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About the Book


You can’t remember.


He won’t let you forget.


How can you fix your worst mistake if you don’t remember it?


Gemma needs a break from her life.


A work event looks the ideal chance to get away. And a friendly new client seems like the perfect gentleman when he joins Gemma for an innocent dinner . . .


But the next morning she has no memory of how the night ended and he has vanished into thin air.


Suddenly, Gemma is plunged into a twisted nightmare she can’t control. To protect her future, and her family, she will have to confront shocking secrets from her past - and the truth about the girl she used to be.
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Prologue


Fifteen years ago


Thursday, August 15


When I think of that night now, I remember the heat, clammy and intense on my skin, and the sense of feverish excitement in the air. I think of the taxi ride to the party with my friend Lauren, her body soft and scented against mine as we sat crushed into the back seat with her boyfriend Tom. The radio was on, the windows were open, and ‘London Calling’ started to play. I remember the surge of happiness I felt then; I’d just been accepted by London University and would be there within a month. Whenever I hear that song now, it takes me straight back to that taxi ride to Alex’s house. It’s as though I am that girl, the girl I used to be.


But I’m not.


I can feel the sandals I was wearing as though I’m wearing them now. I could hardly walk in them; I wore them that night for the first time and within an hour I had blisters. I can remember the feel of my dress, its soft cotton brushing my skin. When I close my eyes I can feel the breeze lifting my hair. I can smell the perfume I wore, taste the lip gloss on my mouth.


But always, always, when I think of that night, I think of Alex.


It was mid-August, the summer we were eighteen, and over two hundred of us from school were going to celebrate our exam results at Alex Clarke’s party. Lauren and I had got ready together at her house, and I’d sneaked in the little pink dress that I’d bought with the money I was supposed to be saving for university. We were tanned from the summer sun; each day we worked until mid-afternoon in the café in our local town, and then we’d strip off our sweaty nylon overalls, pull on our shorts, and spend the rest of the day down at the beach. That afternoon we’d spent an hour or so topping up our tans before going back to her house to get ready for the night ahead. This was the start of the rest of our lives, we told each other. We wanted to look different, like we were ready for our new lives away from home.


We had a few drinks before we went to the party. Lauren’s mum came into her room with a bottle of champagne to celebrate our results, and insisted on refilling our glasses whenever they were empty. We didn’t tell her we’d already had tequila shots. Lauren had more to drink than I did, but she always did back then. As soon as I was seventeen, I passed my driving test and my dad bought me a runaround so that I didn’t have to ask him for lifts. I loved driving and was happy to have soft drinks and ferry everyone about. I suppose that’s why it hit me so hard that night.


It was a Thursday in the middle of August and we had to go to the school office first thing that morning to get our results. We felt they were life or death; if they were what we needed, doors would be opened to the top universities, the best courses, and a life full of promise. Just a grade down and we’d be screwed. The lives we’d hoped for just wouldn’t happen. Or so we thought. And while we knew – we’d been told often enough – that everything would work out no matter what, that other universities were still good, we were young enough to believe that no, actually, things wouldn’t be okay. We all knew people who’d failed to get into their first-choice university, who’d talked about it for years later.


But that wasn’t our fate that summer. It was a stellar year. Everyone seemed to get the results they needed to do what they wanted to do. It was exhilarating, the way we opened our envelopes and screamed, one after the other.


And I remember Alex and his friends, all of them bound for Oxford or Cambridge, trying to hide their elation behind cool exteriors. They were fooling no one. They’d seen themselves as separate from the rest of us – they knew they were different – and now they were proven to be right. Or that was how I saw it then. I didn’t even know him; I’d only spoken to him once, but that was the impression he and his friends gave.


Lauren and I were standing behind their group that morning in the queue for the exam results and overheard his friend Theo ask, ‘The party’s on then?’


Alex nodded. ‘Spread the word around. People from here only. No one else.’


I’d nudged Lauren and she’d giggled; we’d been looking forward to it for months and had everything planned, right down to the nail varnish we’d wear on our toes.


The local press was there in full force that morning, prearranged by the school, and there were photos taken of us all, grouped into sets, our expressions happy and free. Our teachers stood with us, their faces so tanned and relaxed I could hardly recognize them. The relief among all of us was palpable.


Alex’s house was in the middle of the countryside, ten miles out of town. We’d guessed it would be bigger, more expensive, but the scale of it surprised us. It was a detached house set in pristine landscaped gardens on the edge of a village. There were no near neighbours; the garden was surrounded by fields, beyond which we caught glimpses of the river.


He and Theo were standing at the front door when we arrived, making sure that they knew us all. There’d been stories in the news that summer about parties where crowds had gatecrashed and the police had had to be called; it was obvious from the way he checked everyone as they walked up the driveway that he was on guard for that.


