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			Praise for Fanny Blake’s An Italian Summer


			‘I adored An Italian Summer … Fanny not only writes beautifully about relationships, but the descriptions of Rome and Naples are so ravishing that you not only marvel at the scenery, but also taste the delectable food and feel the hot sun on your back. A most beguiling read’   Jilly Cooper


			‘Intelligent, grown-up and cheering, Fanny has cornered the market in “real” stories told well’   Fern Britton


			‘A glorious jaunt around Italy with characters I didn’t want to leave’   Clare Mackintosh


			‘Fanny Blake’s writing is absorbing, intelligent and an absolute joy to read … Building to an unexpected and clever twist, this heart-warming and compelling novel is the perfect summer read’   Daily Express


			‘The clever plot, set in gorgeous Rome and Naples and full of glorious food and wine, has the group dynamics continually shifting … A perfect summer read, full of heart and sunshine’   Bella


			‘As themes of friendship and love intertwine with mystery, the plot reels you in until you have no choice but to devour every word’   Heat


			‘You’ll be enveloped in Italian sunshine with this great read full of warmth and insight’   Fabulous


			‘I loved this book. Fanny Blake excels at exploring the intricate detail of relationships’   Sarah Morgan


			‘A lovely, absorbing read, gently told, but with an intriguingly dark edge’   Hilary Boyd


			‘Likeable and realistic characters in a glorious Italian setting, this is the perfect summer read’   Maeve Haran


			‘From the moment the mystery unfolds straight through to the last pages, Fanny wove an engaging, heartfelt and nuanced story in such a beautifully drawn setting. I didn’t want to put this book down’   Michelle Gorman
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			I still remember that morning, the morning my life changed irrevocably and not for the first time. I had driven to Monkton Combe where I went for a long walk, one of my ‘inspiration hunts’ as my husband Rob calls them. Sometimes, removing myself from the demands of my interior design business and the internet gives me the distance I need to find inspiration for a new collection or solve any work problems. The business can be stressful, and I feel the pressure to keep the designs fresh, the turnover up and the staff happy. I set up Amy Green, my first interiors shop, about thirty years ago and since then we’ve gone from strength to strength, opening shops in three other cities and selling my fabrics through department stores throughout the country. Of course, the biggest change has come through the internet, so our thriving online shop sells fabric and our products throughout the world.


			When I got back to the house, I made some coffee and settled with my laptop in the sitting room, trying not to let my usual guilt from having been away from the business for a few hours take hold. Silly, really. As silly as biting down on an aching tooth.


			As soon as I logged into my inbox, I could see that Kerry, our marketing director, had emailed me repeatedly, her messages all flagged as high priority. I was immediately on alert. Since she enjoyed being in control, she usually kept communication to the bare minimum while I was out of the office. She liked proving she could cope without me.


			I opened the most recent one.


			Amy! Where are you? For God’s sake get in touch when you get this.


			I quickly checked back to her first email and started from the beginning of the thread. She must have sent it the previous evening.


			The accountants have found a discrepancy of almost £200,000.


			I had to pause and read the sentence again. That was impossible. Rob looked after the financial side of things for me and would never let a figure like that go unnoticed. All the same, I felt a nasty shiver of unease.


			They’re investigating several accounts that we’ve paid money into that I don’t recognise. Need your help urgently!’


			I trusted everyone who worked for me implicitly so I was sure it was some kind of error. However, I knew Kerry well enough to know that she wouldn’t go anywhere until this was straightened out. She would blame herself if anything went wrong on her watch.


			I skyped her and she picked up immediately. Seeing her tidy office was oddly reassuring. She was a woman who believed in delegation and a clear desk if a business was to be run efficiently. I did my best to set the same example, but had never succeeded in quite the same way. She looked more harassed than I’d ever seen her; her hair, usually neatly pinned up, hung messily around her face. She looked exhausted, though relieved to see me.


			‘Amy! Thank God! I’ve been trying to get hold of you all day. I know you switch off when you’re working from home but I’ve been going out of my mind.’


			‘Tell me what’s happened.’


			She pushed her hair back off her face. ‘I got a call from the accountants. I explained you and Rob were away, so they told me we’re missing around two hundred thousand pounds and asked if I could explain it. Someone’s been transferring money to themselves but recording it as payments to suppliers.’


			‘Who would do that?’ No one I employed would. ‘Who could do that?’ I stopped. Only three of us were signatories to the company accounts. If neither Kerry nor I had requested those transfers, that left one person. Rob.


			I was only too aware that business had being going through a bit of a dip. I’d been meaning to sit down with Rob to discuss new strategies but he’d been away a lot recently and we’d delayed the discussion. At that moment he was in France, at one of those trade fairs that I hated so much.


			‘There’s no point hating them,’ he’d say. ‘It’s new business. Don’t you want new business?’ Sometimes he frowned, sometimes he kissed me. ‘Even if you don’t, I do. For us both.’


			‘There must be an explanation.’ I tried to hide my concern from Kerry, because revealing any kind of discord between Rob and me would affect staff morale. We had to show a solid front at all times.


			Her raised eyebrows were sufficient comment. ‘Do you check the accounts yourself?’


			‘Not recently. I’ve left that all to him.’ How stupid I sounded. Amy Green was my business, for God’s sake. How could I not have involved myself in every aspect? Because I believed in giving people responsibilities and letting them have their heads, and because I trusted Rob. ‘If Rob’s done this, he must have had a reason.’


			‘I hope so. Have you spoken to him? He’s not been answering either.’


			‘I’ll call him now. Leave it with me. There’s nothing more you can do.’ I hung up and called Rob.


			He picked up immediately. ‘Darling. What’s up?’ Those languid public school tones always made my stomach turn over. They belonged to a world very different from the one I knew when I was growing up.


			‘Kerry’s been trying to get hold of us all morning. The accountants are saying our figures are out of synch.’ I didn’t imagine his sharp intake of breath. ‘Any idea what’s going on?’


