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      Chapter 1

      
      Good morning, me. I smile at my reflection. Sometimes I don’t think that I look too bad when I catch sight of myself in the mirror. Then I
         put my glasses on. When I’m no longer in flattering soft focus I can see all too clearly the fine lines that radiate from
         the corners of my eyes, the deepening tracks that score my once flawless skin from my nose to my mouth, the unwelcome puckering
         of my once full and pouting lips. Now that I know life begins at forty, my mouth is turning into a cat’s bottom. I try to
         relax it and fail. I used to call them my laughter lines, but there’s been precious little to laugh about recently – and still
         the lines deepen.
     

      
      Pulling the skin taut, I see what I’d look like if ever I found the courage or the cash to have a facelift. A more surprised-looking
         me stares back and I let the skin fall into place again with an unhappy little huff.
     

      
      I wish that I was one of those women that people describe as ‘feisty’. But I’m not. I wish I had an edgy, swishy haircut that
         says I’m a woman with my own style, my own mind. But I don’t have the nerve to go into the hairdresser’s and ask for one of
         those either – all those stick-thin women in black scare the life out of me. Am I the only person who finds the very thought
         of Gok Wan getting me naked terrifying? I would rather saw off my own arms than let someone like him tell me all that’s wrong
         with me. I’m forty-five years old, a mother, a wife and a librarian to boot. None of that really adds up to sex-on-legs, does
         it? Meet Juliet Joyce. Mrs Average.
     

      
      
      ‘Breakfast’s ready!’ my husband shouts up the stairs. I’d already heard the steady clattering of breakfast preparation coming
         to a head in the kitchen, but I was ignoring it, putting off the moment when I’d have to face another day. Now I’m going to
         be late for work if I don’t get a move on.
     

      
      Rubbing foundation over my skin with a heavier hand than normal, I have a last glance in the mirror and sigh. Then, before
         I forget, I grab the pile of books from my bedside table that are due back at the library today. It wouldn’t do for a librarian
         to be paying overdue fines, would it? The words of Tracy Chevalier, Philippa Gregory and Kate Atkinson have spent the last
         few weeks soothing me to sleep. Giving them a thankful pat, I tuck them under my arm, then snatch up my bag and head downstairs.
     

      
      ‘Bit burned,’ Rick says apologetically as I come into the kitchen.

      
      My husband burns the toast every morning because our toaster is old and knackered and Rick is too tight to replace it. I see
         this as the most important meal of the day and don’t appreciate the element of risk that our temperamental appliance brings
         to it. Rick doesn’t share my concerns. He seems to think that, miraculously, one day our toaster will be restored to its former
         glory and will be able to produce crisp, golden toast once more and not charcoal frisbees. I think we should go to Argos and
         shell out twenty-odd quid for a new one, but I constantly lose that battle. We had the toaster as a wedding present nearly
         twenty-five years ago from Ricky’s Aunty Gladys – the one who died of a heart attack on a Ryanair flight on her way to Dublin
         for a salsa-dancing weekend.
     

      
      My husband insists that he’s sentimentally attached to the toaster, whereas I am not. I would like a shiny new one, with variable
         toasting options and maybe a four-slice facility. Sometimes, in my bleaker moments, I fantasise about it. Rick seems to think
         that the toaster embodies all that our marriage is about – solid, steadfast, struggling on stoically, standing the test of
         time. I think it’s just not working very well.
     

      
      At least I don’t have to make my own breakfast – Rick does that every morning, regular as clockwork. His intentions are very good. And I should be grateful. Instead, I am considering
         heart-lessly switching to Bran Flakes as a form of silent protest. See what my husband and our toaster would think of that.
     

      
      I elbow my way in next to my dearly-beloved and, scraping lurid yellow I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter over the blackened
         I Can’t Believe It’s Toast, I cast a sideways glance at my husband as he busies himself making tea. Rick looks as if he’s
         permanently in soft focus these days. He’s always been quirky-looking rather than classically handsome. A bit like Hugh Laurie,
         who used to be a geek but is now, mysteriously, a heart-throb. Rick’s thatch of hair, which was always spiky before spiky
         became trendy, is now thinning. His grey-green eyes are kind rather than smouldering and have soft folds of skin beneath them
         that make him look tired – the tribulations of family life having been stored there. The once chiselled jawline has slackened
         somewhat and is now threatening to turn into a duet. His tall, gangly frame was all angles and awkwardness when I first knew
         him. Now the six-pack he used to sport, although we didn’t have a particular name for it way back then, has eased into the
         comfort zone and makes only a vague attempt at a two-pack. Though he’s still in great shape for his forty-five years, he looks
         like he could do with a little tightening all over. But then who am I to talk? Cate Blanchett is never going to feel threatened
         by my presence on the planet, whereas I’m constantly concerned about hers.
     

      
      ‘What?’ he says, as he realises that I’m staring at him.

      
      ‘Nothing.’ I risk breaking my teeth on the toast. The dog sidles up to me. Buster doesn’t care what state his food comes in
         as long as it’s plentiful. In fact, as long as he gets toast at all, he doesn’t care if it’s blackened. He’s a hound of indeterminate
         parentage, a black and white bundle of adoring faithfulness. I snap off a piece of toast for him and he chomps it with delight,
         his tail battering an ecstatic tattoo against the kitchen cupboards. If only I were so easily pleased.
     

      
      
      ‘I thought we could go out tonight,’ Rick suggests. ‘There’s that new film you said that you wanted to see.’

      
      I can’t even recall mentioning one.

      
      ‘We could eat out afterwards.’

      
      ‘How could I leave my mother alone for so long?’ I ask. ‘She’d probably burn the house down.’

      
      ‘I heard that.’ On cue, my aged parent arrives. She has pink curlers in her sparse hair – the hair that she’s recently had
         dyed an alarming shade of red. I should sue her hairdresser for crime by Clairol for giving her locks the colour of a ginger
         biscuit. Her dressing gown is buttoned up all wrong, but at least it’s quilted and flowery, the sort of dressing gown a mother
         past the age of seventy should wear. I’ve hidden her short, black silk kimono with the shocking pink dragon embroidered on
         the back. She had taken to wearing nothing underneath it and I just couldn’t cope with that over breakfast.
     

      
      ‘I told you when you invited me to live here that I didn’t want to be under your feet, that I wouldn’t be any trouble,’ she
         says.
     

      
      For the record, I didn’t ‘invite’ my mother to live here. A couple of months ago, she decided that she’d had enough of my father
         and left him. She arrived at my door with a battered suitcase, all the gnomes from her garden in two carrier bags and tears
         in her eyes. What could I do? Rick said I should tell her not to be so stupid, turn her round and send her home again. But
         I didn’t. I couldn’t. She’s been nothing but trouble ever since.
     

