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Prologue

December 1977

Sally drummed her fingers on the desk and glanced at the clock for the umpteenth time. It was well past six o'clock; where on earth was Joey's father? Couldn't he have telephoned when he realised he was going to be so late? All the other children had gone home an hour ago.

Jane Miller, who ran the small nursery, had warned her Mr Roberts had a demanding job, which sometimes kept him a little late. Fine! She didn't mind hanging around for ten minutes or so, but this was ridiculous. If only she'd had asked exactly how late he might be, before Jane's hasty departure.

But there had been so little time. Responding to Jane's telephone call to take over the nursery due to her suddenly feeling unwell, Sally hadn't been given the chance to say very much at all. Once she had arrived, Jane simply hurried off, saying she would ring later in the morning.

Sally recalled how nervous she felt being thrust among twelve young children. However, before hurrying out the door, Jane briskly reminded her that she was attending the local college to train as a nursery nurse and this would be good practical experience.

On the whole, the day had gone quite well. The only real problem had arisen when she had asked the children to write a letter to Santa, telling him what they would like for Christmas. Knowing Jane, a retired schoolteacher, had taught the children to read and write, it had seemed a good idea, especially with Christmas being only a few days away.

However, after reading Joey's letter, she wasn't so sure. Instead of the usual gifts, such as toys and sweets, he had asked Santa for a mummy, as he didn't have one. Quite upset, Sally set aside her original intention of inviting the children to read out their letters. Instead, she had told them she would post them to Santa that evening.

When Jane rang later in the morning enquiring if everything was all right, Sally took the opportunity to ask about the children. “Is there anything important I should know? I don't want to do the wrong thing.”

Jane told her they were all healthy children and played happily together. “Though, perhaps I should mention Joey sometimes needs a little extra attention. His mother died when he was one year old and because he can't remember her, he believes he never had one.”

“Miss Hughes.”

Joey's voice jolted Sally back to the present. She looked down at the anxious expression on the little boy's face.

“You won't leave me here by myself, will you? Mrs Miller always stays with me when my daddy's late. He can't help it.”

“No, of course I won't leave you. We'll wait here together until your daddy comes to collect you.”

Another half an hour crept by. Sally was really angry now. Just what was the man playing at keeping his child waiting all this time? She glanced out of the window just in time to see three men hurrying towards the front door of the building that Mrs Miller shared with two small companies.

“What does your father look like, Joey?” she asked.

“He's big,” he answered, his arms outstretched.

“Well I think he's here now.” She could see that one of the men was quite portly. “Come along I'll help you with your coat, then you'll be all ready for him when he comes in.”

She was fastening Joey's coat when she heard footsteps rushing down the hall.

“I'm so sorry I'm late, Mrs Miller. Please forgive…” the man's voice trailed off.

Sally, still attending Joey, didn't look up. “You must be Joey's father. Mrs Miller was unwell and had to leave.” Her tone was brisk. “I'm Miss Hughes and I would like to speak to you about…”

The anger in her voice resided when she looked across at the man standing in the doorway. He was tall, rather handsome underneath that worried frown and… slim. This was definitely not the man she had thought to be Joey's father. By big, Joey must have meant tall.

“Yes, and I can only apologise for being so late,” he said, feeling more than a little embarrassed. Obviously she had been going to complain about his lateness.

“My name is Bill Roberts and I'm really sorry, Miss Hughes. I… I had no idea Mrs Miller wouldn't be here. I usually telephone if I'm going to be so late, but today I got caught up in a couple of meetings and couldn't get away. I hope you'll forgive me.”

“It's quite all right,” she replied, hoping he wouldn't hear the tremble in her voice. “I wasn't doing anything else. I err… I didn't really mind at all.” She could feel her cheeks burning. She wasn't making a very good job of this.

“Come along then Joey, we mustn't keep Miss Hughes any longer. I'm already in her bad books.” He took Joey by the hand and he began to walk towards the door, but a sudden thought made him turn back. “Perhaps I could give you a lift home?”

“There's really no need, I don't… I haven't got far… What I'm trying to say is, I only live a short distance from here.” What must she sound like? He will think Jane has left his son in the care of an idiot.

“Please, I insist. It's my fault you're so late. It's the least I can do.”

“Well then, thank you. I'll get my coat.” She rushed across to the cloakroom, pulling her lipstick and hairbrush from her handbag. Why hadn't she worn something better this morning?

When Jane telephoned she had simply dropped everything in her haste to get to the nursery, totally forgetting she was wearing a sloppy sweater and an old pair of jeans. Her plan had been to do some revision that morning. Why didn't Jane say Mr Roberts was so handsome? But then why would she? All Jane ever thought about were the children. If Mr Roberts had pointed ears, Jane wouldn't have turned a hair, so long as he was a good father to his son. “Better, but not good,” she murmured, tugging the brush through her long, auburn hair. “But it'll have to do.” She pulled on her coat and hurried outside.

As Joey was skipping up and down the pavement, she took the opportunity to give his father the letter he had written to Santa. She had already handed the others to the parents earlier in the evening.

“The children were writing letters to Santa Claus this morning. This one is Joey's.” She hesitated, wondering whether she should tell him of the contents or leave him to find out for himself. In the end she simply said, “He's only asked for one thing.”

“I can guess what it is,” Bill didn't get the chance to say anything further before Joey bounded across towards them.

“Can we go for a pizza, Daddy?” he asked.

“Yes, of course we can, son.” He smiled at Sally. “But we'd better take Miss Hughes home first… unless you would like to come with us.”

The words were out before he could stop himself. Why on earth had he said that? An attractive young woman like Miss Hughes must have lots of boyfriends. Why would she want to come out with him, a widower with a four-year-old son?

Sally hesitated. There must be a thousand reasons why she should say no. But at that precise moment, she couldn't think of a single one. Besides she really wanted to go with them. Joey's father was very nice. She rather liked his shy, pleasant manner, so she found herself saying, “Yes, thank you. I would love to, and please call me Sally.”

“In that case, my name is Bill and we're delighted you're joining us, aren't we Joey?”

Joey grinned and nodded his head. He liked Miss Hughes.

At the restaurant, Joey chatted excitedly, telling Bill everything that had happened during the day. His words tumbled over each other. It was easy to see how much the child loved his father.

“We all wrote a letter to Santa and Miss Hughes is going to post them for us, aren't you Miss Hughes.”

“Yes I am, Joey,” she said. She felt sorry for him. Santa Claus couldn't supply a mother to order, no matter how good his intentions. She hoped the little boy wouldn't be too disappointed on Christmas morning.

Sensing her discomfort, Bill changed the subject. “What's wrong with Mrs Miller? I hope it isn't anything serious. She's a nice lady and has been very good to us.”

“She has a bad dose of 'flu,” said Sally, relieved the conversion had moved from the subject of Joey's letter. “I've promised to stand in for her until she recovers.”

“I must send her some flowers,” said Bill. “They may cheer her up a little.”

“What a lovely thought, I'm sure she'll appreciate it.”