‘Hi,’ he said. ‘Come on in!’


Behind Alex was Jack Howard, one of his friends, who was taking photos of everyone as they went into the house. We’d known for a long time that he’d had a crush on Lauren, and when he saw us, he blushed and busied himself with his camera. She slung her arms around Tom and me and we posed there on the doorstep, giddy and excited at the thought of the night ahead. After Tom went through the front door, she turned and blew a kiss at Jack and turned to wink at me.


Whenever I think of Lauren, I think of us giggling. Just about anything could make us laugh. When Alex had greeted us, we giggled and nudged each other and went through the large hallway into the kitchen at the back of the house. It was full of food and alcohol. People had gone overboard and brought spirits and crates of beer and armfuls of wine bottles. I heard Jack say that Alex’s parents were away on holiday; they’d agreed that if he got top grades – which meant he’d be accepted by Oxford – and if he paid for a deep clean afterwards, he could have a party to celebrate. They would be back a few days later and didn’t want to see any sign there’d even been a party. That was a bit optimistic, I thought.


Everyone in our year was invited to that party and most were there. There were so many I only knew by sight, but we were all on such a high that pretty soon we were kissing everyone and anyone, congratulating people we barely knew, just grateful that we’d done well and were going to have our chance to get away. You’d think we were living in some sort of hellhole, the way we carried on, as though our only chance of a good life was to leave behind the one we had.


Lauren and I had done well; Tom too. We were all off in a month’s time to different universities. She and I had been friends since nursery school, and it would be almost the first time Lauren and Tom would have spent more than twenty-four hours apart in the two years she’d known him. I thought our friendship would last the separation, and guessed she’d stay with Tom, too; there was an ease about them that I envied. That night their arms were entwined and I noticed when she kissed a friend that she’d align herself with Tom, as though they were one person, so they embraced the friend together.


I drank so much that night. All of us did. It was the first time we’d all been together like that and we knew it would be the last time, too. Despite that, people didn’t seem drunk. Not really. Nobody was staggering or falling, and apart from my friend Lizzie, who was sick into an ornamental bay tree on the patio before it was even dark, nobody was ill. We were all outside and then the music was turned up and everyone was dancing. I lost Lauren and Tom somewhere along the way. When I saw her later, her dress was buttoned up wrongly and she had a fresh love bite on her neck. She was telling someone she hadn’t ever spoken to before that she would always miss them.


Then all of a sudden, past midnight, it hit me. I realized I was more drunk than I’d ever been. I’d been drinking more and more as the night went on, and most of it was punch from a huge bowl that one of Alex’s friends had been in charge of. God knew what had been in it – there were bottles of every spirit and liqueur you could think of lying around, and I was sure that most had ended up in that bowl. Lauren and Tom were lying in a hammock nearby by then, and when I turned to them, clinging onto the back of a garden chair for support, she smiled lazily and closed her eyes. I knew she wouldn’t want to go home yet. I was staying at her house that night and we were sharing a taxi home. Her mum had promised to leave the money next to the front door and the key under the doormat, so that we didn’t have to take our handbags with us.


My heart sank. It could be hours before Lauren wanted to leave. I started to walk back towards the house and staggered, falling into a bush. I didn’t mind; I thought it was funny. One of the girls from school yanked me back up again and asked if I was all right. I nodded. I don’t think I could have spoken if I’d wanted to.


When I reached the house I was suddenly desperate for the toilet. There were several portable toilets at the bottom of the garden but I didn’t think there was a chance I’d reach them in time. I searched for a cloakroom inside the house and found a door under the stairs, which I thought was probably what I wanted. When I tried to open it, I heard a boy laugh and a girl say ‘Shh!’ and I realized what was going on. I gave a deep sigh, knowing there was no point in waiting, and went further into the house. I could hardly see by then and was smiling at just about everyone. The mood was high, voices were loud, everyone was happy.


At the foot of the stairs there were a couple of chairs, with a note telling people to keep out. I couldn’t wait by then, though, so I squeezed past them and found a bathroom just at the top of the stairs. I stumbled in and sat down so fast I nearly dislodged the toilet seat. I found that funny, and wondered just what was in that punch. I wasn’t so drunk that I didn’t wash my hands, though, and saw that my face was flushed in the bathroom mirror, my eyes bleary and half closed. I knew I’d suffer the next day; I would have even if I’d stopped after the champagne and the tequila shots at Lauren’s house. I remember grimacing as I thought of the headache I’d have. The following afternoon I was going on holiday to France for two weeks with my family, and already I was dreading the long car journey with a hangover.


