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‘A woman is like a tea bag – you can’t tell how strong she is until you put her in hot water’


Eleanor Roosevelt




Prologue


Nancy was in the kitchen preparing supper, listening to The Archers on the radio, drizzling olive oil over some summer vegetables for roasting, when her husband, Christopher, walked in and told her he was leaving. The July evening was breezy and cool, but the doors to the garden were open, the tortoiseshell cat from next door prowling around the tubs on the flagstone patio, rubbing his body luxuriously along the smooth earthenware sides of a pot of lavender.


Christopher stood across the room, the island worktop between them. He was dressed in jeans and his navy sweater, the high zip-neck brushing his chin, although the zip was partially undone. Thin, small and tidy, tanned from his endless walks in the Suffolk wetlands, his grey hair short, almost monk-like, he seemed determined, almost fierce, as he clutched his brown leather holdall in his left hand.


‘Where are you going?’ Nancy asked, holding up her oily hands, like a surgeon ready to operate, as she paused in her task of tossing the onions, courgettes, peppers and baby tomatoes. ‘It’s nearly supper time.’ She reached across to turn the radio off, using her elbow to press the green knob: Christopher hated The Archers.


‘I’m going to see Tatjana.’


‘Now? Why?’


Tatjana was the newest member of the Downland Singers, a small madrigal group Christopher had set up nearly thirty years ago. From Latvia, she had auditioned when Gillian Perry – Christopher’s protégée – had left because of her husband’s cancer. Christopher had been very enthusiastic about her, said she had an extraordinarily pure soprano voice. Which obviously – as Nancy was about to discover – was not her only asset.


Not answering her question, her husband said, ‘I won’t be back tonight.’


Nancy frowned, not getting it.


‘I won’t be back,’ he repeated.


‘Won’t be back? Why not?’


‘I’m staying with Tatjana, Nancy.’


And when Nancy, still baffled, continued to look blank, he added, by way of explanation, ‘We’re in love.’


She stared at him. From a man of sixty-nine, the words sounded made up, fatuous. Genuinely unable to take them in, she lowered her hands and reached for the kitchen roll, wiping the oil from each of her fingers one by one. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘if that’s the case, you’d better get off, then.’ Her gaze was fixed on his face and she saw his shock, almost bewilderment, at her reply; shock that must mirror her own.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said, looking away.


And she thought that he probably was, in his own way. Not a man to emote, nor someone who seemed to care much about anything in life except his music, Christopher de Freitas nonetheless considered himself to be a decent person. And a brilliant musician – although not all would agree. An Early Music specialist, he had studied classical guitar at the Royal College, then the lute. His madrigal singers were internationally famous among Early Music enthusiasts.


Nancy had met him when he came to the Royal Northern College of Music – where she was studying piano – to give a lute masterclass. Not that she was interested in the instrument as such, but her fellow student, Oliver, was, and she was interested in Oliver. But he was quickly forgotten as Nancy became mesmerized by Christopher’s penetratingly blue eyes – which lighted frequently on her as if he had singled her out for special attention – his mastery of the instrument, his fluent exposition of Renaissance music and madrigal forms. By the end of the two hours, she was hypnotized. Afterwards she had gone up to thank him.


He had given her his card. ‘If you’re ever in London, look me up. I have a concert at the Cadogan Hall in June. I can get you tickets, if you like?’ It was posed as a question, although she felt he assumed she would ‘like’. His confidence was absolute.


‘You could have told me earlier,’ she said now, as if she were speaking from outside her body, looking down on the middle-aged pair in their tidy, middle-class kitchen. No shouting, no drama, all perfectly polite, as she added, ‘I wouldn’t have bothered with supper.’ Her body was screwed so tight, she seemed capable only of such inanities as she waited for him to go.


‘Right . . .’ her husband muttered, still hovering, as if he were reluctant to leave, whereas the exact opposite must be the case, Nancy thought. He must be desperate to get this scene over with, to escape his intolerable guilt. Desperate to lie with relief against Tatjana’s ample bosom.


That was the last word spoken in their thirty-four-year marriage.


Better than a note on the kitchen table? Nancy wondered, after three-quarters of a bottle of Rioja on an empty stomach, gazing at the vegetables still sitting forlornly on the work-top – like her, rejected, deemed not fit for purpose. Numb with shock, she didn’t cry. And after the whole bottle of wine and a couple of large shots of Christopher’s Glenfiddich, she realized through the drunken haze that she’d known for some time, like a painful bruise she couldn’t touch, what was going on between her husband and Tatjana Liepa.




Chapter One


Four years later


What the hell are you supposed to wear for a line-dancing evening in a Brighton pub? Nancy asked herself, as she flicked through the rail of clothes in her cupboard, vainly searching for an outfit for her friend Lindy’s sixtieth. Lindy had not been helpful.


‘Oh, doesn’t matter, wear jeans and boots or something,’ she’d said airily. But Nancy’s jeans were M & S jeggings – not even distant cousins to authentic Levi’s – her black boots better suited to a day’s work in a building society office than stomping the boards to a Dolly Parton song.


All the clothes that used to fill her wardrobe when she was still Mrs Christopher de Freitas – sleek dresses and velvet jackets, black evening trousers, silk tops and beaded handbags – were long gone to the charity shop in Aldeburgh, and she didn’t miss them one bit.


I’ll look like someone who’s wandered in from one of Mother’s bridge evenings, she thought, ripping off a frumpy light-blue cotton shirt she’d tried on because it was sort of denim-coloured. In fact, I dress more like my mother with every passing day. Which thought had her slamming her wardrobe shut and running downstairs, out of her cottage, across the gravel to the bigger house.


*


‘Hiya.’ Ross, her son-in-law, grinned as Nancy came into the kitchen, a curved, two-handled blade poised in his hands, the chopping board in front of him covered with a mound of bright green herbs. Beside him was a bowl of uncooked grey prawns, another of broccoli stems, a smaller one with chopped garlic, a bottle of soy sauce and a shiny red chilli. Nancy smiled back, wondering if she ever saw him when he wasn’t attached to a knife and surrounded by ingredients. He had his own restaurant, the Lime Kiln, three miles away, and even when he wasn’t there – like today, Sunday – he still did nothing but cook every moment he was awake.


‘How’s it going?’ he asked, turning to skim the sharp metal blade back and forth at high speed across the herbs. Overweight, broad-shouldered and around six feet in height, he had shaved the last vestiges of his hair, leaving a gleaming dome, which seemed to heighten the beauty of his huge brown dark-lashed eyes, the fullness of his mouth and his strong, jutting chin. Pale from too much time indoors, if he wasn’t handsome he was charismatic, with a loud voice and a ready smile. Nancy liked him a lot.