Bill glanced at Joey. “I must say, you've made quite an impression on my son. He's not normally so talkative with strangers. He's very shy when meeting anyone new.”

“Thank you,” said Sally. “I must admit Joey and I got along well today.” Sally found herself liking Bill more and more. She was usually shy herself, especially in the company of men. But somehow, Bill was different. Perhaps it was because she sensed he was lonely or shy – perhaps even both. She was rather disappointed when it was time to go. But it was getting late and Joey looked tired.

Outside, she gave Bill her address and they set off in the direction of her home. She was sorry when they turned the corner into her road. “My flat is number ten, the one on the end. Tell me, will you be bringing Joey to the nursery tomorrow?”

“Yes, we usually get there about eight-thirty, if that's all right. We tend to be first in and last out,” he joked.

“Eight-thirty it is then,” she replied.

Standing by her front door, she watched his car disappear down the road. Already she was looking forward to seeing him again the next morning. Nevertheless, she was a little curious at why she should be feeling this way about someone she had met only a couple of hours ago.

“I don't suppose he'll give me a second thought,” she murmured, slamming the door shut behind her.

However, Bill was thinking about her as he drove home and he thought about very little else all evening.





Day One

The next morning Sally rose early. After a leisurely shower, she applied her make up carefully before checking out her wardrobe. She wanted to look her best when Bill brought Joey to the nursery.

Pulling out a few dresses, she realised they weren't at all suitable for spending the day with twelve youngsters. They would be expecting her to play with crayons, paints and goodness knows what else. In the end she decided on a pretty blue blouse and jeans. Though the outfit was much more suitable for a nursery, it wasn't exactly glamorous.

She took a final look in the mirror and realised she wearing far too much make-up. Removing some of it, she glanced at her reflection again and frowned. Jeans, flat shoes, hair tied up in a pony-tail and virtually no make-up, Bill would think she was a real frump.
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Bill hadn't slept very well at all. He had spent most of the night tossing and turning, recalling his meeting with Sally. She was very attractive. He reminded himself of how her long hair had framed her face, as it fell gently to her shoulders and how her large brown eyes sparkled when she smiled. Even when her hair had been tied back as it was when he first arrived at the nursery, she had looked good. He also thought it rather strange that he had felt so comfortable when talking to her. His shyness usually left him feeling embarrassed and lost for words in the presence of young ladies.

Yes, he quite liked Sally… Well, he liked her a great deal if he was honest. But had she really liked him or had she simply agreed to go for a meal with them last night because she felt sorry for them both?

Plumping up the pillow, he hoped that wasn't the case and tried to push the idea from his mind. Nevertheless, he couldn't help wondering whether it was really possible for an attractive young woman like Sally to be interested in someone like him – a widower with a four-year-old son. After all, she only looked about twenty, twenty-one at most.

It wasn't as though he considered himself old – or at least he hadn't until now. He was only twenty-eight for goodness sake. But since his wife Julie had died, he had totally lost touch with young women. He grimaced. It was not as though he had ever been in touch with young women. He had always been too shy. Over the years he had come to feel more comfortable with the Mrs Millers of the world.

After spending most of the night wondering what to do, he had come to the conclusion he must put Sally out of his mind. Mrs Miller would be back at the nursery very soon and once that happened, he probably wouldn't see Sally ever again. Come to think of it, he was taking Joey to his parents' home later this afternoon. He had almost forgotten about that since meeting Sally Hughes.

Joey was spending a week with his grandparents, so he wouldn't be back at the nursery until next Friday. Surely he could cope with seeing Sally for that one day. By the time Bill had shaved and dressed, he was convinced Sally was well and truly out of his system.

Joey was carrying his advent calendar when he came downstairs to breakfast. “Look Daddy. There's a little star behind this door. Now there're only eleven days left until Christmas.”
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Not wanting to be late this morning, Sally was at the nursery by eight-fifteen. She had only just finished getting all the books and games from the cupboard, when she heard Bill and Joey walking down the corridor. Her heart missed a beat when she heard his voice drifting towards the nursery door. He was telling Joey how he must be a good boy and not do anything that might annoy Miss Hughes.

“Good morning Sally. It's nice to see you again.” Immediately forgetting his earlier resolutions, Bill couldn't help noticing she looked even more attractive today. That shade of blue really suited her.

“Good morning to you both,” replied Sally, trying to keep her voice steady. She felt like a schoolgirl instead of a fully-grown woman about to take charge of twelve youngsters. “I'm sure Joey and I will have lots of fun today.” She told Joey to look at the toys in the corner, assuring him she would join him in a few minutes. Turning back to Bill, she asked him if there was anything special Joey liked to do.

“No,” replied Bill. “Nothing special, he enjoys playing all sorts of games. But while I have a few minutes to spare I must tell you I'll be collecting Joey at around three o'clock today. I'm taking him to his grandparents and he'll be with them all next week. They want to see him before they visit my sister in the north. They're spending Christmas with Barbara and her husband, Jack. They have just had a baby and my parents are anxious to see their new grandchild. Joey won't be back until Thursday evening, so you won't have any more late nights.”

His friendly smile made Sally go weak at the knees. “You needn't have worried Bill, I wouldn't have minded at all.” She was saddened that she wouldn't see Bill or Joey for the next week. Jane could even be back in the nursery before Bill brought Joey in next Friday, which could mean she might never see either of them again.

“I must get off now,” said Bill. “I can't be late today. I've an important meeting this morning and I want to take time to stop at the florist on the way. 'Bye Joey! Goodbye Sally, see you at three o'clock.”

The other parents arrived with their children and though Sally went through the motions of greeting them, her mind was still preoccupied with Joey's father. Even now, she was looking forward to seeing him again when he came to collect his son that afternoon.

Why should she be feeling like this? After all, she had only just met Bill the evening before. However, she had to admit she liked everything about him: his smile, his shyness, his thoughtfulness and his charm. Oh, she could go on and on about Bill Roberts.

Mrs Miller telephoned during the morning. “I don't want to be a nuisance,” she said. “I was just wondering if all was well.”

“Yes,” Sally replied. “Everything's fine here. Are you feeling better? It sounds as though your voice is coming back.”

Jane's voice croaked as she laughed. “It's probably because I haven't been using it. I'm usually talking to the children all day. Oh, Sally, I'm finding it very boring here all alone. You know how I like to be doing things.”

It was true. Mrs Miller was a no nonsense type of person and had been busy all her life. Sally knew she wouldn't enjoy sitting around all day. “It won't be long before you're back here Jane. The children will be delighted to see you again.”

“I received some lovely flowers this morning from Mr Roberts. It was very kind of him,” said Jane.

“Yes,” replied Sally, “He said he was going to see the florist. Oh! That reminds me, Joey won't be here for the next week. Mr Roberts is taking him to his parent's home, something about them being away for Christmas this year.”

