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  To my father, Malcolm




  Best dad and inspirational man




  My role model




  







  Prologue




  July 1981




  My darlings,




  There is no easy way to say goodbye – not after our hello. What a day that was, your matching pink faces blinking up at me like two old souls come to guide me through

  our adventures together, for I was so young when I had you. And thank goodness for that! We snatched six precious years that ought not to have been ours, and we made them dance, didn’t

  we?




  It was all so clear to me in that very first instant: you are why my heart beats and my eyes open, why my skin breathes and my spirit soars. You are my heart, my soul, my

  love, my life. I have rejoiced in every moment with you – not just the wondrous look on your faces on Christmas morning, but the little miracles too: how the freckles on your noses flower

  like daisies on summer days and how your bodies turn gasps into laughter as I give you cowbites on your ribs – never forget those, by the way, even when you’re all grown-up. They make

  everybody smile.




  What else will I miss? The smell of your heads – I would bottle it and wear it like perfume if I could. Heaven scent, I always called you, and I was right. I’ll

  miss the feeling of your ‘loving hands’ in mine; I’ll miss the three of us sleeping in our bed together, all messy and noisy like hibernating bears and no one there to tell us off

  when we sleep late. Please make sure you sleep enough. It’s so important. And brush your teeth twice every day. And eat fruit.




  There are also, I suppose, lots of things that aren’t important, even though grown-ups say they are – things like not wearing your shoes on the carpet, or eating

  all your broccoli. It doesn’t matter if you never grow to like courgette. I didn’t start eating quiche till last year and it didn’t do me any harm – at least I don’t

  think it’s the reason I’m writing this letter. (Oh dear, bad joke.)




  Just try to be open to new things; I think that’s the message to get across. Life is big and noisy and exciting and colourful, but sometimes it also feels scary and you

  have to be brave. Even when people let you down and break your heart – and sadly, they will – just keep going, and never give up. You will recover. I made you strong.




  It had been my Big Plan that we would all go round the world together when you were bigger, maybe ten? I would take you out of school (I know, cool mummy!) and teach you

  myself. I wanted us to travel through Asia and South America, but I don’t think Aunty Lisa’s going to be able to do that with Uncle Martin’s job. So just travel as soon as

  you’re big enough and explore the world.




  By the way, your grey eyes are rare – did you know that? You get them from your daddy. When Queen Elizabeth I ruled England, grey eyes were considered the very height of

  beauty. It’s why I gave you your name, Lillibet. As the oldest, it went to you. As for my Laura, you were supposed to be Flora, for I saw all the colour and life of the gardens in your face,

  but it was a letter too far from your sister and I wanted you both to be as close as shadows, so Lillibet and Laura you are, my Elizabethan beauties.




  I know you will be sad for a while, maybe for a long time, but try to laugh at least once every day. And sing – you’ll be amazed how much better it makes you feel.

  Being happy won’t mean that you’ve forgotten me, or that you love me any less. It’s what I want for you, more than anything.




  I know you’ll get through this, because you have each other. Ever since the doctors told me the news, I’ve been so grateful that I made two of you; I thought it

  was so that you’d always have a playmate, but now I think it must have been God’s way of making sure you wouldn’t ever be alone. As long as you have each other, you will be all

  right. Be kind to one another; share, and try not to fight. Aunty Lisa will try her best to make it better for you, so let her.




  When I was your age, I wanted so badly to be a twin or a princess or a fairy. They’re not what I’m going to get to be, but even though you won’t be able to

  hear me or see me, I’ll do everything I can for you to feel me. I’ll be the butterfly in your tummy when you get nervous before Sports Day; I’ll be the shiver running up your skin

  when you climb out of the swimming pool; I’ll be the giggle in your throat when you want to laugh at Mr Benton’s moustache in Sunday school. And one day, when you are really old ladies

  – much, much older than I am now – we will be together again in heaven. I will be right by the gates waiting for you, my darlings, just like I do at school. Until then, I will be an

  angel on your shoulders, loving you.




  Mummy xxxxx




  







  Chapter One




  Laura looked at the shoes in her hand and knew before the assistant had come back with her size that she would buy them, even if they didn’t fit. They were red, and

  that’s all they needed to be. She was almost famous for them around here, and Jack always teased her about it – ‘You know what they say – red shoes, no knickers.’ Of

  course, he knew full well she’d be the last person to go knickerless. Maybe that was why he found it so funny. Anyway, she preferred him saying that to his other response, which was to roll

  his eyes. ‘You’ve got almost fifty pairs!’ he’d cried last time before he’d caught sight of her expression and quickly crossed the kitchen to apologize, saying he

  secretly quite liked that she had a ‘signature’.




  The shop assistant came back, shaking her head apologetically.




  ‘All I’ve got left is a thirty-six,’ she shrugged. ‘We’re completely out of thirty-eights, even in the other colour-ways.’




  Laura bit her lip and stalled for a moment as the assistant moved to return the shoe to the display shelf. ‘Well . . . I’ll take them anyway,’ she muttered, looking away as she

  reached into her bag for her credit card. ‘They’re such a good price now. There’ll be someone I can give them to . . .’




  ‘Okay.’ The assistant hesitated, casting a glance at Laura’s red patent slip-ons, which she’d polished so hard at the breakfast table that morning that their eyes met in

  the reflection.




  A minute later, she savoured the jangle of the bell on the door as it closed behind her and stood for a moment on the pavement, adjusting to the brightness outside and the change of pace. The

  day was already limbered up and elastic, the late-November sun pulsing softly in the sky with no real power behind it, local businessmen rushing past with coffees-to-go slopping over the plastic

  covers and pensioners pushing their shopping carts between the grocer’s and the butcher’s, tutting over the price of brisket; a few mothers with prams were congregating around the

  bakery windows, talking each other into jam doughnuts and strong coffee to commiserate over their broken nights.




