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      Harper Clarke stared at her reflection in disbelief. Her instinct was to scream, because the woman staring back at her was unrecognisable, a bruised and bloody mess. But she didn’t scream, she didn’t dare, it would have hurt too much. She didn’t cry either. Her face was so painfully tender that she was scared to move even a muscle.

      It felt like a fresh shock every time she looked. She seemed to be getting worse, not better. Oh my God, she thought, inspecting the damage for the hundredth time that day, I’m never coming back from this.

      The raw, oozing cuts above and below her eyes showed no sign of healing. The bruises on her puffy cheeks, instead of fading, were getting darker all the time, creeping across her face like purple ink stains. Only the gash on her nose seemed to be improving. Beads of dried black blood were beginning to cluster along the scar, like tiny vampire ants.

      She softly bit her lip as she tried to absorb the horror of seeing herself like this, so distorted, so unfamiliar. It wasn’t just the blood and bruises that made her look so different from her normal self. Her whole expression had changed. The swelling around her eyes had pushed up her eyebrows and set them at a sad, surprised angle. Her puffed up eyes gave her an air of heavy-lidded stupidity. She was starting to resemble a zombie clown who had died first and then done ten rounds with Mike Tyson. It was a long way from her usual look, it had to be said. She was hideous.

      It was weird, because she had never felt ugly before. She’d had her off days – who hadn’t? – but she had never felt repulsive, or quite so much like a victim. Is it a good lesson to learn? she wondered. To feel ugly and vulnerable? The mirror wobbled in her hand as her eyes filled with tears. No, there was a different lesson to be learnt here. How could her marriage have come to this? How on earth did it end up this way?

      She gingerly put her head in her hands and tried to think about something else. The faint drone of a vacuum cleaner was coming from upstairs. Betty was on the march, waging war against dust mites and anything else that obstructed her daily mission to keep the house immaculate. Betty was a one-woman army when it came to tackling clutter and dirt, which was fortunate, because otherwise Aaron would have sacked her long ago. He was very particular about cleanliness and order.

      Harper listened as Betty moved from the landing to the staircase, thwacking the hoover against the skirting board at every step, methodically making her way down to the ground floor, where she would change the setting from mid-length to shagpile and carry on.

      This was part of the deal she had made with Aaron when she married him, she thought. Someone else did the housework while she sat on her plush sofa looking at herself in the mirror.

      And what a sight she was.

      She had never thought this would happen to her. ‘Not me. I’d walk away!’ she’d insisted whenever her friends discussed it. She felt sorry for the women they whispered about.

      ‘No man is worth it,’ she’d say, shaking her head.

      ‘Come on, you’d really leave that gorgeous husband of yours?’

      Yes, she repeated. Even though being married to Aaron made her the envy of every woman she knew, she would rather grow old alone than endure that.

      Yet here she was with cuts and bruises, just like all the rest of them. Harper Clarke, black and blue – it was unthinkable. What had changed? How had she gone from an assured, confident woman to a pulped and bloodied wife? She wasn’t sure she knew the answer. Somehow, over the course of her marriage, she had lost herself. She had let herself go, given up and given in.

      The whirr of the vacuum cleaner grew louder. Eventually the door of the living room opened and Betty’s face appeared.

      ‘Cup of tea, love?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, please,’ Harper whispered. Tears started to roll down her face. ‘Oh, Betty, what would I do without you?’ she burst out.
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Six weeks earlier

      ‘It’s getting scary,’ Harper told Betty when she came in from the gym, slick with sweat and frustration. ‘He keeps flaring up. Every little thing seems to annoy him.’

      Betty poured them both a cup of tea.

      ‘He’s constantly criticising me,’ she went on. ‘Last night, he’d barely hung his coat up before he started going on about the dark circles under my eyes.’

      ‘For heaven’s sake,’ Betty said, crunching into a biscuit.

      ‘First he accused me of looking worn out. Then he went on about my crow’s feet. He got so worked up that I honestly thought he might hit me. I said we’re all guilty of ageing. But he says I’m starting to look ancient.’

      Betty tutted. ‘Rubbish. He needs his eyes tested.’

      ‘What can I do about it, anyway? I can’t turn the clock back.’

      ‘You can’t,’ Betty agreed.

      Harper let out a long sigh. It was in Aaron’s DNA to be critical. Over the years, he had chipped and chipped away at her, making her feel smaller by the day, eroding her confidence and sense of self. He had found fault with her parenting skills, her choice in friends, the jokes she told and her drinking habits. He had attacked everything except her appearance, in fact. Until now.

      ‘I suppose there’s Botox and fillers,’ she said despondently. ‘Angela raves about them. But I hate needles…’ She shuddered. ‘And sometimes Angela looks, well, a bit frozen.’