      
      My mother sits down at the table and waits to be served. I wish she’d stay out of the way until we’ve left for work and then
         she could have the kitchen all to herself and we wouldn’t have to make nice but, of course, I don’t say that to her. She eyes
         my pile of books and wrinkles her nose.
     

      
      ‘You read things that are too posh,’ she says. ‘Can you get me some of those romances? I like the racy ones. Plenty of sex.’
         Mum makes a leery face at me.
     

      
      My mother’s literary tastes have turned away from Rosamunde Pilcher and Maeve Binchy to embrace a more salacious, semi-pornographical read. Now she’s left my father, she’s decided she
         likes books that feature leather bondage wear on the covers. It’s not a trend I’m keen to encourage. You don’t want to think
         of your mother reading that kind of thing. ‘I’ll see what there is,’ I promise, knowing that I’ll come home with an armful
         of Rosamunde Pilcher and Maeve Binchy. People might see me stamping the other books out and think they are mine, for heaven’s
         sake. If she wants to read smut, she can go and get it herself.
     

      
      Rick pours out some more tea and places it in front of her.

      
      ‘Bit strong.’ She scowls at it in lieu of a thank you.

      
      ‘Can you get babysitters for senile old bats?’ my husband whispers in my ear. I smile.

      
      ‘I’m not deaf,’ my mother says. ‘I know what you said.’

      
      ‘Rita,’ Rick cajoles. ‘I’d just like a bit of time alone with my wife.’

      
      ‘I’ll go out,’ she offers. ‘I’ve just met a lovely lad on that interval.’

      
      ‘Internet,’ I correct automatically.

      
      ‘He’s twenty-nine. Says he likes older women. He says he’d like to meet me.’

      
      ‘Have you told him you’ve turned seventy?’

      
      My mother folds her arms across her bust defensively. ‘I could pass for a much younger woman, I’ll have you know.’

      
      Last week I caught her pasting one of Chloe’s more provocative photographs on her dating profile. I had to make her remove
         it. Part of me wishes she wouldn’t spend so much time on the internet – heaven only knows what she gets up to – but if she
         wasn’t on the computer half the night, then she’d be in the living room with us and that would be worse. She talks non-stop
         through all the television programmes. It drives Rick to distraction.
     

      
      Anyway, I’ve stopped checking my mum’s history on the net because I know she looks at porn sites. She goes online to chat
         at saucysilversurfers.com, where there seem to be a wide range of grey-haired gents making very saucy suggestions. We should make her keep the computer in the kitchen like we used to when the kids were younger. I shake my head. Pensioners surfing porn – whatever next!
     

      
      ‘Seventy is the new fifty,’ my mother informs me.

      
      What can I say to that? Other than that on some days, I feel as if forty-five is the new ninety.

  



      
      
      Chapter 2

      
      Outside the house, an AA transporter truck pulls up. From the kitchen, we all crane our necks to see what unfortunate household
         might be in need of its services.
     

      
      Chadwick Close is a cosy little street of houses built in the 1970s. We’ve lived at this same address in Stony Stratford near
         Milton Keynes for years and, from our prime position, we can see all the comings and goings in the Close. And there have been
         a few over the years, I can tell you.
     

      
      Most of our neighbours have lived here for ages too. Houses don’t come up here very often and they’re sought after when they
         do. We often get those estate agents’ leaflets posted through our door asking us if we’re considering selling, as even in
         these difficult times they have buyers queuing up to part with their money to move here.
     

      
      The houses may not be anything special, architecturally speaking, but they’re sturdy, square homes with good-sized rooms and
         gardens big enough for a growing brood. Ideal family homes. In fact, number 10 seemed like our dream home when we moved in
         twenty years ago. OK, we could do with some modernisation now – the house as well as the people who own it. And its look isn’t
         really enhanced by the group of grinning, fishing, foppish gnomes in the front garden that my mother has foisted on us. But
         one day Rick will get round to doing the list of jobs that keeps growing. I live in hope.
     

      
      Then we hear Chloe’s key in the lock. I didn’t realise that she wasn’t yet home. Has she been out all night? I need my car
         for work. How did she think I was going to get there? The deal is that she can borrow it, but has to be back in time for when
         I need it. The fact that she also uses it as an overflow shoe cupboard as she’s run out of space in her wardrobe for her extensive
         collection is another contentious issue between us. I think it’s a quiet protest as she’s been ousted out of the biggest room
         to make way for her gran and is now relegated to the rather ‘cosy’ box room.
     

      
      My daughter bursts in through the front door wearing a white crop top that struggles to contain her breasts and a skirt that
         barely skims her bottom. Her legs are bare and she’s wearing knee-high white boots. The young seem to have got the message
         ‘less is more’ somewhat confused.
     

      
      ‘I’ve got some great news,’ she says, grinning wildly as she bounces in. ‘Your air bags work brilliantly, Mum.’

      
      Ricky and I rush back to the kitchen window for a better view, and offer up a simultaneous gasp as we take in the crumpled
         front of what used to be my pride and joy atop the vehicle transporter. My little Corsa is the only new car I’ve ever owned
         and I chewed my fingernails to the quick before I reconciled myself to paying out all that money for it. I’ve always been
         used to making do, having second-hand. The kids’ needs always came first – that’s just what you did then.
     

      
      Now I look at my cheerful daughter and wonder if I did the right thing. Chloe is home from university for the summer after
         finishing the second year of her Fashion and Media course. She’s also nearly eight thousand pounds in debt and is showing
         no signs of getting a job for the holidays. Instead, she’s been out every night partying and spending money that she doesn’t
         have and lying in bed all day.
     

      
      ‘What the hell happened?’ Rick wants to know. His face is a shade of puce that can’t be good for his blood pressure.

      
      ‘Bit of a fight with a bollard.’ My daughter shrugs. ‘Got the pedal thingies mixed up. I hit go when I meant to hit stop.’

      
      ‘Are you hurt?’ Rick asks tightly. His tone implies that she might be very soon if she doesn’t think to apologise.

‘Right as rain,’ she says, then flicks a thumb towards the front door. ‘You need to see the bloke about the paperwork.’
     

      
      Rick, fists in tight balls, goes out to see the man from the AA.

      
      ‘All right, Gran?’ Chloe flops down next to my mother. ‘I’m shagged.’

      
      ‘Language, Chloe.’ My daughter has the mouth of a sewer rat.

      
      ‘I love that outfit,’ my mother says, eyeing the minuscule crop-top. ‘Can I borrow it? I’ve got a date with a toy boy tonight.’

      
      Chloe giggles. ‘You crack me up, Gran.’ They high-five each other. I shudder. If my mother’s thinking about going out in that,
         I hope it’s under the cover of darkness. I don’t think that Chadwick Close is quite ready to be exposed to acres of crinkly
         flesh.
     

