
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      



      
      Born in Dundee in 1950, Robin Pilcher is married with four children and two grandchildren. He has been an assistant film cameraman,
         PR consultant and a farmer, and now lives between Scotland and Spain. He is also co-director of the short story website www.shortbreadstories.com.
      

      
      For more information visit the author’s website www.robinpilcher.co.uk

   



      
      
      Also by Robin Pilcher

      
      Starburst

      
      An Ocean Apart

      
      Starting Over

      
      A Risk Worth Taking


   




COPYRIGHT

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978-0-7515-5445-8

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain,

are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Robin Pilcher 2010

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval

system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in

writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the

publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





      
      
      For my father, Graham Pilcher
and my father-in-law, Robin McCall

      
      who, in their youth, gave so much
and, thereafter, asked for very little

      




      
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      Thanks to Tom and Karyn in New York, Felicity and her great team in Oxford, Kirsty – of course, and a special thanks to Caroline
         at Little, Brown whose intuitive editorial notes really sorted this book out.
      

      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      Alloa, Scotland—December 1988

      
      As she left the driveway and ran down the narrow lane leading to the farm, the silence of that cold winter morning was absolute,
         save for the crunch of breaking ice as her Doc Martens stamped through the puddles that ran ribbon-like along the rutted track.
         Tears glistened on her rosy cheeks, but the broad smile on her face showed that they were due to the frigid air nipping at
         her brown eyes rather than from any feeling of unhappiness. In fact, Claire Barclay could not have been happier. The cold
         that penetrated her padded jacket and bit at her ears through the woolly hat she wore pulled over her short hennaed hair was counteracted by a tingling warmth flooding
         from deep within.
      

      
      Because Claire Barclay was most definitely in love.

      
      Actually, she had been in love with Jonas Fairweather, expert motor mechanic and budding champion rally driver, ever since
         she had first come to Scotland at the age of eleven, but even though she had spent nearly every day of the next seven years
         in his company, she had never told him. And he had never said anything to her. They had never even kissed.
      

      
      So the question that had arisen on so many occasions in Claire’s mind was when to broach this subject, and take their friendship
         from its present stage into one of deep and everlasting affection.
      

      
      Today was the day, the time was right. She had finished with school and now had nine months to spend with Jonas before she
         went on to university at St. Andrews. And it was Christmas, the season of glad tidings. The previous evening, they had been
         together in the workshop, and they had talked and laughed while he worked on his car until well after midnight. When she left,
         his farewell had not been the usual muffled goodbye called out from the depths of the car engine. He had walked with her to
         the door and stood close, spinning a spanner in his hand, catching her eye and smiling at her. She had sensed then that something
         was going to happen, but he had just slipped the spanner into the pocket of his coveralls, pushed the door open and said, “See you tomorrow then.”
      

      
      Yes, the time was definitely right.

      
      She walked into the farm courtyard and went to the door of the workshop and slid it open. She realized immediately that things
         were not normal. There were no signs of activity, the bonnet of the Ford Escort was closed and the only sound came from the
         gas heater roaring away in the corner. She was about to turn and make her way over to the farmhouse when she caught sight
         of Jonas, dressed in his usual grease-stained coveralls, sitting on an old broken-backed chair by the closed tool chest. He
         was slumped forward, seemingly oblivious to her presence, resting his elbows on his knees and covering his face with his hands.
         She walked quietly towards him and, as she approached, began to hear the occasional unsteady intake of his breath.
      

      
      “Jonas?” she asked concernedly. “What’s wrong?”

      
      “Go away,” he replied without moving his hands from his face.

      
      “What’s happened?” she said, putting a hand on his shoulder.

      
      He reacted to her touch as if he had been scalded. Violently pushing away her hand, he jumped to his feet and walked away
         from her and stood facing the rear of the workshop. “Just head off, will you. I don’t want you to be here.”
      

      
      Claire shook her head incredulously. “No, I will not head off, not until I know …”

      
      
      He turned and glared contemptuously at her. “For Christ’s sakes, just get out. Get back to your big mansion house and stay
         there.” He began to walk quickly over to the door. “You’re not welcome here.”
      

      
      Tears welled up in Claire’s eyes as she followed him out into the courtyard. “Jonas, what on earth has happened?” she cried
         after him. “Why are you being like this?”
      

      
      He spun round but kept walking backwards towards the farmhouse. “Just leave me alone, will you?” He scythed his hands apart.
         “It’s over … for good. I never want to see you again.”
      

      
      Claire stood in shock as she watched him turn and hurry off to the farmhouse. He entered and slammed the door behind him.
         She ran over to it and tried to turn the knob, but it was locked.
      

      
      “Jonas!” she yelled out. “What are you doing? Please, Jonas, let me in.” She laid her cheek against the cold wood of the door.
         “You can’t do this,” she said quietly. “I love you.” She slumped onto the doorstep, brushing away the tears that fell freely
         down her cheeks with the back of her hand, ignoring the icy dampness that seeped through her denim skirt and thick black tights.
      

      
      She stayed there for half an hour, only moving when the shivering in her body became so severe that she felt she might pass
         out with the cold. She got up and glanced back at the closed door before making her way stiffly across the courtyard and back
         out along the track.
      

      
      It was the last time she would ever use it.
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      New York—May 2005

      
      Pushing the set cutlery on the table to one side, Claire Barrington placed the menu and reservations book on the laundered
         white tablecloth and smoothed down the back of her black pencil skirt before sitting down on the velvet dining chair. She
         pulled it in and opened up the book, turning the pages to find that day’s bookings. Every line was filled, both for lunchtime
         and the evening meal, and additionally six names and telephone numbers were written in red at the side of the page in case
         of cancellations. It wasn’t a surprise or anything out of the ordinary. Since her husband Art had started the restaurant over sixteen years ago, Barrington’s had
         steadily built up a reputation of being one of the best places to eat in the East Village.
      

