie had still ended up in debt and was working all hours to try to pay it off. It would never have occurred to her to be financially supported by her parents, or anyone else for that matter. She had always found Lucy’s dependence on her parents a little strange.

Although never short of would-be boyfriends, Sadie had never had a long-term relationship. She preferred to play the field and have fun. Her upbringing crossed the cultural divide so although she was a party girl who enjoyed a drink and a flirt along with the odd date here and there, she firmly believed that marriage was a commitment for life. She had never understood Lucy’s relationship with Don, especially the way they had rushed into it without really knowing anything about each other.

Padding out to the tiny kitchen that was not a lot bigger than a cupboard, Sadie pulled a cold bottle of cheap wine out of the almost empty fridge and took it back to Lucy, waving it victoriously.

‘Dadaa! Now, let’s have a drink and a bit of light-hearted goss! You can start by telling me all about work and that gorgeous Paul Gower. God, I could do things with him that would make even you blush.’

‘Sadie! How could you? I’ve told you what a little shit he is.’

‘I know, I know.’ Sadie laughed. ‘But he is just so cute with it, and he earns well, maybe he could keep me in the manner I would love to become accustomed to!’

Lucy looked at her friend. Her best friend. She knew Sadie wanted to get her off the subject, but it wasn’t working.

‘Sadie, what am I going to do? Don treats me like shit and now it looks like Fergus is avoiding me. What is it about me? What’s wrong with me?’

Sadie took a deep breath. ‘Lucy, you know we’ve been friends for a long time and I love you dearly, but you’re going to have to take a step back and decide for yourself where you’re going. If Don finds out about Fergus he’ll likely kill the pair of you. Can’t you go and stay with your parents for a couple of weeks? Have some time away to clear your head?’

‘But Fergus—’

‘Fergus nothing,’ Sadie interrupted sharply. ‘You have to resolve the Don issue first. A couple of years ago you wouldn’t have given someone like Fergus a second glance. Just because he’s gentle and laid-back and the opposite of Don … You’re on the rebound but without even dealing with your marriage first.’

Lucy frowned and stared at Sadie. ‘How can you say that?’

‘Because you asked me what to do and because I’m your friend. Think about it at least and at the same time give a bit of thought to the fact that, with his mobile out of action for whatever reason, you have no way of contacting Fergus. Doesn’t that suggest he may have secrets you don’t know about?’

‘I know everything about Fergus, everything. You don’t know him, you haven’t even met him.’ Lucy’s eyes were wide but the tears were there, ready to fall at any second.

Sadie went over to her friend and hugged her tightly. ‘You thought you knew everything about Don. Come on, have another glass of wine and we’ll figure something out between us. All is not lost, you just need a little bit of TLC and a lot of wine.’

Lucy got a taxi home, worried about jogging through London streets in the dark, especially as she could feel the effect of the cheap wine working its way through her veins. Deep down she knew Sadie was right but it didn’t stop her trying to ring Fergus en route.

His mobile was still turned off.

From the street she could see the flat was in darkness so either Don was already in bed or, more likely, still out.

Creeping in quietly, she looked around and heaved a sigh of relief to find him still out. Quickly, not even bothering to wipe a flannel over her face, she changed into her nightie and jumped into bed, ready to feign sleep if Don came in.

Suddenly her head started throbbing and she felt quite sick. Lucy knew it couldn’t be the wine, she had only had a couple of glasses and she and Sadie easily sank a couple of bottles on occasions.

‘You look a bit bleary-eyed this morning, Mrs Cooper. Not been out on the tiles all night, have you?’ Paul Gower was already at his desk, looking bright and alert, whereas Lucy felt like death warmed up. The cheap wine probably hadn’t helped but Lucy knew it was more than that. She wondered if she was sickening for something.

‘Don’t be so stupid, Paul. I feel awful, I think it must be a virus of some sort. I actually feel quite nauseous.’

‘You do look awful. Go and sit down and I’ll get you a coffee.’

Lucy looked at Paul suspiciously, he seemed genuinely concerned. ‘What’s up with you? Why are you being nice to me?’

Paul grinned. ‘I just like to keep you on your toes. Black or white?’

‘White, no sugar, thanks.’