‘Not well,’ she said, shifting Bob, the cat – female, but her granddaughters had insisted on the name – and flinging herself down on the faded green sofa, strewn with a bright and diverse set of cushions. ‘Is Louise upstairs? I need to find an outfit . . . I’m going line dancing.’


Ross’s eyes widened and he guffawed. ‘Line dancing? You’re kidding me. Wouldn’t have thought that was your thing, Nancy.’


‘It isn’t, but it’s Lindy’s sixtieth birthday party. What can I do?’ In fact it wasn’t the dancing that bothered Nancy – she loved dancing on the rare occasions when she got the chance. It was the party itself, any party, that wasn’t Nancy’s ‘thing’. Unlike her ex-husband, who seemed able to enter a room full of complete strangers and instantly bond with them, Nancy found socializing like pulling teeth, the low-grade panic never quite going away. And she’d barely been out in the years since the split. At first after Christopher’s defection she’d retreated, shut the doors of their white-painted Suffolk farmhouse on her friends and made endless excuses, which became increasingly implausible, to avoid their company, until they’d given up trying. Then, when she’d moved to the cottage just north of Brighton, three years ago now, teaming up with Louise and Ross, she had known no one with whom to party.


Before Ross had time to answer her, there was a shriek from the TV room. Hope, nine, and Jazzy, six, came barrelling into the kitchen with shrieks of ‘Nana, Nana!’ and threw themselves into her arms.


*


Clutching a large glass of Pinot, pressed upon her by Ross, some salted almonds inside her, Nancy plonked herself down on her daughter and son-in-law’s bed. Hope was already eagerly rummaging in her mother’s drawers and cupboards.


‘Look, Nana,’ she exclaimed, her large brown eyes – inherited from her father – alive with the drama as she reached on tiptoe and yanked down a shimmery gold knitted bolero jacket that would have been better suited, in Nancy’s opinion, to one of Hope’s Barbies than either her or Louise. ‘This is perfect for a party.’


‘Umm . . . Maybe a bit . . . shiny?’


Louise chuckled at her mother’s expression. ‘Impulse buy,’ she said, tossing a fringed leather jacket in butter-coloured suede at her. ‘Perfect, no?’ She turned to rummage along the rail again. ‘I’ve got some denim dungarees here somewhere . . . but maybe that’s a bit more farmhand than cowboy.’


Jazzy pulled her thumb out of her mouth. ‘Nana can’t wear dungarees to a party,’ she said, her tone shocked. She was sitting beside her on the bed, watching operations carefully with her round blue eyes.


‘What about these?’ Louise, nodding agreement, brandished a pair of jeans. ‘These are better. They should fit and they’re real Levi’s.’


Her daughter took after Christopher in appearance: small-boned, slim, with well-defined, almost sharp features. She was shorter than her mother by about two inches, very like her father, with his deep-blue eyes. Only Nancy’s thick, previously dark-brown hair seemed to have survived the genetic inheritance, and Louise didn’t make the most of it, pulling it back in a short, severe ponytail. But she had a sort of gamine quality that Nancy knew men found attractive, and a charming smile that instantly softened her darting, nervy expression.


‘Go on, try them on,’ Louise was urging.


‘Now? Maybe I’ll take them home . . .’ Nancy was embarrassed in front of the girls, who were gazing disapprovingly at their mother’s choice of garments.


‘No, come on. I want to see what you look like. Shoo, girls, let Nana change. I’ll call you when she’s ready.’


Once the girls had gone – she could hear them giggling outside the door – Nancy undressed to her T-shirt and knickers and pulled on the jeans and jacket. The jeans were a bit short and a bit tight around her post-menopausal midriff, but the jacket fitted perfectly. She eyed herself in the long mirror on the bedroom wall, Bob rubbing against her legs as she stood there.


‘See? You look brilliant.’ Her daughter grinned at her from the other side of the bed. ‘Very C and W.’


‘C and W?’


‘Country and western, Mum. Get with the programme!’


‘Ha! Of course.’ She twisted sideways in the mirror, twitching her fringe on her forehead, her pure silver-white hair falling in a thick bob to just past her chin, accentuating her strong cheekbones and wide grey eyes. For a second she had a tantalizing glimpse of her younger self as she twirled in her daughter’s clothes. ‘I had a panic earlier that I was beginning to dress like Mum.’


Louise laughed. ‘Could be worse. Granny always looks incredible.’


‘Yes, but she’s eighty-four! I have the exact same M & S jeggings as she does.’


‘You and half the country.’


Nancy sighed. ‘I think I panicked because the other day she pointed out that I’m the same age as she was when Daddy died. And I thought she seemed so old at the time.’


‘You’re not old, Mum. Sixty is the new forty,’ Louise said briskly, shutting down Nancy’s worries as she always did. Her daughter spent a lot of time in a state of anxiety herself, and perhaps couldn’t cope with it in Nancy too. Nancy found it disconcerting sometimes, but perhaps it was better not to dwell on things she couldn’t change. It was just the creeping fear, new to her, that the rest of her life was already mapped out, that she would follow her mother’s example of safe, female company – notwithstanding Dennis, a septuagenarian fancy-man her mother’s friend had recently taken up with – filling the time left with bridge and Noël Coward, fancy cakes, cruises and Marks & Spencer, en route to the grave. Because although Frances had an enviable life for someone of her age, she seemed permanently discontented, disappointed at the way things had turned out.


‘Found them!’ Louise, who had been scrabbling in the bottom of her cupboard, waved aloft a pair of ankle boots with small heels and pointed toes in light-brown suede, metal studs decorating the zip line. ‘These are almost cowboy.’ She handed them to her mother. ‘They don’t quite match the jacket, but no one will notice that.’


‘Will they fit?’


‘Have a go. I’ve worn them a lot so they’re quite stretched.’ She watched Nancy struggle into the boots. ‘Fantastic. Come in, girls, come and look at Nana.’ She eyed her up and down. ‘You’re so classy, so elegant, Mum. You look good enough for any line-dancing party.’




Chapter Two


The pub was loud with a country song, although it wasn’t one Nancy recognized. She was late, havering right up until the last second about whether or not she would go.


Wearing her daughter’s clothes did nothing for her confidence. Not only did she feel a fraud – ‘mutton dressed as lamb’, as her mother would say, her voice heavy with censure – but the boots had pinched her toes even on the short walk from the pub car park and the jeans’ waistband had created a small but unattractive bulge beneath her white T-shirt where it dug into her flesh.


Pull yourself together, she admonished herself, straightening her shoulders and taking a deep breath as she spotted Lindy in the crowded space, standing with a group of women by the bar. She was clutching a bottle of lager, dressed in outrageous denim shorts, a tasselled leather waistcoat over a white-cotton vest and the alligator-skin cowboy boots she’d told Nancy she’d bought in Denver thirty years ago. She looked amazing, about twenty-five, with a large Stetson clamped over her long blonde hair.