      
      Claire glanced over her shoulder towards the kitchen. There was no sign yet of the chef appearing. Pushing back her chair,
         she got up and walked over to the bar, taking out the small make-up case that she always kept on a shelf behind it. She had
         learned over the years to take opportunity of every downtime moment and she hadn’t yet had the time to check her appearance
         since arriving that morning. She undid the zip of the case, extracted a lipstick and was in the process of applying a light
         red gloss to her mouth when the chef hurried through from the kitchen. She turned to him and smiled. “So, what happened to
         you, Jean-Pierre?”
      

      
      “I am sorry, Claire, I was talking to the fruit supplier. He was not able to fill the order for the avocados.”

      
      Claire smacked her lips together and studied them in the mirror at the back of the bar. “What can we do about that, then?”

      
      “There is another man I can try. I will phone him after.”

      
      Claire replaced the make-up case behind the bar and led the way back to the table. The chef followed close behind, wiping
         his hands uncertainly on his starched white apron. He had come over from France to work in the United States two years before
         as a sous-chef in one of the smart uptown hotels, and although quite happy in his work, he had seen the job advertised at Barrington’s for a head chef and had decided to apply. As soon as he arrived at the little restaurant
         in the East Village, with its smart cream exterior and the green-striped awning with “Barrington’s” in italic letters across
         it, giving shade to the small wrought-iron tables that were trellised off from the sidewalk, he knew that he wanted the job.
      

      
      During the interview, his Gallic mindset had caused him to focus more on the owner’s wife than on what was being said to him
         by the owner himself. He liked very much what he saw in front of him—the short dark hair, the brown eyes and the small nose
         with the hint of childish freckles across its bridge. They seemed to belie her age, which he would guess at being about mid-thirties.
         She remained standing behind her husband during the interview, and so he was able to take in her slim figure and maybe too-slender
         legs, but what he had not read was the steely assuredness of her character behind the elegant appearance.
      

      
      “Excuse me,” she said, breaking into her husband’s explanation about the job’s required duties, “but are you more concerned
         with staring at my body than hearing what this job entails?”
      

      
      He had spluttered out an apology, his face reddening as he glanced from husband to wife. His credentials got him the job,
         but he had never dared to cross Claire Barrington again.
      

      
      He now sat down on the chair opposite Claire. He took off his tall white hat and laid it on the table, and sliding a hand through his hair, he watched in silence as she studied
         the menu.
      

      
      “Those avocados are important, Jean-Pierre,” she said without lifting her eyes. “We need them for the cress salad to go with
         the fish.”
      

      
      “Don’t worry. I will get them.”

      
      “What fish are you going to use?”

      
      “Halibut. I have already had the delivery.”

      
      “How much did you get?”

      
      “Enough for thirty covers.”

      
      Claire glanced across at the reservations book. “That should be about right. We’re about sixty for lunch. What about steaks?”

      
      “More than enough. The price was so good last week, I put in a big order. I shall get sufficient out of the deep freeze this
         morning.”
      

      
      “And the dessert?”

      
      The chef smiled. “Liam has asked if he could make a pavlova, so I have given him the chance to shine.”

      
      Claire frowned dubiously at Jean-Pierre, knowing that the young sous-chef had yet to prove himself. “Then on your own head
         be it.”
      

      
      He nodded. “I will be watching him.”

      
      Claire closed the reservations book and placed the menu on top of it. “Okay, so we’ll wait until Art gets back before we discuss
         what we’ll do for dinner. Five o’clock all right for you?”
      

      
      
      “Of course,” Jean-Pierre replied, getting to his feet and replacing his hat. “When is Art coming in?”

      
      “I’m not sure. He’s gone to the bank.”

      
      The chef glanced out of the window at the teeming rain. It fell so heavily that it hazed the view of Tompkins Square Park,
         no more than a stone’s throw on the other side of the road. “I hope he doesn’t get caught in this, otherwise he will be mouillé jusqu’aux os, wet to the skin.”
      

      
      “Let’s hope not.”

      
      As the chef made his way back to the kitchen, Claire sat straight in her chair and stretched out her back. The rain, thank
         goodness, had not started falling in earnest that morning until she had arrived at the restaurant, which was situated on the
         corner of East Tenth and Avenue B. When she left the apartment on Gramercy Park at eight-fifteen to walk Violet to school,
         the sky had not seemed unduly threatening, but by the time she had seen her daughter through the school gates on East Fourteenth,
         a thin film of rain was falling from the darkening skies, the kind that can effectively dispel even the merest evidence of
         effort from newly blown-dry hair in a matter of seconds. The cheap pack-away umbrella that she all too frequently left out
         of her handbag was therefore a godsend, its bright tartan canopy keeping her sufficiently protected as she strode the remaining
         four blocks to her place of work.
      