As I turned from the basin, I slipped on a towel someone had left on the bathroom floor. I probably should have picked it up, but I realized pretty quickly that if I bent down, I would fall. I doubted I’d be able to get myself back up if that happened, so I kicked the towel to one side and opened the bathroom door. It was quiet upstairs, though I could hear the sounds of the party continuing downstairs and out in the garden. I tripped at the top of the stairs and grabbed the handrail. I didn’t think I’d make it down without falling. My head was spinning by then and I had a sudden vision of myself hurtling head first down the stairs.


I backed away from the staircase and stumbled back into a door. It opened behind me. A lamp was lit next to a double bed. From the hockey stick propped up against the wall, I realized it must be Alex’s room. He played for the school team; the only time I’d spoken to him was when he dropped his kit when he was hurrying to get to a match. Posters from the Glastonbury music festival he’d gone to that summer were on his bedroom wall. I’d known he was going to it, just after the exams ended. Lauren had heard him talking to Theo about it when they were all queuing up to leave the hall after their last exam. A local band, The Coral, were playing at Glastonbury that year, and Alex was wearing their T-shirt at the party. A drum kit was in the corner of the room next to a guitar and a huge amp. I remember wondering whether he was any good and thinking he wouldn’t play if he wasn’t.


I sat down on the bed. Suddenly I was so weary, I just wanted to sleep. My head was spinning and everything was blurred. I couldn’t summon up the energy to go back downstairs, and I knew that when I did, Lauren would want to stay longer and wouldn’t want to spend time with me. Only that night she’d said that she and Tom had just three weeks left and they were going to spend every single minute together.


So I lay down. The bed was so soft, its covers clean and fragrant. It smelled like my own bed when the linen had just been changed. I loved the scent of clean sheets. And I knew Alex wouldn’t know I’d been here – he was a party boy; he’d be outside until dawn.


My head relaxed onto his pillow. I had a fleeting thought that my make-up would be all over the pillowcase, but I couldn’t care about that then. The door was half open and I knew that Lauren would come to find me. She’d know I hadn’t gone home; how could I? I had no money on me and I wasn’t going to go back to my own house as drunk as this. The bedside lamp cast a soft glow over the room and the light from the landing flooded the entrance to the room. She’ll see me here, I thought. She’ll tell me when it’s time to go home.


I turned to face away from the lamp. I’ve never liked to sleep with a light shining on my face. As I turned, I felt my dress ride up and I made a half-hearted attempt to pull it down. The scent of the pillow and the alcohol in my bloodstream and the lateness of the hour and the fact that I’d been awake until dawn that morning, worrying about my exam results, meant that when I turned back, my head buried in the pillow, I relaxed completely. I remember sighing as I slipped into sleep.


It had been a great night. A really great night.




Part I
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Present day


Friday, June 16


When I saw him for the first time, I didn’t think he’d be trouble. He was tall and broad, built like a rugby player, nice enough, but not the kind of man you’d necessarily look twice at in the street. At first glance he seemed harmless enough. That’s how men like him operate, I suppose.


I saw him that morning, looking at the advertising boards in the window of the estate agency I own, but didn’t take a lot of notice at first. Over the course of a day maybe a hundred or so people will look at the boards, trying to decide which house they’d buy if they had the chance, and I’d quickly learned that an expression of interest did not mean a sale. He lingered for a while, moving from the cheapest houses to the most expensive. I remember idly wondering what he was looking for.


When he did come in, he hung about in the doorway, as though he were waiting for someone. I glanced around and saw that Rachel, our sales negotiator, was at the photocopier and Brian, our lettings manager, was busy with a tenant. Usually we leave clients to look around, but he seemed uncertain, so I caught his eye and smiled.


‘Good morning,’ I said. ‘Can I help you with anything?’


‘I’m David Sanderson,’ he said, coming to sit at my desk. ‘I have an appointment.’


‘Oh yes,’ I said, flustered. He was an hour earlier than I’d expected and I’d planned to run out to meet my friend Grace for coffee for half an hour. ‘Hi. I’m Gemma Brogan.’ We shook hands. ‘Just a moment, I’ll call up your details.’


While I did that, I surreptitiously sent Grace a quick e-mail. Sorry, can’t meet. Another day?


‘So you’re looking for somewhere in the city centre,’ I said. ‘I can see you’ve selected a number you like the look of.’


‘I’m still not sure whether to go for an flat or a house,’ he said. He smiled then, a great smile that made his face light up. It transformed him from someone you wouldn’t really notice to someone you’d definitely remember. I couldn’t help but smile back. ‘I’m not sure if I’m ready for a house. I’d rather be near some bars and a gym.’


‘Will you be buying on your own?’


I could see Sophie, our junior administrator, who was always on the lookout for a boyfriend, giving a sidelong look at Rachel. I could tell from the way they both became very still that they were waiting for his answer.