  Laura turned her back on them all – glad their problems weren’t hers – and started walking down the street in the opposite direction, swinging the carrier bag in her hand so

  that it matched the sway of her long, light brown hair across her narrow back. Her studio was in a converted keep, just beyond the old yacht yard, eight minutes away. People tended to have a

  romantic notion of what it must be like when she told them where she worked, but it wasn’t remotely pretty to look at. Tall and ungainly on its stilts, it towered over all the

  corrugated-panel workshops and dilapidated boat huts on the banks, and her square studio-room atop them looked like it had been bolted on by an architect who’d trained with Lego. The wood was

  thoroughly rotted, although you wouldn’t know to look at it, as it had been freshly painted two summers previously by a student at the sailing club who was after extra cash. She loved it. It

  felt like home.




  She turned off the high street and marched down the shady grey-cobbled lanes, past the tiny pastel-coloured fishermen’s cottages with bushy thatched roofs – which were now mostly

  second homes for affluent Londoners – and over the concrete slipway to the compacted mud towpath that led down towards her studio. It sat on a hillock in the middle of the estuary. ‘St

  Laura’s Mount’, Jack called it. The brown water merely slapped at the stilt legs during the high spring tides, but the path over to it was only accessible at low tide, which was why she

  was enjoying a late start this morning. Strictly speaking, if she really cared about doing a nine-to-five working day, she could have bought a small dinghy to row over in, but she rather liked the

  idiosyncratic hours it forced upon her. But even more than that – and she could never admit this to Jack – she loved the occasional stranding overnight, when her absorption in

  her work led her to ignore the alarm clock and the path became submerged. After the first ‘stranding’, she had brought a duvet, pillow and overnight bag to the studio so that she was

  properly set up for the eventuality, but Jack hated it. He felt it encouraged her – enabled her – to continue working when it was time to stop and come home.




  The tide was almost fully out now, and the mudflats looked as glossy as ganache, but Laura didn’t stop to watch the avocets and bitterns picking their way weightlessly over them. Their

  mutual fascination with each other had worn off a while ago and now they existed in apathetic harmony. She walked quickly up the two flights of metal stairs and unlocked the door. Jack was forever

  telling her they had to up the security on the place. She had thousands of pounds’ worth of materials in the studio.




  Dumping her handbag on the floor and carefully lifting the too-small shoes out of their box, she placed them on the windowsill. They looked like two blood-spots in the all-white interior. The

  wide planking floorboards had been painted and overvarnished so that they looked glossy and more expensive than they really were, and it had taken over twenty tester pots and Jack on the edge of a

  nervous breakdown before she had found the perfect white for the walls. She hadn’t wanted it to look cold in the winter, but it did, in spite of her best efforts – there’s

  precious little that can counteract the pervasive grey light that characterizes the Suffolk winter. She had had some blinds run up in sandy-coloured deckchair stripes and that had helped warm

  things up a bit. It had to – the windows ran round every side of the room so there were lots of them. Jack always used to worry that she was too exposed working up here, with 360-degree views

  where anyone could see her alone in the creek. But Laura insisted that neither bored teenagers nor avid bird-watchers had any interest in her.




  The red flashing light on the answering machine caught her eye and she went over to listen. After several years of working alone with only Radio Four for company, it was still a surprise to

  realize that people were actively seeking her out and calling her up with commissions. The move from jewellery hobbyist to professional goldsmith had been accidental, when the charm necklace

  she’d made for Fee’s mother had provoked a positive response at the WI. After weeks of ignoring Fee’s nagging, well-intentioned demands to set herself up properly, her friend,

  young as she was, had taken it upon herself to place a formal advert in the Charrington Echo. Rather serendipitously, the editor of the FT magazine had been holidaying in neighbouring

  Walberswick at the time and happened to chance upon it whilst waiting for her lunch order in the pub. An hour later she had knocked on Laura’s door and from there it had been but a hop, skip

  and a jump to the prestigious placement in the FT magazine’s jewellery pages.




  Today there were two messages, both from Fee – now working as her self-appointed PR and manager on the days she wasn’t manning reception at the leisure centre. Through squeals and

  much clapping, she was forwarding appointment dates for three prospective new clients. Yesterday there had been another one, and this was several weeks after the article had come out. Laura

  scribbled the dates and times in her diary, shaking her head over the fact that the commissions were still coming in. The feature had been about new-generation jewellers, and the box on Laura had

  been the smallest, squeezed in at the very last minute. She had pretty much dismissed it as soon as she’d seen it because they’d cropped the photo so you couldn’t see her shoes,

  but clearly lots of people hadn’t, because the little red light was still happily flashing most mornings when the tide finally let her in.




  Laura walked over to the bench and began casting a critical eye over the previous day’s work – a necklace that was for a wedding next week. She caught a glimpse of the grey heron

  beating past the east window, and knew her eleven o’clock appointment had arrived hot on her heels. Good old Grey. He was better than any CCTV system. He stood for hours in the reed bed, only

  retracting his neck and leaping into flight when one of her customers passed by on the path to the studio. Like the avocets and bitterns, he just ignored her now.




  ‘Hello?’ a male voice drifted up questioningly, and she heard his shoes on the patterned metal treads.




  ‘Come up to the top,’ Laura called before taking a deep, calming breath. She slid the unfinished necklace into a drawer and refilled the kettle, somewhat aghast to notice that the

  limescale had flourished unchecked so that it looked more like a coral reef in there.




  ‘Hello,’ the voice said, near now.




  She set a smile upon her lips, took a deep breath and turned. ‘Hi,’ she replied, as a well-dressed man emerged through the doorway.




  He stopped where he was, either transfixed or appalled by the sight of her. In keeping with her ‘take me as you find me’ defiance (and in direct contrast to Fee’s ‘take

  me, I’m yours’ dress sense), she was sporting a grubby pair of boyfriend jeans that fell so low they exposed the upper curve of her hip bones, and a faded black Armani A/X sweatshirt of

  Jack’s. The only things about her that were shiny were her teeth and the glossy red flats on her feet.




  ‘Ms Cunningham?’ he enquired, holding out a hand.




  ‘Laura,’ she replied, shaking his hand so lightly that her fingers slipped away just as he squeezed and he was left gripping her fingertips. He looked down at their star-crossed

  hands and released hers.




  He straightened up. ‘Robert Blake. You were expecting me?’




  In her dreams, maybe.