      
      However, things had changed for the worse by the time Claire returned from hanging up her coat in the small office at the back of the restaurant. Great rivulets of water poured off the striped awning outside, and in Tompkins Square any form
         of leisurely movement had ceased. Pedestrians huddled in pairs under inadequate umbrellas as they scampered this way and that
         along the crossing paths; joggers sprinted off to their destinations, not bothering to stop on the sidewalk to wait for the
         traffic, but leaping over gushing storm drains and dodging precariously around spray-spurting cars. In the fenced-off dog
         exercise area, owners rounded up their charges, cutting short their pets’ moments of wild abandonment for the day, while those
         who frequented the park day in, day out, and who had little place else to go, still grouped themselves forlornly under the
         relative protection of the wide-branched trees, their woolly-hatted heads bowed miserably and their hands pushed deep into
         the pockets of battered army-surplus jackets and ill-fitting overcoats.
      

      
      Claire expected the weather to bring on a stream of telephone cancellations, but they never materialized, and at lunchtime
         every table was once again filled. Besides the steadfast custom of local residents and shop owners, a constant flow of taxis
         and town cars pulled up outside, their wipers on full bore, delivering businessmen and their clients from the financial district
         downtown. For the first hour of the session, Claire had to cope alone with front-of-house, helping customers divest themselves
         of sodden raincoats and dripping umbrellas before showing them to their tables. This was because Art had indeed got caught
         in the rain on the way back from the bank and had had to return to the apartment to shower and change into a dry set of clothes.
      

      
      Nevertheless, Claire, as always, was equal to the challenge. She had helped Art run Barrington’s for fifteen years now and
         in that time had learned to keep a cool head in the face of countless difficult situations while dealing with a full house.
         Even power cuts and sudden staff walk-outs did not faze her.
      

      
      Nor did the long hours of routine work. After lunchtime was finished, Claire and Art and their three staff set about clearing
         and resetting the twenty-three tables with laundered white cloths, gleaming cutlery and conically formed napkins for the evening
         influx of diners. While the staff then left for a couple of hours’ respite, Art and Claire continued with their work, counting
         the lunchtime takings, checking stocks of wines and spirits and calling suppliers to arrange deliveries. Normally, one of
         them would have then gone to meet Violet at the school gates and walk her back to the apartment, but today, there being little
         respite in the weather and the extra cleaning in the restaurant resulting from it, Claire decided to ring Pilar, their housekeeper,
         and ask her to collect Violet in a taxi.
      

      
      Six-thirty in the evening was always a low point, a time when Claire wondered if she was ever going to have sufficient energy
         to survive past midnight and witness the last customer leave the restaurant. As she stood at the lectern desk by the entrance
         door, consulting the reservations book and glancing around the tables to make sure they were all laid for the correct number of people, she felt her lids grow heavy and her vision start to swim in and out of focus. Exhaling a breath
         in a long whistle, she kicked off one of her flats and leaned down to give her aching foot a rub. When she felt the hand on
         her shoulder, she gave an involuntary jump and turned to find Art standing behind her, a frown of concern on his long angular
         face.
      

      
      “You okay, angel?”

      
      Claire smiled and reached up for his hand. “I’m fine. A bit exhausted, but I’ll get my second wind in a moment.”

      
      “Good time then to go put your feet up,” Art said, directing a thumb over his shoulder towards the office. “That’s your stepfather
         on the telephone.”
      

      
      Claire screwed up her eyes. “Oh, God, Leo. I forgot it was his night to call. How does he sound?”

      
      “Great,” Art replied, “and I’d say totally on the ball. He told me it’s eleven-thirty in Scotland, and he’s sitting in his
         bathrobe with a cup of hot chocolate, and he just wants to say goodnight to you before he heads off to bed.”
      

      
      Claire laughed. “That doesn’t mean he won’t want to speak to me for ever.”

      
      Art walked over to the coffee machine, poured out a cup and handed it to her. “Go on, take as long as you want. We’re all
         set up for the evening.” He lightly brushed aside her hair and planted a kiss on her forehead and then watched as she made
         her way to the office, her tight black dress holding to the contours of her slim figure. “He’s actually being quite funny,” he called after her, “so maybe he’ll give you the boost you need.”
      

      
      Claire closed the door of the office behind her and sat down in the high-backed swivel chair. She pulled herself into the
         desk and picked up the receiver. “Leo? Hullo, darling, how are you?”
      

      
      Twenty minutes later, Art heard the door of the office open and turned to watch his wife walk back to the lectern desk, a
         new lightness in her step and a broad grin on her face. He went over to her. “What did I tell you? The old boy’s in good form,
         isn’t he?”
      

      
      Claire laughed and shook her head. “Talking with Leo is like having a glass of champagne.” She glanced outside at the continuing
         torrent. “He seems to be able to make the sun shine, even on a day like this.” Dropping the pen down on the reservations book,
         she reached up and gave Art a long kiss. “Come on,” she said, grabbing his hand and leading him towards the bar, “seeing I’ve
         mentioned it, let’s for once break with tradition and have a glass of the real thing before the rush starts. I think today
         of all days we both deserve it.”
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      West Sussex—June 1980

      
      Claire had always thought the house to be the perfect size for the two of them. The others in the street were much larger,
         quite grand, in fact, and Claire knew from her friends at school who lived in these houses that nearly all their fathers worked
         in London. They would leave very early in the morning, long before Claire and her mother were awake, and cycle or drive their
         cars (if they were late, or the weather was bad, or they were just very lazy) the three miles to Haywards Heath, where they
         would catch a train to Waterloo Station.
      

      
      
      Claire sometimes wondered why their house had been built there at all. She had an idea that maybe the man who designed the
         original layout of the street had made a wrong calculation, and rather than redraw his plans, he’d said to himself, Oh, I’ll
         just stick a little house in there. No one will ever notice.
      

      
      Or maybe he was just a very kind and thoughtful man and considered that the street should also have a house the right size
         for a young widowed mother (whose husband used to work in London) and her ten-year-old daughter.
      