			His silence told me he did have, and that I wasn’t going to like it.


			‘Ah … yes.’ He paused. ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t do this over the phone.’ His voice didn’t sound quite right.


			‘Do what over the phone?’


			‘I’ll be a back in a couple of days.’


			‘But this is urgent. We need to sort this out now.’ I was alarmed. ‘The fair finished today.’


			He lowered his voice so I could barely hear him. ‘There are one or two things that I need to finish off here first. I’ll be home as soon as I can.’


			‘What’s going on, Rob?’ Panic washed through me. A distance had been growing between us over the last I-don’t-know-how-long but I’d put that down to the pressures of work.


			In the background, I heard a door slam and a woman’s voice that was disconcertingly familiar, although I didn’t immediately put two and two together. ‘Coffee, Rob? We haven’t got long.’


			‘Who’s that?’ I asked. ‘Where are you?’ He’d told me he was staying in a hotel that was so cheap and cheerful it wouldn’t impinge on the company’s balance sheet.


			‘A friend.’


			I knew my husband well enough to know that there was something he wasn’t telling me. ‘Who? What’s going on?’


			‘I can’t explain now.’


			‘Where are you?’ I insisted.


			‘Look, Amy. This isn’t a conversation that I want to have over the phone. I’ll be back for a few days.’


			‘For a few days?’ I repeated, helpless. ‘Where are you going after that?’


			‘I’ll explain then.’


			When he ended the call, I realised I should have pushed him harder for an explanation.


			Of course I should have done but the truth was, I didn’t want to hear.


			That voice had driven everything else out of my head. Just hearing her was enough to make me doubt him. I’m not a jealous person. Really, I’m not. But Rob hadn’t always been the most faithful of husbands. We’d got over his last affair (a hotel receipt in a jacket pocket was the only clichéd clue required) with apologies, counselling and determination on both sides.


			I had convinced myself we had been devoted to each other since then. Though for both of us, Amy Green came a close second, because the business gave us the life we both wanted. But there was something else niggling at me that I couldn’t quite get a hold of. I ran through our conversation again, trying to read between the lines. If he had been defrauding the company – and I couldn’t accept that – what did he need the money for? He had everything he needed. When I had set up the company with his help thirty-odd years ago, we’d agreed that I’d stick to the creative side of things and remove myself from the financial. It wasn’t that I was unable, but he knew what he was doing, and it was a fair division of labour that suited us and let us play to our strengths.


			I typed Kerry a quick email.


			He’s not picking up for me either. I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve heard from him. Try not to worry. I’m sure he’ll have a good reason. Ax


			I hesitated before pressing send. This would be the first time I had lied to her. The business had always benefited from our honesty with one another, although I was plagued by sudden doubt. In any event, I thought it was better not to worry her further by reporting an inconclusive conversation. I knew Rob better than he imagined. Something wasn’t right.


			I opened a new email and began to type.


			Rob, you didn’t answer my question about the accounts. Why so evasive? Kerry and I are worried about this money. I’m sure there must be an explanation but we need you to share it with us.


			Was that too passive aggressive? I was never sure.


			Who was that with you? Did I recognise her voice?


			I hoped I hadn’t but that might nudge him into telling me.


			I know you’re busy and it’s not a good idea to catch you on the hop, but if you could email ASAP and explain all before you’re back, it would go down well at this end! Looking forward to having you back.


			I wasn’t. Not really.


			


			It took him two days to come home. Two days during which he never got in touch and I reassured myself frantically that he wasn’t guilty of … what? Fraud? Stealing? Having an affair?


			Which was the worst? I wasn’t sure. All of the possibilities hurt.


			I heard the front door closing and the sound of him dumping his bag in the hall.


			‘I’m in the kitchen,’ I called. I was ready. If he had been stealing from the company, no excuse would do. At the same time, I couldn’t believe he was guilty, and I wanted him to say so. But if not him, who else could it be?


			He stood in the open doorway looking hesitant but also unexpectedly determined. His dark hair was showing signs of silver around his temples and his face was unusually pale. His hand moved to the back of his neck. That’s when I knew something was definitely wrong. I had seen him make that gesture numerous times over the years, always prefacing a difficult conversation.


			‘This is so hard.’ His hand didn’t move. ‘I don’t know how to say it …’


			I suspected that was an understatement. ‘Then you’d better come and sit down.’ My heart was racing.


			We pulled out a bar stool each and sat facing each other round a corner of the kitchen island. Behind his head, the large hand of the skeleton station clock tick-tocked the minutes as they passed. Between us, a bunch of bright red, orange and yellow ranunculi flowered in an earthenware vase.


			‘I’m not going to make excuses, I’m just going to come clean.’


			Nothing coming after that sentence was going to be good.


			‘What’s going on? I thought everything was OK between us.’ I don’t know why I said that. Because I wanted it to be true, I suppose.


			‘Come on, Amy. You know as well as I do that things haven’t been right for ages. When did we last have sex?’ He paused. ‘Think about it.’


			He waited for me to deflect that arrow. But I couldn’t.


			Rushing. Snatched meals. Late nights. When had we last spoken to each other properly? Made love?


			‘Exactly. So this shouldn’t come as too much of a shock to you.’


			‘You’re having an affair.’ A pat on the back for perception, though I was feeling sick with apprehension. I studied the veins in the quartz worktop, my finger tracing one of them.


			‘Yes. I’m sorry, but Morag and I want to move to Edinburgh with the kids and start a business together.’


			‘Morag!’ I twisted in my seat. ‘You can’t mean it?’


			He had the grace to look away. ‘I do.’


			‘Morag who I hired to do our publicity?’ He nodded as if I was an imbecile – which at this moment I felt I was. I had so much wanted that voice not to have been hers. ‘The Morag who has a vile ex-husband, three children and is my friend?’