      
      ‘I’m going to be late for work,’ I say to no one in particular, which is just as well as no one’s listening. Only Buster cocks
         an ear and that’s simply because he lives in hope of hearing the word ‘food’.
     

      
      Rick comes back in carrying a bundle of paperwork, black cloud fully formed above his brow. ‘He’s taking it to Auto Repairs.
         I’ve just phoned them.’ He shoots a glance at Chloe. ‘This is going to be expensive.’
     

      
      My daughter is blissfully unaware that the comment is aimed at her.

      
      ‘Can you give me a lift to work?’ I ask.

      
      My husband nods. ‘Give me five,’ he says, and disappears upstairs.

      
      Buster is crossing his legs because no one has had the time to walk him. I turn to Chloe. ‘Can you take the dog out for us,
         please?’
     

      
      ‘No way,’ my daughter protests. ‘I’m knackered.’

      
      I think to argue, but can’t summon the strength. ‘Come on, Doggers,’ I say with a tut. ‘A quick run round the garden again.’
         I open the door and our aging mongrel bolts out and heads for his favourite tree.
     

      
      Chloe is finishing the rest of my toast, oblivious to the disruption she’s caused and the fact that I am seething quietly
         behind her.
     

      
      My daughter is blonde, bubbly, bright and utterly self-centred. Have I made her like that, I wonder as I pull on my jacket. Why does she think that she can treat me and her father with complete
         disregard and we’ll still just be there to pick up the pieces? I’ve got a headache already and my day hasn’t even begun. All
         I ever wanted was a family of my own. Now I can’t imagine why.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 3

      
      As Rick bounded up the stairs to the landing, his son’s bedroom door opened and a tall man, naked apart from a dubiously small
         pair of underpants wandered out, scratching his personal places.
     

      
      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Rick said, recoiling from the sight.

      
      The man yawned and stretched. ‘Gabe.’ He nodded languorously towards the door behind him. ‘I’m with Tom.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ As if that explained everything. It wasn’t the first time that a bloke he’d never seen before had come strolling out
         of his son’s bedroom and he’d have to have words with Tom about it. Later. Something like this could give Juliet’s mother
         a heart attack. Hmm. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing after all. ‘I need to use the bathroom.’
     

      
      ‘Five minutes, man,’ Gabe said, as he slipped past and locked the bathroom door behind him.

      
      Rick thought that ‘Gabe’ moved quite quickly for a man who radiated so much ennui. He tapped his watch impatiently. This morning
         he didn’t have five minutes to spend waiting. He had to get to work and it would take him even longer now that he had to drop
         Juliet off at the library on his way. The few snatched minutes of peace he enjoyed with the newspaper on the loo every morning
         would have to be sacrificed. He felt there were very few pleasures left in his life. Privacy was a dirty word in this house
         and if his daily bathroom meditation was going to be curtailed, he didn’t know how he’d survive. Sometimes he didn’t even
         need to use the loo, but chose to. He just wanted to shut the door on everyone else and breathe quietly and steadily without worrying what else would come out of his mouth.
     

      
      Picking up his watch and his wallet from the bedroom, Rick headed instead back down the stairs and to the front door. Juliet
         was waiting for him in the drive, standing by the door of his van. Well, the van that belonged to Walk All Over Me, flooring
         contractors to the stars – the company where he served as a much under-valued employee. In the back window of the van there
         was a sign which read: The driver of this van carries no cash – he’s married! It was supposed to be a joke, but Rick knew from bitter experience that it wasn’t.
     

      
      He felt like giving his mother-in-law’s gnomes a sly kick as he passed to make himself feel better, but resisted.

      
      ‘Your daughter’s going to have to pay for that car,’ he told Juliet as she climbed into the van.

      
      His wife clutched her pile of books and her handbag tightly. ‘How, exactly?’

      
      ‘She’ll have to get a job.’

      
      ‘You try telling your daughter that.’
     

      
      ‘I will,’ Rick said, as he reversed out of the drive. ‘I don’t care what she does or where she does it, but that girl’s going
         to have to start bringing in some money pretty soon. She seems to think it grows on trees.’ He glanced at Juliet, and when
         he realised that she was mouthing the words along with him, he shut up. Momentarily. Then: ‘A naked man came out of Tom’s room
         too.’
     

      
      Juliet, he noted, had nothing to say about that either. Why did Tom keep bringing strange men home? What were they doing in
         there? He hoped it wasn’t what he thought it might be. But then only weeks ago it had been a string of nameless young women
         who looked liked they had a deficit of morals whom Tom brought home to use their bathroom facilities. Either way, it was going
         to have to stop.
     

      
      As Radio 2 blared out, he swung the van into the road. He’d started listening to the ‘old farts’ station as Chloe called it
         when he once tuned in accidentally and they played the full, unexpurgated version of Led Zeppelin’s ‘Stairway to Heaven’. A radio station that did that couldn’t be all bad. Today Westlife were blaring
         out. Rick sighed. It couldn’t be wall-to-wall taste permanently, he guessed. They had to play something for the housewives
         too. At least he hadn’t yet resorted to Radio 4. He had another five years before the dial needed to be moved again. Surely?
     

      
      Chadwick Close was in the nicer end of Stony Stratford. Not perhaps as upmarket an address as the Victorian homes in the centre
         of the pretty market town – the places that bordered Horsefair Green – but a good second best. Now the kitchen needed replacing
         and the bathroom wanted a refit. Juliet nagged him about it constantly. But when he’d been working hard all week, the last
         thing he wanted to do was pick up his tools again at the weekend. Did no one in their household understand the term ‘busman’s
         holiday’?
     

      
      Juliet wanted to get someone else in to do the work, but that would cost a fortune and they’d inevitably do a rubbish job.
         No, he wanted to do it himself. One day. Still, it would be nice if they could add an en-suite now that the kids were grown
         up. It had been bad enough only having one bathroom when Chloe and Tom were younger, but he and Juliet had never had the money
         to splash out on luxuries. He had thought it would get better, but now it was worse. An en-suite could be the answer to many
         of his prayers. No more sharing a bathroom with bare-chested, underpanted young men with more muscles and less flab than him.
         No more waiting in line for his mother-in-law to finish making her hair a heinous colour whilst getting dye on his grouting.
         No more going to use his Armani Code aftershave only to discover that Tom had nicked every last drop. No more finding that
         Chloe had used his razor to shave her legs, or worse.
     

      
      It was only a five minute drive to the library in Stony Stratford. Juliet could have walked it quicker rather than sit in
         the traffic, but she loved her little car and the independence it gave her. Like his five minutes in the loo, it wasn’t about
         necessity, it was about luxury – and her drive to work was the only time she ever got to herself these days. He could see why she’d be reluctant to give it up. That would explain why she was so quiet this
         morning.
     

      
      ‘I’ll pick you up tonight,’ he offered, as they pulled up outside the attractive building where the library was housed.