      
      Anyway, it was perfect for them. To the right of the narrow passage that led from the front door was the sitting room. It
         overlooked the street, but the car was always parked in the driveway and so it blocked most of the view. This was where Claire
         did her homework and, when she had finished it, her mother allowed her to watch telly. Next week, it was going to be the summer
         half-term, which meant she wouldn’t have to do homework and she could watch telly for much longer.
      

      
      Then, out of the sitting room, turn right in the passage and immediately right again, and into the kitchen, which was at the
         back of the house. It had a door that led out into the garden and a huge window behind the sink, where Daphne—that was her
         mother’s name and Claire liked to call her Daphne when she wasn’t speaking directly to her—she would call her Mummy then.
         And she had done exactly the same with her father, David Barclay, but he had died three years ago, just after her seventh
         birthday. Anyway, Daphne liked to stand at the sink and look out at her garden while she was doing the washing-up. Actually, that wasn’t
         right because Daphne hated doing the washing-up, in fact she hated doing housework in general, but she did love gardening.
         Claire knew that she was very good at it too, because Daphne said it was very important to have colour in the garden all the
         year round, and she always managed to do just that.
      

      
      Claire had also once overheard Mrs. Paton from next door saying that Daphne had green fingers. Claire had been really upset
         about this because she had misunderstood what was said and thought Daphne had caught a disease just like her father, David,
         had, and that very soon she would be left with no one to look after her. But then Daphne had given her a kiss and wiped Claire’s
         face with a hankie and told her it just meant she was a good gardener and could make plants grow.
      

      
      Out of the kitchen and straight across the passage was the dining room. People never ate in there because Daphne never invited
         anyone to come to dine with them. She used to when they lived in London, but not any more. Actually, this year Daphne had
         used that room more than ever because she had been made chairman of the local horticultural society—she had told Claire that
         she hadn’t wanted to do it, but they’d made her—and so now she used the dining room for her meetings. And then, because her
         mother was chairman, for one night next month they were going to have a man to stay. Daphne had told her he was an expert at growing exotic plants, which meant they had all come from other countries
         and were very difficult to grow in this country, and he was going to speak to Daphne’s society to tell them how they could
         do it as well. Maybe they would dine in there when he was staying.
      

      
      Along the passage to the front door, and then make an about-turn and up the stairs. First on the left was Claire’s own bedroom,
         which had a small double bed that was really too big for the room, but it was one of the few bits of furniture that Daphne
         had kept when they moved from the flat in London. Daphne also thought that if Claire wanted to have a friend to stay, they
         could share the bed, but Claire never really wanted that, because the bed was her territory and she liked to think of it still
         being in the London flat when it was the three of them—David, Daphne and herself. Next month, though, she was going to have
         to sleep with Daphne for one night, so that the man could have her room, because the house, after all, was only the perfect
         size for the two of them, and not for anybody else.
      

      
      Then, straight across the small landing, was Daphne’s bedroom. She had a much bigger bed than Claire’s, but then the room
         was much larger than hers and could fit in other furniture as well. There was a chaise longue at the bottom of the bed, which
         was always a bit untidy with the clothes that Daphne had worn the day before, and a dressing table with a glass top which
         had some special photographs under it. There was one of Daphne and David on their wedding day; one of Claire when she was a little baby; one of Daphne’s parents,
         who had both died because they had been quite old when Daphne was born; and then one of David’s parents, wearing shorts and
         looking very brown on their farm in South Africa. If Claire wanted to see these photos clearly, she always had to push Daphne’s
         make-up things to one side and blow away all the spilt face powder.
      

      
      And then there was a big solid chest of drawers with brass handles. Top drawer—socks, tights and knickers; next one down—T-shirts
         and nighties; then it was shirts and blouses; and the bottom was jerseys. All Daphne’s other clothes were stuffed into the
         fitted wardrobe.
      

      
      And then, last of all, was the bathroom, which was up three more steps and overlooking the street again. There was a net curtain
         on the window so people couldn’t look in and see you walking around without any clothes on. It had a bath with a shower hose
         that didn’t really work because it leaked, a washbasin, and a loo with a horrid seat with a split in it. Claire knew she had
         to sit on it at a certain angle, otherwise her bottom got pinched. Claire thought it would be a good idea if her mother warned
         the man who was coming to stay next month about it.
      

      
      And that was it. Oh, except the little grey Renault, which was a French car, parked in the driveway at the front of the house.
         Daphne always kept the rear seats tipped forward and the whole boot area covered in a sheet of plastic because she quite often helped other people with their gardens and she was always having to collect plants and shrubs and things from
         the garden centre. Daphne had got Mr. Paton from next door to help her put a heavy piece of wood across the drive so that
         when her front wheels touched it, it would stop her from hitting the house, and the back of the car would be just clear of
         the pavement.
      

      
      So Daphne and Claire were the perfect number for the car, the car was the perfect length for the driveway of the house, and,
         as Claire had always thought, the house was the perfect size for the two of them.
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      Alloa—July 1989

      
      Jonas Fairweather stood hidden in the bushes, breathing heavily after the half-mile run from the farm. As soon as he heard
         Claire was leaving that morning, he had rushed out to his car, only to find the starter motor jammed solid, so he had been
         left with no alternative other than to make it as fast as he could on foot along the potholed track to the house. One hundred
         and eighty-one days. He had counted every one that he not seen or spoken to her since the incident. He did not want to miss
         her now.
      