“Yes, that's right.” Jane recalled. “I'd almost forgotten about it. His sister has recently had a baby girl. The family were hoping she'd be born before Christmas. I believe Mr Roberts isn't taking Joey up there until sometime in the New Year. He thought it best if everyone didn't arrive at the house at once, very sensible. Is there anything else I should know about?”

“No, I don't think so. Just you keep warm and don't come back too early. I'm managing okay; in fact I'm quite enjoying it,” replied Sally.

“I knew you would. Well, 'bye for now Sally, but don't forget you can ring me if you need to – though I may phone you again later today.”

Sally guessed Jane would ring several times during the day. But knowing how much the children meant to her, she didn't mind.

The children really enjoyed themselves that morning. They ran, jumped and skipped. Sally was quite worn out by lunchtime. It amazed her how Jane was able to cope with the children every day, especially at her age.

“I think we'll sit quietly now and have our lunch,” said Sally, looking at the bright pink faces of the children. “And after lunch we'll all have a nice little nap,” she added, hopefully.

By about one o'clock all the children, with the exception of Joey, were fast asleep. They were wrapped in thick warm blankets and lying on a large sheet of foam rubber supplied by Mrs Miller for just this purpose. She always believed that an afternoon nap was very important for young children.

Joey was too excited to sleep. He wanted to tell Sally about his forthcoming visit to his grandparents. “Nanna and Granddad have a dog called Bess and we take her out for walks across the fields all the time. My friend David lives next door to Nanna and he has a rabbit and sometimes I go into his garden to play with it.” He chattered on breathlessly about how he would be going to David's birthday party and that his daddy had bought a present for him to give to his friend.

Sally listened in silence. She was thinking how much he resembled his father. Same dark brown hair, same lovely brown eyes that crinkled when he laughed, the only difference was that Joey's hair was curly while Bill's hair was straight. The curls must come from his mother. Her thoughts were interrupted when she realised Joey had asked her a question.

“Have you got a dog, Miss Hughes?” he repeated.

“No, Joey, not now. I used to have one when I was a little girl though,” she replied. “I called him Sam.”

“Daddy says we can't have a dog, as it would get lonely when he's at work and I'm here with Mrs Miller,” said Joey.

“Yes he would.” Sally agreed. “But you can always go to see Bess at your nanna's house.”

“I'm glad I'm going to see Nanna and Granddad for a little while. We do lots of things when I'm there. Last time we went to see a film about a dog called Lassie,” said Joey, starting to yawn.

“Yes I know you're looking forward to it, sweetheart.” But Sally wished he wasn't going right now. She would have liked the opportunity of getting to know Bill a little better.

“I like you, Miss Hughes, do you like me?” Joey asked, suddenly.

“Of course I do. I like you very much Joey, I really do,” she replied.

Joey thought for a minute then said, “Miss Hughes, do you have a man living at your house like my nanna?”

“No, Joey I'm not married, so I don't have a man living with me,” said Sally, a little surprised by the question. She smiled “You see, your nanna and granddad are married, so they live together.”

“Do you want to get married like my nanna?”

“Yes of course I do,” Sally laughed.

“When will you get married?”

“One day, when I find some nice young man to love me.”

“I'll love you,” said Joey after a moment's thought.

“Thank you Joey, that's very sweet of you. But you're too young at the moment. You'll have to wait until you grow up, then we'll see.”

Joey suddenly went silent and looked rather sad. He was recalling something Sally had said.

“Is there something wrong Joey? Sally asked.

“My daddy doesn't have a lady living with him. Does it mean nobody loves him?” he asked quietly.

Sally was alarmed that something she had said in all innocence had upset the little boy. She put her arms around him. “Oh Joey, you mustn't think that. Of course your daddy has lots of people who love him. You love him don't you and then there's your nanna and granddad and your aunt and uncle, they all love him.”

“Yes,” said Joey, thoughtfully, “I do love my daddy very much.” However, he wasn't sure if that was quite the same thing. Hadn't Miss Hughes just told him he was too young? “Do you love my daddy, Miss Hughes?”

His question rather took her aback. She was certainly very attracted to his father; in fact she could hardly wait to see him again. But love? Could that be love? She felt Joey tugging at her sleeve; he was still waiting for an answer.

“Well,” she said. “I like your daddy very much.” Wishing to change the subject she added. “You're a very inquisitive little boy,” and without giving him time to ask, she added, “And that means you ask a lot of questions. Now, I'm going to telephone my friend, Jo. She'll be wondering where I am. I haven't had time to tell her I'm here at the nursery with you. Would you like to speak to her?”

“Joe is a boy's name.” Joey was thinking of one of his friends who lived near his nanna's house.

“Well Jo isn't her real name. It's Josephine, but she likes to be called Jo.”

“Why?” Joey asked.

“It's because she likes to play a joke on people.”

“How?” he persisted

“Well you see when she calls herself Jo, people think she's a boy and they get a surprise when they find out that she's really a girl,” answered Sally.

It wasn't the real reason, but it was near enough. She didn't feel like explaining about the Women's Liberation Movement just at the moment. She picked up the phone and dialled her friend's number; it rang twice before Jo's answering machine kicked into action.

“She isn't at home,” said Sally, looking at Joey. “I'll leave a message for her.” She turned back to the phone. “Hi, Jo, it's Sally. I'm at Mrs Miller's nursery school. The number is …” She gave the number and asked Jo to call when she got back.

Putting down the phone, she turned back to Joey. “She may ring later so you can say hello to her then.”

“I think I'm sleepy now, Miss Hughes.” Joey climbed down from her knee. He was relieved Jo wasn't in. He wasn't really sure he wanted to talk to her. A girl with a boy's name sounded a little frightening to him.

“I'll help you get wrapped up in the blanket and you can have a little nap,” said Sally. “Then you'll feel as bright as a button when your daddy comes to collect you. If his meeting goes well, he may even arrive a little earlier than three o'clock.”
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Bill arrived at the large building, which housed his firm. However, he didn't leap out and rush up to his office as he normally did. Instead, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had thought about Sally during his drive into work. If only he'd had more time to spend with her before having to dash off to the office.

He opened his eyes and stared at the building. But now he had to put Sally out of his mind; his meeting this morning was very important. He needed to focus.

Upstairs in his office he called his friend and colleague, Colin Shaw, to come in and see him. Colin would be attending the meeting with him, so they needed a few minutes together to catch up. However Bill found it difficult to stay on track and kept gazing out of the window.

It didn't take Colin long to notice that Bill was preoccupied with something and was rather concerned. He had known Bill for over ten years now, so he knew immediately when his friend was troubled. He recalled their first term at university together.

He was older than Bill by two years, but he had taken a couple of years off to 'see life', as he liked to call it before taking up his place. As they were complete opposites, the other students were surprised at how well the two young men got on. While Bill was quiet, shy, withdrawn and very easily embarrassed, Colin was an extrovert. He loved meeting people, going to parties and, most especially, dating the female students. He also loved playing practical jokes, or teasing his friends.