  His movements were assured, extending a sense of total control and purpose, and Laura immediately understood nothing ever happened in his life accidentally or without reason. He was utterly

  imposing and yet curiously boyish – as though she could still catch a glimpse of his twelve-year-old self in his face.




  It was an intriguing clash. His voice was deep and he was tall, five foot eleven or so, mid-thirties with coppery-brown eyes and a wide full-lipped mouth of extraordinarily even teeth. His hair

  was carefully combed from his face but she could see it would only take one of the easterly zephyrs that zipped round the yard to unleash a riot of light brown curls and an easy smile. His bespoke

  shirt and mannered formality told her he’d seen the world; the light in his eyes told her he’d seduced women on every continent.




  Laura nodded, knowing she was probably blushing. ‘Of course. It’s a pleasure to meet you.’




  His eyes lifted off her to scan the room and she saw them rest on the tiny new shoes, still in their box.




  ‘You found your way here okay, I hope?’ she asked quickly, motioning for him to sit on one of the huge white sofas.




  ‘Eventually, although I thought my satnav was playing up at first. It took me a while to believe you’d really be down that tiny track. I don’t usually have to pack

  wellingtons for a meeting,’ he said, giving her a small, amused smile that made her stomach flip for joy and confirmed all of her instincts.




  He sat down and looked back at her, and she caught a flash of the oyster-coloured silk lining of his jacket and the hand-stitching on his shoes. She could see nothing of the twelve-year-old in

  him here.




  ‘All my clients have problems trying to find me on their first visits out here. I suppose I really ought to move to somewhere more accessible, but . . . I like to be near the water.’

  She shrugged, all out of small talk. ‘Would you like a cup of tea? Or coffee? It’s only instant, I’m afr—’




  ‘No,’ he interrupted, before softening it with a ‘thanks’.




  Laura picked up her notebook from the workbench and sat on the sofa opposite. It was set just slightly too far back and she had to perch on the front of the cushion.




  She took a deep breath and exhaled quickly. Soonest done, soonest over. She wasn’t a great people person at the best of times, much less dealing with people who looked like that.

  ‘So, how can I help you? What is it you’re after?’




  He took his eyes off her and paused for a moment, bringing a fist to his mouth as though he intended to cough into it. ‘Well, it’s for my wife,’ he said, his voice quieter than

  before, as though his wife might be hiding out on the stairs. ‘Obviously Christmas is coming up, but it’s her birthday, too, on the twenty-third. I need to get her something

  special.’




  She nodded, knowingly. Obviously he wanted it in time for Christmas. Obviously he was married.




  ‘Is there enough time? Are you busy?’ he asked.




  ‘Rushed off my feet. Everyone wants their pieces for Christmas,’ she said, scribbling his name in her notebook.




  ‘Is that because of the article in the FT?’




  ‘Yes. Did you see it too?’




  ‘It’s how I found you.’




  ‘You and thirty others,’ she murmured, resisting the urge to roll her eyes. ‘Not that I’m complaining.’ She looked up to find him staring at her intently, and knew

  he was finding her odd. From the cut of his suit, she guessed the women in his life wore jeans in child sizes with crystals on. ‘What were you thinking for your wife?’ she asked.




  ‘I want a charm necklace for her. With seven charms.’




  His certainty was surprising. Most clients didn’t have a clue what they wanted. ‘That’s specific. Why seven?’




  ‘That’s just how many I want,’ he replied, shrugging.




  ‘I see,’ she said, getting up and lying the notebook on the coffee table. ‘Well, I’ve got a selection of some charms I can show you now, just to give you an idea of what

  kinds of things I can do.’ She reached into what looked like a filing cabinet, pulled out a shallow drawer and brought it over, setting it down on the table in front of him. Some miniature

  charms were lined up in a neat display in military rows upon red velvet. ‘And of course, if you’ve got anything specific in mind that you don’t see here, I can make it to

  order.’




  She sat down again, waiting for his response to the little treasures – her collection was small but refined – but he didn’t even look at them.




  ‘The entire necklace must be bespoke,’ he said.




  Laura sat back. ‘Ah, well now, that will be significantly more difficult to arrange in time for Christmas, I’m afraid.’




  ‘It’s four weeks away,’ he countered, sitting up straighter.




  ‘Yes. But as I said, I am incredibly busy at the moment.’




  ‘Can’t you delegate?’




  ‘It’s just me,’ she replied, her politeness stretching to gossamer-thinness.




  He looked out through the east window opposite him for a few moments and she could tell by the set of his jaw that he was irritated.




  ‘Okay. Let me explain fully what it is that I’m looking for here,’ he said, leaning forward so that his elbows were on his knees, his hands clasped together. He looked like a

  president come to read to schoolchildren. ‘My wife’s birthday is on the twenty-third. She hates that her birthday is on the twenty-third. Every year we throw a big party for her

  birthday, and every year we open the door to people saying, “Merry Christmas”. It puts a lot of pressure on me to come up with something really special that makes her birthday stand

  apart from Christmas. Are you with me?’




  Laura sat back and frowned at him. She most certainly was not. Gorgeous he may be, but his patronizing tone was pushing all her buttons.




  ‘When I read that article on you, about your charm jewellery, it gave me the idea for the perfect present for her – a charm necklace, but with a difference. I don’t just want

  it to be decorative, or to signify last year’s holiday. I want every charm on this necklace to represent her relationship with each of the most significant people in her life. That’s

  why there are seven. And that’s why I can’t just . . . choose one off a tray. They have to be unique to her.’




  Laura nodded, intrigued. ‘It’s a great idea. It goes a lot further than most of the jewellery I’m asked to create. Most of the time, people want charms for notable life events

  such as christenings, twenty-firsts, wedding anniversaries and suchlike. I’ve never been asked to . . . well, tell a life story before. It would be an exciting project for me

  professionally, and I can guarantee your wife would finish up with something incredibly special. But that’s a very labour-intensive commission. If you’d be happy to wait till after

  Christmas . . .’




  ‘No. Categorically not.’




  ‘Well then, let’s see – if you’d consider dropping the number to, say, three or four charms, there might be enough ti—’




  ‘No,’ he said firmly, interrupting her again.