			We’d invited them to spend that first Christmas with us when she had nowhere else to celebrate. She was often in our house for supper or weekend brunch while her kids went to her ex. We had gone on mad shopping trips together, spent hours dissecting the business, the new ranges and the staff we did and didn’t need. And all that time, I had never once suspected that she and Rob …


			‘For how long?’


			‘Nearly two years now.’


			Two years! What a blinkered, trusting idiot I’d been.


			‘And the money? Tell me you haven’t been stealing from the business, too.’ I was reeling, unable to get a purchase, but I had to sort this out for everyone else’s sake, too.


			That got to him and something like shame crossed his features. ‘I thought I’d be able to pay it back before anything was noticed.’


			‘But why? What do you need it for?’ Perhaps he would tell me this was all a terrible joke.


			He took a deep breath. ‘We’re setting up our own interiors business and needed it for the start-up costs.’


			I was so shocked, I could barely take in what he was saying. ‘But why you didn’t get a loan or go to an investment company?’


			‘I was going to, but the ideal premises came up and we had to move fast. I thought I’d have time to pay the money back before anything was noticed.’ He shrugged. ‘But either way, let’s face it, it’s the least you owe me.’


			‘What does that mean?’ I was punch drunk from one shock after another. They were setting up in competition!


			‘I’ve worked for you for years and you’ve never given me so much as a share in the company.’


			‘You’ve never asked.’


			‘More fool me.’


			‘I didn’t know that was what you wanted. We agreed that it was my company and I should retain ownership of it. I thought you were happy with that.’


			‘We’re soulmates,’ Rob had once said to me. ‘We’ll beat the world together, whatever it throws at us.’


			I had been crazy in love then. ‘Promise me we’ll never not talk. Never hide anything. Never be dishonest with one another.’


			He promised.


			But now, apart from wrecking our marriage, he was torpedoing our business, too.


			‘What are you going to do?’ He swept his hand through his hair.


			I looked into those eyes that I thought I knew so well but there was no reaction. However, I had him in the palm of my hand.


			‘Am I going to report you to the police? Is that what you mean?’


			He nodded. ‘But you don’t have to.’ Desperation had crept into his voice. ‘I’ll pay you back. I can’t do it all at once but I can do it.’


			My anger and hurt were indescribable but, despite everything, I didn’t want to be responsible for him going to prison. ‘Then do that.’ I hesitated. ‘If you haven’t repaid it in full within one month, I’m going to the police.’


			‘You wouldn’t.’


			‘Don’t push me too far.’ However devastated I might feel, I hadn’t lost my reason. ‘I’ll do whatever’s necessary. I won’t let you ruin my business.’


			‘That’s impossible. We’ve spent some and some of it’s already committed. I don’t know how we’ll be able to. I was going to suggest—’


			‘No!’


			He flinched: a man used to getting his way in negotiations. ‘No?’ As if he couldn’t believe I was contradicting him.


			‘You’d better go home and discuss it with Morag.’ I had to get him out of there before I broke down. I didn’t want him to see the tears that were stinging my eyes. ‘That’s my only offer.’


			He thought for a moment. Then: ‘Very well.’ He reached out across the table. ‘Perhaps we can be friends again when this blows over.’


			I ignored his hand and got to my feet. ‘Can you hear yourself, Rob?’ I didn’t want his apologies and self-justification and meaningless hopes for the future. ‘I think you should get out now. Take what you need and we’ll sort out the rest later.’ I didn’t want him in the house any longer than necessary.


			‘I’m sorry.’ He hovered, as if he wasn’t quite sure, despite what he’d said.


			‘Out. Now.’


			I watched his retreating figure. ‘I’ll get that money back,’ I called after him. ‘I’m not letting Amy Green go. Not after all those years.’


			After he left, the tears started. And they didn’t stop for days.


			


			Now, I could not stop Rob and the business parading through my head as I veered between disbelief, hurt and fury. The pain was all-consuming. I thought about taking myself to our house in Mallorca, although the idea of being on my own there was unbearable.


			Once, when I was much younger, I survived what seemed a life-changing turn of events. Although it was over forty years ago, I still remember what led to my expulsion from St Catherine’s School for Girls quite clearly. The art teacher’s word against mine. His missing watch found in my desk. I hadn’t a hope.


			At the time, I thought my life was over; the ambitions I had to be a doctor scattered, my parents’ faith in me shaken. But I was wrong. My life hadn’t been over at all, though I ended up having a different career to the one I’d imagined for myself. I survived. But now I found my life was falling apart again, I looked back once more, and I found myself wondering if there was anything I could learn from what happened then that might help me now?


			Of our gang of four – Linda, Kate, and Jane and me – I was pretty sure one of them had set me up by planting that watch, and I had a fair idea of who it might have been. But I could never prove it. Despite that, prompted by Kate, three of us had started to keep in touch sporadically, Christmas cards, round robins and the odd phone call, so I knew the barest bones of their lives and Kate relayed snippets of Jane’s. Recently she had suggested we all meet up but none of us had done anything about it.


			Through my distress, an idea stuck in my mind. While Kerry and I were in limbo as we waited for Rob to pay back what he owed, I could take my mind off the present by sorting out what had really happened in my past. I appreciated the symmetry of that. That’s when I decided to take the initiative and act on Kate’s suggestion. I would suggest a small reunion. None of them knew Rob, so my personal life could be as off-limits as I made it, and their company would distract me.


			This year the four of us were all going to have a milestone birthday – that merited something special, didn’t it? A long weekend away, for example. So why didn’t I take them to Mallorca with me? The house was standing empty, just a budget airline flight away with all expenses paid (by me, quite happily) when we got there.


			This was utter madness. Why on earth should the four of us want to spend a weekend in each other’s company after so many years of managing quite happily without? On the other hand, I’d be offering a cheap weekend in a beautiful spot with sunshine, an infinity pool, to-die-for scenery and great food (even the King of Spain was said to frequent one of the excellent nearby restaurants) all laid on. Besides, what was four or five days in the great scheme of things? How terrible could they be?