From their first meeting, Colin decided it was his role in life to bring Bill out of his shell. He had thought Bill might be finding the work too difficult and need help. However, he couldn't have been more wrong. As it turned out it was Colin who needed extra coaching from Bill, who was a genius when it came to figures. Even the lecturers were astounded at just how quickly Bill could work out the most complicated equations in his head. He was also very sharp at legal issues and could quite easily have studied law, but mathematics was his passion.

Still gazing at Bill, Colin smiled to himself, recalling how he had tried to persuade Bill to attend the university dances; even setting up dates for him with one or two rather attractive students. Yet he had always refused to go, saying he was quite happy to read his books.

Though Colin knew this reluctance was due to Bill's shyness, he teased him about it mercilessly, suggesting he might prefer a date with one of the male students. “I'd be quite happy to organise it for you. Now, let me see, there's that rather attractive fellow reading history; or the one with the beard in the science lab…” Colin loved the way Bill ran a finger around the inside of his collar when embarrassed and not quite sure what to say. However, he had always been wise enough never to tease him in front of anyone else and Bill always took it in good part.

While Bill graduated with a first class honours degree, Colin hadn't managed anything so grand. Nevertheless he knew it was due to Bill's patient coaching that he had achieved far more than he deserved. Left to his own devices, he would possibly have been sent down for playing the fool too often. After leaving university, he and Bill had remained good friends and had even ended up together in the finance department at the Head Office of Websters International.

The company, realising the gem they had in Bill, rapidly promoted him to Head of the Department and, wanting an assistant he could trust and rely on, Bill had appointed Colin. But it hadn't ended there. The firm had grown rapidly over the last few years and Bill was now Financial Executive to all the accounts departments within the whole company.

Bill had been best man at Colin and Rachel's wedding. Rachel looked on him as a brother and concerned he would never meet anyone himself, she arranged a dinner party; inviting both Bill and her friend Julie. With a little coaxing Bill and Julie began dating and eventually married. They had a son, whom they named Joey.

“If you're ready, Colin, I think we'd better go upstairs, they'll be waiting for us.”

Bill's voice snapped Colin back to the present, “Yes,” he replied, gathering his papers together. “Let's get it over with.” Following Bill over to the lift, Colin decided that immediately after the meeting he would try to get to the root of whatever was bothering his friend.
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The meeting went well, much better than either Bill or Colin had expected. Often they were long, drawn out affairs with all the heads of departments arguing about how their finances over the next half-year should be spent. Usually by the end of the meeting tempers were hot, however today had been different, everyone parted with a smile on their face.

Bill had been very relieved, having found it difficult to stop his mind from wandering back to Sally. “There has to be a first for everything,” he said to Colin, over lunch. “I've never known an interdepartmental finance meeting go so smoothly before.”

“I agree,” said Colin, remembering how the last one had gone on for two days. “You'll be able to get away early now. Taking Joey to your mother's aren't you?”

“Yes,” replied Bill. “He's spending the week there; he's looking forward to it. I'm staying overnight, but I'll be back in the office tomorrow morning.”

“Joey is well isn't he?” Colin asked, trying to get onto the subject of what was making Bill so distracted. He knew that Joey was Bill's life.

Bill looked up from the finance report sheet he had started to read. He wasn't having much success; his thoughts were still back at the nursery. “Yes, of course he is. Why do you ask?”

“It's just you seem to have your mind on something else today. I wondered if you had a problem at home. If you'd like to talk to someone, you know I'm always here,” replied Colin.

Bill hesitated. He didn't know whether to say anything or not. Colin could be such a tease at the best of times, but if he thought a woman was involved, then he there would be no stopping him. “No.” he said eventually. “Everything's all right at home. I'm just a little under the weather this morning.”

However Colin knew better. Something was definitely bothering his friend and he wasn't going to give up so easily. On the other hand, he was also aware that badgering Bill would get him nowhere at all, so he decided to wait until they were back downstairs in the office before trying again.

Changing the subject, he told Bill how Rachel had been out shopping for a new dress for the firm's Christmas dance being held the following Thursday. “Are you going this year, Bill? You know you could come with us. Rachel would be delighted.” He already knew what the answer would be, but he felt he must ask. One of these days Bill might just say yes.

“No, I don't think so,” said Bill. “But thanks for asking all the same.”

The rest of the lunch break carried on with small talk, but once they were back downstairs Colin tried again.

“Bill, are you sure there's nothing you want to talk about?”

Again Bill hesitated. He would like to talk to someone and Colin was the only one he could trust. “Alright, come into my office Colin. Perhaps you could give me some advice.” Once inside, he closed the door and rang through to his secretary telling her he didn't want to be disturbed.

“This sounds very mysterious,” said Colin, grinning. “You're not thinking of embezzling any money from the company, are you?”

“Don't be ridiculous Colin. I simply don't want to be the subject of office gossip.” He paused, still not knowing whether to say anything. He didn't want Colin pulling his leg about it for the next couple of months.

“Bill,” said Colin. “You know I won't say a word to anyone. I promise.” He watched Bill run a finger around his collar. What on earth can have happened since yesterday to put him in this state? He feared the worst.

“I know this is going to sound stupid to you,” said Bill at last. “But last night I met a girl at the nursery and I can't get her out of my mind. She's standing in for Mrs Miller; she had to go home with 'flu sometime yesterday.” He paused; still not sure whether he was doing the right thing by confiding in Colin. He turned away and took a deep breath before continuing. “As usual, I was late collecting Joey, so I offered to take her home. She agreed and we all stopped for a meal on the way.” He hesitated and looked at Colin, half expecting him to make some remark. But Colin remained silent. “There's just something about her and it's driving me crazy,” he continued. “It's a terrible thing to say, but I was even jealous of my son, as he was spending today with her.”

“Well then ask her out. Take her for a meal or something,” said Colin. He let out a long breath, relieved and delighted that Bill was at least thinking about women again. After his marriage, Bill had slowly begun to emerge from his shell. However, when Julie was killed in a car accident he had reverted back to his old self, never going out and continuing to take on more and more work at the office. Colin had been at his wits end trying to make his friend see there was more to life than work, so this was good news as far as he was concerned.

“But she's so young, about twenty-one at most. Besides I have Joey. How many young girls want to be involved with a widower with a four-year-old son?” Bill replied. “This morning, while getting ready for work I made up my mind to forget her, but once I saw her again, the resolution was broken. You noticed I was behaving oddly so how long will it take the rest of my staff to start thinking I've flipped my lid?”

“Calm down Bill. All you have to do is ask the girl out. If she says no, what harm will have been done? You're not old you know. Some people only marry for the first time at your age. Hasn't it occurred to you that she may have taken a liking to you? She agreed to go for the meal with you last night, didn't she? Besides, some women like 'older' men.” He stressed the word older and made quotation signs in the air. “Look here! I'm older than you, I have a lovely wife and two kids and I'm balding – well slightly,” he added, quickly, rubbing his hand across his head. “Yet let me assure you, I do not consider myself past it. So why on earth should you? You have a lot more going for you than I do.”

“You're making fun of me now. Perhaps I shouldn't have told you,” said Bill, looking down at his desk.