  Laura sat back, irritated and offended. He wasn’t even trying not to be rude. ‘Well then, I’m afraid we’re at an impasse, Mr Blake. There simply isn’t enough time

  for me to interview your wife for that many charms.’




  ‘You can’t interview her anyway,’ he said briskly. ‘It’s a surprise. It’s absolutely imperative that she knows nothing about it.’




  Laura pursed her lips grimly. The project – ambitious though it might be – was fast losing its appeal. He might be easy on the eye, but she did not fancy several hours in his

  company, listening to stories about his no doubt twenty-two-year-old wife.




  A BlackBerry buzzed quietly in his suit pocket and he took it out.




  Laura watched him with building anger as he frowned at the message on the screen before pocketing it again. His behaviour since arriving here had been bullish and arrogant. ‘There

  won’t be anything for her to find out about,’ she said, shutting the notebook to signify that the meeting was over. ‘Not from me, anyway. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I

  have to be realistic about my delivery times and my commitments to my existing clients.’




  ‘Are you saying . . . ?’




  ‘I’m saying it might be your wife’s birthday, but it is also Christmas for everybody else. If you cannot wait or compromise, then I can’t help you.’




  They stared at each other, horns locked, and Laura felt the red mist descend. She didn’t fool herself for one second that she was Miss Congeniality. She knew perfectly well how tricky she

  was. But even she was more capable of compromise and basic manners than him.




  Robert Blake stared at her for a moment, his anger seemingly matching hers, then walked away – but not towards the door. He went to the window, taking in the view. Laura’s own eyes

  were drawn to the horizon beyond him, and she could see, further out in the estuary, the newly exposed mud-banks drying out in the sun. In another four hours it would be slack water, and then the

  tide would start its silent creep back, rustling the reeds and smothering the mud that always sucked at it so greedily.




  He noticed the shoes beside him and picked one of them up. It still had the tissue and toe-shaper in it.




  ‘For your daughter?’ he asked.




  ‘I don’t have a daughter,’ she replied briskly.




  ‘Boy?’




  ‘What? No,’ she snapped, flummoxed by these forays into personal chit-chat. She watched him replace the shoe carefully.




  He jammed his hands casually in his pockets and wandered back towards her. ‘We’ve got off on the wrong foot,’ he said with no apparent trace of irony. ‘Perhaps I should

  have stated earlier that I’m paying double your fee.’




  ‘Double my fee?’ she echoed.




  ‘That’s right,’ he replied, and she saw victory creep into his eyes, the unassailable conviction that this would seal the deal. Christmas would belong to his wife alone after

  all. He was a businessman used to winning. No doubt the car parked on the quay with the perfectly correct satnav was a Volante or Carrera; no doubt he had a mistress who was already jockeying to be

  his second wife; and no doubt the fact that he was here for his wife’s present and not trawling Bond Street meant he’d already bought her the W1 trophies of the Cartier Tank watch, the

  Asprey tennis bracelet, the Theo Fennell diamond key and the Tiffany eternity ring.




  Laura stretched herself an inch taller. ‘It’s not a matter of price,’ she said with impressive firmness, revelling in her own small victory. He had picked the wrong person to

  lord it over. As far as she was concerned, this was a matter of wills now, and when push came to shove, she chose which commissions she took. She was going to win this. ‘I have other

  clients. I can’t let them down.’




  ‘You don’t need to. I arranged for your assistant to contact them all on your behalf this morning and reschedule.’ He checked his watch. ‘And naturally I’ll

  compensate you for any commission that you lose on account of this reshuffling.’




  ‘Fee’s cleared my diary? On your orders?’ Laura croaked. Her head was beginning to spin.




  ‘You’ll find the timings much more convenient now.’




  She stood up hotly, hoping to God Fee hadn’t installed CCTV for training purposes. She felt his eyes on her as she marched towards the door. There was simply nothing more to say. She had

  been reasonable; she had been polite. And now she was all out of both. ‘You need to leave now. I’m sorry not to have been able to help you,’ she said coldly, opening the door. She

  held out an arm and motioned for him to leave. ‘I hope you’re more successful hijacking Christmas for your wife somewhere else.’




  His shock was palpable. ‘Now hold on! Did you hear the terms I offered you? I’m paying double your fee.’




  ‘There’s no need to talk to me as if I’m an idiot. You’re the one who’s not hearing, Mr Blake.’




  ‘Surely this is an offer too good to refuse.’




  ‘I don’t think so. This is my business and I work for exactly who I like, and that does not include people who rearrange my diary for their spoilt wives. It will no doubt

  surprise you to learn that I don’t do this for the money.’




  There was a flinty silence as he took in her cold anger and her firm hand on the open door. ‘Okay, look, I’ve offended you, I can see that,’ he said, backtracking quickly.

  ‘But you are the only person I can come to for this.’ It seemed he’d decided flattery was now the best form of attack.




  ‘I find that hard to believe. There are plenty of jewellers out there and most are a lot more experienced than me.’




  ‘But the charms . . . no one else is doing what you’re doing. Look, I’ve bought Cat everything over the years – watches, diamonds, you name it. But this necklace,

  it’ll be the only piece that actually means anything to her. Please.’ His voice cracked suddenly. ‘This gift has to show her how much I lov— What she means to

  me.’ He paused for a moment, his previously gloating eyes now boyish and appealing. ‘Everything rests on it.’




  But Laura was unmoved. ‘You had the nerve to order my staff to rearrange my commitments to suit your schedule, and that is bang out of order in my book. Now I’ll ask you again:

  Please. Leave. I have a lot of phone calls to make.’




  They both knew she had won. Slowly, he walked to the door, then stopped by the steps in front of her. ‘You’re making a big mistake.’




  ‘That’s my loss, then. Goodbye,’ she said stonily, slamming the door firmly behind him. ‘And good riddance.’




  She was pretty sure he heard that.