As Paul disappeared over to the small kitchen in the corner of the office, Lucy was aware of Daniella glaring at her. The girl was captive at the semi-circular reception desk by the main door but had obviously heard the conversation. Despite her thumping head and clammy hands, Lucy couldn’t help smiling to herself. Just because Paul was being nice to her instead of sniping, the silly girl was jealous!

‘Here you are, white no sugar as requested, plus a couple of paracetamol to tide you over. If they don’t work, you ought to get off home. We don’t want all your germs around here.’

‘No, I’m sure you don’t, Paul, same as I’m sure you’d love me to go home and leave you to your own devices with all my clients.’

‘Oh, wow, that was a bit sharp, even for you. Been sleeping in the knife drawer?’ Paul laughed, a deep, genuine laugh that echoed round the room. ‘Do you really think I’d do that?’

‘Yep. I do. But thanks for the coffee and pills. I’m sure they’ll do the trick.’

Lucy lasted another hour before finally succumbing and heading for Caroline Pettit’s office.

‘Sorry, Caroline, but I’m going to have to go home. I think I’ve got flu or something similar. I feel really shitty.’

Although nothing was said directly to indicate a lack of sympathy, Lucy could sense it. Caroline could be impatient at the best of times if she felt her employees weren’t giving one hundred and ten per cent and Lucy knew Caroline viewed sickness as weakness. Almost a lack of commitment. At that moment Lucy also realised that her intention to take a couple of weeks off as Sadie had suggested wouldn’t go down at all well.

‘Well, if you feel that bad then you must but I’ll need a full update on where everything is at with your client list. If necessary I’ll ask Paul to cover anything urgent.’ Caroline Pettit leaned back in her vast leather chair and crossed her legs daintily. Lucy had never met anyone else who could make such a simple movement look threatening.

‘It’s all right, Caroline, there’s nothing that can’t wait a couple of days and it is nearly the end of the week. I’ll be back on Monday.’

‘I’ll give it until then, Lucy, but if you’re not well enough to come back in on Monday, then you have to liaise with Paul. The firm must come first, as you well know.’

Lucy could feel herself blushing. She almost felt naughty. It was like being back at school in the head’s office. Caroline stood up sharply and moved round to the front of the desk. Looking down at the apologetic Lucy perched uncomfortably on the edge of a hard chair, she raised her perfectly plucked eyebrows in a gesture that spoke volumes. Caroline Pettit’s drive and ambition were well known in the cut-throat business of public relations and although not exactly popular, she commanded a healthy respect from all her staff who were well aware that the high salaries they were all paid came with a price. Caroline never had any qualms about cutting adrift anyone who didn’t come up to scratch.

‘I’ll be in first thing on Monday, Caroline, I guarantee, and I’ll work late to catch up. I’m sorry, but I really do feel rough and I rarely have any time off.’

‘I know that, Lucy, but I’m certainly not going to congratulate you, it’s no more than I expect. Now is there anything else?’

Lucy knew she was dismissed. Once outside the glass office that protected Caroline from noise but not from view, Lucy looked round to see her boss back behind her desk, fingers poised over her keyboard, looking thoughtfully into the middle distance. As always, not a hair was out of place and not a single crease dared mar her designer suit. With her small delicate features and flawless skin she reminded Lucy of an exquisite china doll, one that should be put up on a shelf and admired rather than played with.

Lucy guessed Caroline was mentally adding a black mark to her name.

‘Everything all right, Lucy?’ Paul had padded over so quietly he made her jump. ‘Going home, are you? Anything you want me to cover?’

‘No thanks. I’ll be back on Monday and Caroline has agreed there’s nothing that can’t wait.’ Lucy shrugged her shoulders and smiled. ‘Sorry, Paul, no chance to jump on my grave just yet!’

Paul laughed and put a comforting arm round her shoulder. ‘As if, Lucy. As if! Come on, I’ll call a cab and drop you off. You should be tucked up with a bowl of chicken soup for company.’

‘I’m not that bad, for God’s sake, I can manage to drag my weary body home.’ Looking at his concerned face she suddenly felt mean. ‘But thanks anyway, I appreciate the thought.’