		


	

		

			2


			Coming in from work, Linda went straight to the fridge, stepping over the post that lay on the mat as she went. There wouldn’t be anything interesting. Never was. Later, wine in hand, she went back to pick up the envelopes, only because it seemed wickedly lazy to leave them lying in situ. Among the mail-order catalogues, a bill and her monthly copy of Which? was a thick white envelope addressed in handwriting she couldn’t place. She took it to the sitting-room table and slit it open with a paperknife once given to her by someone. She unfolded the sheet of paper inside and stared at the blur of words. Unable to decipher it, she reached for the reading glasses she pretended not to need.


			Come to Mallorca for a long weekend!


			We can stay in our house and could catch up at last with no interruptions. What do you think? If you like the idea, I’d suggest we go next month when the weather’s lovely and the island is less crowded. I’m asking Kate and Jane too.


			I hope you’ll all be able to come


			Love


			Amy x


			Linda frowned, piecing together some memories. Jane once had a habit of snapping her fingers behind people’s backs, if she remembered rightly. And she had pinched a mascara of hers when she thought Linda wasn’t looking. At least she had given it back with an apology.


			It was always the small details which stuck in Linda’s mind.


			She read Amy’s invitation again, noting the expensive notepaper. What an extraordinary suggestion. The last thing she wanted to do was remember that time in her life any more than a Christmas card or round robin might prompt. But she couldn’t resist pulling her atlas from the shelf and opening it at a map of Spain. Sasha, fat and tortoiseshell, immediately jumped up and stretched herself out right across the Balearics so the sun fell directly on her. She extended a front leg and began cleaning herself, her purr a familiar engine.


			‘Get off. I’m looking at that.’ Linda lifted her up and put her gently on the floor. ‘Go and do something useful.’


			Sasha considered her for a moment before jumping straight back up onto the table and settling herself on the atlas again.


			This time Linda removed her to her lap where she stroked her until Sasha’s purr was at full throttle. ‘Mallorca. What do you think, Sasha? You’d have to go into a cattery, and I don’t know if you’d like that.’


			She took a sip of her wine. ‘Mike and I once talked about going to Mallorca for a long weekend when his wife was visiting her parents.’ She made a point of not using her name. ‘Remember? But then her plans fell through, so we never did. He should have been braver.’ She thought for a moment. ‘But how could he have been? And anyway, it was all talk, I see that now.’


			Sasha stared at her.


			‘But if he had been, my life might be so different.’


			She put her elbows on the table and her head in her hands.


			Was she turning into a mad old cat lady?


			The thought was enough to make her want to phone Mike. She scanned the contacts on her mobile.


			Stop. No. The last time she’d called him, he’d suggested in that kind voice he put on when he was dismissing an argument from a colleague that it wasn’t a good idea to phone him at home. Now he’d retired, his wife wouldn’t understand why Linda would be calling him. She had never suspected a thing over the ten or so years of their affair, but they had always had the pretext of work as an excuse. With the funding for his project withdrawn, Linda had eventually been relocated to the enquiries desk, which was a very different and much less enjoyable role, and he had taken early retirement.


			She loved him. Still, after everything. And hated him too.


			But mostly she missed him. She also missed their work together on the Tom Florence Collection – a unique compilation of local recipes and culinary records. If only the sponsoring restaurant hadn’t gone belly up. The Robin Hood Library was an emptier place without him. Her life was emptier. She felt disoriented without his reassuring presence there. He had always been the one she had been able to rely on for support and advice when she was floundering. Without him she had no one at her back.


			Her colleagues wanted change. They had kowtowed to Mike while he worked there as Head of Collections, but now he had left, his replacement, Simon, was bent on modernising the systems and making cuts. There was a rumour going round that the University HR department was going to be looking for candidates for voluntary redundancy. What would she say if asked? That she would prefer a cataloguing role to answering endless queries on the desk? That was what Mike had originally hired her to do, after all, and it was where her skills lay. But if she ever quoted Mike, there was a certain amount of eye-rolling, as if he was old wood that should have been cut out long ago. She too.


			She was aware that the others whispered behind her back, speculating about their relationship, questioning whether she was pulling her weight. That last was outrageous, when she looked back and thought about everything she had brought to the job. The Tom Florence collection was respected nationwide. Michelin-starred chef Florence had funded the project to collect recipes from all the local communities with 1 per cent of his restaurant’s profits, and she had been brought in just as it started. She stood up, tipping Sasha to the floor, and went through to the kitchen to refill her glass.


			Mike.


			She’d met him when he’d been a rare books librarian and had taken her under his wing. He’d introduced her to cataloguing before she went off to Aberystwyth where she’d got her MA in Librarianship, specialising in special collections. After several blissful years working in the London Library, he had written to her.


			I’ve secured funding for a new project and we’re looking for a cataloguer. You’d be perfect. We’re advertising very soon, but I hope you’ll apply.


			That letter had changed her life. She had got the job and they’d worked together ever since. Over time, as they collaborated on the Florence collection, their relationship changed. She had only experienced that kind of electrical charge once before. Long ago. Mike was married with children and the shine on his marriage was wearing thin, or so he led her to believe. All such a cliché – but she hadn’t seen that then.


			At first she had tried to avoid him but he’d seek her out, ask her about her work, but also about the other librarians. Gradually she became his unofficial spy without even realising. When something needed to be discussed with no danger of being overheard, they started going out for lunch or having a quick drink after work. She remembered Veneziano, the little Italian restaurant that had become their favourite, with a pang. Now deemed hopelessly out of fashion with its checked tablecloths and candles in bottles, it had been their private place.


			‘They’ll never find us here,’ he’d joked on their first visit.