      She stirred a sweetener into her tea. ‘On the other hand, if it got rid of my crow’s feet…’

      Betty leaned across the kitchen table and peered at her. ‘You mean your laughter lines?’

      ‘Well…’

      ‘He can’t begrudge you those, love.’

      Harper made a face. When he was in one of his moods, Aaron begrudged her everything, including laughter.

      Especially laughter.

      ‘You know how he is,’ she said. ‘It’s like living in an earthquake zone – one minute everything is happy and calm, and the next the walls come crashing down.’

      She sipped her tea and sighed again.

      The irony was that, outwardly, he was the ideal husband. ‘You’re so lucky to have him,’ her girlfriends told her, eyeing the expensive rings on her fingers. ‘He’s gorgeous.’

      To them he was the ultimate silver fox, relaxed and charming. His animal grace thrilled them; his suave compliments turned them pink with girlish delight. It didn’t seem to occur to them that he might have a dark side. Presumably they were too busy imagining him without his clothes on.

      She had given up trying to broach the subject of his black moods. ‘He’s a man,’ they said with a shrug, as if that explained everything. It was almost as if they liked to think of him as being perfect.

      So they were unaware of his jealous rages, or the way he constantly chided Harper for being a helicopter parent around their two girls. They had no idea that he goaded fourteen-year-old Georgina about her weight, or treated his favourite, Taylor, as if she could do no wrong. They actually knew very little about him, she thought. His possessive, controlling nature was hidden from view, concealed by a ring of charm and the towering hedges that surrounded their large, comfortable home.

      But Betty knew the truth, because every time Betty poured out the tea, Harper poured out her heart – and this outpouring of tea and heart had been going on for nearly twenty years, almost since the day Betty had answered Harper’s advert for a mother’s help. No one was a better listener than Betty. She was the living soul of tea and sympathy. With her small round figure and taste in floral dresses, she even looked a little like a teapot – and what’s more, she exuded warmth and stability, other teapottish qualities.

      ‘Sometimes he makes me feel so small, just completely powerless,’ Harper continued.

      Betty was at Orchard End every weekday, so she was fully aware of the tensions that ruled the house. She knew all about Aaron’s temper – and how much Harper worried about the effect of his mood changes on the girls. She had witnessed how wonderful he could be, and how quickly he could switch to being casually cruel. Fortunately, she listened without judgement – unlike Harper’s mum, who gave short shrift to her daughter’s complaints.

      ‘Look at the life you’ve got, your house, your car,’ she’d say impatiently. ‘Try smiling more and cook nicer food.’

      As if, thought Harper. She couldn’t cook to save her life, and her mother knew it.

      ‘Don’t worry, he’ll mellow with age,’ Betty said. ‘They all do.’

      Harper smiled. When it was raining in Betty’s world, you put up your umbrella and waited for the sun to come out. Nothing could be simpler – and since this strategy had got Betty through several family dramas and a nasty brush with breast cancer, it definitely wasn’t to be underestimated.

      ‘How’s Donna?’ she asked. ‘Has she got rid of the mice yet?’

      She caught up on Betty’s news – the daughter who lived next door, the son three streets down, and the scores of grandchildren who ran wild between their various houses. Betty’s life fascinated Harper. She wondered how she managed to remain so contented, even when she was mopping up other people’s mess. Betty’s semi-feral grandchildren were always trailing mud and God-knows-what-else into the house, being sick, or getting into trouble at school. Untold numbers of friends and relatives were in the habit of dropping by for a brew, any day, any time, most of them without ringing first. She and her daughter lived in each other’s pockets. She hadn’t spent a night apart from her husband, Jim, in forty years. It sounded less like a life and more like the seventh circle of hell to Harper, and yet Betty took it all in her stride, rain or shine, umbrella at the ready. She wasn’t one for mood swings.

      ‘The mice are gone,’ Betty said. ‘Now there’s a hole in the roof. If it’s not one thing, it’s another.’

      ‘It never rains but it pours,’ Harper agreed, thinking of Aaron.

      ‘Never mind, at least we managed to have a good Christmas.’

      That was the amazing thing about Betty. She probably didn’t have a pot to piss in, but it didn’t matter as long as she had enough to feed her family and buy them something nice for Christmas. No doubt she smiled in her sleep, Harper thought, and yet you would never cross her. It wasn’t that she was scary, but she was stoic and immovable, like a small, squat mountain. Or a teapot, in fact. Made of granite.

      She glanced at the clock on the kitchen wall. ‘Time for a shower,’ she said, gulping down the rest of her tea. ‘Got to get to the hairdresser’s by ten.’
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      It took two hours to have her highlights retouched. Two hours in which she couldn’t avoid the sight of her ancient face in the mirror, two hours in which she realised that Aaron was right – her crow’s feet were multiplying like cracks across scorched earth and her dark circles spreading like poison. Perspective was an interesting thing, she thought morosely. Just yesterday she’d been thinking she looked pretty good for her age. Now, all she could see in the mirror was a wizened old witch.