“No I'm not, Bill.” Colin said gently. All I'm trying to do is to make you see you're still a young, attractive man. If you like this girl then you should go for it, stop dithering about and ask her out. Sometimes it's very hard to get through to you.”

“I'm picking Joey up shortly; I may have a word with her then. I just don't want to make a fool of myself. I'd prefer it if you didn't say anything to Rachel for the moment, if you don't mind.”

“Anything you say, Bill. Now get away and pick up that son of yours. Say hello from me.”

“I have a few letters to sign and then I'll be off. Oh, and Colin, thanks for listening,” said Bill, feeling relieved Colin hadn't come out with any of his usual witty remarks about him and women.

“Anytime, old boy,” said Colin, grinning and emphasising the word old as he slipped out of the door.

Bill pretended to throw something at him before beginning to sign his mail. He decided he would ask Sally out for a meal when he collected Joey. Looking at his watch, he saw it was only one forty-five. If he got a move on, he could be at the nursery for two-thirty. That would show her he could be early sometimes.
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It was almost half past two. Sally decided to waken Joey so he might get himself pulled together in time for his father arriving. Going across to where Joey lay sleeping, she took care not to wake the other children. She wanted him to herself for a while. She rather liked this delightful little boy and was certainly going to miss him over the next few days. She shook him gently.

“Wake up, Joey. Your daddy shouldn't be much longer now,” she whispered. “You'll be seeing your grandmother shortly.”

Joey looked up at her and stretched out his arms around her neck. “Nanna will have made some cakes for tea. She always makes cakes when we go to see her and Granddad. But I'm going to miss you, Miss Hughes.” He gave her a big grin.

“I'm going to miss you too, Joey. It's been so nice meeting you,” said Sally, standing up and pulling Joey up with her. “I really hope I'll see you and your daddy again sometime. You know, I like you both very much.” She gave him a hug

“Daddy!” Joey had caught sight of his father standing in the doorway.

Sally swung around. “I'm sorry. I didn't see you. Have you been there long?” She felt a little embarrassed that Bill might have heard her last remarks.

Bill walked into the room. He had arrived in time to see Sally awaken Joey and had heard and seen everything that passed between them. He was pleased Joey found himself able to trust Sally. One of his main concerns was that Joey would grow up to be shy like him. It was the last thing he wanted. It was also encouraging to learn that Sally liked him as well as his son. However, to save any further embarrassment he said, “I've only just arrived. My meeting finished early so I was able to get away.”

Joey ran over to his father and Bill told him to get his coat from the cloakroom. It would give him the opportunity to speak to Sally about them spending an evening together.

“Sally, I…” he faltered. “I… I was wondering… if you would…” He was interrupted when the telephone began to ring.

“I'd better answer that,” said Sally. “It may be Mrs Miller and I'm sure she would like a word with you. She was delighted with the flowers.”

Joey arrived back with his coat and Bill helped him put it on while Sally answered the phone. He wished he could be more like Colin. He would have simply breezed into the nursery and swept Sally off her feet. Instead, he was bumbling around trying to ask her out. Straightening up he heard Sally speak into the receiver.

“Hello, Mrs Miller's nursery school,” she said. “Oh, it's you Jo. I want to talk to you about this evening, but I'm with a parent at the moment. Can you give me ten minutes?”

There was a short pause before Sally replied, “Fine, speak to you later.” She hung up and turned back to Bill and smiled. “I'm sorry about that. It was a friend of mine. What was it you wanted to say to me?”

Believing Sally had been talking to her boyfriend, Bill was lost for words. He felt gutted; almost as though someone had punched him in the stomach. All he wanted to do was to get out of the nursery. However, Sally was waiting for a reply. He swallowed hard and shook his head. “It was nothing… nothing important, Sally. We must leave you to get on … err… We'll see you next week. Goodbye.”

“Goodbye both, I hope you enjoy your visit to your nanna's Joey,” said Sally.

Joey ran over to Sally and gave her a big hug. “'Bye 'bye Miss Hughes.” He ran back to his father, who quickly ushered him out of the door.

Bill fastened the seat belt around Joey and then climbed into the car. He sat there for a while, staring through the windscreen. He was bitterly disappointed. Of course he had known all along, Sally was likely to have a boyfriend. It was stupid of him to have believed otherwise. Nevertheless, he felt his whole world had crashed before him.

Finally, he started the car engine and set off to his parents' home; about an hour's drive away. Joey chattered to him from his seat in the back, but for the first time Bill wasn't interested in anything his son said. Normally he would listen attentively and answer any questions Joey asked of him. Today was different. Today, his mind was elsewhere.

Twice he was forced to pull into a layby, as he knew he wasn't concentrating on the traffic. On another occasion he bought Joey some sweets simply as an excuse to get out of the car.

What was he going to do next week when he had to take Joey back to the nursery? The way he felt about Sally, it would be better if he didn't see her again. Joey seemed to sense his father was tense and stopped chattering. He sat quietly on the bench by a frozen pond, eating his sweets.

Bill thought hard for a long while before he came up with an idea. If his parents hadn't yet bought their train tickets, perhaps he could persuade them to postpone their trip until the next day.

That way he could pick up Joey next Friday, run his parents to the station and take Joey back to the office for two or three hours. No one else would be there. The rest of the staff would have finished for the holidays. Only the security staff would be around and they were quite used to him being in the office at all hours. Surely Mrs Miller would be back in the nursery after New Year.

The more Bill thought about his idea, the better it sounded. Feeling slightly relieved he may have found a solution to his problem, he told Joey to get back into the car. As soon as I get there, I'll speak to Mum about delaying their journey until Friday, he thought.
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Sally watched Bill from one of the windows in the nursery. He was sitting in his car and appeared to be deep in thought. She hoped he would see her and wave before setting off. Joey must be reciting the day's events to his father. If there was one thing she had learned about Joey, it was that he liked to chatter. When Bill drove off without even a backward glance she felt like bursting into tears.

However, not wanting the children to find her so distressed when they awoke, she tried to pull herself together. Hopefully they would sleep for a little while longer. Just then the telephone rang and she rushed to answer it. Lifting the receiver, she glanced around to see if anyone was awake, but although one or two of the children stirred, they slept on.

“Hello, Mrs Miller's nursery.”

“Hi there, it's Jo. You seem to be in at the deep end. Are you managing to cope or are you wishing you had stayed in your father's business?”

“Not quite.” Having escaped from the family business, nothing would induce her to go back. “It's really good fun, but ask me again at the end of the week.” Sally replied.

“I tried calling your flat several times yesterday but couldn't reach you. I tried right up until I had to go out, about eight-ish I think. It was late when I got back so I didn't bother anymore,” said Jo.

“Well I was here until six-thirty as one of the parents was very late and I ended up going out with them for a pizza. It was about eight when they dropped me off home,” replied Sally.

“That was nice of her, good to know the mother appreciated…”

“No, no, it was a father, he…” Sally broke off. Knowing how Jo felt about men, she regretted the words the moment they left her lips.