      
      
      He pushed aside the dense foliage with his hand, clearing a view for himself across the lawn to the front of the house. The
         old car was still there, sitting on the gravel driveway at the bottom of the stone steps. He pulled a grimy Casio watch from
         the pocket of his jeans, its plastic fastener broken that morning when he had tried desperately to free the starter motor.
         It had just gone eleven o’clock. Maybe she’d taken a taxi instead. Maybe she’d already left.
      

      
      He sighed with relief when he saw Claire’s stepfather in his familiar tweed jacket appear at the top of the steps. He descended
         them slowly, struggling under the weight of a suitcase, and went round the back of the car and opened the boot. As he heaved
         it in, Claire appeared with her mother and walked arm-in-arm down the steps. They spoke for a moment and then Daphne put her
         arms around her daughter’s neck and held her tight. As the man clambered into the driver’s seat, Claire and her mother exchanged
         kisses before both slowly meandered their way round to the passenger door, talking as they went. Claire got into the car and
         closed the door, her mother leaning in through the open window for a final kiss before the car rolled slowly forward. Jonas
         watched as hands waved from both windows and Daphne, left alone at the front steps, wiped the back of her hand below her left
         eye.
      

      
      He broke from his hiding place and ran along the remaining stretch of track to where it joined the driveway, ducking into
         the bushes as the car swept past, now gathering speed. He saw only a glimpse of Claire, smiling excitedly at her stepfather beside her, and then he ran out onto the driveway
         and stood watching until the car disappeared behind the screen of rhododendron bushes.
      

      
      Jonas bowed his head, thrusting his hands into the pockets of his jeans, and then he turned and ran towards a tree at the
         side of the driveway and kicked his foot out hard against its solid trunk. He headed off slowly back towards the farm, every
         now and again rushing to one side to kick out at some other form of immoveable object.
      

      
      By the time he reached the end of the wood where the road opened out into the open fields of his father’s property, he could
         not tell if the stinging tears in his eyes were due to the stabbing pain in his right foot or the unbearable, searing emptiness
         he felt deep within.
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      West Sussex—July 1980

      
      Claire?” Daphne called out, lobbing her gardening gloves and secateurs into the wheelbarrow at the back door and prising off
         her muddy shoes on the doorstep. “Darling, are you there?”
      

      
      There was no answer, only the low hum of the television coming from the sitting room. Daphne gave her hands a quick rinse
         under the sink tap and hurried through the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dishcloth as she went. She pushed open the door
         of the sitting room with her bottom and walked past her daughter, who was lying with her feet up the back of an armchair, her head lolling over the front of the
         seat, watching the television upside down.
      

      
      “Darling, that is not good for you,” Daphne said, pressing the “off” switch on the television.

      
      Claire made no utterance of protest, but swung round through 180 degrees, stretched her arms above her head and let out a
         loud yawn.
      

      
      “I’m not surprised you’re like that,” Daphne said. “It’s like an oven in here.” She walked across to the window and opened
         it up to let some fresh air into the stuffy room. “I thought you were going to play with Jessica this afternoon.”
      

      
      “I did for a bit, but her mum wanted to take her shopping, so I just came back.”

      
      “You should have come out into the garden to tell me, then.”

      
      Claire’s mouth pouted and she hung her head miserably. “Sorry.”

      
      Daphne gave her a pat on the knee as she passed. “I’m not giving you a row, darling, so no need for that face. Listen, I’m
         going upstairs to get ready for the meeting. Paula will be here in a minute, so if I’m not down, will you tell her there’s
         a shepherd’s pie in the fridge? She can stick it in the oven for a couple of minutes.”
      

      
      “What time will you be back?”

      
      “I’m not sure. Probably about eight-thirty.”

      
      “And is the man coming as well?”

      
      
      “That’s the idea, yes.”

      
      “Can I wait and eat with you two?”

      
      “Darling, I don’t think so. It’s a bit late.”

      
      “Mummy, pleeease, it is half-term. I don’t have to get up in the morning.”

      
      Daphne gave it some thought as she stood by the door. She smiled at Claire. “All right, why not?”

      
      Claire jumped up from the chair and ran over to her mother and threw her arms around Daphne’s soil-stained jeans. “Thank you.”

      
      “But you’ve got to be grown-up and not be a nuisance.”

      
      “I won’t. I’ll just listen to you two talking.” She tilted her head back to look up at her mother. “Can we eat in the dining
         room?”
      

      
      “Oh, no, Claire,” she said, gently pushing her daughter away. “I really don’t have time for that.”

      
      “But Paula and I could do it,” Claire pleaded, as she watched her mother run up the stairs. “It wouldn’t take us long to tidy
         it up and lay the table, and it would be much nicer for the man to eat in the dining room. The table in the kitchen is much
         too small for all three of us.”
      

      
      Daphne leaned her head over the banister. “Well then, maybe you should eat before us.”

      
      “Mummy, you said!”

      
      Claire watched her mother shake her head resignedly before disappearing from sight. “All right,” she called out from her bedroom,
         “but you must ask Paula nicely to give you a hand.”
      

      
      
      Claire didn’t tell Paula about getting the dining room ready. She never really talked much to Paula anyway, because whenever
         she was babysitting for her, all Paula did was go into the sitting room and put on the telly. Claire waited until Coronation Street had started before getting up from her seat and leaving the room, because she knew Paula loved that programme and wouldn’t
         want to stop watching telly for the next half-hour.
      