      I need a drink, she decided. A great big glass of chilled rosé to cheer me up.

      Since it was nearly lunchtime – and since she rarely drank during the day, so there was nothing to feel guilty about – she popped into the wine bar along the high street, just very quickly. Then, feeling infinitely brighter and more optimistic about life, she breezed along to the nail bar two doors down.

      ‘Mani-pedi?’ the nail stylist inquired. ‘What sort of colour were you thinking?’

      ‘Pink,’ Harper said, laughter bubbling up inside. ‘Sort of rosé-coloured.’

      ‘Lovely, so these are the tones we have…’ The stylist produced a palette that ranged from Cerise Sunshine to Summer Days.

      ‘Have you got Tipsy Haze?’ she said with a giggle.

      The stylist frowned. ‘Is it Chanel or Alessandro?’

      She coughed politely. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll go for Summer Days.’

      Next, she bought a new dress – in blood-red silk – at her favourite little boutique on the corner of the high street. It wasn’t much to look at on the hanger, but she loved the way the material flattered her curves when she tried it on. Proof that all those hated gym sessions had paid off.

      ‘You look fabulous!’ the shop assistant gushed as she emerged from the changing room.

      ‘Well, no bulgy bits, at least,’ she replied, getting out her credit card.

      Gym, hair, nails, dress – she ticked them off as she drove home. It wasn’t a hard day’s work down the mine – she laughed guiltily, thinking of her poor Uncle Joe – but she felt a small sense of achievement all the same.

      The feeling soon dissipated as she turned into the driveway leading to Orchard End. Who am I trying to kid? she thought. I used to be a famous actress and I gave it all up to go shopping?

      She stepped inside the empty house. Betty had left it immaculate, as she always did. Everything was in its place – it was spotless, neat, tidy, luxurious – but there was something soulless about Aaron’s taste in interiors. If she’d had her way, the house would be decorated in a country style, using rustic colours and textures, with a big wooden farm table in the kitchen and vintage sofas in the lounge. There would be rugs everywhere, not wall-to-wall carpet, and she would make a bonfire in the garden and cackle gleefully as she watched the peach velour lounge curtains go up in flames.

      But she didn’t have her way, and never would. Aaron liked the house as it was. That was that.

      An hour later she woke up on the sofa with a woozy headache, regretting both the wine and her frothy choice of nail colour. She realised that she hadn’t asked Betty to prepare any food, so the girls would have to eat pasta again. Fortunately, they never seemed to tire of the local Italian deli’s home-made sauces, but Taylor was bound to make some smart remark. Like Aaron, her eldest daughter could be very scathing about Harper’s limited cooking ability.

      She couldn’t blame her. After all, most mums could at least make a decent spaghetti bolognese. But although she’d tried – she’d even had lessons from Betty – she just couldn’t get it right, and the results of her cooking were invariably mushy, burnt or half-baked.

      The phone rang – the house phone. She nearly didn’t answer it, because the only people who ever rang the landline these days were her parents, Aaron’s parents and Angela, none of whom she felt a particular urge to speak to right then. On the other hand, she reminded herself, her parents were in their mid-seventies. It could be an emergency. She looked at the number on the LCD screen. Private number. Could it be a hospital, or the police? She pressed to answer.

      ‘Hello,’ she said.

      The opening bars of a song started up. Just a cold call, then, from someone trying to sell something. She was about to swear down the receiver when she recognised the song. It was a Marc Bolan track, a tune from her youth, and it meant a lot to her. Too much. It was not one of his hits and the lyrics were obscure, so she wondered what it could be selling. But when the track ended, the line went dead.

      That’s weird, she thought.

      She jumped when the doorbell rang, a few moments after she’d put the phone down. ‘Delivery!’ shouted the voice on the other side of the front door.

      It flashed through her mind that the phone call could be the prelude to being handed a box containing a severed finger or ear, but instead she signed for a couple of fitness DVDs that she’d ordered online two days previously. She shut the door and headed towards the kitchen in search of a piece of fruit, chuckling to herself. Before long, she was immersed in a leaflet about cardio abs.

      She was on her iPad searching for cashmere throws when Georgie bounded into the lounge wearing her school uniform, a blue and grey ensemble that didn’t do her plump teenage figure any favours. Harper’s heart went out to her podgy little girl. She felt shallow for noting her appearance, but it wasn’t to be helped, because Aaron was always going on about it. She desperately wished he wouldn’t. She hated the thought of Georgie getting a complex about her looks.

      ‘Mum, I got a part in the school play!’ Georgie burst out.