      
      ‘I might call in on Dad,’ Juliet said. ‘See if he’s doing OK without Mum.’ If he was Frank Britten, Rick thought, he’d be
         delighted that his wife had left. But, by all accounts, Frank wasn’t quite seeing it like that. ‘Una will give me a lift.’
     

      
      Una Crossley had recently started working at the library with Juliet and they’d become firm friends straight away. This was
         the woman Rick called ‘the Desperate Divorcée’. He’d only met her a few times, but she had man-eater written all over her. The woman scared him to death – but then most women did.
     

      
      ‘Thanks, love,’ Juliet said. The kiss on his cheek that she gave him was perfunctory.

      
      ‘I’ll get everything sorted out,’ he assured her. ‘Don’t you worry. Your car will be fixed in a few days, I’ll murder your
         mother and bury her under the patio, turf the kids out on the street …’
     

      
      She laughed at that and Rick realised that he hadn’t heard her laugh for a very long time. He put his hand over hers. ‘We
         really should take in that movie,’ he said.
     

      
      ‘I’ll see what DVDs we’ve got in the library that we’ve missed.’

      
      If they watched a DVD together, Rita would be right there beside them, chipping in with her comments and complaining that
         the sound was too low even though it was loud enough to make cracks appear in the ceiling.
     

      
      He and Juliet hardly seemed to have half an hour to spend by themselves these days. Somehow he had thought it would get better
         when the kids were older but, like the bathroom situation, it only appeared to be getting worse. ‘Don’t forget your books.’
     

      
      He handed the pile to her. Even though she worked with them all day long, Juliet very rarely had her nose out of a book, but
         Rick himself had never been much of a reader. Never had the time.
     

      
      ‘Thanks.’

      
      
      His wife jumped out of the car and he watched her as she crossed the pavement by the Market Square and went towards the library.

      
      Juliet Joyce was still a very attractive woman. Not too fat, not too thin – though she always went on about how she needed
         to lose half a stone. She looked just fine to him. Her hair was straight with one of those bobby cuts that probably weren’t
         that fashionable these days. Juliet hated her hair, but Rick rather liked it. It was sensible hair. She didn’t dye it although
         there were a few grey hairs coming through its natural soft brown colour now, and she kept muttering that she was going to
         reach for the bleach before long. He hoped that she wouldn’t, but he’d never tell her that.
     

      
      Her legs were great – always had been. And she probably still looked younger than her forty-five years, though Rick wasn’t
         much of a judge of that kind of thing. So why didn’t he get that excited buzz any more when he looked at her? Where had the
         passion gone over the years? When had his fingers stopped tingling with electricity as he touched her? Oh, the pair of them
         were comfortable together, but was that enough? Or was that diminishing spark simply what happened when you’d been together
         for most of your adult life?
     

      
      His wife turned back, somewhat half-heartedly, and gave him a careless wave to which Rick responded in kind, before slipping
         the van into gear once more. It wasn’t many couples these days who made it to twenty-five years of marriage. That was something
         to be proud of, surely?
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 4

      
      Una is at the front desk as I swing through the library doors. She looks at her watch. I’m already taking my coat off. ‘I know,
         I know.’
     

      
      ‘It’s not like you,’ my friend says.

      
      ‘Chloe crashed my car. I had to wait for Rick to bring me in.’

      
      ‘Is she all right?’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. My daughter is the picture of health.’ Thankfully. ‘I can’t say the same for my car.’

      
      ‘Oh, Juliet.’

      
      ‘Don’t.’ I hold up my hand. ‘I’m feeling very teary.’

      
      ‘Make yourself a cup of tea. Put your feet up for five minutes. Don’s at a meeting at the Central Library in Milton Keynes.’

      
      Don is our library manager. He’s a proper librarian with a degree in it and everything, but because he’s the only man in a
         sea of women, we’ve made him an honorary girl.
     

      
      ‘No one will be any the wiser,’ Una continues. ‘Then you can hide upstairs for the rest of the morning while you shelve these
         books.’ She nods at the laden trolley waiting patiently by the lift.
     

      
      ‘You’re a pal,’ I say with a sigh.

      
      Una frowns. ‘Is everything else OK?’

      
      ‘Oh, you know …’

      
      ‘Not sure that I do,’ my friend admits. ‘Want to talk about it over lunch?’

      
      I nod, unsure of my voice.

      
      ‘There’s a packet of chocolate digestives in Don’s desk that he’s hiding from us. Help yourself to a couple. That’ll make you feel better.’
     

      
      ‘He’s probably marked them.’

      
      We both laugh at that.

      
      I go through to the staff room which isn’t the most salubrious place to spend any quality time. The carpet tiles are grey
         and stained. Damp patches seep through the dirty white walls, leaving yellow wiggly outlines. Overhead, a fluorescent strip-light
         tries to blind us all. In the middle of the room a chipped Formica table serves as our lunch venue.
     

      
      I make a cup of tea and nick two of Don’s biscuits which are secreted under a folder in his desk drawer; his own office has
         a leaky roof so he’s having to camp out in the staff room until we can beg, steal or borrow the funds to fix it. Makes nicking
         his biscuits easier. I choose one of the rag-tag assortment of plastic bucket chairs around the table and sit down. We have
         a sofa, but it’s way too skanky to sit on and normally houses a pile of books that one or other of the staff have set aside
         to read.
     

      
      The library won a design award or two when it was built back in the seventies. Now it needs some money spending on it to drag
         it into the twenty-first century. It’s not only me who could do with a facelift. The whole place is looking a bit shabby now
         and needs completely redecorating, particularly the upstairs. It’s nice to have so much space in our library, but that also
         costs a lot of money to maintain. In these days of cutbacks we don’t even have enough funding to buy the new books that we
         so desperately need, let alone the cash to lavish on creature comforts such as a posh carpet and comfy chairs for our dedicated
         band of book borrowers.
     

      
      Downstairs there’s a large counter that serves as our reception area where books are logged in and out. The ground floor also
         houses the children’s section of the library and, thankfully, that’s a brightly-painted area with a corner set aside for our
         Thursday-afternoon storytelling session. The job of entertaining our regular group of mums and toddlers has fallen to me since
         the last willing victim left. It is, however, one of my duties which I enjoy the most. I like to think that I’m doing my little bit
         to create the next generation of avid readers, even though I realise I’m competing with the latest computer technology including
         the ubiquitous Wii.
     

      
      Staring out of the big, airy window I let the hot, sweet tea soothe my jangled nerves. It’s a good job that I don’t like strong
         drink otherwise I’d definitely be one of those women who take a sly tipple of brandy or whisky with their beverages to calm
         them down. Instead, sugar has to do the job.
     