      
      She went through to the dining room and began clearing all Daphne’s books and bills and things off the table. She was going
         to put them all on the sideboard, but then thought that Daphne would want to serve the shepherd’s pie from there, so she stacked
         them neatly on the floor beside it. The evening sun was now shining directly in through the window and Claire could see it
         was showing up a lot of dust on the table, so having found an aerosol can of furniture polish and a duster under the sink
         in the kitchen, she got up on a chair so she could lean right over and give the whole surface a good polish. The smell immediately
         reminded her of Mrs. Ishab, who used to come to help Daphne look after the flat in London. Mrs. Ishab was a very large lady
         and sometimes, when she was cleaning something very hard, her sari would slip and a big bit of brown flesh would suddenly
         appear and wobble away until Mrs. Ishab had stopped what she was doing and then got herself all tucked in again.
      

      
      Claire opened the bottom drawer in the sideboard and took out three mats with pictures of birds on them. She thought at first she would put Daphne at one end of the table and the man at the other, but then that would make it very difficult
         for them to talk to each other, so she decided that the man should be at the head of the table and Daphne and Claire could
         sit on either side of him. That meant if the man did want to talk to her as well, then he could.
      

      
      In the long middle drawer in the sideboard, Claire found plates and the bone-handled knives and forks. They weren’t very shiny,
         so she gave them a quick polish with the duster, and then thought that it hadn’t been a very good idea because it might make
         the shepherd’s pie taste of furniture polish. She just laid them out beside the plates and hoped that it wouldn’t.
      

      
      The glasses took a lot longer to put on the table because Daphne kept them in a cupboard on the wall in the kitchen, and it
         meant that Claire had to climb up on a chair and then kneel on the work surface to reach the cupboard, and she could only
         manage one at a time because she had to hold on to the cupboard door with her other hand to get back down onto the chair again.
         And then it took even longer still because she suddenly thought that the table would look much smarter if Daphne and the man
         had wine glasses, even if they didn’t have any wine to drink, and those glasses were kept so high in the cupboard that she
         had to stand up on the work surface to get them.
      

      
      And it was while she was doing that when Paula called out, “What are you doing, Claire?”

      
      
      Claire just stood stock-still, teetering on the edge of the work surface and gripping the stem of a wine glass. “Nothing.”

      
      She waited until she was sure that Paula wasn’t going to come through to the kitchen before she got down onto the chair as
         quietly as she possibly could.
      

      
      When the last wine glass was in place, Claire stood back and studied the table. It still looked very empty and not nearly
         special enough for them all to dine at. And then she had a really good idea. She pulled a chair over to the glass-fronted
         corner cabinet, got up onto it and unlocked the little key. She opened the door carefully and took out one of the three silver
         candlesticks. The candle in it was nearly all used up and there were dribbly bits down the sides, but it would have to do,
         and anyway, they wouldn’t be sitting having dinner very long because it was only shepherd’s pie, so it should last until they
         were finished.
      

      
      Claire put the candlestick right in the middle of where they would all be sitting and then stood back once more to look at
         what she had done. Now, that was exactly what a proper dining room table should look like.
      

      
      Only one more thing to do. Claire went back to the kitchen, unplugged Daphne’s radio/cassette player, and took it through
         to the dining room. She put it on the very edge of the sideboard so it wouldn’t be in Daphne’s way when she was serving out
         the shepherd’s pie, and then she got down on her hands and knees, pushed the plug into the socket and flicked the switch. She got up and pressed the “eject” button. The tape popped out and Claire read on it; “Sweet Baby
         James” by James Taylor. It was one of Daphne’s favourites. She pushed it back in and closed the little window, hoping very
         much that the man would like it too.
      

      
      She was just shutting the door of the dining room when she heard the whiny signature tune of Coronation Street start up. She hurried to the door of the sitting room and then slowed up as she walked in. Paula lay slumped in an armchair,
         her feet up on the low coffee table.
      

      
      “What have you been doing?” Paula asked without taking her eyes off the television as she flicked through the programmes with
         the remote.
      

      
      Claire beamed a grin of satisfaction that was never seen by the babysitter. “Nothing,” she replied airily.
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      “Oh, darling, what a wonderful job you’ve done!” Daphne exclaimed when Claire opened the door of the dining room to allow
         her mother to carry in the steaming dish of shepherd’s pie.
      

      
      Claire skipped round the table. “I did it all by myself,” she said, surveying her triumph with grinning pride. She knelt up
         on her chair and reached over to straighten up the wick of the candle. “I don’t have any matches. Do you know where they are?”
      

      
      “I’ll get some in a moment,” Daphne replied, hovering over the sideboard with the pie. “Darling, this is too hot to put down. Could you get another mat for me?”
      

      
      “Oh, I forgot about that,” Claire said rather gloomily. Sliding off the chair, she ducked below her mother’s burdened hands,
         took another mat from the drawer and placed it on the sideboard.
      

      
      Daphne put down the pie dish and, pulling off her oven gloves, turned to survey the table in greater detail. “Well, by my
         reckoning, it’s the only thing you have forgotten. I think it all looks quite splendid.”
      

      
      The man appeared in the doorway, clutching a bottle of wine by its neck. “Aha, we’re in here, are we?”

      
      Daphne smiled at him. “Did you find everything you needed upstairs?”

      
      “Absolutely. What a very comfortable house you have here.” He placed the bottle on the table. “My word, this all looks rather
         smart.” He fiddled with the open collar of his shirt. “I feel maybe I should have put on a tie.”
      

      
      “Oh, no,” Daphne laughed. “This was all Claire’s idea. She laid the table all by herself while we were at the meeting.”

      
      He stared down at Claire, his mouth open in surprise. “I can hardly believe that. It really looks as if it’s been set by a
         professional waitress.”
      