Knowing that Don would most likely still be in bed, the last thing Lucy wanted to do was go back to the flat but she knew she had to. Caroline had been known to phone and check up on sick staff, just to reassure herself that they weren’t playing hookey at her expense.

As silently as she could, Lucy let herself into the flat and without bothering even to get undressed she grabbed the spare duvet from the depths of the airing cupboard and curled up on the sofa. She fell asleep instantly.

She woke with a start to feel a sudden wave of nausea sweeping over her. She stumbled into the kitchen for a drink of water, leaning her head on the edge of the cool ceramic sink while she waited for the tap to run really cold. As the dizziness passed, she looked at the wall clock and was surprised to find it was still only 11 a.m. She felt as if she had been asleep for hours. She wondered if Don had left the flat without disturbing her. It seemed unlikely but she tiptoed silently down the hallway to the bedroom to check. She opened the door a fraction, hoping that both the room and the bed would be empty and she would be able to crash out alone.

The last thing Lucy saw before she passed out clean on the floor was her husband sitting on the edge of the bed with a hypodermic syringe in hand, ready to inject himself. Concentrating hard on the needle while firmly gripping his thigh in his other hand, he was completely oblivious to her. In fact as he held the syringe aloft, his eyes fixed, he was completely oblivious to everything.

‘Lucy, wake up, Lucy, what’s the matter? Come on, you daft cow, wake up.’

As the red mist cleared from her eyes and Lucy came round, her mind was confused, she couldn’t remember what had happened. All she could get her befuddled head around was that she was lying on top of the bed fully clothed and Don, with an expression of panic written all over his face, was leaning over her, shaking her shoulder.

‘What happened?’ She tried to focus on his face.

‘I don’t know, you fainted or something. What are you doing here? Why aren’t you at work?’

‘I didn’t feel well, I think I’ve got flu … Don’t worry, I’ll be OK.’ Lucy looked at her husband and for a split second felt moved by his concern, he really looked worried about her.

And then she remembered.

Despite her spinning head, Lucy forced herself to sit up. She wondered if she had imagined the scene that had confronted her minutes earlier. She pushed her hair away from her face and looked directly at him.

‘Could I have a drink of water please, Don? I feel dizzy again.’

As he scuttled off, she quickly looked around but there was no sign of anything out of the ordinary. He came back with a tall glass of cold water straight from the fridge.

‘Here.’ Smiling slightly, he handed it to her. ‘Sip this slowly. Are you feeling better?’

Again Lucy looked at him, trying to piece the situation together but the nausea made concentration difficult.

‘Don, what were you doing when I came into the bedroom?’

‘What do you mean, what was I doing? I was getting some clothes on, that’s what I was going.’ Don lowered his eyes and walked over to the window, feigning interest in the flickering neon sign on the building opposite. ‘I heard a noise and wondered what was going on. You should have told me you were home, I thought we’d got burglars.’ Don laughed nervously and turned back round. Reaching out, he grabbed one of her hands and started to pull her forward. ‘Now why don’t you get undressed and get into bed. I’ll head off to the chemist and get you some flu-type tablets.’

As the door closed, Lucy tried to figure out what had happened. Was it the sight of Don with a syringe in his hand that had made her faint or was it because she fainted that she imagined it all? As the dizziness washed over her again she lay back, not really able to concentrate on anything very much. 

She would think about it all later, she decided, when she felt better. She closed her eyes and tried to let sleep waft over her but her mind remained active. She found she couldn’t switch her brain off, no matter how hard she tried.



Chapter Two


[image: image]

‘So you’re going to work today then.’

Lucy was quietly getting dressed, trying not to disturb Don who was still hibernating in the depths of the oversized wrought-iron bed that dwarfed the bedroom.

‘Yes, I have to.’ She didn’t look at him as she spoke, just continued pulling her shiny black tights on. ‘If I don’t get back today then Paul will take over some of my accounts. What are you going today?’

‘Going to the gym of course, what a stupid question.’

Lucy turned round. ‘Why is that stupid? You’re still in bed, for God’s sake. What is it with you? Why can’t you just be civil at least …’ Lucy stopped, aware that the tears were about to start again.