      
      The library looks out over the Market Square in Stony Stratford – an attractive little town that has done its best over the
         years to retain its quaint character, although we do have our fair share of sixties’ monstrosities that somehow managed to
         barge their way in. The exterior of the library is relatively modern, but the soft red brick and white render blend in quite
         well with its surroundings. Just as well, as we’re right next to the ancient Church of St Mary and St Giles in the centre
         of the town.
     

      
      I love this place and can’t imagine living anywhere else. Its history stretches right back to Roman times and further. I like
         to think that I’m in a long line of people who have enjoyed life here. I was born in this town, brought up here, will more
         than likely die here. What a thought. I’m not one of those people who has ever hankered after the open sweeping plains of
         the Serengeti or the steamy forests of Sri Lanka. The sad truth is that I like to spend my holidays at home, tending my garden,
         curling up with a good book, walking in the gentle Buckinghamshire countryside. I’ve never had this modern urge to get away
         to the sun and bake myself to a crisp for four weeks every year. I’m rather happy just where I am. Plus we’ve never had the
         money to be able to consider such adventures. I think that’s bothered Rick more than me. He would have liked to see New York,
         Sydney, Hong Kong and a long list of other places, whereas I can find enough joy in my own surroundings.
     

      
      One of our regular customers jolts me from my reverie. Our Mr Hindle always parks by the staff-room window and revs the bollocks off his poor old car when he leaves. At least his engine
         abuse has stopped me from daydreaming the morning away. I should get out there and help my colleague. There are only the two
         of us in today, but then Thursday is often very quiet. Nothing much happens on a Thursday. Though Wednesday isn’t that much
         more exciting, it has to be said.
     

      
      Librarians may not live on the cutting edge of life – the world’s financial markets don’t rise and fall at our behest, our
         book-stock choices don’t cure terminal diseases nor our late-night opening hours change lives – but we are not the dull people
         we are made out to be either. I don’t come to work in a tweed suit and I never wear my hair in a bun. I have never needed
         horn-rimmed spectacles. Having said that, there are days when I wish that I could sweep away my staid image by running naked
         down the High Street with a rose between my teeth. That would make the populace of Stony Stratford sit up and take notice.
         Maybe that’s why I haven’t ever dared to do it. Or perhaps I’m simply closer to the prim librarian stereotype than I dare
         to admit.
     

      
      Sweeping the crumbs off the table to destroy the evidence of my biscuit crime, I then head back out into the library to face
         the day.
     

      
      ‘Better?’ Una asks as I approach.

      
      ‘Yes. Much.’ Una and I haven’t known each other for that long but we became close friends instantly, from the first day that
         she started at the library. I give her a hug. ‘Thanks. You’re such a good friend.’
     

      
      Una Crossley is everything that I’m not. She is one of those women that you’d call feisty. There are women who dress way too young and still get away with it: Una is one
         of those. Next to her I’m Mrs Dowdy from Dowdy Town. She looks like she should be a celebrity on television, a presenter or
         a newsreader, not working full-time in Stony Stratford library. My friend is slender, favours skimpy clothing with designer
         labels, and is groomed within an inch of her life. There’s never a hair out of place on her contemporary cropped style and she goes to the best hairdresser around here once a month for highlights in three
         different colours. Her nails are always beautifully manicured – those white ones with the square tips. And her earrings and
         bangles tinkle and chink whenever she moves. She also gets one of those Hollywood spray tans every single week, which makes
         her look healthy and glowing. I’m the colour of a bottle of milk and yet I’ve never dared go to one of those places in case
         I came out looking like a satsuma. Somehow being borderline orange suits Una, whereas I’d look like I had a deadly disease
         or a liver complaint.
     

      
      My friend would be the first to admit that she always led a pretty pampered existence until she left her husband last year.
         Martin took her unexpected departure very badly, insisted he was the perfect husband and that one day she would wake up and
         realise it. They had an acrimonious divorce – McCartney and Mills could have learned a few tricks from them – and Martin somehow
         managed to hide most of the money stashed in his property business from the divorce lawyers. Una knows that her ex-spouse
         is seriously loaded – after all, he managed to keep her in the style she’d become accustomed to for their entire marriage.
         According to his books though, he wasn’t worth a bean. My friend walked away from her cosy life with very little – if you
         don’t count her amazing designer wardrobe and a wide selection of Jimmy Choos. Still, she can’t exactly eat those.
     

      
      Now she lives in a small terraced cottage on Horsefair Green in Stony – so not too downmarket, but certainly not what she
         is used to – and she’s had to go out to work again for the first time in twenty-odd years. When you ask her why she left the
         handsome hubby, the big house, the current model of Merc, all she will say is that she was bored. I think I could stand a
         lot of boredom if my life was like that.
     

      
      Una’s a great hit with the customers. She adds a bit of glamour to our little library and we’ve had a lot more men as regulars
         since Una started to grace our counter. My friend is the Victoria Beckham of library assistants. The other staff aren’t that keen on her though. They think she has ideas above her station.
         Lady Crossley they call her behind her back. My husband Rick’s terrified of her. I think she’s too full on, too confident
         for him. He calls her the Desperate Divorcée, even though he knows that I don’t like it. She’s been a good friend to me and
         I won’t hear a word against her.
     

      
      ‘It’s as dead as a doornail here today,’ Una complains now as she idly inspects a manicured finger. ‘Where are they all? Is
         there something fantastic going on that we don’t know about?’
     

      
      ‘I doubt it.’ My friend would seem more at home in Monaco or St Tropez or Puerto Banus. I don’t think that the delights that
         Stony Stratford has to offer are exciting enough for her.
     

      
      ‘Nothing ever happens here,’ she tuts.

      
      She’s probably right. But I like it like that, whereas Una does not. I like the solid stability, the peace that the library
         has to offer in these changing times. It’s a calm sanctuary amid the break-neck pace of life. Still, even in the gentle quiet
         of the library, I can’t just stay here and daydream. Time to do some work.
     

      
      ‘I’ll go upstairs with the trolley,’ I say.

      
      ‘See you later.’ Una heads to the magazine rack to find one to flick through.

      
      Calling for the lift, I then push the heavy wooden trolley into it and go up to the first floor. The information desk is up
         here and the four computers that the public can come in and use for a small fee. Today one of our regulars is on PC number
         one but, other than that, this floor is deserted. Sometimes I’ve suggested to Don that we might have some gentle classical
         music playing up here to soften the cavernous space, but Don is younger and trendier than the rest of us and would want to
         play the Arctic Monkeys and The Feeling instead of a little Vivaldi – and I don’t think that the good people of Stony Stratford
         are quite ready for that.
     

      
      I set about sorting out the books. It’s likely that I could do this job in my sleep. Instead of counting sheep when insomnia
         troubles me, I should shelve imaginary books by the Dewey Decimal System – that would send me off.
     