      
      Claire grinned broadly at him, shrugging her shoulders in glee.

      
      Daphne began to spoon the shepherd’s pie onto a plate. “Claire, why don’t you ask Mr. Harrison if he has a box of matches on him?”

      
      “Leo, please!” the man exclaimed jovially, thumping the pockets of his crumpled tweed jacket. “Everyone calls me Leo, and
         look”—he took out a silver lighter and flicked the flame alight—“I can go one better.” He leaned across the table and lit
         the candle.
      

      
      Claire immediately ran round the table to the door and turned off the main light switch.

      
      “No, darling, I think that’s too much,” Daphne said, putting down a plate on Claire’s mat. “We won’t be able to see what we’re
         eating.”
      

      
      The man laughed. “And goodness, what a terrible waste of a good shepherd’s pie that would be. We’d keep missing our mouths
         and it would all be down our fronts and piled up in little heaps around our chairs.”
      

      
      Daphne placed a plate at the head of the table. “Leo, if you’d like to sit yourself down there, I’ll go and see if I can find
         a corkscrew for your lovely bottle of wine.”
      

      
      Claire had been really embarrassed when her mother had said that thing about turning the light switch back on, but she thought
         what the man had said—actually, his name was Leo and everyone called him that, so she was going to do it too—anyway, she thought
         what Leo had said was very funny and so by the time she had got back to her chair, she had forgotten all about being embarrassed.
         Daphne had found a corkscrew and Claire now watched Leo closely as he tried to get the cork out of the bottle. He puffed out his cheeks and frowned a lot and his face seemed to go quite red with the effort.
         This made him look even more like a happy circus clown, which had been Claire’s first thought about him when he walked in
         the front door. That was because under his thick bushy eyebrows he had a pair of sparkly blue eyes that looked as if they
         were enjoying a good joke, and the top of his head was very bald and shiny but he had hair on either side that was very frizzy
         and unbrushed. And then his brown lace-up shoes seemed to be too big for his body, because he wasn’t even as tall as Daphne,
         and he wore baggy green corduroy trousers and a blue shirt and a bright yellow cardigan under his tweed jacket. Claire thought
         that all he needed was one of those squirty flowers in the buttonhole of his jacket and then he would really be a clown. She
         also noticed that it probably wouldn’t have mattered much if the lights had been left switched off because Leo’s jersey had
         a few food stains on its front anyway. Claire decided that she really liked Leo.
      

      
      “Well, cheers,” Daphne said, holding up her glass of wine to Leo, “and thank you again for coming so far to speak to our little
         group. They really found it all quite stimulating.”
      

      
      Leo gulped down his mouthful of shepherd’s pie before speaking. “I enjoyed it all tremendously myself, and I have to say I
         was most impressed by the knowledge of some of your members. There were a couple of extremely tricky questions asked, especially
         about plant propagation, and I’m not entirely convinced I answered them all that satisfactorily.”
      

      
      
      “Oh, I think you did,” Daphne replied with a smile. “Everyone there was hanging on your every word. Your reputation on exotic
         plants goes before you.”
      

      
      Leo almost choked on his wine. “Oh dear, that makes me feel an awful old fraud.” He wiped his mouth with a large red-spotted
         handkerchief. “To be quite honest, I’ve only been doing it for the past five years or so.”
      

      
      Daphne looked amazed. “Really? I thought it was your lifetime’s work.”

      
      Leo laughed. “Heavens no, but it has, without doubt, become my passion.”

      
      “So what was it you did before?”

      
      “Well, believe it or not, I was a brewer.”

      
      “A brewer! My word, you did have a change in direction.”

      
      “Yes, quite a considerable one, and I have to say it wasn’t for the first time. In an even earlier part of my life, I worked
         as a chemist for a large Swiss pharmaceutical company.”
      

      
      “Goodness, you have led an interesting life,” Daphne said, leaning her elbows comfortably on the table, her hands cupping
         her wine glass. “So, how did that lead to brewing?”
      

      
      Leo quickly ate another mouthful of shepherd’s pie. “We were living in Nottingham at the time”—he took a gulp of his wine—“and
         some colleagues of mine approached me and asked if I wanted to join them in purchasing a small privately owned brewery. I’d
         always had a great interest in the art of brewing—on a very small scale, I have to admit, having made my own home brew in the garage for some years—and I thought the opportunity was just too good to miss.”
      

      
      “Wasn’t it rather a daunting prospect for you,” Daphne asked, “going from producing a few bottles of beer in your garage to
         hundreds of barrels of the stuff?”
      

      
      Leo laughed. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Actually, it didn’t prove difficult at all because we’d kept on most of the workforce,
         so I just kept my head down and learned about the mass-production side of things as I went along. My colleagues, however,
         were the ones who really had their work cut out. They had to sell the product, and therein lay the difficulty. The reason
         why the brewery had been put on the market in the first place was because the product had not been selling.”
      

      
      “And did they get it to sell?”

      
      “Not at first, but then I suggested we increase the strength of the brew by about five per cent, and we took on a top London
         advertising agency who gave the beer a new identity that suited its more potent image, and sales thereafter just took off.”
      

      
      “So what was the reason you gave it all up?”

      
      Leo finished his last mouthful of shepherd’s pie and laid his fork down on the well-scraped plate with a clatter. “Thank you
         for that. It was absolutely delicious.”
      

      
      “There is more if you’d like,” Daphne said.