‘Yes, I’m single,’ he said. ‘I’m just looking for somewhere for myself.’


I reckoned he was around my age, in his mid-thirties. Now that he was at ease and smiling, it was hard to believe he wasn’t snapped up already, though of course he could be divorced.


‘Are you from Chester?’ I asked. ‘I’m trying to place your accent.’


‘I grew up in the north-west but I’ve been working over in the States for the last ten years or so. Boston. My company’s transferred me to the UK for a while. A few years, I guess. I’ve sold up over there; no point in keeping the old place going.’


‘Who’re you working for?’


‘Barford’s. I’m in sales.’


I nodded. Barford’s was a large pharmaceutical company that had its headquarters on an industrial estate just outside Chester. I’d found properties for a couple of people there; it was supposed to be a great place to work.


He clarified the amount he was willing to spend; it was in the upper ballpark of properties in Chester, and I started to get excited. We had plenty of properties on our books. Things were moving more slowly than usual and I knew I could find him something. He’d named a great price and he was willing to try out a lot of different areas. I had to sell to him. I didn’t want to have to come back to the office and tell my staff that he had decided to go elsewhere.


‘I’ll get some details,’ I said. ‘I won’t be a moment.’ I saw that Sophie was busy with a client, so I called over to Rachel, who was putting brochures in the window. ‘Rachel, would you make Mr Sanderson a drink, please?’ It wasn’t her job to do that, but in such a small office we all had to take on that duty if someone else was busy.


She came over to my desk. ‘Would you like tea or coffee?’


‘I’ll have coffee, thanks,’ he said.


‘How do you like it?’


I glanced at her and had to stop myself from laughing. Her face was pink and she couldn’t bring herself to meet his eyes. She and Sophie were always the same when a good-looking guy came into the office. They were both young and single, though Sophie had nerves of steel when it came to dating, while Rachel seemed more shy and nervous.


He smiled at her. ‘White, no sugar, thanks.’


She blushed again and disappeared into our tiny kitchen behind the office. Sophie swiftly followed her and I could hear muffled giggles.


We drank the coffee and went through the details of some of the properties I had. He seemed particularly interested in the flats that overlooked the River Dee and others that were in the centre of the city.


I glanced at the office diaries online. I would normally send Rachel out, but she had another appointment that morning. I had a valuation in several hours’ time, at four P.M. ‘You said in your e-mail you were free until three P.M. I can take you to view some properties now if you like.’


‘That would be great,’ he said. ‘I’d love to look around this area; I don’t know it well at all.’


‘Just give me a few minutes,’ I said. ‘I’ll make some calls and get my keys.’


‘I can drive us if you like.’


‘It’s fine, thanks,’ I said. ‘It’ll be easier if I drive. I know the quickest routes.’


I asked Sophie to take some details from him and he went over to sit with her. Sophie was only eighteen and fresh from school. She was still learning the ropes; I’d had to weigh up experience versus cost when I’d employed her, and still wasn’t sure I’d made the right decision. As I made my calls I saw her, her face bright with excitement, asking David for his details and laboriously entering them into the computer.


I always drive round to the front of the office to pick up clients, so that they don’t have to go through the back and into the car park. As soon as he got into my little car I could see I should have let him drive his own. He was over six feet tall, with long legs and broad shoulders, and he looked really cramped in the passenger seat.


‘I’m sorry!’ I said as he struggled with the seat belt. ‘Shall we go in your car? I can direct you.’


‘It’s fine.’ He turned and grinned at me. ‘I used to drive a Mini.’


I laughed.


‘My mum bought herself one when I was seventeen,’ he said. ‘I think she thought it would put me off borrowing it.’


‘And did it?’


‘No, but I saved up for my own car much quicker than I would have if she’d had a bigger one.’


‘Clever woman. I’ll have to remember that when my son’s old enough to drive.’


‘How old is he now?’


‘Three.’ I smiled. Every time I thought of Rory, I smiled. ‘Plenty of time to go.’


The first property I took him to was an block of flats set in a gated courtyard within the city walls. As I drove, he asked questions about the area and I talked to him about the old Roman walls that encircled the city.


‘Walking around the walls of the city is a great way to get to know Chester,’ I said. ‘It’s a couple of miles and you follow the wall around – it’s virtually complete. You get to see the racecourse, the castle, and the cathedral as well as the River Dee. So you can see, it’s a pretty small city, but it’s got a lot going for it.’


‘Have you lived here long?’ he asked.


I nodded and told him I’d grown up on the Wirral, twenty-five miles north of Chester. ‘I moved down to London to university and then came here.’


‘You were in London? I was there too. Imperial. I studied maths. How about you?’


‘Queen Mary. Business. I graduated in 2005.’


‘Me too!’ He grinned at me. ‘That’s weird. And then you moved back north?’