			At the time, she had revelled in the secrecy that added a definite frisson to their meeting. She hadn’t thought he meant anything else until a long time later when his hand brushed her knee under the table. She jumped as if she had been electrocuted.


			‘So you feel it too?’ He leaned forward, his smile broad.


			She’d nodded, not sure what to say. He was married, after all. She knew what people said: never shit on your own doorstep. And experience had taught her something. But they didn’t act on the feeling for years.


			Living out of town had meant that occasionally, after a work do, he missed the last train and had to check into a hotel. The Premier Inn wasn’t the most salubrious of starts but back then, that was all his expenses ran to. That first evening held a special place in her memory.


			‘Another?’ He had leaned towards her, to scoop up her empty glass. He smelled of woodsmoke and something citrusy. She still missed the scent of his aftershave.


			‘I ought to go home,’ she said, not moving.


			‘Just one more.’


			She watched as he ordered their drinks. Most of the team had drifted off home a little earlier but she had barely noticed, so engrossed she had been in their conversation. He’d been telling her about being in the 1989 train crash at Purley that had injured many and killed five. His face had changed as he told her about the casualties he’d seen. ‘I’ll never forget the sound of one woman screaming.’ His eyes glazed with tears. ‘Never.’


			She wanted to reach out to him, to hug him close. But that would have been highly inappropriate, especially with the last of their colleagues still propping up the bar, so she held back. But he had looked at her with such sadness, her heart carried on melting.


			‘You understand?’ he said.


			She nodded, appalled by what he had seen and the effect on him.


			‘Gemma, my wife, thinks I should be able to forget what happened. Maybe she’s right. But …’ He looked down at the table, tracing his finger round the marks left by the glasses.


			Still she resisted reaching out to touch him.


			‘It isn’t something that’s easy to forget.’ He shook his head.


			‘Have you talked to anyone, I mean professionally?’ How buttoned-up and formal she sounded.


			‘No. But talking to you is a help.’ He took her hand in both of his.


			Startled, she pulled back but then as he looked up at her, his eyes intent, she relaxed.


			She could still remember how she’d felt as she’d given herself up to him, not something that she had done lightly. Married men were off her agenda. Her fingers had been burned before. But look at her now. She had nothing. They would never be a couple and soon she would be out of the job that had kept her going for so long. If she didn’t have him, at least she had work. But not for much longer. If she didn’t offer herself up on the altar of voluntary redundancy, they’d find another less pleasant way of making her go, and that would be without a financial cushion. She hadn’t even reached retirement age.


			She returned to her tiny sitting room, where Sasha had reclaimed her position on the atlas. She straightened one of the pictures on the wall before sitting down again.


			‘You know what?’ she said to the cat. ‘Maybe a few days away would do me good.’ She opened her laptop and googled Amy Green. ‘Let’s see.’


			Her search took her straight to the Amy Green website, but she found nothing about the villa there. She flicked through the pages to check. She had read Amy’s biog so many times she almost knew it off by heart but looked at it again. Their lives had taken completely opposite and unexpected paths. When they were at school, Linda was the one who carried everyone’s high hopes whereas Amy was ambitious but blew it. Stealing from a teacher was a stupid thing to have done. She typed in ‘Mallorca Amy Green’ and clicked on Images. And there it was.


			She had imagined the place as a modernist white box, minimally but expensively furnished, accessorised by pieces from the Amy Green range but this was something much more comfortable looking. A sandy-coloured stone building stood against a backdrop of wooded mountains, a glittering blue pool in front of it with views stretching across a deep valley and, as far she could make out, a large terrace for dining outside. Plants grew in pots around the place, everything from brightly coloured flowers to exotic-looking palms. Below the house, she could make out the terracotta rooftops of a small village trapped in the folds of the hillside. She caught her breath.


			This was a house that was asking to be visited. Linda longed to be able to step inside, to find out more about Amy’s life and how she’d got here from such an unpromising start.


			More than anything, she wanted to escape her own and have a taste of it.


			‘You should have seen where she grew up,’ she said to Sasha, under her breath. Then she raised her voice. ‘Nothing like this. I used to go round there and we’d spend hours listening to records, dancing in front of the mirror, trying out make-up and talking about the boys we fancied.’ What a world away that was. Amy’s mother would be downstairs in the front room measuring up clients or sewing furiously. Everything was accompanied by the whirr of her sewing machine as she ran up wedding dresses, evening dresses, suits and day dresses, costumes for school plays or dance school performances.


			She made almost all of Amy’s clothes too until Amy begged her to stop. After that, Amy had taken a weekend job at the local pub so she could save up to buy clothes mail order from Biba. When the catalogue arrived, they would spend hours browsing through it, picking one thing each that they couldn’t live without. She still remembered her knee-high kingfisher-blue suede boots. Those were the days: the days when she had loved colour and fashion and excitement.


			She sipped her wine. ‘I’m going to accept. Sorry, Sacha, but I’ll soon be back. I deserve this.’ Opening her email, she typed one quickly to the care agency who came to her aunt every morning, asking if they would step up the visits for the five days she’d be away.


		


	

		

			3


			The post was late that day. Kate had been clearing away breakfast when she heard the snap of the letterbox and the post falling on to the mat. She loved receiving birthday cards, all the more from people she hadn’t seen for ages, so she rushed into the hall. Five, including one from Amy. She recognised the writing and saved it till last. No card, but what she read surprised her.


			Come to Mallorca for a long weekend!


			We can stay in our house and could catch up at last with no interruptions. What do you think? If you like the idea, I’d suggest we go next month when the weather’s lovely and it’s less crowded.


			I hope you’ll all be able to come. I’m asking Linda and Jane too.


			Love


			Amy x


			PS Kate: I don’t have Jane’s address but I think you do. Would you mind sending the enclosed invitation on to her?


			Nice idea.


			She closed her eyes and thought about it.