      
      Leo wiped his mouth with his hanky and held up a hand. “No, I’m absolutely full. Thank you.” He stuffed the hanky back into
         the breast pocket of his jacket. “The reason I gave it all up was that Oakdene—that was the name of the beer—had become a bit of a ‘cult’ brand with the young, something that
         did not go unnoticed amongst a number of the big London corporate brewers. Anyway, in due course, one of them put an offer
         on the table that valued the business at an exorbitant sum of money.” He laughed. “I think we must have given it all of two
         minutes’ consideration before closing the deal.”
      

      
      “So that’s when you moved up to Scotland?”

      
      “Almost the next day. About the time that the sale of the brewery was being completed, I just happened to notice this extraordinary
         house being advertised in the Sunday Times, so I immediately jumped on a train to Scotland to have a look at it. It was all rather run-down and obviously in need of
         a good deal of money being spent on the fabric of the place, but it did have a sizeable piece of land with it and a wonderful
         garden with these most enormous greenhouses. Those were what really sold me on the place.”
      

      
      “So that’s when you became involved with exotic plants?”

      
      “On a grand scale, yes,” Leo replied. “I had been growing a few in my garage alongside my amateur beer operation, a combination
         actually which nearly led to complete disaster. One winter, we were hit by a particularly cold snap of weather, so I had to
         increase the heat in the place to make sure all the plants would survive, and next thing I knew all my beer bottles started
         exploding.” He grimaced. “It was rather awful, really. The garage sounded like a mini-war zone!”
      

      
      
      Daphne burst out laughing. “Oh, my goodness, what a mess there must have been!”

      
      Leo slapped his hands to his head. “Absolutely, and what’s more, over the following weeks it became quite apparent the plants
         did not appreciate the taste of my beer quite as much as I did!”
      

      
      Up until that point, Claire had been rather bored, because she had done exactly what Daphne had asked her to do and that was
         to sit at the table and listen to her and Leo talking. But now Claire just grinned, shifting her gaze from her mother to the
         man. She had not seen Daphne laugh like that for ages. It was as if she was happy again, and there had certainly been no sign
         of that since David had died. And although she couldn’t really understand what Leo was talking about when he was telling Daphne
         about his brewing company, she did think the story about the bottles exploding was very funny and she could imagine Leo’s
         exotic plants being terrified by the noise, and she thought it would make a very good book with coloured pictures to show
         what was happening to the plants.
      

      
      And now Daphne was asking Leo about his family, and Claire stopped spinning the knife round on her mat and sat up in her chair
         and really listened. But then she saw that Leo’s face had suddenly got very sad and that look of a happy circus clown had
         disappeared. He was telling Daphne that when he bought his new house and moved there with Anne, who was his wife, and Marcus
         and Charity, his children, Anne was very ill and Claire heard the name of the disease and knew it was the same one that David had got. Leo said that
         Anne had died six years ago, which was three years more than David, and Daphne bit at her lip and said to Leo that she knew
         how devastating it was because her husband had died, and they both looked very sad, which annoyed Claire because a moment
         ago they had both been so happy. So she thought for a moment and decided to say something to Leo.
      

      
      “Leo,” she said quite shyly because although Leo had said that everyone called him that, she actually hadn’t said his name
         out loud.
      

      
      “Yes, my dear,” Leo replied, leaning towards her. Claire realized that he was smiling again, which pleased her.

      
      “How old are you?”

      
      Leo threw himself back in his chair with a loud guffaw, and that made Claire laugh as well, but then she saw that Daphne did
         not seem to find it as funny as she and Leo.
      

      
      “Claire, you shouldn’t really ask those kinds of questions,” she said sternly and Claire could see that her mother’s cheeks
         had gone quite pink.
      

      
      “Oh, I think it’s a very good question,” Leo said, which made Claire feel quite relieved. “I am fifty-two years old, Claire.
         Now you’ve got to tell me how old you are.”
      

      
      “Ten,” Claire replied, swinging her legs back and forth under the table.

      
      “Well, I think you’re very grown up for a ten-year-old, because I have never heard of a girl of your age who can lay a table as well as you.”
      

      
      But Claire wasn’t really listening to him saying that because she was trying to do a sum in her head that was pretty difficult
         to do without paper.
      

      
      “Leo,” she said again, loving the way her mouth had to shape into an o at the end of the word.
      

      
      “Yes, Claire,” he said with a chuckle.

      
      “That means you are”—she was almost there, counting out the difference on her fingers under the table—“fifteen years older
         than Mummy.”
      

      
      “Bravo!” Leo exclaimed, giving one thumping clap of his hands. “Well done, you, working that out. Not only a professional
         waitress, but a brilliant mathematician as well.”
      

      
      Daphne was covering her mouth with her hand and staring at Claire, but Claire could tell that Daphne’s eyes weren’t round
         and cross, but more slanty and smiley. She took her hand away and Claire saw that her cheeks were blushing even more.
      

      
      “Darling, I really think it’s time for bed. Would you like to say goodnight to Leo?”

      
      Claire got off her chair and went to stand by Leo. “Goodnight, Leo.”

      
      And she was about to walk past him when he caught her up in his arms and gave her a long hug that nearly squeezed all the
         breath out of her and then gave her a noisy kiss on the top of her head. “Goodnight, my dear.”
      

      
      
      “On you go,” Daphne said, giving Claire’s bottom a pat as she ran past her to the door. “I’ll be up in a moment to tuck you
         in and say goodnight.”
      

      
      And as Claire made her way up the stairs, she thought how lovely it was to be given a real hug from a man again, and Leo’s
         clothes had not really smelt of old food, but he had actually smelt quite as she remembered David used to smell.
      

      
      And that was another reason why she really liked Leo.
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