‘Woo-hoo, Nance! Thought you’d chickened out!’ Lindy shrieked, throwing her arms round her friend. Nancy had met Lindy at the school gates, picking up their grandchildren – Toby was in Hope’s class – and a friendship had developed, fuelled by Lindy’s voracious appetite for any form of culture. Cinema, literature, music, theatre, dance, you name it, Lindy would buy tickets.


Nancy handed her a birthday present. It was a silver bangle with a small turquoise in the centre that she’d found in a little shop in the Lanes.


‘Darling, you’re so kind. I didn’t want everyone spending money on me,’ Lindy was saying, bending to put the wrapped box and card into a large bag at her feet. ‘I’ll open it later – it’s too crazy in here.’ She stood up again. ‘Now, who do you know?’


Monica, Jessy, Alison, Rosanne, Suzie and Precious were introduced and two more whose names she didn’t catch. The only one Nancy had met before was Alison, an old friend of Lindy’s from college. They had all gone to see a Terence Davies film, The Deep Blue Sea, which had been playing at the Duke of York’s in Brighton. Nancy remembered being carried away by the soundtrack, a heartrending Samuel Barber violin concerto, but Alison had seemed reserved, hard to talk to.


The women were pretty well oiled already so Nancy had some catching up to do. But she was relieved to see that Lindy’s guests were wearing a mish-mash of outfits – just two with hats, three with authentic boots. Only Lindy really looked the part . . . and some.


‘What will you have?’ Rosanne, Lindy’s teacher at the art class she attended in Lewes, asked Nancy.


She settled for a Budweiser, preferring wine but not wanting to get drunk. She was driving home.


*


‘Okay, girls . . . listen up! I’m Jim Bowdry and I’m your host for the evening.’


The tall man dressed as a cowboy waved their birthday group over to a cordoned-off area on the opposite side of the pub, which had a small, black-painted plywood stage built against the end wall, supporting speakers, a stereo deck and a set of drums pushed into the far corner. An open laptop currently balanced on one of the speakers. Nancy was relieved the dancing was about to start, preventing the need for any more small talk. She was on her second beer and was beginning to feel mellow. The women, it turned out, were a good crew, unpretentious and lively – even Alison had thawed with a drink inside her.


‘Right.’ Jim stood in front of them adjusting his mic, which was attached to a headset buried beneath his worn silver-white Stetson. ‘Who’s done this before?’


Only four hands went up, one of them Lindy’s, and Jim grinned. ‘So many line-dancing virgins . . . Ooh dear, it’s going to be a long night.’ Which remark was greeted with drunken laughter. ‘Don’t worry about getting it right. We’re just here to have some fun. And remember the old Japanese proverb: “We’re fools whether we dance or not, so we might as well dance.” ’


It was clear this was well-rehearsed patter, but the proverb – if it was indeed a proverb and not something Jim had made up for the occasion – tickled Nancy and she couldn’t help laughing as she caught his eye.


Lindy, standing next to Nancy as they formed two lines, whispered, ‘Hmm, like the look of our friend. That outfit makes him all macho, as if he’s just about to wrestle a steer to the ground or whatever cowboys do.’ The wink she shot Nancy was positively lascivious. ‘Know what I mean?’


Nancy grinned, but she felt slightly out of her depth. It was literally decades since she’d had such an exchange about a man. Yet she did like the look of Jim. He was probably around her age, above six feet tall, his thick, iron grey hair – with a pronounced widow’s peak – tied back in a short ponytail. His dark eyebrows were set over bright blue eyes, which seemed permanently amused, a strong, slightly crooked nose and well-defined lips. He reminded her of a more rugged, less effete, version of the actor Terence Stamp.


‘We’re going to start with some basic moves,’ Jim was saying. ‘I’ll demonstrate first, then talk you through it. It’s not rocket science, we’ll have a routine going in no time.’


Nancy thought that was unlikely, faced with ten or so tipsy women in their sixties, most of whom had never performed a line dance in their lives, but she was prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt. He’d done this before; he should know.


‘First, the grapevine, very simple . . .’ He stood for a moment, facing them, his thumbs hooked into his jeans pockets, moving to the country song playing on the sound system. ‘Step to the right, left foot behind, step out, feet together and tap.’ He moved slowly, did it again to the left, still slowly, his body graceful and fluid. ‘Now you try.’


The group, with varying degrees of commitment, performed the move.


‘Great! Now a bit quicker . . . to the right, left behind, right foot, tap. Step to the left . . .’


Jim beat time to the music on his thigh and counted them in as they followed his lead. After a while he added other steps, turns, jumps, scuffs and taps, ‘Back, back, back, back, now turn it out to the left, step to the right, grapevine . . .’ changing the song on the laptop to suit dances with exotic names such as the Electric Slide, Bootscoot Boogie and Tush Push, which spoke for itself. He stood with his back to them, guiding them, calling out the steps into the mic, his lean frame swaying provocatively.


It was hot in the small space, the air close, music high volume, the rest of the pub filled to bursting with the Saturday-night throng. Nancy could feel the perspiration damp on her face, but she was loving every minute of the dancing.


‘Oops!’ Lindy, giggling and flailing in her shorts and boots, collided with Nancy, which prompted Precious, on Nancy’s right, to crash into her, domino-style.


Jim turned to see what was happening. ‘Need some help?’ he asked Nancy, coming to stand between her and Lindy. With his hand on her arm, his body close, he began to coax her back into the steps. ‘Jump . . . feet together, heel, toe, tap . . . You’re good,’ he said, his words suddenly sounding so intimate in that crowded room. She didn’t dare look at him.


‘Bloody left and right . . . never could tell the difference. You’re going too fast!’ Lindy gasped, flapping her arms as she headed in the wrong direction again and crashed into Jim and Nancy. Jim, laughing, held her up and again his eyes met Nancy’s over Lindy’s head. Nancy felt an unfamiliar bubble of pure joy as she laughed with him.


‘All right for you, teacher’s pet.’ Lindy pulled a face at Nancy as Jim stepped to the front again and turned his back. ‘Luurve his butt in those jeans,’ she went on, too loudly, only inches from his ear. Nancy cringed as Jim turned, a wry grin on his face, and began instructing them in the Macarena, a less hectic dance that mostly involved arms and hips.


*


‘That was so much fun.’ Lindy, still breathless, was propped up on a high stool, her Stetson lying on the bar in front of her, her bare tanned legs looking enviably taut and muscled – Lindy worked out like most people breathed. Alison and Nancy were the only ones left now: it was after midnight and the others had gone home when the dancing finished. Jim was over by the stage, putting away his mic, removing his hat, brushing back the hairs that had strayed from his ponytail, wiping the sweat from his face with a red spotted hanky. He had slowed the tempo of the music now, and Kris Kristofferson was singing ‘Sunday Morning Coming Down’.