			The farm was busy in the late summer, bringing in the hay, doing the repair jobs in time for the winter, preparing the sheep for sale or show. She was expected to be there, doing her bit in the office, answering the phone, making sure the accounts were up to date, helping outside if need be, putting hearty meals on the table for her husband and children.


			The answer would have to be ‘no’. Instead of throwing the invitation away, she put it behind the mantle clock so she would remember to reply, then got on with her birthday preparations.


			But as she moved through the day, one question kept resurrecting itself. Was she the only one who remembered what had happened that last spring term of school?


			


			Much later she had changed out of her farm clothes, three of her children were home and Alan her husband came through the back door into the kitchen as she took the chicken chasseur out of the oven.


			‘Looks good.’ This was his habitual refrain when she put supper on the table, as if today was the same as any other. She remembered the restaurant he had taken her to when they had visited London the year before. She’d have liked to celebrate her special birthday by going somewhere like that again, in York perhaps, or that fancy pub in Oulsted, but he wasn’t one for going out if he didn’t have to.


			‘Special occasion or something?’


			She flapped her new oven gloves at him. He knew perfectly well.


			‘Have you put out the glasses, Kit?’ she called to the twin she could see through the hatch in the dining room.


			‘Just about.’ A flurry of movement and the clink of glass suggested that he was just starting.


			‘Not stew again?’ Noah, the older of the twins by twenty minutes, came into the kitchen, and draped his arm round Kate’s shoulders, planting a kiss on her cheek. ‘Happy birthday.’


			‘This is no stew, you philistine! This is chicken chasseur – your father’s favourite,’ she protested. She had been looking forward to this evening for ages. Having the whole family home together didn’t happen often any more but this was her birthday so they were making the effort. ‘Is Lara here yet?’


			Noah raised his eyebrows and shook his head. ‘What do you think?’ The day his eldest sister was on time for something would be another cause for celebration. ‘She’s probably forgotten.’


			‘Don’t worry, Mum. She’ll be here.’ That meant Kit must have had a quiet word with her.


			‘Can I do anything?’ Noah tried to make amends for his tactlessness.


			‘Get everyone a drink,’ said Alan as he left the room. ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’


			‘Why can’t he …?’ Noah turned angrily.


			‘Don’t,’ warned Kate. ‘Your father’s had a long day working outside … let him have his shower in peace.’ She didn’t add, and he’s used to me doing everything for him when he gets in, so that’s what he’s come to expect. My fault.


			‘So have I.’ Noah had gone straight into the family business after completing his agriculture and animal science degree. She would have preferred him to widen his experience by working somewhere else first but Alan was keen to get him learning on home turf. ‘Might as well get him used to the business. No point him working anywhere else. Won’t be long till I retire.’ This seemed so short-sighted to Kate. Wouldn’t learning different methods and ideas bring new life to the farm? But there was little point in arguing over what was not her domain. Those boundaries had been set years ago.


			‘And it’s my birthday, so no arguments,’ she added. She loved every member of her family in different ways but each of them had moments when they could be more demanding than the others. She watched Noah get out seven champagne glasses and dust them off. ‘Champagne? What a treat.’ Her heart lifted.


			‘Nothing but the best, Ma.’ He gave her one of those long, lazy smiles that had made her heart melt since he was a baby. ‘Kit and I brought a couple of bottles. I smuggled them into the freezer.’ He went down the steps to the larder and returned with one of them.


			‘Yes, please.’ Molly, their youngest, came in and sat at the kitchen table, pulling a glass towards her. ‘Ma, I asked Donal if he wanted to come. That’s cool isn’t it? The others thought it was.’


			Kate didn’t miss Noah’s imperceptible shake of the head. ‘Of course.’ Although, much as she loved Molly’s boyfriend, she felt a flicker of disappointment. She had been looking forward to one evening of being surrounded by family only. But, she reasoned, Donal was as good as. So what did it matter? He’d been going out with Molly for four years, since they got together at their school dance just after Molly had completed her A levels. They had weathered going to different universities and their relationship seemed as solid as it could be, given Molly was back living at home while she worked out what she wanted to do with her life. Presumably she wouldn’t be working as a waitress in Bumbles café forever. Kate hoped she wasn’t simply waiting for Donal to propose. She wanted more for her daughter than marriage and children.


			‘Nice hair.’ Her daughter was the only one to have noticed the change.


			‘Thanks. You don’t think it’s too short?’ She had nervously watched her hairdresser snip away until he was satisfied. Yes, she could have stopped him but she had said she wanted a change …


			‘Not at all. It’s quite funky.’


			‘Really?!’ Funky wasn’t a word Kate would normally associate with her middle-aged, somewhat overweight self. She wasn’t sure anyone else apart from Molly would either. She touched the unfamiliarly naked nape of her neck.


			‘Champagne?’ As Noah filled the last glass, Kit came into the room. She should be used to how different the two boys were from one another even for non-identical twins, not just because Noah was dark and built like a prop forward and Kit was fair, finer boned and sharp-featured. Where Noah was chilled, Kit was wound up like a coiled spring. As far as Noah was concerned, anything went, but Kit was a perfectionist who liked everything just so – right down to the last detail of his appearance. Tonight Noah was in his usual work clothes of T-shirt and jeans – what was the point of changing? – whereas Kit was wearing a shirt and trousers. Instead of following his brother into the family business, he had struck out on his own, much to his father’s incredulity and relief. He read economics at university to become a civil servant. He studied hard, took his ambition seriously – very different from her other children – so that she knew he would make it, despite his only having achieved a lowly job in local government so far.


			He crossed the room and draped his arm round her shoulder. ‘All done.’


			She felt herself relax. ‘Thanks, darling.’


			At that moment, Alan reappeared and put a huge parcel with pieces of mismatched wrapping paper stuck over it on the kitchen table. ‘Happy birthday to my one and only!’


			‘You old smoothy,’ said Noah, passing him a glass of champagne.