      Harper’s heart swelled. ‘That’s amazing,’ she shrieked. ‘I knew you’d get something. Didn’t I say you would?’

      Georgie rushed over and hugged her. ‘I wasn’t even going to turn up for the auditions! Thank you for making me go.’

      Harper squeezed her daughter tightly. ‘I had a hunch you’d inherited the Walters’ talent for performing,’ she said. ‘It comes from your great-granddad, Billy. Everyone said I got it from him – and now it’s passed on to you.’

      Georgie snorted, which she sometimes did when she was overcome with laughter. Harper found it endearing, but Aaron loathed it. ‘Stop it!’ he’d snap at his daughter. ‘You sound like a great fat sow.’ Which only made Georgie snort even more, because she assumed he was joking.

      ‘Don’t go over the top, Mum,’ Georgie said. ‘It’s a school play, not a West End show. You and Billy Walters did it professionally. I’m just dipping my toe in.’

      ‘We’ll see,’ Harper said.

      Maybe Georgie would follow in her footsteps, she thought. After all, within a few years of her own first appearance in a school play, she had found herself at drama school in London, studying Chekhov with Angela.

      Taylor arrived home at six, wearing a rose-pink fitted jacket, tight black leggings and fluorescent fuchsia trainers. She looked stunning, as always. Sometimes it seemed unfair that she’d inherited all the good-looking genes, but Harper loved her with the same fierce protectiveness that she felt for Georgie. Yes, Taylor had been born with the cutest of delicate features and a force field of charisma that made everyone want to pick her up as a baby and toddler. And yes, Aaron had helped her personality along by popping a silver spoon in her mouth and handing her everything else on a plate. But Harper didn’t forget that Taylor might not have been born at all. The night she had haggled with Aaron for her survival was never far from her mind.

      Even though she was constantly giving her a hard time.

      Today her first words were, ‘Your hair, Mum! It’s, like, red.’

      ‘Chestnut, thank you. I had it done this morning,’ Harper said, ignoring the suggestion that something might have gone wrong at the salon. ‘How was your day, darling?’

      ‘Good,’ Taylor said. ‘Andrew says I could be an account manager within a year if I go on selling ad space at this rate. I made my bonus again this month. He’s going to take me out for a drink to celebrate.’

      Warning bells sounded in Harper’s head. She knew all about older, married bosses taking pretty, young employees out for a drink.

      ‘Andrew is?’ she said.

      ‘Yeah, Mum, what’s the big deal?’ Taylor said, slightly too quickly.

      ‘Oh, nothing.’ She reminded herself that Taylor was twenty-three and old enough to make her own decisions.

      Nevertheless, she thought, having children was confusing. People were always saying that kids grew up too quickly these days, but at Taylor’s age, she had been living in regional theatre digs and doing all her own shopping, cooking and washing. Meanwhile, Taylor lived a pampered life at home, never lifting a finger, and although she was well educated, well travelled and worldly wise, she often displayed signs of emotional immaturity.

      ‘Loving your new nail colour – very upbeat,’ she said. It sounded like a compliment, but you could never be sure with Taylor. ‘What’s for supper?’ she asked. ‘Tell me it’s not pasta ’n’ sauce again, purlease! Have you ever actually cooked a meal from scratch, Mother?’

      ‘Of course I have,’ Harper shot back, throwing a heart-shaped satin cushion at her. ‘Which is more than I can say for you, cheeky scamp.’

      I’m treating her like a child again, she thought wryly. It’s true what they say, kids never grow up in their mums’ eyes.
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      That evening Harper and Aaron went for dinner at their favourite brasserie, ‘because I want something half decent to eat, for a change,’ Aaron snarled, having his usual dig at Harper’s culinary skills. He spent the duration of the meal looking restlessly around the room, barely listening as she chattered about the children: how proud she was that Georgina had made it into the play; how well Taylor was doing in her sales job.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ she asked him over dessert. ‘Aren’t you interested in what the kids have been up to?’

      ‘Yes,’ he’d said, with an exasperated sigh. ‘Which is lucky, isn’t it? Because it’s all you ever talk about.’

      Back at home, sensing that his mood was darkening, she suggested one last glass of wine.

      ‘Didn’t you have enough at dinner?’ he said sharply.

      She started uncorking a bottle of Merlot anyway. She needed another drink to dispel the anxiety that was building inside her.

      And then it started. ‘I saw the way you were looking at that waiter,’ he spat at her.

      ‘Waiter?’ she said, her heart rate speeding up. ‘We had a waitress serving us. I didn’t see a waiter.’

      Aaron rolled his eyes. ‘Don’t play the innocent with me, darling. I saw you flirting with him across the room. He saw it too – and you know what? He was disgusted by it. Of course he was, a man in his twenties getting an eyeful from an old hag like you.’