‘Jim’s going to join us for a drink.’ Lindy’s eyes were fixed lewdly on their host as he walked towards them, mouthing the chorus to himself.


‘Mind if I nip out for a smoke?’ he said, as he joined the group. ‘Won’t be long.’


‘What will you have to drink?’ Alison asked.


‘Oh, er, Heineken would be great. Thanks.’ He disappeared into the night, delving into his shirt pocket for his cigarettes as he went, his boots ringing loudly on the wooden floor in the near empty room. Nancy was disappointed. She hated smoking.


‘He is mine,’ Lindy intoned drunkenly, shimmying her hips as she watched him go. ‘He is so totally mine.’


Alison rolled her eyes. ‘Leave him alone, Lindy.’


‘Why should I? He doesn’t have a ring on his finger and he definitely likes me.’ She giggled. ‘But, then, what’s not to like?’


‘I’ve had such a great time,’ Nancy said, quickly changing the subject. ‘I haven’t danced in ages.’


‘Me neither,’ Alison said. ‘I thought it was brilliant.’


And Nancy thought she looked unusually flushed and happy. Alison was an educational psychologist, a small, intense woman who, Nancy felt, seldom relaxed. Her husband, Nick, had died in his forties from some heart problem and she had never remarried.


When Jim returned, bringing with him cold air and the trail of tobacco smoke, Lindy pulled an empty bar stool close. ‘Here, sit down and talk to me.’


Jim politely accepted, inching the stool a bit further back before settling. He picked up his beer and took a long, thirsty draught. Nancy thought he seemed a little nervous of Lindy’s flirtatiousness, but he must surely be used to it in his line of work.


‘So you enjoyed your birthday?’ he asked her. He had a gravelly voice – probably from all that smoking, Nancy decided – with the undertone of amusement she’d noticed earlier.


‘I just adored it, darling,’ Lindy replied, laying a proprietorial hand on his arm, ‘even if I can’t tell my right from my left.’


‘You did well . . . You all did, considering most of you hadn’t tried it before.’


‘Ha! Don’t think so. I was rubbish.’ Lindy reached out and drew Nancy to her side, wrapping her arm round her waist. ‘Now, Nancy here, she’s a natural.’


Jim glanced at her and smiled.


‘It’s easy if you follow everyone else,’ Nancy said, then looked quickly away as she felt the heat rising to her cheeks. She hoped he wasn’t still gazing at her. But when she turned back his blue eyes were fixed on her face. Stupid bloody woman, Nancy berated herself silently. The first man to look at you properly in years and you have to go and blush.


‘I found it quite hard to keep up, though,’ Alison was saying, and Nancy sighed with relief as Jim’s attention was diverted. ‘If I lost my concentration for a second it all fell apart.’


‘It’s just practice,’ he said. ‘Once you get used to the steps your feet do them automatically.’


‘Mine don’t.’ Lindy wiggled her boots in the air, showing off her legs but wobbling dangerously, clutching the bar for support.


‘Do you do a lot of these evenings?’ Nancy asked Jim, interrupting Lindy deliberately. The booze was really getting to her friend – she was blinking in the slow, inebriated way of all good drunks, fading fast, her speech more and more slurred.


‘Nope, not many. I’m mainly a singer. Country music.’


‘A singer?’ Lindy twitched back to life, nearly knocking over her bottle of beer. ‘Wow, I luurve singers. Are you published . . . no, that’s not right . . . recorded?’ She laughed. ‘You know what I mean.’


Jim smiled. ‘Yeah, have been. But not for a while now.’


‘Wow,’ Lindy said again, the single syllable drawn out to its maximum capacity. She gave him a playful shove. ‘Go on, then, give us a song.’


‘Haven’t got my guitar.’


‘Shouldn’t stop you. Come on, pleeease. One teensy tiny little song, just for me? Sing a Johnny Cash or something. It’s my birthday! You can’t deny a birthday girl her wish.’ She batted her thick black lashes at him. ‘That would be sooo mean.’


Jim shifted awkwardly on his stool. ‘I’d love to, but it’d be rubbish without my guitar.’


Lindy blinked at him, her expression darkening. ‘Oh, don’t go all precious on me, darling.’ Her tone was suddenly imperious as she made the effort to haul herself upright. ‘I hired your services. If we want you to sing, isn’t it all part of the package?’ She stared at Jim as if waiting for him to burst into song.


Nancy froze and glanced quickly at Alison, whose eyes were wide with dismay. This was a side to Lindy – obviously drink-fuelled – Nancy hadn’t witnessed before.


Jim just raised his eyebrows. ‘Why don’t you come to my next gig, Lindy? Then you can hear me at my best.’ The accompanying smile was so winning that Lindy’s expression relaxed.


‘Yeah . . . yeah, might do that,’ she said.


‘I think it’s time to get you home.’ Alison moved purposefully to Lindy’s side and took her arm, which her friend immediately shook off.


‘Noooo! It’s way too early! It’s my birthday, for God’s sake. I’m going to . . . stay up all bloody night.’ And with that, Lindy slid gracefully off her stool and landed in a heap on the pub floor, her bare limbs concertinaed beneath her.


*


Jim helped Alison get Lindy into her car. They had persuaded her to drink some water and the barman had made her a strong coffee, which she’d immediately thrown up – luckily making it to the Ladies first. She was still barely conscious.


‘You don’t think we should take her to A & E, do you?’ Alison asked them, after they’d loaded Lindy into the front seat. ‘I’ve never seen her this bad before, even at college.’ Her small face was pinched with concern.


Nancy looked at Jim, thinking maybe he had more experience of this sort of problem, but he shrugged. ‘Not sure that’d help.’


‘Won’t she just sleep it off?’ Nancy suggested. They were standing beside Alison’s blue Mondeo in the semi-darkness of the empty pub car park, the night air bitingly cold after the warmth of the bar. She glanced through the window at their sleeping friend, whose head was slumped on her chest, blonde hair trailing across her face, hands hidden in the sleeves of her leather jacket.


‘But what if she vomits in her sleep and chokes?’ Alison asked.


‘She’s got a point,’ Jim said.


‘What will A & E do, though? Won’t she just lie on a trolley for four hours and then be sent home?’


‘Well, I don’t feel comfortable leaving her alone. I’ll take her home with me.’ Alison frowned. ‘You hear the most awful stories . . .’


Nancy remembered Lindy saying that Alison was a major worrier, her life a perpetual series of what-ifs. ‘Do you want me to come too?’ she offered, and was relieved when Alison shook her head.


‘Thanks, I can manage.’ She sighed. ‘It was a really good evening. Sorry if Lindy was a bit rude,’ she said to Jim.


Jim held his hands up. ‘Just the drink talking.’


Nancy and Jim watched Alison drive away. Then Jim bent to pick up his black backpack from the tarmac. ‘How are you getting home?’ he asked.