Jo was a feminist and then some. She often carried her beliefs to the extreme. The male sex was very far down her list of requirements; she didn't trust them at all. “Most men are only after one thing,” she would often say. “When the right man comes along he'll treat you as an equal and see you as a good sport.”

Sally wasn't sure she wanted to be seen as a good sport, far preferring to be thought of as feminine. She liked nice clothes, perfume, make-up and everything else that went with being a woman. Jo, on the other hand, always wore trousers, preferably jeans or army style camouflage trousers and was appalled if a man offered his seat to her on the bus. This being the case, it had surprised Sally when Jo decided to take up a career as a nursery nurse. She had always thought her friend would join the army or the fire service or something else that would give her equal status, at least in her eyes. However, even more annoying to Sally, Jo had started telling her whom she should and shouldn't see. Therefore she held her breath waiting for the outburst; she didn't have long to wait.

“What're you thinking about, going out with a married man?” Jo yelled down the line. “He must have thought you were an easy touch.”

“He's a widower actually,” replied Sally.

“What!” screamed Jo. “I don't believe you sometimes. You really are an idiot. A widower must be the worst kind of man you could imagine. They make you feel sorry for them; single parent and all, and then they pounce. You want to be careful my girl. You were lucky he didn't try it on.” She paused. “He didn't, did he? Try anything on, I mean.”

Sally sat back in her chair and allowed herself a moment's reflection on the previous evening. Bill hadn't done anything improper, but in a way, rather wished he had.

“Jo, don't be ridiculous, of course he didn't,” she said, at last. “He had his four-year-old son with him. Besides, I probably won't see him again. He's taken his son to his mother's for the next week, so there's no reason for him to come back to the nursery.”

“Thank goodness for that. And please, don't you go out with any more fathers. You're not safe to be left alone.”

“He was rather nice you know, charming, good looking, well mannered. Actually, I rather liked him,” said Sally, picturing Bill standing there in the nursery.

“It sounds more than that to me,” said Jo suspiciously. “Are you sure you've told me everything?”

“Of course I have.” Sally felt annoyed with herself for not having the guts to tell Jo to mind her own business.

“Nevertheless I think I should pop around to see you tonight. He may decide to call on you, especially if his son isn't around. I'll soon tell him what's what.”

“No, not tonight,” said Sally hastily. “That's what I wanted to say to you. I'm going to have to catch up on some studying. We're going to the lecture tomorrow night and I won't understand any of it unless I do some work. I'll meet you at the Lecture Theatre. Keep a seat for me if you're there first.”

“Okay, will do. See you there, but mind what you're doing. If he calls on you, tell him to get lost, or better still ring me and I'll come around and do it for you. 'Bye for now.”

Sally sighed with relief when she put down the receiver. Thank goodness she had managed to stop Jo from calling tonight. She wouldn't have let the subject about Bill rest. Already she could hear her friend saying awful things about him. Yet he hadn't struck her as being the type to take advantage her; or any woman.

Looking at the time, she decided to awaken the children. They had slept long enough. She must have tired them out too much this morning. She made a mental note not to do that again. She asked them to sit quietly and draw a picture of their home; she wasn't in the mood to do much else. Her mind was too preoccupied with Bill and how he had rushed off.

If only Jo hadn't chosen that precise minute to return her call. She would have liked more time to talk to him. It had all happened so quickly. He appeared to be going to say something to her, but after her brief chat with Jo, he had changed his mind. In fact, he seemed more than anxious to get away. She kept glancing over to the door, hoping he might walk in again at any moment. But it was wishful thinking. He was probably half way to his mother's by now.

She felt tempted to ring Jane and tell her she couldn't stay at the nursery any longer. It was the only way she would get Bill out of her mind. Perhaps Jane could find a replacement for her. But Sally knew she would not simply choose anyone to look after the children. She would rather come back from her sick bed.

Yet even now the picture of Bill walking into the room last evening was so vivid. She could still see the shy look of embarrassment on his face when she had shown her annoyance at his lateness.

A smile played around her lips when she pictured them at the restaurant. By then they had both been a little more at ease. If only they could have been together for a while longer, they would have got to know each other a little more and… Stop it! Oh my God, she had to stop thinking about him. He had gone; she would never see him again. Let that be an end to it.

Her thoughts were interrupted when the telephone rang. It was Jane's voice that came down the line. “Is everything all right Sally? It's not too much for you is it? I suddenly feel very guilty, having dropped you in at the deep end.”

This was her chance to leave gracefully. Jane was giving her a way out. She could say that, yes, it was too much; she hadn't finished her course and she needed to revise for the exams. But when it came to it, she couldn't let her friend down.

“Stop worrying Jane.” Sally tried to sound a lot calmer than she felt. “You'll never get better at this rate. Everything is going well here. The children are behaving like little angels. They're drawing pictures this afternoon so they're very quiet. This morning we all had fun and games, I think I tired them all out, they had a long sleep after lunch.”

“I'm pleased to hear you're coping well, Sally,” she said. “Can I have a word with Joey or has his father already picked him up?”

“I'm afraid. Bi… Mr Roberts picked him up a while ago.”

If Jane heard her slip of the tongue she didn't mention it.

“I'm sorry I missed him, I would like to have thanked him for the flowers and wished them both a Merry Christmas. Well Sally, if you're quite sure you're all right, I'll leave it at that, but don't forget if you need any advice, give me a call.”

Slowly replacing the receiver, Sally scolded herself for not taking the opportunity to tell Jane she wanted to leave.

“You've got my green crayon.” Voices across the room interrupted her thoughts.

“No I haven't, this is my green crayon.”

“I don't want any fighting please,” said Sally. The silence had been too good to last. She looked at her wristwatch. Not much longer now. I think I can hold out another half-an-hour. “Here's another green crayon, there are plenty to choose from. Surely you don't all have to use the same colour at the same time.”

Walking across to her desk, she sat down. She wasn't really angry with Jane; after all she was a good friend. Not only had she taught her at school for a time, but she had also put in a good word for her at the college.

Jane was always being called upon to give lectures to the students or advice on certain aspects of their courses. Therefore the college administrators hadn't hesitated in offering Sally a place once Jane recommended her.

Sally couldn't let her friend down. Yet there were times when she would like to say what she thought, or tell people what she wanted. Why was it she always ended up doing what other people said? However on reflection, the answer was simple. She had always led such a sheltered life, thanks mainly to her two older brothers.

Taking it upon themselves to protect their new sister right from the day she was born, they had always being around if anyone posed a threat to her. Growing into a very attractive teenager, she had received the attention of many of the boys at school. However, while she could go to a party with one of them, it was always her brothers who brought her home. No one was going to mess with their sister.

She was fifteen when Josephine and her parents moved into a house a short distance away. Josephine, or Jo as she preferred to be called, joined Sally's school. They soon became firm friends and spent much their free time together. Jo had three brothers. However in her case, she dominated them. They were delighted when she became friendly with Sally, hoping some of her femininity would rub off on their sister. Unfortunately, that never happened. Instead, Jo had taken over where her own two brothers left off.