      Not this again, she thought. Please. Not now. ‘Hey, I wasn’t flirting with anybody,’ she protested, trying to keep her tone light. Her hand began to tremble as she poured out the wine.

      ‘Don’t give me that!’ he yelled. ‘Do I look stupid? I know what you’re like. You think you’ve still got it, don’t you? But you’re not a sex symbol any more, you’re a sad, old has-been. The poor guy was probably puking into his wine bucket at the thought of having sex with you. If it wasn’t so sad it would be funny.’

      She reeled inwardly. He could be so vicious. But she knew better than to pull him up on it. She had been here so many times before. ‘Please don’t be like this,’ she begged. ‘Honestly, I don’t know what you’re talking about. We had a nice time at Pierre’s, didn’t we?’

      ‘Nice? Only if your idea of a good time is watching your wife wear her knickers on her head. Can’t you see how pathetic it is, an ageing crone like you?’

      She took a deep breath. Experience told her to stay calm, but it was easier said than done. ‘That’s ridiculous,’ she said. ‘I’ve never even looked at another man, and you know it. What is wrong with you?’

      ‘It’s you that’s wrong,’ he shouted. ‘You look old! You make me feel old.’

      It was almost too much to take – jealousy, his oldest bugbear, crossed with his latest bugbear about her fading looks. A wrinkly, green-eyed, mongrel of a bugbear, staring her in the face.

      ‘I’m fifty-three,’ she snapped back, unable to control her anger any longer. ‘What do you expect?’

      He stiffened. ‘I expect you to look your best,’ he said in a low voice.

      She braced herself. Aaron was so much more menacing when he spoke softly.

      ‘That’s why I give you an outlandish monthly allowance,’ he went on, ‘to make sure you look the best you can possibly look. But you don’t look your best. You look fucking awful. So I’m saying, Do something about it. You’ve got the credit cards. Go and see someone.’

      She frowned. This was a turnaround. His jealousy had completely evaporated. ‘See who?’ she asked, genuinely curious. ‘I’m already best buddies with every beauty and fitness therapist in the county. Manicures, pedicures, waxing, threading, hydrotherapy – I’m constantly getting my hair done, I’ve had every facial under the sun. I’m at the gym every day, sweating my tits off to look good for you…’

      ‘Spare me the details,’ he said, cutting her off. ‘Fifty per cent of seduction is mystery, remember.’

      ‘Seduction?’ she howled. ‘That’s a laugh. You’ve just told me how awful I look.’

      ‘Well, do something about it and stop complaining,’ he said. ‘I’m sick of looking at you the way you are now.’

      ‘What do you suggest, a head transplant?’

      He smiled. ‘Don’t go over the top,’ he said. ‘An eye job would probably be sufficient.’

      She gaped at him. ‘Surgery?’

      ‘Like I say, you’ve got the credit cards. But do your research. Get the best. I don’t want my wife looking like the Bride of Wildenstein.’ He laughed nastily.

      ‘No, wait,’ she said, panicking. ‘You know I don’t want to do that. I hate hospitals, doctors, needles. I… like my face. I don’t want to change it.’

      ‘It’s not changing anything. You just won’t look tired any more, that’s all. People will think you’ve had a lot of fucking sleep in the last ten years. It’s about refreshing your look.’

      ‘Yes, how refreshing it would be to have a general anaesthetic and get my face slashed about by a surgeon!’ she said. ‘“I’ll have an eye job with that cool glass of lemonade, please, doctor. Super, how very refreshing!”’

      But then Aaron had started wheedling, doing what he knew best, twisting the argument around to get his own way. He was bad cop and good cop rolled into one, and when he was good, he was excellent.

      ‘Come on,’ he said tenderly. ‘I’m just trying to do what’s best for you, darling. Can’t you see that? It’s because I love you so much that I want you to be happy. And you haven’t been happy for a while, my love, admit it. You know it’s true. Something’s been wrong.’

      She felt herself relenting even before his arm snaked around her waist. With the tips of his fingers, his dangerously gentle fingers, he stroked her red silk dress in the space just above her pelvic bone. Despite everything that had been said, tiny ripples of desire spread across her body. ‘You’re a beautiful woman,’ he murmured. ‘I didn’t mean to be harsh. You’re stunning beyond belief, nobody’s disputing that. All I’m suggesting is a little help, a minor lift to keep you beautiful.’

      He turned his body towards hers and began to smooth her hair with his hands, planting kisses on her face, on her ears and neck. ‘Will you consider it?’ he whispered, his green eyes glittering as they met hers. ‘As a gift to me? As a gift from me? As a sign of our love.’

      ‘No,’ she said, her breaths getting shorter. ‘Definitely not.’

      ‘Come here,’ he said, pulling her towards him. ‘Let me remind you of why it’s better to do things my way.’