‘I always wanted to work for myself, but it’s virtually impossible in London, so I moved here about seven years ago when I decided to open my own business. I love it here.’


‘That’s your own agency? You’ve done pretty well.’


‘Thanks. I love having my own place.’


I was really proud of myself for running my own business. It had always been my dream. I trained as an estate agent immediately after graduating, and worked down in London for a few years. Sales were high in those days, so my commission was too, and I saved as much as I could, knowing I wanted my own place in the future. When I met Joe, we decided to head north so I could set up on my own. I have a few properties that I’ve bought to rent out, too. It seemed crazy not to, when there were cheap houses coming up at auction. We’re managing agents for a number of landlords, so it’s just as easy to manage mine at the same time.


‘It’s a big responsibility, though, isn’t it?’


I nodded. ‘It’s a lot of work sometimes, but I prefer working for myself.’


‘I’d love to do that,’ he said. ‘I’m in a great job, but there’s something about having your own business . . . I’d really like to try it. Did you buy an existing agency?’


‘Yes, I bought one that had been running for a few years.’


‘What did you do about staff?’


‘Brian, the older guy who was in the office when you came in, was someone I inherited. He was a lifesaver; he’s worked in lettings for years and knows all the local landlords and tradespeople. I leave the letting side to him, though he’s heading for retirement now and works shorter weeks. It won’t be too long before I have to look for a replacement for him, I suppose. I hired the women myself.’


We arrived at the first block and took the lift to the fifth floor. The previous owners had already moved, so a sale could go ahead quickly.


‘Hmm, this is pretty nice,’ he said. ‘How long has it been unoccupied?’


‘They’ve just moved out,’ I said. ‘Last month. May. It’s much better that it’s empty; you could move in within weeks. You’ll probably find there’s room to manoeuvre on the price, too. If the vendor’s still paying a mortgage, they’ll want a fast sale.’


He went over to the window and opened the doors to the balcony that overlooked the central courtyard. There was space out there for a small table and a couple of chairs. He closed the doors without comment, then went into the bathroom. There was nothing to complain about there and he went into the kitchen, pulling out drawers and opening cupboards. Everything there was high spec; it was just the kind of place I thought he’d like.


‘What do you think?’ He smiled over at me. ‘Could you see me here?’


I laughed. ‘It’s a great city-centre flat. Well, on the edge of the city, which is better, really. You don’t get the noise.’


‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said. ‘It’s pretty noisy out there, when the French doors are open.’


‘Really? It seems quiet to me. Well, it’s the middle of the day, so there’ll be a lot of tourists and shoppers. At night it’d be much quieter.’


He nodded. ‘Let’s go. Where’s next?’


Next was a house in a popular area a couple of miles from the middle of town. It had its own busy centre, with bars and restaurants, gyms and shops.


‘Houses move quickly here,’ I said as I showed him around. ‘This one’s only been on the market for a few days and I’m expecting it to go by the end of the month.’


‘Sounds great,’ he said. ‘I could be living here within a couple of months.’


I smiled, absolutely certain that pretty soon he’d be making an offer on one of our properties.


By mid-afternoon, though, I’d shown him six places, and although he’d enthused about them all, when I dropped him off at the office he made no suggestion that he’d be taking any of them further.


‘I’ll be in touch in the next few days,’ he said.


‘Great!’ I smiled at him. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’


‘Any luck?’ asked Sophie as I entered the office.


I frowned. A number of people were looking at houses listed on the boards and glanced up in interest when she called out.


‘Can I see you for a moment?’ I asked, and went into the kitchen to wait for her. She bounced in, but the smile left her face when I reminded her not to call out in the office. ‘Just e-mail me or ask me quietly if it’s busy out there.’


She squirmed with embarrassment. ‘Sorry.’


Rachel came into the kitchen and filled the kettle for tea.


I said, ‘That’s okay,’ to Sophie. I didn’t like to reprimand her while anyone else was around.


She was only down for a moment, though, before she nudged me, saying, ‘How did it go with that guy? He was nice, wasn’t he?’


I laughed. ‘I could tell you liked him.’


‘Tall, dark, and handsome,’ she mused. ‘Fit, too. Gorgeous. Rachel thought he was too.’


‘I did not!’


‘Yes, you did. Pity he’s too old for us.’


I raised my eyebrows. ‘He’s my age, thanks.’


‘That’s what I mean.’


Rachel, her face scarlet now, nudged her, and I left them to it.


But later, before we closed the office, I called a meeting so we could thrash out some ideas for properties for David. We got together a list of another six that we thought he’d love, and then I e-mailed him to see whether he wanted to view any of them.


He replied immediately.




They sound great. I particularly liked the third one we saw today, the one with the view of the racecourse. I need to get my mortgage sorted out first, though – will be in touch soon.