      
      My life in the library started when I got a job as a Saturday girl at the tender age of sweet sixteen. While my friends were
         working on supermarket checkouts or sweeping hair off the floor in hairdressers’, I was immersing myself in the calm, quiet
         world of books. As an only child, reading has always been my solace, a novel my favourite companion. Without leaving my room,
         I’ve been all round the world, have been seduced by 100 different heroes, have soared to the moon and back on the wings of
         love. When a full-time position became available, I abandoned any thoughts of sixth form and A-level studies, got the job
         and have never left.
     

      
      Apart from a few breaks for maternity leave and part-time hours when Chloe and Tom were small, I’ve been one of the fixtures
         here for nigh on thirty years – which is a terrifying thought. My presence is as unchanging as the worn dark wood shelves
         or the classic novels that grace them.
     

      
      My favourite area is the general fiction one, arranged from A-Z by author’s name. Pristine hardbacks on one stack of shelves,
         well-thumbed paperbacks on the next. This is where I choose most of my own books from. Thrillers with their high body counts
         and grisly descriptions of unspeakable acts aren’t for me, and autobiographies chronicling the tedious lives of C-list celebrities
         leave me cold. I like books that express the emotions that somehow I’m unable to reach these days. Storytellers who delve
         into the depths of human love and life are the ones I gravitate towards. Lovingly, I stroke the covers of the books. Even
         though I don’t know the authors, have never met one, they feel like old friends to me because they know the things that I
         suffer from, the problems that keep me awake at night, the small hurts that are in my heart. Jodi Picoult, Anita Shreve, Rosie
         Thomas – you are my saviours, my solace, my escape. If I was a character in one of your books it would be the small, insignificant
         woman. The one who had achieved so little, who had dreamed so much. The one whose life hadn’t quite turned out as she’d hoped, but who still had no idea how she might have preferred it to be.
         The one who wondered whether it was too late to change, and whether this was how it would be for the rest of her life.
     

      
      I cradle a pile of novels in my arms like children. Then, shuffling the books on the shelf, I make space for Margaret Mitchell’s
         classic novel, Gone With the Wind. Always a popular choice. I like the order of things in the library, and Margaret’s natural home is sandwiched between Peter
         Mayle and his Year in Provence and Kate Mosse’s Labyrinth.
     

      
      ‘Isn’t that one of your favourite books?’

      
      I turn at the familiar yet strange sound of the voice behind me.

      
      ‘Yes,’ I say, and my reply sounds perfectly normal, even to my own ears. No nervous tremor, no sudden lump in the throat.

      
      Perhaps I should gasp out loud and drop my pile of books, letting them clatter to the floor, spoiling the peace and tranquillity
         of this Thursday morning in the library – do all the things you’re supposed to do when you’ve had a terrible shock. But I
         don’t. The years fall away, my mind rushes back in time, but I stand stock still and just look at the man in front of me.
         And it’s just a look. A normal one. I don’t even stare with my mouth agape. Given the circumstances, perhaps I should.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 5

      
      Rick thought about phoning his boss, Hal Bryson, but it would be quicker just to put his foot down and get to the job as soon
         as he could. Today they were laying a laminate floor for a big house on the outskirts of Buckingham. It was so unusual for
         Rick to be late for work that he knew Hal would forgive him.
     

      
      They’d been firm friends before Rick had started working for Hal as they’d been in the same Sunday league football team for
         ages and, subsequently, drinking mates in the pub afterwards. Rick had toiled away in an office job for years, boring as hell,
         producing reams and reams of figures that no one ever took any notice of, but it had paid the bills. When he’d been made redundant
         it was a blessing. Rick had always been good with his hands and welcomed the chance to join Hal in his business – the result
         of a drunken conversation down at The Bull one night.
     

      
      Ten years later and it now rankled slightly that Rick did all the work and Hal sat back on his laurels, enjoying the fruits
         that were largely of Rick’s labours. Actually, it rankled quite a lot.
     

      
      Rick checked the client’s address and then picked his way through Buckingham until he found the right road. Outside the enormous
         house, Hal’s big, shiny Mitsubishi Shogun was parked. At least his boss was here. Hal had recently left his wife, Melinda,
         and a messy divorce had made him even more unreliable than usual. Coupled with that – bad choice of words, perhaps – Hal had
         found himself a new, twenty-two-year-old girlfriend – shortly before leaving his wife, it had to be said – who was proving
         a little more exhausting in the bedroom than he had imagined.
     

      
      
      Finding the back door unlocked, Rick went in and located Hal perched on the windowsill of a large conservatory, nursing a
         mug of tea. Despite the time, it was clear that no tools had yet been wielded in anger.
     

      
      ‘Sorry I’m late, mate,’ Rick offered. ‘Chloe crashed Juliet’s car and I had to sort it out, then take her to work.’

      
      Hal raised bleary eyes. ‘Is Chloe all right?’

      
      ‘Yeah. But she won’t be if she thinks I’m going to pick up the bill.’

      
      ‘Kids, eh?’ Hal said.

      
      ‘Tell me about it.’

      
      ‘Lady of the house has gone out. You’ll have to make your own brew if you want one.’

      
      ‘I’ll get cracking,’ Rick said. It was a big area that they had to cover and they’d only allowed two days for the job as they
         had so much other work on. ‘I’ve got to go out and do an estimate later. Unless you want to do it?’
     

      
      Hal shook his head. ‘Might leave you to it today. Heavy night. Feeling a bit fragile.’

      
      It wouldn’t be the first time Hal had neglected his duties in recent months.

      
      ‘Too much booze?’ Rick enquired.

      
      ‘Too much sex,’ Hal confided. ‘The girl’s insatiable.’ He might be complaining, but he did so with a glint in his eye. Then
         he gave a laugh. ‘I’m going to need help from some little blue tablets if this carries on.’
     

      
      It wouldn’t. Surely Hal should know that from his own experience. While love was young they’d be at it like rabbits, but once
         they settled down – say, if you’d been married for twenty-odd years – then sometimes a whole month might slide by, or even
         two, before you realised that you hadn’t actually slept with your wife. Or, more accurately, sleeping was all that you’d done with her.
     

      
      ‘Has Shannon moved in with you now?’

      
      Hal shrugged. ‘There’s more of her stuff at my place than there is at hers.’ He drained his cup. ‘I’m hardly going to be able to stay round there with her mam and dad in the next room. They
         might learn a bit more about their young daughter’s proclivities than they want to.’ That made him guffaw.
     

      
      It made Rick wince. He could have been talking about Chloe. His daughter was only a year or so younger than Hal’s new squeeze
         and he couldn’t bear to think that she might get up to some of the stuff that Hal had told him he and Shannon did. Rick was
         forty-five, considered himself broad-minded, and yet he’d never heard of half of the things that went on in their bedroom
         frolics.
     