      It was always the same, whatever the argument. She hated herself for giving in, but she would do anything to feel loved – and the only time she felt really loved by Aaron was when he took her in his arms. Only then did he lavish her with the tenderness that she constantly longed for. Only then, for a few luxurious moments, she could believe in Aaron and Harper, together for ever.
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      She started doing her ‘research’ the following day, muttering all the while how she wouldn’t go through with it, yet strangely eager to browse endless cosmetic clinic brochures online. It was pure curiosity, that was all it was. It was good to find out what exactly was on offer. And maybe Aaron was right, she did look old and tired, so maybe she did need a boost to make her feel happier. Perhaps he would become easier to live with if she listened to him and took his advice. More importantly, he would go on wanting her. She couldn’t bear the thought that he might stop wanting her.

      Could there really be a fix out there? For an old, tired face? Half convinced that she was only really searching for a ‘medically approved’ miracle cream, she read up on every clinical procedure available, studied hundreds of before and after photos, and trawled newspaper articles and forums to get the names of the best cosmetic surgeons in Cheshire. Purely out of interest, of course. Just wondering.

      She had assumed that all the eminent doctors would be in London, but that turned out not to be the case. The best eye surgeon in England happened to be right on her doorstep in Cheshire, so she booked a consultation. Just to see what it was all about. No harm in it, after all.

      Meanwhile, she mentioned it to Angela. ‘Just look at Helen, darling!’ Angela exclaimed. ‘Suddenly she’s looking marvellous and we all know why.’ Angela was still in contact with several of their old acting friends, some of whom were doing as well, if not considerably better, than Angela. ‘She’s definitely getting more interest, even though her acting hasn’t improved.’

      ‘But would you do it?’ Harper asked.

      There was a short pause on the line. ‘I probably would if I were married to your delectable husband,’ Angela drawled. ‘You don’t want to let him get away.’ She sighed, and Harper steeled herself for a long tirade on the failings of marriage and middle-aged men, specifically Angela’s pathetic, soon to be ex-spouse, James.

      She glimpsed her marriage from a rosier perspective when she saw Aaron through other women’s eyes – and the conversation that followed served as a reminder of how fortunate she was to be with him, despite his moodiness and flare-ups. Her mind wandered back to the previous night, editing out their argument and focusing on the passion and pleasure that had followed it. Aaron was delectable, and she still found him magnetically attractive, which was more than could be said for the way most of her friends felt about their partners.

      ‘I never really enjoyed sex with him,’ Angela now said of the hopeless James. ‘I used to go over my lines while we were doing it.’

      Several of her other girlfriends had almost completely shut up shop around the twenty-year anniversary mark – and one or two had even told their men to look elsewhere for physical satisfaction, which was unthinkable to Harper. It wasn’t simply that she couldn’t bear the idea of Aaron with another woman. Their sex life was a vital part of their relationship – it was the glue that kept them together – and she did her utmost to keep it fresh and exciting. Her top drawers were stuffed with beautiful lingerie; she subscribed to Erotic Review; she even had a secret stash of sex toys.

      But, yes, they had problems. Who didn’t? ‘Every marriage is a trade-off,’ she had found herself saying to Angela.

      ‘And haven’t you done well out of the free-market economy?’ Angela said with a soft laugh. ‘Your gorgeous husband pampers you rotten.’

      Her friends never tired of pointing out how well provided for she was, from her colour-coded walk-in wardrobe to the platinum credit cards in her Burberry purse. The children wanted for nothing and they went on luxurious, five-star family holidays. She knew she should be counting her blessings.

      ‘It’s true,’ Harper said. ‘He’s not easy to live with, though.’

      ‘Who is?’ Angela trilled. ‘Must go, darling. Got a matinee today.’

      Harper put the phone down thoughtfully. Did it matter that her marriage wasn’t entirely happy? She had all the trappings of a contented life. There was none of the scrimping and saving that had characterised her Tyneside childhood, none of the painful choices and sacrifices. That was a relief in itself. But was it enough?

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              6
            

          

        

      

      She decided not to mention the possibility of having an eye job to Betty or the girls. She wasn’t thinking about it seriously, after all. She didn’t tell them about her first consultation with Mr Golden, either, or how she had nearly walked out before she even saw him.

      There was a huge, framed quote on his waiting room wall that really bothered her. It was so effing pretentious. Love of beauty is taste. The creation of beauty is art.

      ‘Do us a favour!’ she wanted to shout. ‘This isn’t about the creation of beauty. It’s about sucking fat out of people’s eye bags and sewing up the saggy bits.’

      Mr Golden, when she saw him, had a tanned, polished shine to his face that reminded her of Aaron. She mentally renamed him ‘Goldencheeks’, and started to giggle.

      ‘Delighted to meet you, Mrs Clarke,’ he said, politely ignoring her laughter. ‘How can I help?’