‘I’ve got the car. That’s mine.’ Nancy pointed to her Golf, sitting in glorious isolation at the far edge of the car park.


‘You okay to drive?’


‘Fine. I only had a couple of beers.’ She shivered in the April cold, drawing Louise’s thin suede jacket tighter round her body. Her feet hurt in her daughter’s boots. ‘Can I drop you somewhere?’


Jim hesitated. ‘Uh, no . . . Thanks, but I’ll walk, night air will do me good. It’s not far.’


Nancy was relieved. She felt suddenly shy and awkward with the handsome man beside her in the darkness. She wanted to say something clever or funny, something that would renew the bond she’d felt with him earlier in the evening, but her mind was a blank. ‘If you’re sure . . .’


He nodded, hefting his bag onto his shoulders. But they seemed frozen to the spot.


‘Listen, it was great to meet you,’ Nancy said, holding out her hand. ‘You made it a really fun night.’


He smiled, taking her cold hand in his large warm one, his handshake firm. ‘Thanks. Great to meet you too, Nancy.’


As she caught his eye, Nancy had a strange feeling that the world was slowing down, as if Jim’s gaze had placed her in the calm eye of a storm. A police car speeding down the road, blue lights flashing, siren blaring, jerked her back to reality and their hands dropped.


‘I’m doing a gig next Saturday – not here, it’s a club up near the station. If your friend was serious about hearing me sing . . .’ Jim dug a card out of the back pocket of his jeans and passed it to her. ‘It’s all on here. If she calls me, I can arrange comps.’


Nancy took the card, which she glanced at but couldn’t read in the darkness without her specs. ‘Thanks.’


‘Not sure if country music is your thing.’ He shot her a questioning look. But she didn’t reply. She was cold and tired, overwrought by the evening and the look that had just passed between her and the stranger. She was finding it hard to know what she thought about anything at that precise moment. Was the card specifically for Lindy? Or was she included in the invitation? They seemed to be standing unnaturally close for people who had barely met and Nancy moved back slightly, almost as if she needed to get some perspective.


‘I love all music,’ she said eventually. She was surprised to hear the passion in her statement. Not because it wasn’t true, but because she had felt the need to share it with Jim.


It elicited a smile. ‘Yeah, me too.’


There was a pause. ‘Bye, then,’ she said, turning towards her car.


Once inside it, she fired up the engine, eager for some warmth, but she didn’t drive away immediately, wanting Jim to have a chance to get away, thus avoiding the awkwardness of passing him on the pavement, maybe having to wave, or at least having to decide whether or not to do so. She didn’t want to see him again tonight. He had exhausted her.




Chapter Three


Jim was bursting with excitement as he turned left out of the car park and made his way across town, the like of which he hadn’t felt in years, perhaps decades. Nancy. He rolled her name across his tongue. Nancy . . . Nancy. He had known as soon as he set eyes on her, walking into the pub tonight – so diffident, so late, with that charmingly apologetic smile – that she was different. It was as if she’d been cast in brighter colours than the other women, defined by stronger lines. He had felt a jolt to his very soul when their eyes had met for the first time.


As he walked he sang softly to himself another Kristofferson song. It was actually a break-up song, but he’d always loved it, ‘For The Good Times’.


This is what it feels like to be alive, he thought, slowing his pace as he took the route along the sea road towards his small Kemptown house, enjoying the cold wind that blew through him, like a message from the universe that things were about to change. He had no desire to get home while there was still a chance that Chrissie might be up. Will Nancy come next Saturday? Did I make it clear I wasn’t really asking her friend, just using her as an excuse? He cursed himself silently for not being more forthcoming. But, then, he’d only just met her – he didn’t want to frighten her away by coming on too strong. She seemed quite a reserved woman, not like her friend, the birthday girl.


If I’d asked Nancy outright to the gig, she’d have run a mile, he decided, raising his voice and singing into the night air, the notes of the song creating such an intense sadness that it seemed to squeeze his heart almost to a standstill.


But then he changed his mind. No, I’ve messed up. She’ll just give the card to her friend and I’ll never see her again. I don’t even know her last name, or where she lives and I can hardly ring Lindy and ask. She’ll think I’m a sleaze or a stalker or something.


Not that he cared whether he was seen as any sort of reprobate, if it meant he met up with Nancy again. He reached inside his leather jacket and pulled out his pack of Camel Blue – he was trying to give up, fooling himself that the light version might help. Bending over and cupping his hand against the wind, he lit the cigarette, drawing the smoke deep into his lungs, the nicotine washing through him, soothing his nerves even though the process made him cough.


Chrissie was up. Or, at least, lying half asleep on the sofa in the basement sitting room/kitchen, covered with an old knitted blanket, made of multicoloured squares, which had been intended for the refugees in Darfur or Iraq or some such place, until Chrissie had decided she liked her handiwork too much to give it away. She raised her head when she heard him, and blinked sleepily.


‘How’d it go?’ She pulled herself into a sitting position, stretching her arms languorously above her head and letting out a slow yawn, curling her short legs neatly under her – Chrissie had an almost feline quality. She was pretty, with green eyes in a small, freckled face, hair the colour that Jim had always compared to Golden Shred marmalade – not yet faded although she was in her mid-fifties – cut boyishly round her head, accentuating her Cupid’s bow lips and dimpled chin.


‘Okay.’


Chrissie frowned. ‘That’s it? Just “Okay”?’


‘I thought you’d be in bed by now,’ Jim said, by way of a reply, still paused on the lowest stair as if he were not fully committed to coming into the room.


‘I would have been . . . In fact I was, but some idiot drunk started banging on my window demanding to be let in. Tosspot thought he lived here. He wouldn’t take no for an answer until he’d woken the whole sodding neighbourhood.’


‘Hope you didn’t let him in.’


‘Do I look stupid? But it’s hard convincing someone they’re wrong through a locked door.’ She yawned again, folded the blanket into a square and laid it over the sofa arm. ‘Wasn’t till Jared from number twelve threatened him with something horrible if he didn’t shut the fuck up that he pushed off. But by that time I was wide awake.’


Jim didn’t want to be there talking to his wife. With each word that passed between them, the euphoria he’d been revelling in since he’d left Nancy in the pub car park dwindled, melting away as if it had been a mirage, to leave him cold and depressed. It felt like the comedown from the drugs he’d experimented with when he was young and reckless. ‘Hope he doesn’t come back,’ he said.


Chrissie scowled. ‘Thought I’d get more sympathy than that. What’s wrong with you tonight? Aren’t you going to make me a cuppa and tell me the gossip?’


Which was what he often did when he came home late from a gig. Jim shook his head. ‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m just bushed.’ He pulled his jacket off and slung it over his shoulder. ‘Night,’ he called, as he headed upstairs to his bedroom, which looked out over the tiny paved garden at the back of the terraced house. His wife’s room was on the ground floor, her window giving directly onto the street, hence her vulnerability to the passing drunk.