			Alan grinned, smug that he’d remembered.


			‘Shouldn’t we wait for Lara?’ asked Kate, touched by her husband’s gesture. So often he had forgotten, or given her presents weeks late.


			‘We could be waiting all night,’ said Kit, tapping his fingers on the table. ‘You know what she’s like. Time has no meaning for me any more.’ He pressed the back of his hand to his forehead as if he was about to faint away.


			They all laughed.


			‘What about Donal? We’d better lay another place.’


			‘He’s got football tonight so he won’t be here till much later. I said we’d keep something for him.’


			’That’s fine’, said Kate. ‘We’ll keep something warm in the oven.’ She was pleased to have her immediate family on their own for a while.


			‘Happy birthday, Mum!’ Molly raised her glass and the others followed suit.


			‘Aren’t you going to open it?’ said Alan, shunting his present across the table towards her.


			She felt herself blushing. Being the centre of attention did not come easily. She was happier in the background.


			‘Not jewellery, then?’ She joked, but how she would love a new pair of earrings or a necklace. Alan would never take that risk, not even if guided by the girls. As the paper tore off and she realised what the box held, she composed her face into a beam of pleasure and tried to sound surprised rather than disappointed.


			‘A duvet! How …’ Words failed her.


			‘Yes,’ he said, clearly pleased with himself. ‘You said we needed a new one.’


			‘We do.’ But not as my birthday present. The words remained unspoken. She forced a smile and kissed him. ‘Thank you. That’s lovely.’


			The front door slammed and Lara blew in, slim, pretty in a floaty floral dress. ‘Hey.’ She smiled at the room then looked at Alan’s present. ‘You haven’t given Mum a duvet for her birthday? Dad, honestly!’ She picked up a glass of champagne. ‘Cheers, everyone. Happy birthday!’


			Alan looked indignant. ‘It’s what she wanted.’


			‘Even so. You could have been a bit more imaginative. I would have helped you.’


			‘You can’t just walk in here and start criticising.’ Molly leaped to her father’s defence.


			‘I can do whatever I like.’ Lara tossed her blonde hair back over her shoulder. ‘Anyway I’m sure it’ll be very cosy. I got you something, too.’ She reached into her bag to produce a small box. So not another set of oven gloves (Noah) or apron (Kit) or kitchen knife (Molly). Kate was touched they’d all remembered but the message involving domestic drudgery was coming over loud and clear. How had she let herself be so stereotyped?


			‘Thanks, darling.’ Inside the box were a pair of gorgeous beaded and tasselled gold earrings. She held them up. ‘They’re beautiful.’ Although she couldn’t imagine when she would ever wear them.


			‘Nipple covers. I can’t imagine you taking up stripping for a living, Mum!’ said Noah, laughing.


			‘Noah!’ Molly punched his arm.


			‘Earrings, you dummy.’ Lara gave him that withering look that needed no words. ‘They’ll look great on you. Come and see.’


			Lara went out with Kate to the cloakroom. ‘Go on, put them on.’ Lara stood at the door, watching as Kate struggled to get the pins through her rarely used pierced ears. She never had much reason to dress up.


			Lara clapped. ‘They look brilliant! I knew they would.’


			Kate swung round and hugged her daughter. ‘I love them. They make me feel quite different and they’re not at all heavy.’ When she moved her head, the gold threads glinted in the light.


			‘Good. I thought you deserved something a bit glamorous. Let’s show the others.’


			In the kitchen, the men were laughing.


			‘Perhaps they don’t look their best with this old shirt.’ Kate hesitated, running her hands over the faded blue cotton.


			‘Then treat yourself to something new. You deserve it, Mum. All you do is wait on this lot. It’s time you did something for yourself.’


			‘That’s not quite true.’ Kate laughed, but Lara’s words hit home. She loved looking after her family, had never had much ambition to do anything else after Lara was born. Just occasionally she did dream of striking out, doing something for herself but the opportunity never arose. Or was it rather that she had never grasped it? That’s why she worried about Molly still being at home. Lara meanwhile was working in hospitality at York racecourse and sharing a flat in the city. When they went back in the kitchen, the men were bent over the table, studying something in the paper.


			Alan looked up. ‘Whoa!’ He gave a stagey blink or two. ‘Look who’s just walked in! You look …’ He paused.


			‘Amazing,’ said Kit. ‘They suit you.’


			‘Aren’t they a bit young for you?’ Noah often spoke his mind without thinking of the person on the receiving end.


			Kate took a step back but felt Lara’s hand pushing her forward and remembered what she had said. Yes, she did deserve a bit of glamour in her mundane life. Why not?


			‘I don’t care,’ said Kate, suddenly emboldened. ‘I like them and I’m going to wear them.’ She shook her head from side to side so the tassels caught the light again.


			‘Go, Mum,’ said Kit. ‘Mata Hari in the kitchen.’


			‘Mata who?’ said Noah.


			Kit put him down with a glance.


			‘Oh, piss off.’ Noah drained his glass.


			‘Boys! Please. Not tonight.’ Kate nodded towards the casserole. ‘Can you take this through to the dining room?’ Lara was right. It wasn’t the most special of menus but, if it was a family favourite, what did it matter?


			Alan picked up the dish. ‘Chicken.’ Matter of fact.


			‘I thought chicken chasseur was your favourite.’ Kate was indignant. He knew perfectly well what it was. Although the meal was for her birthday, she had cooked for the family.


			‘Ooh, lah-di-dah! Just thinking you might ring the changes once in a while.’


			‘Perhaps you should cook once in a while, Dad.’ Lara’s voice was steely. It occurred to Kate that her daughter’s job had given her new strength of character.


			‘Get you and your feminist ways,’ said Noah as they all went through to the dining room and took their places at the table.


			‘Don’t be silly. It’s a simple question of equality. Why should Mum always be the one in the kitchen?’