I sighed. He’d told me he had his mortgage sorted. It seemed he was yet another client messing me around. I’d learned from experience that until someone had got a guaranteed mortgage, they weren’t seriously looking. I guessed we wouldn’t be seeing him again, but I wrote back saying he should let me know if he wanted me to recommend a financial adviser.


Will do, he replied. See you soon.
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When I arrived home, I walked through the house towards the happy sounds I could hear in the garden. I stood unnoticed at the patio windows, watching Rory run up the lawn and into the paddling pool, splashing water and shrieking. The hosepipe lay on the grass, filling up the pool, as it emptied every time he jumped into it. Joe sat on the patio, a beer in his hand, wearing just his shorts. He had his Kindle on the table in front of him, one eye on the screen, the other on Rory.


‘Hey,’ I said, and he jumped. I kissed him on his cheek. ‘My two boys.’


‘Hi.’ He put the bottle down on the patio and I stooped to pick it up again and put it on the table. ‘Good day?’


‘It was okay.’ I sat beside him and sipped his beer. ‘I spent hours taking some guy round a load of properties that I don’t think he’ll be buying.’


‘Argh, time-waster,’ he said. ‘That’s the way it is, though, I suppose.’


‘You weren’t the one wasting your time! Mind you,’ I said, looking Joe straight in the eye, ‘he was very attractive . . .’


He laughed. ‘Perk of the job.’


Joe was a stay-at-home dad. We’d been married for a few years, but still it was unexpected when I got pregnant with Rory. Joe was working in IT, and though he was paid well, he wasn’t enjoying his job much and was looking for a change, whereas I was really happy at work and was bringing in quite a bit more than he was each month. I didn’t want to hire a manager and lose control of the place, so when Joe suggested he should stay at home with the baby, I jumped at the chance. My hours were awkward, and I knew I’d never find a childminder or nursery that would keep Rory late at short notice. We were typical prospective parents in that we thought our lives wouldn’t change much when our baby was born; Joe had sworn he’d be able to take on part-time jobs while Rory slept, and I’d believed him. That first year had been a massive learning curve for both of us.


And now, well, house sales were down nationally and that was showing no sign of change soon. I had to work longer and longer hours to try to keep clients happy and to keep staffing as low as I could. Any ideas I’d had of taking days off to care for Rory were suddenly blown out of the water. Only two days ago Joe had told me his skills were now three years out of date and he’d suddenly found that he could no longer apply for certain jobs even if he wanted to, as technology had moved on so rapidly. The thought of being the only wage-earner was now making me panic. It wasn’t that I minded, just that houses didn’t seem to be shifting at the moment and I couldn’t think of a way to make more sales. I was worried, too, about the rentals I owned; they were mortgaged up to the hilt and it would only take one defaulter to mean we’d lose hundreds of pounds each month. And if houses weren’t selling, I wouldn’t be able to sell mine either. Or not unless I made a loss. The thought of that would keep me awake at night. And Joe . . . I had a horrible feeling that he’d stopped looking for work. He changed the subject when I brought it up, and I could never bring myself to press the matter.


Then Rory saw me and all thoughts of that left my mind. He yelled with delight and ran towards me, his arms outstretched.


I leaned down to kiss him, my face buried in his hair. ‘Hello, my lovely boy. Have you had a good time?’


‘I’ve been in the paddling pool all day,’ he said. ‘But I’m starving! What’s for tea?’


‘It’s in the oven,’ said Joe. ‘Lasagne. It’ll just be a few more minutes, so let’s get you into the bath and it’ll be ready by the time you’re out.’


‘I’ll take him,’ I said quickly. ‘Come on, Rory; let’s go.’


Rory stood between us, indecision on his face. ‘I want Dad to take me.’


I felt a familiar prickle of hurt. ‘Come on, sweetheart; I haven’t seen you all day! You can tell me what you’ve been up to.’


‘Go upstairs with Mum, Rory,’ said Joe. ‘Come on, be nice!’


My eyes smarted. My own child shouldn’t have to be persuaded to spend time with me!


‘But . . .’ said Rory, and then he looked at my face and I knew he’d seen the hurt there. ‘Okay, but will you be a lion? Growl just like Dad does.’


‘I’ll have a go,’ I said, but when I did, it clearly wasn’t up to scratch.


He gave me a pitying glance. ‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ he said. ‘Dad can do it when we get back downstairs.’