Jim’s living space, his sanctuary, where he spent most of his time, was two bedrooms knocked together, which, with the landing and small bathroom, took up the whole of the first floor. He had converted it after their son Tommy had left home to do some incomprehensible coding job with an IT company in Edinburgh. Half was his sitting area, through which you had to walk to get to the bedroom. A large brown leather armchair, smooth with age, took centre stage, flanked by a G Plan glass and teak rectangular coffee table he had bought in the seventies when he’d had some money. The sanded wooden floorboards were partially covered by a rug from Mexico, now faded, but originally bright red, turquoise and yellow. He propped his guitar in the corner, next to a metal music stand and an electronic keyboard. The guitar itself, a Gibson Acoustic, which he’d had for more than thirty years, was his alter ego, his muse. Jim couldn’t imagine his life without it.


He sat down, pulled off his boots and threw them into the corner. Then he reached for the bottle of Jim Beam he kept on a metal pub tray on the coffee table, poured a small measure into a Duralex glass and glanced around the room he loved. Sheet music lined the skirting, in low towers, with piles of books – Ed McBain a particular favourite, biographies of almost anyone – while the walls sported various framed posters, including Bob Dylan, Mama Cass, Joni Mitchell, a Hank Williams from the forties, and Nina Simone, a rare one, from a civil rights concert in the sixties.


Leaning back in his chair, he sipped the bourbon slowly, eyes shut, savouring the moment. He would have killed for a smoke to accompany it, but he was being strict with himself. No smoking inside, which even he had to admit made his room a much pleasanter place to be and reduced his ciggie count by about 80 per cent. He was gearing himself up for quitting – it just never seemed to be today.


I’m being daft, he told himself, as he pondered the evening and Nancy. It was just one of those strange connections that happen sometimes. She probably didn’t even notice me. But he couldn’t shake off the sense of destiny he had felt when he’d looked into Nancy’s grey eyes for the first time. He definitely wasn’t imagining it – his nature wasn’t fanciful – and he’d never felt it with other women, not even Chrissie when they’d first met.


Chrissie. The thought of his wife downstairs immediately depressed him. What the hell were they going to do? They had become trapped together, immobilized by financial considerations. It wasn’t healthy. Yes, they got on okay now, they had learned to be civil, which was a big improvement on the past. But they lived pretty separate lives, and hadn’t been together as man and wife now for three years.


Jim had fallen apart the day he’d discovered her latest infidelity. Twenty-three years together – during which time she had strayed at least twice before, by her own admission – but the last straw was the morning she’d casually told him she was leaving. Bags packed, no argument. It had been going on for months, Chrissie told him, her and that little shit Benji. And him being so bloody matey with Jim whenever he walked into the pub. That was what had driven Jim insane, the humiliation. Probably half the pub had known what was going on and were sniggering behind his back.


He had loved Chrissie, been faithful to her even though he’d regularly been hit on by girls at gigs. He knew they were turned on by the music, the performance, not really by him, but he’d had chances and never gone there, because of the family.


Nearly a year she had been away, and they hadn’t spoken, not once. Tommy had tried to make them, but Jim was stubborn, and still hurting. Then when Benji had messed her around – no surprises there – two-timing her with some bit of fluff behind the bar, Chrissie had come running home, thinking they could carry on as if nothing had happened. Same as last time.


Jim liked to think of himself as an easy-going guy – which he had been in the past – and he had stopped hating her quite quickly. But Chrissie wouldn’t accept that she had finally broken him with Benji, broken them. She made him feel he was being old-fashioned, unreasonable in not taking her back. And maybe he was. But that didn’t change the fact that he would never be able to make love to her again without seeing Benji’s stupid face leering up at him.


For a while he had tried really hard to get past what she’d done. Now he’d stopped trying and just accepted he probably never would. It was more peaceful that way. And he and Chrissie got on a whole lot better. Except that recently she had been making subtle overtures to him again. Staying up, like she had tonight, with some excuse, real or imagined, wanting him to snuggle up with her on the sofa for a cup of tea and a cosy chat. He’d gone along with it too. Part of him kept fantasizing that they could be happy together. But he wasn’t sure he loved her any more. Not in the way he had, or the way he should.


And after tonight, meeting Nancy, he knew he wouldn’t in future. Nancy was it. He would see her again, even if it meant brazenly soliciting that dotty friend of hers and dragging them along to one of his gigs. The thought galvanized him. He leaped out of his chair and grabbed his guitar. He’d have to put on a sensational performance next Saturday, just in case she showed up. For the next couple of hours he strummed quietly, testing out the best order of songs, examining the words for significance, finding pieces that showed off his talent. When he finally fell into bed, he was certain that if Nancy pitched up, he could, bottom line, get her attention. He was, after all, a performer. The rest would be in the lap of the gods.




Chapter Four


‘Oh God oh God oh God, Nancy. I feel like I’ve totally disintegrated. I’m dust.’ Lindy groaned softly.


Nancy laughed. ‘That bad?’


‘It’s not “bad”, darling, it’s bloody dire. I can barely see straight, there’s someone racketing around my head who’s obviously trying to demolish Palace Pier, and my liver is hanging from the chandelier, winking at me.’


‘I didn’t know you had a chandelier.’


Another groan. ‘Nor did I till I saw my liver hanging from it.’


‘Ha-ha! Alison was on the verge of carting you off to A & E, you know.’


‘I do know. Bless her, she took me home with her, slept on the sofa. Second mile, eh?’


It was late on Sunday morning and Nancy was getting ready to go across the drive for lunch with the family. She heard Lindy sip what she imagined was a strong black coffee. ‘I hope you had a good time,’ she said.


‘I enjoyed every single second, darling. Fantastic end to my sixth decade. Go out with a bang, eh? I just wish I’d stopped drinking about two hours before I did.’


Nancy heard the rustle of sheets, another groan.


‘Will you tell me what happened, exactly?’ Lindy mumbled. ‘Ali refused to be specific. She just said I got wobbly and she took me home. I can’t bear the thought that I humiliated myself in front of the beautiful Jim.’


Nancy paused. How much does she need to know? she wondered. She decided to leave out her friend’s rudeness – Jim hadn’t seemed to take offence. ‘It wasn’t too bad. You just slipped off your stool and landed in a heap on the floor.’


‘Oh, God, the very worst. Is there anything sadder than an old woman falling down drunk?’


‘You did it very gracefully,’ Nancy added, and they both laughed.


‘Jim must have been disgusted,’ her friend’s voice sounded suddenly tired. ‘I’ll never be able to look him in the eye again.’


‘He was fine with it, Lindy. He didn’t seem at all surprised. He must have seen people keel over a hundred times before in his line of work.’