“When I told Jo about going for a pizza with Bill and Joey, why didn't I tell her it was none of her business?” Speaking aloud, Sally thumped the desk. “Why do I have to explain myself to her? I should be more assertive.”

Just then Mrs Johnson appeared in the doorway having come to collect her son. Sally walked across the room towards her, hoping she hadn't overheard her talking to herself.

“Is Michael behaving himself,” said Mrs Johnson. “He can be so trying sometimes. Mrs Miller knows how to handle him, but as you are new here, he may try to get away with mischief. If you would rather I didn't bring him tomorrow…”

“Don't worry,” Sally interrupted. “All the children are being very good.”

“Thank you, Miss Hughes.” Mrs Johnson looked relieved. “In that case, we'll see you in the morning.”

The rest of the parents came to collect their children and soon Sally was left all alone. She carefully packed the toys and games away in the cupboard. Folding the blankets, she put them into the big chest in the corner. After looking around to make sure everything was in order, she went across the corridor to get her coat.

She was about to leave when the telephone rang. Now what? She looked at her watch. It couldn't be Jane; she would know the children had all left by now. Sally had almost reached the phone when another thought struck her.

What if it was Jo checking up on whether Bill had been in touch. She may even be going to insist on coming over this evening after all. If that was the case, she most certainly didn't want to speak to her.

Sally stood by the desk staring at the ringing telephone, willing it to stop. She covered her ears with her hands. But she could still hear it, as it continued to ring.
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When Bill arrived at his parent's home, he found his mother waiting at the front door. She was a slight woman and despite the wisps of grey hair, which had started to appear, he couldn't help thinking that she was still very attractive. During one of their stops, he had telephoned, letting her know they were well on their way. Since then she had looked out for them. Watching the car pull into the drive, she noticed how tense her son looked.

“Hello darling,” she said, as Joey ran up the path and into his grandmother's outstretched arms. “How's my little man today? I expect you have lots to tell Granddad and me, you always seem to do so many things between your visits to us.”

“Hello son,” she said, as Bill bent down to kiss her on the cheek. “I've got the kettle on for some tea, Joey might prefer lemonade.”

“I'll get Joey's case, while you go and make that pot of tea. I have something I want to ask you once we're all settled.” Bill tried to sound happier than he felt.

However, Anne wasn't fooled. She always knew when something was troubling her son. She hurried indoors to make the tea.

“Is everything all right Bill? You seem rather strained.” By now they were sitting in the sitting room and she was pouring the tea. She stopped and looked at him.

“Yes, everything's fine.” He smiled thinly. “I'm simply a bit tired, that's all.”

“What is it you want to ask me?”

“It's nothing much,” Bill shook his head and grinned, trying to reassure his mother. Deep furrows had appeared on her forehead, replacing the normal cheerfulness she displayed whenever Joey arrived. “I was just wondering whether you and Father had booked your train tickets for your trip away next week.”

She finished pouring the tea before she spoke. “No, not yet, we thought we would do it tomorrow and take Joey with us. He likes to see the trains.” She mother could hear alarm bells ringing and her hand trembled slightly as she placed the teapot onto a large coaster. “Why do you ask?”

Bill hesitated. “I was wondering if you would do me a big favour and go on Friday instead. It would really help me out of a jam.”

“Of course we will. You know you only have to ask. We'll do anything we can to help you,” she replied, wishing her husband was home. She was growing increasingly concerned about her son. Whether he admitted it or not, something was troubling him.

“I'm okay Mum, really.” Realising his mother was extremely worried he tried to sound light-hearted. “It's just that we've been so busy at the office, an extra day would help me out.” He smiled and held out his cup. “What about another cup of tea?”

Anne went into the kitchen to refresh the teapot. Bill had said nothing to convince her that everything was all right. He was always busy at the office, far too busy for her liking. So what was so different about this week? There was something else.

She knew he wouldn't tell her; he had always kept his problems to himself. Nevertheless, even when he was a boy she had always known when something was wrong. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she remembered how when other boys of his age were out playing, Bill had preferred to stay indoors reading textbooks. She and his father, John, had put it down to his shyness, believing he would grow out of it, but he never had. And to make matters worse, he had never found himself able to confide in her or his father, much preferring to bottle things up inside. She sighed. If only he could have been more outgoing like his two younger sisters.

Anne recalled how his marriage to Julie had helped to bring him out of his shell a little. But after her death he had become even more withdrawn, taking on extra work at the office, eventually becoming Financial Executive – whatever that was!

She knew Bill's friend, Colin, had tried to encourage him to slow down and certainly the last time she had seen her son, he had seemed a little happier. But now this had cropped up. Whatever 'this' was and he was back to square one.

The kettle clicked to off, drawing Anne back to the present. She decided to phone Colin the next morning after Bill had left for the office. Perhaps he knows what's bothering him, she thought.

When Anne walked back into the lounge with the tea tray, Bill was sitting at the table looking at a pile of papers he had taken from his brief case. Joey was playing with Bess on the floor. She poured some tea and passed it over to Bill.

“Thanks Mum,” he said, taking the cup. “I won't be long with the paperwork, but I really need to get a few things sorted before tomorrow morning.”

“Would you like some more lemonade, Joey?” she asked.

“Yes,” Joey replied.

Bill looked up from his work and frowned at his son.

“Yes please, Nanna,” said Joey, realising that he had forgotten to say please again.

“You're a good boy,” she replied, refilling his glass. She poured some tea for herself. “You carry on with your work Bill, Joey and I will have a little chat. It's been a while since I last saw him.” Turning to Joey she continued, “Tell me what you've been doing over the last few weeks.”

“Well, Nanna,” said Joey, thinking hard. “I've gone to nursery school and played with my friends.” He paused. “Mrs Miller is poorly so Miss Hughes is looking after us all.”

Anne failed to notice her son stiffen at the mention of Miss Hughes. “What's Miss Hughes like Joey?”

Joey got to his feet and walked over to where his father was looking at his papers. “She's very pretty, isn't she Daddy?”

“Yes, she is,” replied Bill, without looking up. He swallowed hard, wishing they would talk about something else. In his mind he could see Sally standing there in the nursery and again at the Pizza restaurant. It hurt him to think he would never see her again.

Picking up a calculator Joey asked his father what it was for.

“It adds up figures for me. Put it down please,” replied Bill, a little more sternly than Anne thought necessary.

Bill had never been seen using a calculator, but for some reason, he always kept one by him.

“Tell me a bit more about Miss Hughes, Joey,” said Anne, frowning at her son.

“Yesterday, she asked us to write a letter to Santa to tell him what we wanted for Christmas. Did you know it was nearly Christmas, Nanna?” Joey sounded excited.

“Yes, I know it is. Only eleven days now, it won't be long before Santa comes,” said Anne. “What did you…?” She had been about to enquire what he had asked for in his letter, but Bill looked up quickly and shook his head. Instead, she asked what he and the children had done next.