  







  Chapter Two




  ‘Hi, Tom,’ Laura said tonelessly, leaning on the tall mahogany bar and giving the crowded room a quick once-over. In contrast to her studio, which was all about

  driftwood and artist’s light, Tom’s Seafood and Champagne Bar had gone the other way with the nautical theme, lifting materials direct from the shipyard: the highly polished floor was

  teak, thick rope intended for tethers had been used for the banisters, the blinds were made from brown clinker-sail canvas, and brass cleats had become coat hooks. Sepia shots of Gatsby-esque

  schooners adorned the walls, and upturned half-cut boats had been fitted with shelves and were used to store the glasses. Half the tables were already taken, and most of the chairs were turned

  towards the panoramic windows to watch the dusk blooming like a feather-edged peony against the vanilla sky.




  The portly barman looked up from polishing two glasses. ‘Laura,’ he acknowledged.




  ‘Busy tonight.’




  ‘Aye. The new chef’s bringing ’em in. His lobster taglia-telle’s a treat. Fresh saffron, white crab meat . . .’




  Laura nodded approvingly.




  ‘Tempted?’




  She shook her head apologetically, her fine hair polishing her shoulders. ‘I’d love to, but Jack’s already got dinner on. I’ve got to make this quick. I don’t

  suppose—’




  ‘No. Not seen her,’ Tom said quickly, opening a bottle of crème de cassis and pouring it into two glasses.




  Laura raised an eyebrow and rested her clasped hands on the counter. ‘Where have you not seen her?’




  ‘Well, not behind that pillar, for a start,’ he said, uncorking a bottle of the house champagne and pouring it on to the crème de cassis.




  Laura took two steps to the right and caught sight of a skinny ankle jigging furiously next to a plastic Hello Kitty bag. ‘Send over two fresh glasses when you get a chance, will

  you?’




  ‘Sure thing. D’you want to try one of these? Kir royale?’




  Laura looked at the glass suspiciously. ‘Not unless it’s on the house – otherwise just our usual.’




  She picked her way cautiously through the tables, taking care not to knock anyone’s drinks with the bags looped over her arm. The furious ankle seemed to pick up speed as she approached,

  almost as though its owner was picking up on her presence.




  ‘How did you know I was here?’ Laura asked, looking down at the fresh-skinned, heart-shaped face that was cringing up at her.




  ‘Your squelch.’




  Laura looked down at her red Hunter wellies. They were still shiny from her wade through the water on the way back from the studio; a tendril of seaweed clung limply to the seam around the

  ankle.




  ‘You’re the only person Tom allows to wear wellies in here. Working late again?’




  ‘Thanks to you,’ Laura said pointedly, dropping the shoe bag on the floor and taking the empty seat.




  Fee nervously reached for the drink she’d been nursing since she arrived, grateful that there were too many witnesses present for Laura to make an attempt on her life. ‘Look, Laur, I

  know you might be a bit cross . . .’




  ‘A bit?’




  ‘Okay, maybe more than a bit—’




  ‘Try bloody fuming.’




  ‘Okay, okay, I know you might be a bit bloody fuming that I took the order without telling you, but I only had your interests at heart, I promise.’




  ‘Oh really? And that’s your job, is it?’




  ‘As your manager, yes.’




  ‘Self-appointed manager. I never asked, and I can’t afford to pay you,’ Laura reminded her.




  ‘Well, you can now,’ Fee winked, hopeful of raising a smile. Nada. ‘Anyway, I’m doing this out of love, aren’t I?’




  Laura looked at her perky, buoyant friend. Petite and whippet-thin with a heart-shaped face, prominent blue eyes and shoulder-length blonde hair as wispy as candyfloss, she was Laura’s

  opposite in every way. Fee was bright, bouncy, bonny, bubbly and all other happy things beginning with B. Laura was brooding, belligerent, bony. She always felt heavier-footed than her

  feather-light friend, as though she trod through her life with a weighted soul – or at least with wellies on.




  ‘It isn’t up to you, or the client, to say how I run my business.’




  ‘Well now, I hate to point it out, but you wouldn’t have a business if it wasn’t for me. You don’t always know what’s best for you. You’d still be tinkering

  with dodgy brooches no one ever saw, much less wore, if I hadn’t had that ad of Mum’s necklace made up.’




  ‘That was different.’




  ‘Yes, it was. And it’s why you’re doing so well now.’ She leaned forward on her skinny arms. ‘Come on, Laur, the guy made an offer that you couldn’t walk away

  from.’




  ‘Funny how I did, then.’




  ‘Yes, well, you’re just—’ Fee’s mouth dropped open. ‘What?’




  ‘I chucked him out. I’m not doing it. I’ve spent all afternoon reinstating the appointments.’




  ‘Oh no, you didn’t?’ Fee moaned, dropping her head in her hands and showing off this week’s colour on her gel nails – a strong lilac that seemed better suited to a

  little girl’s bedroom. ‘Laur, why didn’t you at least speak to me about it?’




  ‘Why didn’t you speak to me about it?’ Laura hissed back. ‘How could you let me go into that meeting and be totally banjaxed like that? You know how much I

  hate meeting new people. It’s the reason why I didn’t want to go professional in the first place. And you just left me to be bullied by some rich guy who walks in and starts telling me

  he’s cleared my diary.’




  ‘I thought you’d be made up,’ Fee moaned, raking her hands through her fine blonde hair.




  ‘What, because he offered double?’




  ‘It was more than double, actually.’ She dropped her hands flat on to the table. ‘As soon as I told him you were booked up till Christmas, he offered double on the spot and I

  hadn’t even given him your rates.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘So I bumped it up from eight hundred a charm to twelve hundred.’




  ‘Twelve hundred?’ Laura’s voice was suddenly quieter.




  Fee nodded. ‘And he was going to pay double that. Don’t you get it, Laur? That was your biggest commission yet. You’d have netted nearly seventeen grand.’




  Seventeen grand?




  The two women stared at each other, one with a look of dawning horror, the other with a look of despair.




  ‘But I . . . I mean, I . . . Well, I didn’t realize it was so much,’ Laura whispered. She picked up Fee’s glass and took a hefty slug. ‘Shit.’




  ‘Yeah, I’ll say,’ Fee muttered, wrangling the glass back and draining it herself. ‘I could’ve paid off my credit card with my thirty per cent take.’




  ‘Thirty per cent?’ Laura looked at her sharply. ‘Who said anything about thirty per cent?’