			‘We’re out all day, working. That’s her side of the bargain,’ said Alan, making Kate feel as if their marriage had been reduced to a business arrangement – although she knew he didn’t mean it.


			‘I didn’t notice you arriving early so you could help.’ Molly started pouring out the water.


			‘I don’t live here any more, in case you hadn’t noticed.’


			‘Thank God.’ Noah’s voice was low but loud enough for them to hear. He took a bottle of wine, going round from glass to glass.


			‘Children!’ Kate’s voice was sharp with anger. ‘How old are you?’ And why was it always her who stepped in rather than Alan who was sitting at his end of the table, checking football results on his phone under the table. She could tell by the way he was totally focused on his lap.


			‘Sorry, Mum.’ Both Lara and Noah looked sheepish, although Kate didn’t miss the flicker of anger in Lara’s eyes.


			‘Give your mother a rest.’ Alan looked up and entered the fray too late to be of any real use. He got up and went to stand behind Kate with his hands on her shoulders. ‘It’s her birthday.’


			Kate lifted her glass of wine. She had a vision of sitting at the table on her own in a fancy restaurant with asparagus, a half lobster and salad, raspberries. She would eat every mouthful in silence, savouring each one. The wine would be exquisite, white, crisp and delicate on the palate. Not the rich red that Alan favoured that they were drinking tonight.


			‘You know what? I’d rather have white,’ she heard herself say, turning her head up to face him and pushing her glass away.


			He looked surprised. ‘But I thought … of course. Whatever you want.’ He left the room to return with a bottle of Sauvignon.


			She hadn’t the heart to say anything. But how, after more than thirty years of marriage, had he not registered that was the one white wine she didn’t particularly like. It was the same with carnations and chrysanthemums. Her non-appreciation of them hadn’t sunk in either, judging by the garage flowers he returned home with from time to time. But of course, it was her fault. She had never made her objections clear enough. ‘Is that all there is?’


			He looked puzzled and held the corkscrew away from the neck of the bottle.


			‘I don’t really like Sauvignon.’ There. And she felt better for saying it.


			‘You’ve never said.’ He sounded hurt.


			‘I’m sure I have. You just never listened.’ She reached up to squeeze his hand to reassure him she was joking. Except she wasn’t. And, judging by the look on his face that disappeared almost as soon as it arrived, he knew it. At least he was trying.


			While he went to get the one and only bottle of Chardonnay, the conversation began to dart round the table, stopping at one member of the family, then another – never for long enough for any disagreement to flare up. Kate began to relax. Alan unscrewed the top from the bottle of white wine and poured it for her before taking his place back at the head of the table. This was where she was most comfortable, in the heart of her family. She raised her hand to feel her new earrings and caught Lara smiling at her.


			‘Not on my watch, you won’t.’ Alan’s voice rose above the rest. ‘The old tractor’s got a few years left in her yet.’


			‘Investing in the future makes perfect business sense,’ Noah said.


			‘When you’ve been farming as long as I have, you’ll find experience is better than theory.’ Alan’s fist banged down on the table.


			‘In Germany …’ Noah was not going to give up.


			‘Boys, please.’ Kate had had enough.


			‘No work at the table,’ said Molly, quoting her mother’s oft-used phrase. ‘It’s your birthday, Mum. What would you like to talk about?’


			‘Actually I’ve got a surprise for you.’ Conscious of everyone’s eyes on her, she was almost as surprised by the decision she had just taken as they would be. But this evening had made up her mind. Instead of being taken for granted and turning into a drudge, she would do something for herself. Strike out. They were waiting …


			‘I’m going to Spain.’ The words fell from her mouth before she had time to deliberate any further. ‘That’s going to be my birthday treat to me.’


			Alan stared at her. ‘When? We can’t go now. The farm needs me.’


			She smiled down the table at him. ‘Actually I’ve been invited away for a long weekend. Just me and my three best friends from school.’


			They had never gone away, one without the other. She had booked holidays, found lost passports, washed and ironed and packed for two. Not this time.


			‘In Spain?’ His disbelief was almost comical.


			‘Mallorca, to be exact. I’m going to Amy Green’s place. Just for four days so I won’t be gone for long.’


			‘Amy Green of Amy Green?!’ Molly sounded astonished. ‘I read a piece about her online somewhere.’


			Kate nodded as a smile spread across her face. She really was going to go.


			‘How do you know her?’ Lara’s estimation of her had obviously risen a notch. ‘You’ve never said.’


			‘Old school friends. I haven’t seen her for over forty years but we’ve kept in touch. I sometimes see what she’s up to on Twitter.’


			‘Twitter?’ Alan’s astonishment had reduced him to bluster. ‘Since when?’


			‘Since Molly showed me. I don’t tweet though.’ She glanced round the table. ‘What’s so funny?’


			She had to wait till her family stopped laughing before she could go on. ‘Amy’s asked three of us out to her villa for a long weekend.’ When she had first read Amy’s letter, Kate had been far from convinced by the idea. Not that she would ever bring up what happened, of course. But what did it matter? That was years ago. This was Amy holding out a hand to show there were no hard feelings, presenting her with an opportunity on a plate.


			The time had come to stretch her wings: to do something unexpected of her. To live a little.


			There was a moment of silence as the others took it in. Then: ‘Good for you.’ Kit raised his glass in her direction. ‘It’s time you did something for yourself. Here’s to Mum’s reunion.’


			Kate could have hugged him as the others raised their glasses in support. Only Alan looked uncomfortable. She shouldn’t have sprung it on them like that but she would rationalise the speed of her decision to him later, and get him to understand. After all, it wasn’t as if she was going to be away for weeks. She’d soon be back to enjoy the new duvet and ‘ring the changes’ with the cooking. She gritted her teeth. This was something she wanted to do. For herself. She shook her head again, so her earrings jiggled.


			‘And these bad boys are coming with me!’
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