      
      When Hal had abandoned his wife, his two kids – Ashley, who was just eleven, and Lauren, who was fourteen – had both taken
         it badly. How would Hal feel if Lauren was a bit older and had shacked up with a divorced, forty-year-old bloke with a shaved
         head and a slender grasp of political correctness? He doubted whether he’d be too pleased, and, by all accounts, it sounded
         like Shannon’s parents didn’t approve of her taste in men.
     

      
      ‘You want to try it, Ricky-Boy. There’s nothing quite like young, firm flesh.’

      
      It had certainly cost Hal enough to try it. By the time he and Melinda had split all their assets, Hal had been out of pocket
         to the tune of nigh on a million quid and was looking forward to paying substantial maintenance for the foreseeable future.
         Now he seemed to be bankrolling Shannon too. It was a good job that he seemed to feel he was getting value for money.
     

      
      ‘You wouldn’t believe what we did last night …’ he went on.

      
      Rick tuned out as Hal regaled him with another one of his tales of their sexual high-jinks. It made Rick tired just thinking
         about it. What would a twenty-two-year-old girl see in his friend anyway? Hal was a handsome enough man, if you went for the
         Vin Diesel type – but Rick was convinced that it was more to do with the fact that Hal had the urge to flash his cash about.
     

      
      His friend wore a gold ring on every finger, a chain that would anchor a ship round his neck and a diamond stud in his ear.
         Was that right for a forty-year-old man who was a flooring fitter not a gangsta rapper? Rick sometimes wondered whether there
         wasn’t a touch of jealousy lurking behind his disdain for Hal’s bedroom adventures. His own sex-life wasn’t exactly likely
         to scandalise the tabloids. Juliet was the only woman he’d ever had carnal knowledge of – something that wasn’t all that strange
         in those far-off days. He was married with a child on the way by the time he was twenty – one of the main reasons they got
         married at all. How things change. Now there was no stigma in being an unmarried mother. Even twenty-five years ago, it was
         very different. And he didn’t want to know how many sexual partners his own kids had had by the time they’d reached twenty.
         They’d certainly both outstripped their father’s tally. His son in the last week alone, by Rick’s reckoning.
     

      
      But way back then you had to be able to buy your own house to find somewhere to have sex with any degree of comfort. Other
         than that you were confined to the back of Ford Escorts or the occasional al fresco fondle if the weather was kind. His parents would never have condoned him bringing home a different partner every week as
         Tom did. And it wasn’t as if he and Juliet liked the parade of strangers who came to sleep at their house. They just put up
         with it. Rick wasn’t even sure when it had started to happen but, if it continued like this, he’d have to put a stop to it.
     

      
      Rick often worried that he and Juliet had married too young – even more so these days, for some reason. He never used to feel
         like this. It wasn’t that he was unhappy with Juliet, it was more that he wondered if this was how it should be. How could
         you tell when you had nothing else to compare it to? At forty-five, should he have lost his love of life? Should he feel that
         his youth was a distant memory and that retirement was looming too large? Should he feel quite so grumpy at the irresponsible
         attitude of today’s youth? Was it so long ago that he’d been young and reckless too? Was it possible to recapture those feelings
         at his age?
     

      
      
      Perhaps their impending Silver Wedding had made him start thinking. Twenty-five years was quite a milestone in anyone’s life.
         They should be planning some sort of celebration, but his wife hadn’t suggested anything as yet. Perhaps she didn’t think
         they had anything to sing and dance about either.
     

      
      Rick sometimes thought that he’d missed out on some of the fun things in life. Would he be lighter in his heart if he could
         look back, smile and think that he had once sown his wild oats, had once been a crazy, carefree fool? He and Juliet had been
         saddled with debt and responsibility for the whole of their married life. Whoever said that kids kept you young clearly hadn’t
         had any. Now they were caught in the generation of mid-lifers who were trapped between paying out to help their wastrel children
         at one end and shelling out to keep their own parents in some kind of comfort in their old age at the other. Although having
         Juliet’s mother come and live with them was a step too far in his book – but then, no one ever asked his opinion.
     

      
      He used to be the hub of his family, the one they all came to for advice – the patriarch – and he had held his position with
         pride. Now Rick wasn’t sure where he fitted in, or whether he fitted in at all any more. He felt like one of those spacemen
         who go outside the main spaceship, floating in the universe, anchored only by the very slenderest of lines, detached, alone,
         outside of the main mission, the one who could tumble free at any moment and go spinning off into oblivion.
     

      
      ‘I think I’ll put the kettle on,’ he said.

      
      Hal stood up. ‘I’ll have another one too, mate. I’ve only just got here myself. Had an appointment with my life coach this
         morning.’
     

      
      Rick didn’t have a life coach and he wondered why Hal needed one if he was having such a great time.

      
      ‘Bloody expensive,’ Hal complained. ‘A hundred and twenty notes a pop. But worth it.’

      
      Hal slapped him on the back while Rick tried to find which cupboard contained the mugs and the teabags.

      
      
      ‘You ought to try it, Ricky-Boy. You’re looking very down in the mouth at the moment.’

      
      It was true, he was. But Rick didn’t need someone charging him £120 per hour to tell him that he was thoroughly and completely
         fed up.
     

  



      
      
      Chapter 6

      
      Steven Aubrey. I haven’t seen this man in twenty-six years. I realise that I’m gripping Gone With the Wind tightly to my chest.
     

      
      ‘Isn’t that the story of a woman who spends her life in love with the wrong man?’ The wicked twinkle that was always lurking
         in the depths of his brown eyes is still very much in evidence.
     

      
      ‘Something like that,’ I say.

      
      ‘You could look surprised to see me, Juliet.’ He sounds disappointed that I’m not. Perhaps Steven Aubrey had hoped to make
         more of an impact with his sudden reappearance after twenty-odd years. ‘You haven’t changed,’ he goes on. ‘Not a bit.’
     

      
      I laugh at that. But I don’t sound as if I find it funny. I’m so different from the person he once knew. Surely he can see
         that?
     

      
      ‘You look just the same,’ he continues, shaking his head as if astounded.

      
      Just the same as the morning he jilted me? I do hope not. Goodness, that brings some unwanted memories flooding back. Without
         warning, I’m right back there, in my bedroom at my parents’ house on the morning of our wedding.
     

      
      When Steven came to my house and calmly announced that our marriage, so long in the planning and then just a few hours away,
         wouldn’t go ahead, I was hysterical, red-eyed, white-faced, distraught. Now, despite my pounding heart, I’m the picture of
         cool, calm collectedness.
     

      
      But then appearances can be deceptive.

      
      
      Steven smiles at me. ‘Aren’t you even going to ask me why I’m back?’

      
      ‘I heard that your mother was ill.’ I’m assuming this is why my former love is visiting his home town.