  Fee shrugged. ‘That’s the going rate.’ She patted Laura’s hand lightly. ‘And you don’t need to look so shocked – that does cover PR and

  managerial duties.’




  ‘Oh God, I can’t believe I chucked him out.’




  Fee looked at her optimistically. ‘How badly did you chuck him out? I mean, what are we talking about here – did you chuck his briefcase in the river? Or did you just do your

  mega-posh Ice Queen voice that you do when you get pissed off?’




  ‘I slammed the door in his face and told him good riddance.’




  ‘Huh. A mix of both, then. Excellent. Well done.’ Fee collapsed her head into her nested arms.




  Tom came over with a tray and set down two slim flutes and a bottle of the Prosecco that passed as the ‘out of season’ house champagne. ‘What’s up with you two? Thought

  you said you were going to be celebrating, Fee?’




  Fee shook her head. ‘She kicked him out. It’s not happening.’




  Tom looked at Laura and she gave a helpless shrug. ‘I didn’t do the maths.’




  ‘Her temper got the better of her, is what she means. You’d better take the bottle back, Tom. We’ll just be on the one glass tonight.’




  Tom shook his head. ‘Pity,’ he muttered, taking the bottle back to the bar.




  ‘Well, I was still right to turn him down,’ Laura spluttered finally after they’d both downed their glasses and were sliding their fingers round the rims. ‘I mean,

  it’s the principle, isn’t it? You can’t just let people run your life because they’re richer than you are.’




  Fee hiked up her eyebrows, completely unconvinced. ‘And that’s what you’re going to say to Jack, is it? That you turned down, on one piece of jewellery, nearly as much as he

  makes in a year?’




  ‘He makes more than that,’ Laura argued tetchily. ‘The workshop has never been busier. The reupholstery business is recession-proof.’




  ‘Yeah, but you get my point, though. It doesn’t matter how many people want their sofas resprung – he’s not ever going to be doing so well that you can afford to turn

  down that kind of money. You’ve got to be really raking it in before you can afford to sniff at seventeen grand. And just before Christmas too.’




  Laura slid her elbows along the table and dropped her face on her arms. ‘I just won’t tell him,’ she mumbled into the table. ‘There’s no point in torturing him with

  what could have been.’




  ‘What was, you mean. It was all signed and sealed when I put the phone down to him. There were no ifs or buts about it.’




  ‘Yes, yes, all right! Stop going on about it, will you?’ Laura snapped, more furious with herself than Fee. Fee had been right. She had allowed her temper to get the better of her.

  ‘There’s nothing I can do about it now. What’s done is done.’




  They sat in miserable silence, which was punctuated by the solitary beep of an incoming text on Laura’s phone. She read it and sighed. ‘Dinner’s nearly ready. I’ve got to

  go.’ She stood up and looked over at Fee, who appeared genuinely crestfallen. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you next time.’




  Fee tried to raise a smile. ‘Sure.’




  ‘Hey, look. Slow and steady wins the race,’ Laura said, trying to raise her spirits. ‘I’ve always believed that. We’ll be okay.’




  ‘You might be. You’ve got Jack. Meanwhile, I’m fifty short for my rent this month.’




  Laura looked down at her friend, who would no doubt be eating a Pop Tart for dinner again. She reached down and rifled in her purse. She handed over a twenty- and two five-pound notes.

  ‘All I’ve got, I’m afraid.’




  Fee cracked a grateful smile that made even Laura respond in kind. ‘You’re a true friend, you are.’




  ‘Huh, you think?’ Laura murmured. ‘One who undoes all your good work.’




  ‘Nah, you’re just principled, that’s all. There’s not many people about like you.’ Fee’s slender tapered fingers reached up and squeezed Laura’s knobbly

  ones. ‘You’re a contrary fairy all right. You might be an acquired taste, but I love you, babes.’




  







  Chapter Three




  Jack was expertly chopping parsley and Arthur was nosing around for the last morsels in his gleaming food bowl when she walked through the front door seven minutes later.

  ‘The terrible two’, she called them. They were inseparable: Arthur, an Irish terrier, slept soundly in the workshop as his master stuffed and wove and reupholstered rickety

  chairs on the point of collapse.




  ‘Hey, boys,’ she said, dropping her handbag and the new shoes on the pine bench in the tiny porch as Arthur bounded over to her, hair flying off him like dandelion puffs in the

  breeze. ‘You beat me to it, then.’




  ‘Well, I knew that if I wanted something more than beans on toast for supper . . .’ Jack teased, pausing in his chopping and reaching over the worktop with puckered lips.




  ‘Good day?’ she asked, kissing him and then watching him as he crushed a clove of garlic beneath the knife. He was so pretty – girlish almost, with his lanky frame, shaggy

  light brown hair and fine nose; only his bright blue eyes with their distinctive dropped irises that fell into slits like cat’s eyes gave him any kind of edge. Fee was always saying he looked

  like a boy-band singer, although at thirty-four he was probably more like their manager – but she took the point.




  ‘Well, I finished that chesterfield finally. Wept my way through it, of course. I mean – tartan? With all that buttoning? It gives me a headache just looking at it.’




  ‘Yes, but what the client wants . . .’




  ‘Mmm. Well, it’s done now; nothing a run home couldn’t shake off. Which Arthur loved, of course.’




  ‘Of course.’ Laura smiled, bending down to scratch the daft mutt lovingly around the neck.




  ‘The downside is, the car is still at the studio, so I’ll have to leave early to walk there in the morning.’




  ‘And yet again, Arthur’s a winner!’ Laura cheered, waving the dog’s forelegs in the air.




  She stood up again, investigating the chopped ingredients, all placed in separate bowls, practically colour-coded along the worktop. ‘I thought you said dinner was almost ready,’ she

  said.




  ‘Ah, busted!’ he grinned. ‘Well, I’m afraid Arthur and I were missing you. This is going to be another half-hour. Why don’t you take the paper – it’s on

  the table there. I’ve already run you a bath, and I’ll bring a glass of something cold up in a minute.’




  ‘Oooh.’ Laura smiled, nicking some red pepper. ‘Mr Ambassador, you are spoiling me.’