‘Yeah, well, doesn’t make it any better. And he was so cute. I’d love to hear him sing. Wouldn’t you?’


Before she answered, Nancy eyed the card that Jim had pulled from his jeans pocket. It was sitting on the kitchen table in front of her. It had been a distraction all morning, like a reflection that keeps catching the eye. She’d got home last night, tired out and dying to get into bed, but had lain wide awake in the darkness, remembering the fleeting frisson between them.


After the last four celibate years, Nancy knew that she was particularly vulnerable to male charms. Since Christopher’s rejection, she had rarely spoken to a man, even less flirted with one: she had buried herself and her pain in her roles as daughter, mother, grandmother, and music teacher. Anyone could have looked at her as Jim had, with those bright blue eyes – questioning, full of humour and charm, but also delivering an unmistakable invitation – and she would have fallen for him. He could have been the creature from the Black Lagoon, she thought, and I would still have been putty in his hands.


‘Are you up for it?’ Lindy was asking. ‘Shall I give him a bell and find out when his next gig is? I have a hazy memory of him telling me a date. Just can’t remember when it was.’


‘He gave me his card for you.’ Nancy bit the bullet. ‘I’ve got it here somewhere. He said he’d get us comps for his next show if we want. I think it’s on Saturday.’ She cringed: she had already checked out his website and knew all the details of his next four performances.


‘Great! You’ll come with me, won’t you? I know it’s not your thing, but I can’t go alone and Alison doesn’t have much sense of humour when it comes to chasing men.’


‘Sure. I love any live music.’


‘It’s not the music I’m going for, darling.’ Lindy chuckled. ‘So he wanted me to have his card, did he? Good sign, no? Means he wasn’t totally put off by my trolleyed-old-lady act.’


‘It was your sixtieth,’ Nancy reminded her friend.


‘Please don’t mention the dreaded six-oh ever again,’ Lindy moaned. ‘Send over the info and I’ll call him.’


*


Louise and Ross’s kitchen was a place of high drama today. That was how they liked it, Ross playing the lead as he rushed about preparing lunch: oven and stove-top at full heat, pans, dishes and cutlery banging, taps running, knives chopping, corks popping, his deep laugh booming at full volume, the room filled with a delicious meaty aroma. Louise played front-of-house, laying the table, filling glasses, making sure everyone had what they needed.


Today there were other guests – including Ross’s trainee chef Jason and his girlfriend Kyla, another local couple – as well as Frances, Nancy’s mother, and the girls, making ten round the table. Nancy was feeling under-slept and fragile from the night before and could have done with a quiet sandwich at home. But, living next door, she could hardly escape without lying, and Ross took rejection of his food rather personally. So Nancy sat with her mother on the sofa and let the others organize the feast.


‘You look tired, darling,’ Frances commented, as soon as Nancy sat down. ‘I hope you’re not coming down with something.’


Trust you to notice. Through her irritation, Nancy realized how fragile her mother seemed, although she was as pretty and immaculately groomed as always, the pure white pixie cut framing an unlined face, with pale-blue eyes and a still-full mouth made up with tea rose lipstick. Her tiny figure was dressed today in a grey linen dress, a light-blue cashmere cardigan and a silk scarf patterned with blue roses. These days, she seemed a little thinner every time Nancy saw her. She made a note to mention it to Louise: whenever she tackled Frances about it, her mother would brush her off with an airy ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’


‘I had a late night. I went to a friend’s sixtieth.’


Frances’s face lit up. ‘Ooh, a party. What fun. Which frock did you wear?’


Louise, busy laying the table, caught the conversation. ‘Not a frock, Granny. Mum was line dancing in a pub in Brighton. She wore my jeans and suede jacket and those ankle boots you like with the studs. She looked great.’


Frances raised her eyebrows. ‘Gracious. That sounds a bit . . . eccentric. Sixty, did you say?’


Nancy saw the familiar mixture of bafflement and censure on her face. She was always falling short of her mother’s expectations. Even when she had been tidily married to Christopher, Frances had managed to imply – without saying as much – that Nancy wasn’t quite up to snuff as the wife of a high-profile musician. The divorce had proved her right.


‘How did it go, Mum?’ Louise was asking, as she paused with a handful of cutlery.


‘It was good fun, actually,’ Nancy said. ‘The dancing was brilliant. Unfortunately Lindy got hopelessly drunk and had to be carried home, but that was only at the end. She’s feeling very sorry for herself this morning.’


‘Poor Lindy,’ Louise said, laughing. ‘Who took the dancing?’


‘A guy called Jim. He’s a country and western singer.’


As she spoke she felt Jim beside her, saw his eyes resting on her face. The memory made her catch her breath. Lindy had probably already rung him and organized the comps so he’d know they were coming. Nancy would rather have bought the tickets anonymously from the website, but it was too late now. What was she getting herself into? Her friend had made no bones about fancying the pants off Jim. Could she sit and watch while Lindy came on to him all night? And if the boot were on the other foot, how would Lindy react to Jim paying Nancy attention? It seemed destined to end in tears.


She shook herself mentally and tried to focus on the people around her, taking the glass of wine that Kyla handed to her and listening to the eulogy Ross was giving on this particular Chilean blush rosé. But it was hard to concentrate.


If Lindy fancies him, she can have him, she told herself. What would I do with a man, anyway? The question made her smile.


‘What are you grinning at?’ her mother asked, her eyes full of suspicion.


‘Nothing,’ Nancy said. ‘I just had a great time last night.’


Which did nothing to alleviate her mother’s clear misgivings.


‘You’re much too old to be getting drunk, darling.’


‘I wasn’t drunk,’ she said quietly. If she had been, it would have been the perfect excuse for being so taken with Jim Bowdry. To avoid any further comment from her mother, Nancy looked out of the window. The girls were running up and down the lawn, each holding a long, floating scarf belonging to Louise above their heads like kites, the flimsy material billowing satisfactorily in the spring breeze. Jazzy’s long blonde hair swung behind her like a cloak, while Hope’s summer skirt belled around her skinny body, both of them shrieking with laughter. Bob sat by the flower border and looked on, turning her head from side to side as if at a tennis match, hypnotized. Nancy smiled. I love those two so much, she thought, glad she’d got to know them properly while they were young. I have all I need.


*


The succulent, still-pink roast beef and feather-light Yorkshire puddings had been polished off, as had the crunchy, sugary-sharp rhubarb crumble and thick cream, scraped from the sides of the white china bowls, followed by hot, strong espresso in flowered china demi-tasses. Now, most of the party, shooed out of the kitchen by Louise, had gone through to the sitting room and were lounging around the wood-burning stove, reading the Sunday papers and chatting. Hope and Jazzy had disappeared upstairs, leaving Nancy and Louise to clear up the remains of lunch.