I ran a bath for Rory, and sat next to him as he played and sang and splashed. Hopefully he’d forgotten he was with his second choice. I started to think about the work I still had to do that day. I tried to get home as soon as the office shut at five so that I could spend time with Rory before he went to bed, though often I couldn’t manage that because of evening viewings, but the cost of that was that I had to work late. As soon as he was in bed, I’d be on to my e-mails, making calls, trying to match clients to properties they’d love, keeping track of the finances, and preparing for the meeting we had first thing every morning. The legal work had to be up to date, too, and often I did that at home, as it was easier to concentrate outside the office. Often I’d look up from my laptop late at night to find Joe asleep on the sofa, with something neither of us had been watching muted on the television.


Now that Rory was three, I knew Joe was anxious for us to have another baby, so that the children could grow up together. He loved being at home with Rory, but I was worried that if he was struggling to find work now, he’d find it impossible in another few years’ time. And if the property market was still in a slump, what would we do? I tried to forget these problems in the time I had with Rory each evening, but they were always there at the back of my mind.


I took Rory up to bed after he’d had his supper and lay on his bed to read him some stories.


‘Do the voices,’ he urged. ‘Make them scary!’


I tried to do it, but he sighed. ‘No, do them like Dad does. Make me shiver!’


I tried again, more forcefully, and he laughed, but said firmly, ‘Tell Dad to come up and do it.’


Shamefaced, I called to Joe and he came into Rory’s bedroom on all fours, growling and snarling so that Rory screamed with excitement. I stood and watched, and though I loved it, I was hurt, too, that he’d wanted Joe instead of me.


Later, when Rory was asleep, I sat at my laptop, typing up notes for the property valuation I’d seen after I’d dropped David off. I was just about to start to e-mail clients who’d sent me messages that afternoon when Joe came back from the gym.


‘You don’t mind if I watch this, do you?’ he asked, and flicked the television on. A football match was about to start. Wonderful.


There was no way I could concentrate while there was background noise, so I took my laptop into the kitchen and sat at the dining table. Joe came into the room and took a bottle of wine from the fridge. He raised a glass to offer me some, but I shook my head violently.


‘Come on, Gem,’ he said. ‘It’s Friday night. Start of the weekend.’


I was so tempted to say, What weekend? I’m working! and I think Joe must have recognized the expression on my face, because he put the wine back into the fridge and sat down beside me.


‘Give me a job to do,’ he said. ‘Any job. Come on, I can handle it.’


I laughed and he nudged me, his leg tanned and hard against mine. I nudged him back, feeling a frisson of desire as our bodies touched. ‘I’ve got all the bank statements here,’ I said. ‘And here’s a list of all the fee payments that have come in from solicitors. I need to marry them up and check for outstanding debts. You wouldn’t do that for me, would you?’


He moved an inch closer to me. ‘Maybe. What’s it worth?’


I leaned over and whispered in his ear.


‘Pass me that file and my laptop,’ he said, ‘and give me half an hour, and then I’m going to hold you to that.’
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Monday, June 19


‘So you’ll definitely be able to work on Friday afternoon?’ I asked Rachel the following Monday.


She nodded. ‘The course is on Saturday, then?’


‘Yes, in a hotel in London. Covent Garden. I’ll go down late Friday afternoon and come back Saturday night.’


She looked at the rota in front of us. ‘And you’re at work on Sunday? Are you sure you won’t want a day at home?’


‘I can’t. Brian’s off on Sunday. You’ll have Wednesday off in exchange for Friday?’


This happened every week. We were short-staffed, but unless the housing situation changed soon, I couldn’t afford to take on anyone new. I had to juggle around the rota to keep everyone happy and the place staffed. That was the problem with having a business that had to be open every day of the week. I tended to work most days, taking half-days off where I could, but it was hard and I seemed to be permanently exhausted.


I was happy to work long hours, but I did miss Rory and loved nothing more than to just be on my own with him. I loved those times we’d spend at the park or having a milkshake in our local café or at the swimming pool. Joe usually came along too, and I liked that, I really did, but sometimes . . . well, when Joe was there Rory would often turn to him if he was upset and I’d stand there feeling useless, whereas on our own he was totally reliant on me. It sounds selfish but it can be hard for a mum to watch her child run to someone else for help, even if that person is his dad.


Often I’d daydream about the time when Rory was older, when he could walk from school at the end of the day and come to the office and do his homework for an hour while he waited for me to finish. Joe would be out at work, then later, in my daydreams, it would be just Rory and me, in the kitchen, making dinner together while he told me about his day.


It was a strange fantasy, I knew that. It wasn’t as though things were bad now, it was just that I felt I’d missed out on that lovely one-to-one time that most mums seemed to have. I shook myself. I loved Joe. I loved Rory. I loved my job, most of the time. There was no reason to live in fantasy land.


I looked up to see Rachel staring at me.


‘Sorry!’ I said. ‘I was miles away.’


‘Anywhere nice?’


I shook my head. ‘I was thinking of Rory and what he’d be like as a teenager. At secondary school.’