  She meandered lazily upstairs and peered into the bathroom. Fresh, fat bubbles foamed at the rim tantalizingly, and the scented oil burner was already lit on the windowsill. Undressing quickly,

  she climbed in, listening to the clatter of Jack in the kitchen below as she opened the local paper.




  It was Thursday, publication day, and she always liked to start with the classifieds at the back, her keen eyes eager for a bargain. Most of what they owned had been ‘pre-loved’, as

  she preferred to call it – the grey linen Habitat sofa adopted after a customer never returned for it, the iron bedstead in their room (which had been a mistake: it creaked like an arthritic

  knee every time they turned over), the French painted armoire with the mesh front where she kept the towels in the spare room.




  Jack came in with a glass of wine a few minutes later, true to his word as ever. ‘Here you go,’ he said, planting a kiss on the top of her head. ‘Seen anything you

  like?’




  ‘No. Not really,’ she sighed. ‘Although I see you did.’ She indicated an ad at the bottom that had a faint pencil mark around it.




  ‘Oh, that,’ he said dismissively. ‘It’s nothing.’




  ‘It’s for a beach hut,’ Laura said, reading the ad more closely.




  ‘Yes. A private sale. That was why it caught my eye.’




  ‘I thought you could only get them through the council? Fee once told me there’s a crazy waiting list.’




  ‘Everything’s crazy in Fee’s world,’ he grinned. ‘But yes, she’s right on this occasion.’ He sat on the edge of the bath and began gently ladling the

  water over her shoulders. ‘You either have to get your name on the list and wait until you’re in your mid-eighties to get one, or you remortgage to get one that comes through a private

  seller like this.’




  ‘Remortgage? For a glorified shed?’




  ‘Mmm-hmm.’




  ‘I bet that’s just hype. It says POA here. Why don’t you ring them and ask how much they want? It can’t be much. I mean, those things don’t even have running water,

  do they?’




  ‘No power,’ he corrected. ‘I rang when I got in. They’re asking fifteen for it.’




  ‘Hundred?’




  ‘Thousand.’




  ‘Fifteen thousand? No! No one would spend that kind of money on a glorified shed.’




  Jack smiled at her outrage. ‘And that’s a bargain, trust me. It must be fairly shabby. The really smart ones go for well over double that. They’re investments as well as

  heirlooms.’




  ‘How do you know that?’




  He sighed. ‘I’ve wanted one for years. When I was a kid, my grandma had one in Sandwich. We used to spend all summer messing around in it.’




  ‘I never knew that. What happened to it?’ she murmured as he soaped her shoulders.




  He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It got sold, I suppose. Such a shame, though. I really loved it.’




  Laura looked up at him. She could tell by his tone that he really had.




  ‘Well, do you want to go and look at it, maybe?’ she asked after a minute. ‘I mean, if you really want one that badly, we’ve got some “rainy day” savings we

  could dip into. And with my business taking off, it’s providing us with a nice little extra income too.’




  Jack shook his head. ‘I’m sure, but it’s not coming in quickly enough for this, sadly. That baby will be gone by dinnertime tomorrow. And we won’t see another one for ten

  years.’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Rarer than hen’s teeth.’ He reached a hand down and gently squeezed a soapy breast. ‘Anyway, I only came up to do that.’ He grinned, kissing her on the lips.

  ‘I’d better go back down and check Arthur’s not sitting in the wok.’




  Laura sighed as he shut the door gently behind him. Her earlier victory was growing evermore hollow by the moment: the biggest opportunity of her career, Fee’s Visa bill and now

  Jack’s boyhood dream – all dashed with one tantrum. She’d messed up properly this time. She’d blown it for them all.




  Hadn’t she?




  







  Chapter Four




  ‘You seriously need to get a boat,’ Fee panted as she slid the straps of the rubberized waders off her tiny shoulders the next morning.




  ‘Yeah, well, if this comes off, I’ll be able to afford one,’ Laura replied, hanging hers on a rusty nail banged into one of the stilts and rooting around in her tote for her

  red Converse.




  ‘I still don’t see why we couldn’t have waited till low tide. I mean, what’s the rush? Why do you have to ring now? It’s barely eight

  o’clock.’




  ‘Because I didn’t sleep a wink last night. Time quite literally is money, Fee.’




  ‘Something I never thought I’d hear you say. But I don’t understand what’s changed your mind. You were adamant yesterday that you wouldn’t work with him.’




  ‘That was before I realized that working for him would allow me to make Jack’s dream come true.’




  Fee pulled a face. ‘Come again?’




  ‘There’s a beach hut for sale in the Echo. They want fifteen thousand for it, and Jack’s desperate for one. He tried to play it down, of course.’




  ‘So, what – you’ve told him about the commission, then, have you?’




  ‘Don’t be daft! There’s nothing to say Robert Blake will take me on again, and even if he does, the beach hut might have already gone – that’s if Jack’s to be

  believed and these things really do walk off the shelves. But if all the stars do line up, it’ll be his Christmas present. A surprise.’ She gave an excited grin. ‘I thought

  I’d put a Christmas tree and his stocking in it. You know, insist on taking Arthur for a walk on the beach first and then – ta-da!’




  ‘Not getting ahead of yourself, then,’ Fee quipped.




  Laura smacked her lovingly on the arm.




  ‘So what about all the very legitimate objections you had to working with him, then, like too many other jobs?’




  ‘For knocking on twenty grand I’ll mine the damn gold myself! No, I’ll make it work somehow. It’s not that bad. I didn’t like his attitude more than anything. He

  got my back up from the start, staring at me like I was some kind of freak. I bet he’s never seen a woman without a fake tan before.’ She threw a sly smile at Fee. ‘He’d

  bloody love you,’ Laura said, double-knotting her laces as Fee pulled on her Uggs. Laura looked over at her orange-streaked, bare-legged, mini-skirted friend who had all the fat – and

  therefore warmth – of a string bean. ‘You know your legs look like threads hanging down from your skirt when you wear those boots, right?’




  She could feel Fee stick her tongue out at her back as they started climbing the stairs.