‘Don’t you think Granny is looking more and more like a skeleton?’ Nancy asked, as she soaped a glass and rinsed it under the tap. ‘She never eats a thing these days.’


Louise thought for a moment. ‘She barely touched her lunch. But that’s nothing new – she’s always been terrified of calories.’ She rolled her eyes at her mother. Frances’s obsession with her looks had always bemused Louise.


‘Yes, I know she’s obsessed, but she’s never been this thin before. Do you think there’s something wrong with her?’


‘You mean cancer?’ Her daughter was never one to mince her words.


‘Well . . . I suppose it had occurred to me. Unexplained weight loss . . .’


‘Persuade her to see the doctor, Mum. No point getting all het up about something that might not be true.’


‘No, okay, I’ll try.’


‘Cup of tea?’ Louise asked, the subject apparently closed.


‘Love one.’ She put the last glass upside-down on the tea towel placed on the draining board and dried her hands. ‘By the way, I’m going out with Lindy again next Saturday night.’


‘Great. What are you doing?’


‘Oh, just a drink.’ Nancy wasn’t sure why she didn’t mention Jim’s gig. But it was too late now.


‘It’s good you and Lindy are friends. I like her.’


Nancy heard a patronizing edge in Louise’s voice, as if she were in a position to sanction her mother’s friendships. Perhaps she worried – more than she let on – that Nancy had become too isolated since the divorce.


‘How’s the restaurant doing?’ she asked, to change the subject.


Her daughter pulled a face, sucking her bottom lip under her teeth. ‘Yeah . . . okay.’ She clammed up, turning away to get the milk out of the fridge.


The Lime Kiln had struggled in the four years it had been open. Its position didn’t help, outside the village along a busy road; it depended on word-of-mouth, and there wasn’t enough of that. But Nancy had always thought that the real reason for its lack of clientele was the ‘fine dining’ status upon which Ross insisted. That meant an air of seriousness about the towers of ingredients, which had been smoked, seared, salt-baked, or even cooked ‘three ways’ just to confuse matters. All very Masterchef, very modern, but also very pricey and, in Nancy’s opinion, appealing to a limited market, which might have existed if Ross had established his reputation, but he hadn’t, even though he was a talented chef. Nancy thought he would be better off making his menu more casual, more user-friendly and a lot cheaper. She had never dared suggest this to Ross, but had put her thoughts to Louise, only to find that her daughter agreed with her.


‘You know Ross, Mum, stubborn as the day is long,’ Louise was saying, her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘He believes it will happen with time – that if he just hangs on in there people will come.’ Her daughter sighed. ‘And sometimes I believe it too. Then I see the accounts and I panic.’ She suddenly looked close to tears. ‘It’s impossible to talk to him about it any more. As soon as I start he just gets annoyed with me.’


‘Oh, Lou . . . Come here.’ Nancy wrapped her daughter in her arms. This was a rare moment of weakness in Louise. She seldom opened up to her mother, especially about her relationship with Ross. ‘I’m sure things will improve. It’s the beginning of the summer – there’ll be more weekenders, more holidaymakers looking for a treat . . . and you’ve got that lovely terrace at the back if the weather picks up.’


Louise pulled away, wiping her eyes and nodding in a mechanical way that told Nancy her words had been of little comfort. Maybe she’d heard them too often from Ross.


‘Yes,’ Louise said. ‘Maybe.’ She glanced at the clock. ‘I suppose I’d better get Granny home.’


‘I’ll do that,’ Nancy offered, her heart going out to her beleaguered daughter. ‘If I don’t keep moving I’ll snooze, and then I won’t sleep tonight.’


*


Frances was silent on the way back to her small terraced house in Hove. The journey took little more than twenty minutes, but she was nodding off by the time they arrived. Nancy stopped on a yellow line just down from the house and walked her to the door. ‘Can I come in for a second, Mum?’


Her mother looked as if this were not a particularly welcome suggestion, but she ushered Nancy inside.


They stood awkwardly in the small hallway, until Frances waved towards the sitting room. ‘Would you like some tea?’


‘No, it’s okay. I just wanted to talk to you about something.’ They both sat down, Frances in her armchair by the fireplace, Nancy on the faded chintz sofa. The room was cluttered with heavy furniture from her parents’ old house in Shrewsbury. Frances had insisted on keeping it when she’d moved south after Kenneth, Nancy’s father, had died, but it made the room stuffy and cramped. She cleared her throat. ‘I’m worried about how thin you’re getting, Mum.’


Frances’s face stiffened. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You’ve lost quite a bit of weight recently, don’t you think? I just wondered if you’re feeling all right.’


‘I’m absolutely fine,’ her mother said firmly.


‘Are you eating properly, though? Because every time I see you, you just nibble at stuff. You never seem to finish a meal.’


Frances gave an irritated sigh. ‘I’m old, darling, in case you hadn’t noticed. People lose their appetite when they get to my age. I haven’t a clue why, but I’m sure you could find out if you wanted to.’


Nancy steeled herself. ‘Maybe, but are you eating enough?’


‘I eat what I want.’


‘So you don’t have any pains, indigestion, difficulty in swallowing, that sort of thing?’


Her mother frowned. ‘What is this? The Spanish Inquisition? No, I don’t have any of the grisly symptoms you suggest. Now, please, I’m tired, and if all you came in for was to nag me about my diet then I’d rather you went home.’ Her mouth, still carrying faint traces of tea rose, was pinched into a thin line.


Nancy shrugged. ‘Okay, Mum. But, please, if anything’s bothering you, you’ll tell me, won’t you?’


‘Of course. I always do, don’t I?’


Which, Nancy realized, was probably true, especially where illness was concerned. Frances was not above exploiting minor complaints as evidence of the rank unfairness of life, particularly of her life. ‘Right. I’ll see you on Thursday.’


Frances, gracious in victory, got up to see her daughter off. ‘Thank you so much for bringing me home, darling,’ she said, submitting to the brief hug that Nancy offered with warmth. Her mother was such an annoying woman most of the time. Demanding, finicky, self-centred, always expecting her daughter to drop everything and be there as soon as she asked – as if Nancy had no other life – then suddenly grateful and sweet, which always threw Nancy and made her feel intensely guilty. Her mother was, after all, vulnerable by virtue of her age. But perhaps the guilt, thought Nancy, was part of Frances’s plan.


*


When Nancy got home, she went straight to her computer, which sat on a table in the far corner of the sitting room, looking out onto the garden. She wanted to hear the song that Jim had played after the dancing. She knew it was Kris Kristofferson, but she couldn’t remember which one, and although she had recognized the tune from a long time ago, the title escaped her. Something about Sunday morning . . .


It took no time to find the song on YouTube, a site to which Heather, one of her music students – a twenty-four-year-old aspiring actress – had introduced her so that they could both study performances in the fifties musicals Heather wished to emulate.
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