Sophie saw the chance for a gossip and came hurrying over. ‘He’ll be gorgeous. Totally gorgeous.’


I looked at the photo on my desk. Rory was riding his tricycle in the park, his face serious as he concentrated. His hair was blonde and floppy and glossy, and far, far too long. The photo had been taken a month ago, just as summer started, and already his skin was tanned, his body lithe. Joe and Rory had given me the photo when I got home from work, just as Rory was going to bed, and as soon as he was asleep I’d started to cry at what I was missing.


‘He’s just like Joe, isn’t he?’ asked Sophie.


I smiled. ‘Yes, beautiful!’


They laughed.


‘Would you like another baby?’ asked Rachel suddenly. She blushed and I guessed she thought she’d been too forward.


They both looked at me, an eager look in their eyes.


‘I’m not sure,’ I said slowly. ‘I think so. I think Rory would love a baby brother or sister.’


‘And they’d love him,’ said Sophie, a sentimental look on her face.


‘I wasn’t going to have another,’ I said. ‘Not with working full time. It’s just something my mum said.’ I thought back to Christmas, when she and my dad had come to stay. ‘She said the best present I could give Rory was a brother or sister. I’ve got an older brother and we used to get on really well when we were kids. He’s working in Edinburgh now, so I don’t see him as much as I’d like, but we’re still great friends.’


‘She’s right!’ said Sophie. ‘He’d have a friend for life.’


I smiled. ‘That’s a lovely thought.’


Rachel picked up the coffee mugs. ‘I’ll get these done,’ she said, and went into the kitchen.


‘So you decided against going down just for the day, then?’ asked Sophie.


‘I couldn’t face getting the six A.M. train. Joe wanted me to so that he could go to the pub on Friday night, but I couldn’t face it.’ I left a pause, and then admitted, ‘So I told him it wouldn’t get me there on time.’


She laughed.


Rachel came back in to put away the biscuit tin. ‘What time did you tell him it started?’


‘Nine A.M. instead of nine thirty. The train gets in at eight fifty, so I’d have had to rush to be there on time.’


She shook her head in mock disapproval. ‘Lies to your husband. What next?’


I laughed along with the others, but I was well aware that I was telling Joe more and more lies lately. Some nights I’d sleep in the spare room, telling him my head was aching, when all I wanted was to be on my own for a while. Or I’d creep in with Rory, just to spend time with him, even though he was asleep. And I knew that Joe suspected I wasn’t happy. I’d seen him watching me at times, and when I’d smile at him, he’d seem lost in his thoughts and take a while to respond.


Last night, when we were in bed, I felt he was about to ask me about it and suddenly I thought, I’ll tell him everything, tell him exactly what I’m feeling, but then he turned away from me and went to sleep. I was still sitting up, putting my face cream on, and I wanted to lean over, to kiss his cheek, to try to regain some of that closeness, but I just couldn’t. So I turned away from him too, but I couldn’t sleep.


I seemed to have gone from someone who was always honest, always open, to someone who said whatever had to be said for an easy life. I didn’t know how that had happened.
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That night I took Joe up on his offer of wine. It was Monday, that was his excuse, and I realized then that virtually every night lately he’d had an excuse to open a bottle. ‘It’s Thursday!’ he’d shout from the kitchen. ‘Nearly the weekend! Come on, let’s have a glass.’ He was pretty good at having just one or two glasses, though, and so was I, now. I hadn’t always been like that.


So that Monday night Joe poured us a glass of wine and we did what I loved best, and lay at either end of the sofa, legs entwined, and talked. We put some music on and I lit some candles and for a while nothing existed but us. Our family. We talked about everything and nothing, as we always did, but the conversation always came back to Rory. It was our favourite topic, guaranteed to put me into a great mood. Joe told me about swimming and the park and how Rory had befriended a dog who lived across the street from us, and I soaked up those stories. I could never hear enough of them.


I told him what the women at work had said about having another child. ‘Do you think we should have another?’ I asked, suddenly overcome with sentimentality. ‘Do you think Rory would like a little brother or sister?’


Joe looked startled. ‘Of course! He’d love it. I’d love it!’ He reached out to pull me to him. ‘I thought you didn’t want to. You shouted at your mum when she mentioned it, remember?’


I winced as I remembered my mum’s shocked expression on Christmas Day when she’d given me her advice and I’d given it back to her with both barrels. She’d instantly looked down at the glass in my hand and I knew she thought I was drinking too much. That had made me even angrier. I couldn’t think now why I’d reacted like that. I’d felt so much pressure at work, and the idea of getting pregnant on top of that had seemed just too much.


But now, in the candlelight, with Rory asleep in his bed and my work for the evening all done, I couldn’t seem to recapture that feeling of anger and frustration.
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