      She stopped wanting to giggle. ‘My husband says I look old and tired,’ she said flatly. ‘He wants me to have an eye job. I’m not so sure, though.’

      ‘Well, blepharoplasty can certainly make you look a lot more refreshed,’ Goldencheeks said.

      There it was again, she thought, that word, ‘refreshed’, that sherbety euphemism for ‘younger’ that Aaron had also used.

      ‘But you need to want it too,’ he went on, ‘because it’s not something to be done on a whim. It’s a medical procedure…’

      ‘An operation, you mean?’

      He waved one of his smooth, manicured hands. ‘If you like, yes, an operation – and during the relatively short recovery period afterwards, you will experience a wide spectrum of feelings. First you will hate me. Then you will want to kill me. Slowly you will start to forgive me. And finally you will adore me. So perhaps you can see why I need your fully informed consent, rather than your husband’s.’

      ‘So that I don’t sue you?’

      ‘Not in the least, that’s not what I meant, but…’ He looked nonplussed.

      ‘You’re not suggesting I’d fall in love with you and start stalking you?’

      ‘Of course not,’ he said.

      Ha, she thought, glad to have ruffled his feathers. ‘Well, I’m glad that’s clear. So how will it change me? How will I look?’

      ‘Not very different,’ he said, visibly relieved to be back on familiar ground. ‘My patients often say that somehow they feel more vibrant, like they’ve got their sparkle back.’ He leaned back in his chair. ‘I’ve done work on several actresses,’ he added casually, ‘and one thing I will say is that the camera loves what I do for them.’

      She shifted in her seat. ‘And you’re saying…’

      He smiled with his lips closed. Smarmily. ‘Well, if I may be so bold,’ he began. ‘I mean, if you were considering a return to our screens, this would give you a terrific boost.’

      She wasn’t surprised that he knew who she was. Most people of a certain age did. She wished they would forget, though. She was a different person now, a million miles from the ambitious young actress who had changed her name from Harper Walters to Harper Allen to ensure that she got top billing in an alphabetical list of credits. She no longer lay in bed dreaming about winning awards and appearing on chat shows. She went to sleep worrying about her kids and the state of her marriage. Her priorities were different, and so was her perspective – but a lot of people didn’t get that. They assumed she spent her days wishing she could have another bite of the cherry. Well, they were wrong.

      ‘If you’ll forgive me the indulgence of digressing,’ Dr Golden went on, ‘we never missed an episode of Beauty Spot in our house. I used to watch it with my children. What a brilliant comic creation Sandra was – and you played her superbly. We were all very upset when Sara de Clancy replaced you. She’s a great actress – brilliant – but she wasn’t a good Sandra. It was never the same after that.’

      ‘It’s kind of you to say so,’ Harper said. An image of Sara de Clancy – weeping copiously while accepting her BAFTA lifetime achievement award two years previously – sprang into her mind. ‘But I’m not going back to acting. I gave it up to be a wife and mother and it’s a decision I’ve never regretted.’

      ‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that’s a pity – for us, if not for you. However, you didn’t come here to discuss your acting career… so, is there anything you’d like to know about the procedure?’

      She flashed him a smile. ‘No,’ she said, picking up her Mulberry bag and coat. ‘Thank you for your time, but I think you’ve just talked me out of it.’
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      She stopped off on her way home to pick up a photo of the girls at the framing shop. On the street outside, she bumped into Tiffany Bander, one of the mums at Georgie’s school. ‘Coffee?’ Tiffany suggested. ‘A hot black java Joe?’

      Half an hour later, her super skinny latte had turned into a very welcome glass of Prosecco, soon to be followed by another. Even though they didn’t have a lot in common beyond their daughters and a shared obsession with fitness fads, she and Tiffany always had a laugh, especially when there was a bottle of wine on the table.

      ‘I can’t believe I even contemplated it,’ she said, beaming with relief. ‘Did I say I hate needles?’

      ‘Harps, I’ll drop you the list of facial exercises my PT gave me,’ Tiffany offered. She flattened her lips and stretched her mouth into a clownish downward curve. ‘They work just as well as surgery.’

      ‘Brilliant,’ Harper said.

      She arrived home an hour later, feeling nicely light-headed. There was no sign of Aaron, but she could hear the girls laughing in the TV room. She popped her head round the door.

      ‘Look, Mum!’ Georgie said, pointing at the television. ‘They’re showing reruns of Beauty Spot on Eat and Repeat. It’s so weird seeing you on telly!’