      
      Mrs Harriet Aubrey, Steven’s mother, has been one of our regulars for many years. For the last nine months she’s been unable
         to come into the library and has gone onto our Home Readers’ Scheme. Once a month a volunteer takes books out to her and brings
         back the ones she’s read. Mrs Aubrey likes historical fiction – Julia Quinn, Elizabeth Chadwick, Sarah Dunant. I always choose
         novels that I think she’ll like, but I’m never the one who delivers them to her. ‘I’m sorry that she’s unwell. How’s she doing?’
     

      
      ‘Not great.’ Steven shrugs the uneasy shrug of the concerned. ‘I’ve moved into Watermill House in Old Stratford, the one by
         the waterside park. For the time being.’ It’s a beautiful home, well-known and much coveted in the area. ‘I felt I should
         be near her.’
     

      
      I slip Margaret Mitchell onto the shelf, making sure that she sits comfortably. Perhaps I should see Steven’s mother, make
         my peace with her. I was never offhand with Mrs Aubrey, but to my eternal shame I was never very warm towards her either.
         Why? I don’t know now. It was hardly her fault that her son left me in the lurch on the morning of our wedding. But when Steven
         high-tailed it, she was the one left behind, the one I had to see over and over again, bumping into her in the High Street
         and in the library. His mother never said she was sorry that we didn’t marry, and never asked if her son had given me a reason
         why. I got the impression that she didn’t think I was good enough for Steven – maybe he came to feel that too – but that may
         be down to my own insecurity rather than the reality of the situation. Still, it’s all water under the bridge now, as they
         say.
     

      
      ‘I never expected to find you still here,’ Steven says. ‘Not after all these years. My mother told me where you were.’

      
      ‘Like you said, I guess nothing much has changed.’

      
      ‘You could say that you’re pleased to see me,’ the man who used to be the love of my life prompts.

      
      
      A smile comes uncertainly. ‘Of course I am.’

      
      ‘I didn’t expect you to hurl yourself into my arms, but a hug for an old friend might be nice.’

      
      Is this man an old friend? He’s the only person who’s ever ripped out my heart and stamped on it. Should I still hold that
         against him, or has time really been the healer that it’s reputed to be?
     

      
      Without the protection of my books, I step forward hesitantly. Steven wraps his arms round me while I stiffen at his touch.
         He’s warm and holds me tightly, carefully. My legs don’t want to support my weight. It feels so good to be in his arms once
         more. I close my eyes and I could be a teenager again. The feel of his heart beating against my breast scares me. The old
         connection between us is still very much there, hiding just below the surface, and it’s taken so little to reawaken it.
     

      
      The man who was once my fiancé, my love, hasn’t changed at all either. On the surface. Yes, there’s a smattering of grey at
         his temples, but his dark hair is as thick and wavy as it ever was and he’s still wearing it swept back from his forehead
         in a style that’s not so fashionable here now. The well-modulated English accent is now overlaid with something else – a hint
         of American, perhaps a slight South African twang … or is it Australian? Whatever it is, it makes him sound exotic and, dare
         I admit this, sexy?
     

      
      Shaken, I step out of his embrace and he hangs his hands by his sides while I wring my fingers together.

      
      ‘I’ve been living in South Africa for the last ten years,’ he says, answering the question that I hadn’t asked.

      
      I find my voice. ‘Are you back for good?’

      
      ‘That depends,’ he says, and gives me an enigmatic look. ‘On a lot of things.’

      
      ‘You’ll not find Stony Stratford changed much.’

      
      ‘That’s what I like about it. I’ve travelled the world,’ he says expansively, ‘but there’s no place like home.’

      
      ‘So they say.’

      
      
      Now we’ve run out of conversation that doesn’t take us onto more tricky ground. Not only did Steven leave me on our wedding
         day, but he left town too. He came to tell me that he didn’t think he loved me enough to marry me and then he went away. From
         that day to this, he’s never once contacted me. I was left to deal with the aftermath and the gossip alone.
     

      
      Over the years, I heard snippets of tittle-tattle about him – that he was in America, China, New Zealand, Australia. There
         had been a wife, maybe more than one. No children, as far as I knew. But then my sources may not have been reliable. In fact,
         ‘my sources’ were mainly my mother.
     

      
      ‘Have lunch with me?’ Steven suggests. ‘We’ve so much to talk about.’

      
      I’m not sure that I have anything to say to Steven Aubrey at all. What could we possibly talk about that wouldn’t be awkward
         or embarrassing? ‘I can’t,’ I tell him. ‘I’m busy.’
     

      
      We both take in my trolley stuffed with books that aren’t going anywhere in a rush and the nearly deserted library floor that
         doesn’t need my attention.
     

      
      A smile plays at his lips and my emotions tumble into free fall. ‘Surely the readers of Stony Stratford could spare you for
         an hour?’
     

      
      I shake my head. Stay firm. Stay in control. That’s how to do it. ‘Not today.’
     

      
      He steps towards me again, even though we’re already closer than I’d like us to be. Ignore that fluttering in your stomach, Juliet, I advise myself sternly. It means nothing.
     

      
      Steven lowers his voice. ‘I know that I did you a great harm,’ he says softly. ‘And you have no idea how much I’ve bitterly
         regretted it over the years.’
     

      
      Not enough to send me an apology, make a phone call, write me an email, I think, but already my hardened heart is turning
         to mush.
     

      
      ‘But I’m back now, Juliet, and I want to make things right between us.’

      
      
      ‘There’s no need for that,’ I assure him. A bright laugh is required at this point, but I can’t summon one. ‘All’s well that
         ends well. I’m a happily married woman now. I have been for nearly twenty-five years.’
     

      
      ‘To Ricky Joyce,’ he says. ‘I’ve had my spies on you.’

      
      ‘He’s been a good husband.’

      
      ‘I wish I could be glad to hear that,’ Steven says. Taking my hand in his he holds it tightly, lifting it to his lips. ‘But
         I’m not.’
     

      
      He gently kisses my fingertips and the shock of it sizzles like electricity in my veins. The breath goes from my body. I gasp
         for the air that tastes dusty from years of being filled with books.
     

      
      Steven lets go of me. He meets my eyes and smiles just as he used to. And the memory of it almost breaks my heart. I see him
         as a boy again. The boy who broke my heart.
     

      
      ‘You haven’t heard the last of me, Juliet.’ Steven sounds very determined. ‘I’m going to come in here every day and pester
         you until you, at the very least, agree to have lunch with me. I was an absolute fool to let you go once. I won’t do that
         again.’
     

      
      He turns and walks away from me. I stand rooted to the spot. Frozen. Fixed. Flustered. When Steven reaches the stairs, I shout
         out. I don’t know where it comes from. I think my subconscious must have wrested control of my brain because, believe me,
         this is a completely involuntary action.
     

      
      ‘Tomorrow,’ I tell him. There’s a quaver in my voice. ‘I’ll have lunch with you tomorrow.’
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