“We played lots of games and drew some pictures and today Miss Hughes let me sit on her knee.”

“You seem to be getting on very well with Miss Hughes Joey. Has she been there long?” Anne asked.

Knowing how Joey was usually very shy with strangers, she was rather surprised he had taken to this Miss Hughes so quickly. Her dearest wish was he wouldn't be so withdrawn like his father, so she was keen to learn more about this woman.

“Not long, Nanna.”

“Two days,” murmured Bill, desperately wishing the conversation about Miss Hughes would end. Every time her name was mentioned, he could picture her lovely smile.

“Why do you have to add up sums Daddy?” Joey asked, picking up the calculator again. “And what's this for?” He pointed at a small tape recorder. “What do you do with it?”

“Joey! Will you stop asking me so many stupid questions?” Bill snatched the calculator from Joey's hand. “For heaven's sake stop being such a naughty boy. Go and talk to your nanna and leave me alone.”

Anne was startled to hear Bill speak to Joey like that. For one brief moment, she thought he was going to smack him. She caught her breath as she felt her stomach turn over. Oh my God, something was definitely wrong. She decided there and then to get her husband to speak to him that evening. Perhaps he might open up to his father.

Normally she never interfered in the way Bill raised Joey. Usually there was no reason to; he was always so patient with him. However, today she felt compelled to say something. “Bill, he's only a little boy. For goodness sake, what's the matter with you today? Take your work into the other room if he's bothering you.” She looked towards Joey, who had burst into tears. “Come and sit on Nanna's knee and I'll give you a big hug.”

Joey ran over to his grandmother and climbed up on to her knee. Tears were streaming down his cheeks. “I'm… s… s…sorry… Daddy,” he said in between his sobs.

Bill was stunned. He couldn't believe he had raised his voice to his son, especially over something so trivial. He threw his pen down onto the table, sat back into his chair and closed his eyes. Why was he taking it out on his son? It wasn't his fault that Sally had a boyfriend. He went across to Joey who was still sitting on his nanna's knee and knelt down beside him.

“No, Joey, I'm the one who's sorry,” he said quietly, wiping the tears from his son's eyes. “I shouldn't have shouted at you. Of course you aren't a naughty boy. You must ask me whatever you like at any time.”

Anne had turned very pale and her eyes, usually sparkling, looked tired and drawn. “What is it, Bill, what's troubling you?”

“Nothing, Mum.” He grasped her hand. “Please don't worry, it's like I said, we've been very busy at the office.” He knew his mother worried about how much work he had taken on at the office. Her face had grown thinner in recent months and her lovely brown hair was turning grey prematurely. He felt sure it was down to her concerns for him. “I promise you, I'm fine.” He picked Joey up from his mother's lap and hugged him.

Joey put his arms around his father's neck and Bill walked around the room, clutching his son tightly. Joey was his whole world; he meant everything to him. How could he have upset him like that?

He really needed to put Sally out of his mind. He wouldn't ever see her again so he should forget about her. How he wished he wasn't staying here for the night. It would have been so much easier to have some tea and go straight back home. At least he wouldn't have to listen to all this chatter about Sally.

Bill couldn't really blame Joey, it wasn't often he met anyone new and when he did, he was usually so shy he clammed up. All the boy wanted to do was tell his grandmother about the new lady at the nursery. He hugged Joey tightly. If only he hadn't been so attracted to her! If only he hadn't liked her quite so much. If only…

“I love you, Daddy,” Joey interrupted his thoughts.

“I love you too Joey. Daddy's been working too hard, but it was wrong of me to speak to you like that and I'm sorry.” Bill handed him back to Anne and tried to muster up a grin.

“Go on; tell Nanna what else has been happening at the nursery.” He walked back to his chair, resigned to the fact he was going to hear about Miss Hughes whether he wanted to or not.

“Miss Hughes told me I asked too many questions – just like Daddy said before,” said Joey, sounding more like his old self again.

“Why, whatever were you asking her?” asked Anne. Then, as an afterthought, she added, “She didn't make you cry did she?”

“Oh no, Nanna, she didn't make me cry. I asked her if she liked me and she told me she liked me very much,” said Joey.

“I'm sure she does Joey. How could anyone not like such a lovely boy.” said Anne, glancing across at Bill. She was still very alarmed at her son's outburst.

“Well, she said she liked my daddy very much as well, and he isn't a boy is he?”

Bill was trying to draft out a letter, but he paused briefly.

“No, he's not, Joey,” said Anne. “What else did you say?”

Joey thought for a minute.

“I told her I was coming to see you Nanna… and Granddad as well and I asked her if she lived with a man like my nanna did.”

“Joey!” said his father looking up quickly. Catching his mother's quick glance, he softened his voice a little before adding, “You mustn't ask people things like that.”

“Why, Daddy?” Joey asked.

“It's not nice. You don't do it,” said Bill. He was a little worried about what other questions his son had put to her.

“Don't worry Bill. She'll be used to questions like that if she's working with children, they're always asking awkward questions.”

She turned back to Joey. “Well, what did she say?”

“Mother, don't encourage him, it's not right prying into people's private lives.”

“Okay,” Anne laughed. “I was simply curious as to how she got out of that one.”

“She told me she wasn't married like my nanna and granddad so she lived by herself,” Joey said. And before his father could stop him he added. “She said she couldn't get married because nobody loved her.”

“There now mother, are you satisfied?” Bill looked down at his paperwork. “Now please, let's drop the subject. I really don't think we should talk about Miss Hughes anymore.”

He recalled Sally's short telephone conversation with Jo. It may not be a serious relationship, but she still had a boyfriend!

“I told her I loved her, Nanna,” continued Joey.

“That was very kind of you, Joey. But like Daddy says, perhaps we shouldn't talk about Miss Hughes anymore. She may not like you telling me all these things about her. Why don't you tell me something else?”

Bill breathed a sigh of relief. Perhaps now he could absorb himself in his work and put Sally out of his mind.

“Daddy's bought me a present to take to David's birthday party. It's a game.” Joey had been thinking of what else he could tell his nanna.

“That's nice I'm sure he'll like a game. He's looking forward to seeing you on Saturday,” said Anne. “He'll be five years old and is starting the big school next month. He wants to show you his new school uniform. You'll enjoy the party; his mummy has been making all sorts of lovely things to eat at the birthday tea. Joe, your friend from down the road is going to be there as well.”

Joey giggled and went across to his grandmother. “Miss Hughes has a friend called Jo,” he said.

“How do you know? Did you meet him?” Anne wasn't sure she approved of Miss Hughes taking her boyfriend to the nursery.

“Joey, I thought we weren't going to talk about Miss Hughes anymore,” interrupted Bill, without looking up.

Looking across at his father, Joey pressed his lips tightly together, something he always did when Mrs Miller told the children they must be very quiet.

“Joey, your daddy didn't say you couldn't speak, he simply wants you to stop talking about Miss Hughes,” said Anne, grinning.
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