      Her heart flip-flopped in her chest. She hadn’t seen an episode of Beauty Spot for twenty years or more, partly because copyright issues had got in the way of it being repeated. She glanced at the TV screen. There was her old friend Bill Milkley, camping it up as Tony, the sole male therapist at the eponymous Beauty Spot northern spa and salon, the focus of the series. When they weren’t trying to sort out their convoluted love lives, Tony and his dippy female colleagues spent their days trimming, plucking and massaging their clients at Beauty Spot, with varying degrees of success – or failure.

      Georgie squealed as Harper’s character, Sandra, appeared on the screen, looking flustered. Sandra was a pathologically accident-prone buxom brunette, who had stolen the show with her unwitting sexual innuendoes and flair for jaw-dropping mishaps with hot wax. Her catchphrase was, ‘This won’t hurt a bit…’

      The camera closed in on her face as she said, ‘Can you take over my client in Room Three, Tony? He’s behaving like a great big baby!’

      As the studio audience laughter rang out, Harper stared at her old self, her young self, her beautiful self of twenty-four years ago, back when her name was Harper Allen. Not a line, not a wrinkle, not a crevice, she thought, swallowing awkwardly, her mouth suddenly dry. She looked exuberant in a way that she had forgotten she could look. Her complexion had a long-lost glow and freshness.

      Her longing, in that moment, to be young again, felt positively painful. I want my youth back! her mind screeched. Where did it go?

      ‘Mum looks like you, Tay,’ Georgie said. She turned to Harper. ‘You could be sisters.’

      Harper forced a smile. ‘I was twenty-nine, but I suppose I looked younger.’

      ‘Had you met Dad then?’ Taylor asked.

      She looked back at the screen, where Sandra was struggling to put on a pair of latex hygiene gloves. ‘I’m not sure. I think I met him a couple of episodes after this.’

      In fact, she could remember it quite clearly, like a trauma. And in a way, that’s what love at first sight was, wasn’t it? Love’s traumatic accident.
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September 1989

      Still exhilarated after recording an episode called ‘All It Takes Is A Tiny Prick’ in front of a live studio audience, the cast of Beauty Spot made their way to a meet-and-greet with several of the show’s sponsors and their guests, which would kick off with a question and answer session.

      Harper wasn’t taking it particularly seriously. The live show had gone well and she’d already had a glass of Chardonnay by the time she took her seat on the raised platform reserved for the cast in the small conference hall at the studios. The stage was spotlit, so her view of the crowd was limited. Fine by me, she thought, peeping at her watch. Steve, their producer, had promised that he wouldn’t allow more than twenty minutes of questions. With any luck, she would be in a taxi within an hour, heading back to her flat for a cup of tea in front of the telly.

      A few minutes later, Steve asked for quiet. ‘I’m sure I don’t need to introduce the actors sitting here this evening,’ he told the audience. Peering out into the shadows, Harper estimated that there were around fifty people gathered around. ‘They are, after all, the cast of the UK’s most successful situation comedy,’ he went on.

      She drifted off as he listed the stats that would remind the sponsors of how privileged they were to associate their brands with Beauty Spot. Fifteen million viewers, a large chunk of them ABCs, audiences around the world… It wasn’t that she didn’t feel happy and grateful for its success, but she’d never had a head for figures and, anyway, it was just a silly TV sitcom.

      The questions began. Bill was asked what it felt like to be the only man in the principal cast. ‘Heavenly!’ he said. ‘They’ve given me free rein of their dressing rooms. Is there a man, gay or straight, who wouldn’t want to exchange places with me?’

      Everybody laughed. The ice was broken and the Q&A was up and running. But, to Harper’s embarrassment, the majority of the questions that followed were directed at her. Did she have any idea how famous she would become when she was first cast as Sandra? How much had her life changed? Did she enjoy the attention? Did she miss the theatre? Did she feel she’d sold out? Did she have plans to do more television?

      It got so bad that she started to bat the questions over to the others. ‘I’m obviously thrilled that the series has done so well,’ she said. ‘I felt sure it was a great script when I first read it, but you never know how something will be received until it actually goes out.’ She turned to the actress sitting on her right. ‘I think you had more of an idea, didn’t you, Patrina? It was my first TV job, but you have so much more experience of this world…’ And Patrina took up the baton from there.

      When she was asked about overnight success, she brought in the youngest cast member, Sharon. Questions about the theatre were deflected to Bill, who had squeezed in a successful West End revival between series one and two of Beauty Spot. And in answer to the one question she couldn’t escape, Was she single? she replied, ‘I’ve got a cat. Does that count?’

      ‘Right, folks, we’re going to start winding things up now,’ Steve said, towards the end of the session. ‘There’s just time for a couple more questions.’ He nodded at someone in the crowd. ‘Yes, go ahead.’

      ‘I’d like to ask Ms Allen how she deals with being the sexiest woman on television?’

      Harper groaned inwardly. What kind of a stupid question was that? She couldn’t see who had asked it, but it was a male voice and she wished he’d just drop dead.
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