She still didn’t feel one hundred per cent. All weekend she’d felt washed out and depressed, permanently on the verge of tears. For the first couple of hours after she had passed out Donovan had been solicitously caring, bringing hot drinks and tucking her up, but after that he had gone out and not returned until the early hours. The rest of the weekend she might just as well have been alone, for all the use he was to her. And he had been through her handbag and taken all her cash – again.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ he said now, ‘don’t start grizzling again, I had enough of that yesterday. Just go to work and let them look after you. I’m sure Paul will be more than willing, he did so well last time, as you keep reminding me. Much more up your street, he is, smart-arse little tart. Go on, just piss off.’

‘Don, what are you going on about? I can’t stand Paul, you know that, he’s not even a friend – in fact, given half a chance, he’d have my job out from under me. I really don’t understand you sometimes.’

He pulled the covers up over his head and ignored her. Lucy knew he had no intention of going to the gym.

She didn’t bother to say goodbye to him. He wouldn’t acknowledge her anyway. Not now, not in that mood.

She poured herself a cup of coffee and perched on the kitchen stool to put on her make-up. With hindsight and a clear head she knew exactly what she had seen on Friday. Don had been injecting something, she had seen it with her own eyes, and he had seen her see him. Yet he had nonchalantly carried on as normal over the weekend.

But what was it? Lucy guessed it was probably steroids of some sort but it didn’t make sense. Don had always been a fitness freak but he was strongly against any artificial enhancement; as far as she knew he had never even taken pills, let alone anything else. Why on earth would he start doing something so dumb, and also dangerous?

After a quick check in the mirror, Lucy left for work.

She soon regretted her decision to take a bus instead of the underground. The wind howled around her ankles at the bus stop and her hair was in danger of taking off from her head. She was pulling the full-length beige raincoat tightly to her with one hand and trying to erect her umbrella with the other when her phone started trilling in the depths of her briefcase. Cursing loudly she dug deep.

‘Hello, you. How’s things?’

‘Fergus! Where the hell have you been? I’ve been worried sick, what’s been going on?’

The voice on the other end of the line sounded bemused. ‘Hey, hey. Stay cool. I had an accident on my bike, broke my arm and my bike. No big deal but my phone got kinda beat up as well, not to mention my head.’

‘Are you OK? There are other phones besides mobiles, you could have let me know somehow.’

‘Girl, I’m sorry, things just got a bit out of hand. I’ve really missed you. Meet me for lunch? One o’clock at the deli? I’ll give you all the news then. Got to go. See ya lunchtime.’

Before she could respond, the line went dead. She checked the number. Withheld. Dammit, she thought. Without knowing what had happened at work after she left on Friday she had no idea of what appointments were now in her office diary. No idea whether or not she would be able to meet Fergus and no way, once again, of contacting him.

As the overcrowded bus wove its way through the busy London streets, Lucy found herself standing at the back crushed tightly between too many passengers, each clasping their bulging briefcases, handbags and soggy umbrellas. Half-heartedly her eyes wandered over the cross-section of London life that was being jostled by the movement of the rush-hour bus. It was all there, a melting pot of age, race and finance. A snapshot in time, her PR brain told her.

But then her eyes settled on a young couple who were standing together, so close that even a cigarette paper couldn’t have passed between them. He had one arm round her waist and she had her free hand on his shoulder as they gazed silently at each other, completely oblivious of everyone and everything. Lucy could almost feel the sexual tension between them and it started her thinking about, and analysing, her dying marriage to Don and comparing it to what she maybe had with Fergus.

Fergus had appeared in Lucy’s life a few months before when she was most vulnerable and about to hit rock bottom. On her office desk she had a postcard that said, ‘When you reach the end of your rope, tie a knot in it and hang on.’ Lucy would look at it and wonder how long she would be able to hang on. Don was battering her mentally whenever they were together and, much as she loved her job, it was all she could do to get up in the mornings. And then along came Fergus with his big, gentle eyes and soft, slightly anglicised Irish lilt. Fergus who, from their very first meeting, had looked at her admiringly every time they came face to face. Slowly she had started to look forward to delivery time and eventually her resolve had flown out of the window and she had gone for a drink with him. Nothing else, just a swift glass of wine in the pub opposite, but from that moment they had both known it was going to be much more.
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