  ‘And God forbid you should put on a pair of tights. It is November, you know,’ Laura called from in front.




  ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah,’ Fee said, pushing her on the bum.




  Laura swiftly unlocked the door and they bundled into the studio, Fee automatically shivering in the cold all-whiteness.




  ‘So have you worked out what you’re going to say to him? I mean, you, Laura Cunningham, apologizing? It’s never been done before, has it?’




  Laura bit her lip and shook her head. ‘Oh God, I feel sick just thinking about it. He might not even take the call. I completely humiliated him, Fee.’




  ‘Well, there’s no point in torturing yourself with it. The sooner you get it over and done with, the better,’ Fee said, handing her the phone.




  ‘I think I’ll just make a cup of tea first.’




  ‘You’re delaying.’




  ‘I know. Want one?’




  ‘Go on, then. I’ll need an extra sugar this early in the morning.’ Fee flopped down on the sofa, her denim mini flashing a pair of pink polka-dot pants and her terrific

  legs.




  Laura, as ever, was in Jack’s jeans – he was, depressingly, the same size as her – a Metallica tour T-shirt she’d found in the Heart Foundation shop and a navy M&S

  cardie. It was as far from Fee’s pretty, girly look as you could get, but that was how she liked it, and Fee had long since given up trying to get her into stripes or florals or pastels. She

  preferred camouflage clothing of the ‘don’t look at me’ kind.




  ‘Have you got his number?’ Laura asked as she stirred three sugars into Fee’s tea.




  ‘Yup, it’s right here,’ Fee said, fishing it out of her bag.




  Laura set down the teas on the driftwood coffee table and read it. ‘That’s a London number.’




  ‘You don’t think he works in Walberswick high street, do you? Cayman Islands more like.’




  Laura took a deep breath. ‘If anything should happen to me, tell Jack I love him, all right?’




  Fee laughed and tossed a cushion at her as Laura punched in the numbers.




  It rang only once before it was picked up and a woman who sounded like Joanna Lumley’s daughter breathed down the line. ‘Mr Blake’s office.’




  Laura closed her eyes and prayed for an out-of-body experience. ‘Er, hello. I’d like to speak to Mr Blake, please.’




  ‘I’m afraid Mr Blake is in a meeting. Who may I tell him called?’




  ‘Uh, uh, it’s . . . I’m, er . . .’ she stammered. ‘My name’s Laura Cunningham.’ There was a silence and Laura wondered whether the woman had hung up on

  her. ‘Hello?’




  ‘The jeweller?’




  So her reputation preceded her, then. ‘Yes, that’s right.’ She braced herself for the click – the sound of the death knell on Jack’s dream.




  ‘Hold, please.’




  Laura clamped her hand over the receiver. ‘Shit! She’s actually putting me through,’ she whispered, grimacing anxiously. Fee was kneeling on the sofa, quite literally gnawing

  on her own fist. Her Visa bill was huge this month.




  ‘Robert Blake.’ His voice was brisk.




  ‘Mr Blake,’ she almost whispered down the phone as her nerve fled. ‘This is Laura Cunningham speaking.’




  Slight pause. ‘Yes?’




  ‘I’m ringing to . . .’ She swallowed hard and thought of Jack. ‘I’m ringing to apologize for my dreadful behaviour yesterday.’




  ‘That’s decent of you,’ he said after a moment.




  ‘And I also wanted to say that if you would, uh . . . still like me to make the necklace for your wife in time for her birthday, then it would, uh . . . be my pleasure.’




  ‘I see,’ he said, following up with another long silence.




  Laura didn’t know what to say. What else was there to say? She had apologized for the first time ever and offered to do the job on his terms. She’d given him all the power. He

  got to choose now whether to take it or leave it.




  ‘So I’ll leave that with you, then, to think over,’ she mumbled. ‘You’ve got my number if—’




  ‘What made you change your mind?’




  The question stumped her. She didn’t think her boyfriend’s childhood dreams would be of interest to him. ‘I just took another look at my diary. I figured if I can fit in four

  charms, I can surely squeeze in another three.’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘You mean you want me to do it?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Oh. That’s great, then,’ she said, trying to keep the squeal out of her voice, amazed he’d made the decision so quickly. She’d guessed he would string her along at

  least for a day or two. ‘Well then, how do you want me to proceed with this? If I can’t meet your wife, I mean?’




  ‘I want you to interview her family and friends.’




  Laura’s heart sank. For seven charms? That meant seven separate interviews. She’d been hoping he was just going to ask her to interview him, get his stories. That would have meant

  she had a chance of getting all the material she needed in one day. ‘I see.’




  He had obviously heard the hesitation in her voice. ‘Is that a problem?’




  ‘No, no,’ she replied quickly. ‘I’m just thinking about the time it’s going to take to collect all the material I need from so many different people. Most people

  aren’t used to being interviewed. It takes them a while to relax before they really start to share and confide. And then there’s the travelling time as well. Where are they

  based?’




  ‘London and Surrey mainly. Although one’s in Milan and there’s another in Frankfurt.’




  ‘Milan! Frankf—’




  ‘I’ll do what I can to streamline the process for you. I might be able to get them over here. But if not, I’ll cover all your expenses, naturally. My PA can arrange your

  flights.’




  He wanted her to fly around Europe collecting stories for his wife’s necklace? ‘Or I could interview them over the phone,’ she suggested hopefully.




  ‘You won’t get anything more than dinner-party anecdotes out of them if you do that. It’ll have to be face-to-face.’ His tone brooked no further discussion on the

  subject.




  Laura suppressed a sigh. ‘Okay then, if you’re sure.’ It’s your money, she didn’t add.




  ‘We’d better start by having the meeting we didn’t have yesterday, but you’ll have to come to me this time. My diary is non-negotiable at the moment.’




  Laura’s hackles rose again, even though she knew that his point was fair. ‘Fine. Where are you?’




  ‘In the City, off Whitechapel. I’ll email directions through to your PA. Then we can go over the list of people for you to meet, and my expectations for the piece.’




  Laura swallowed, wondering what on earth that meant – something gold, pretty and sentimental, surely?




  ‘Can you make lunch on Monday? Oh, wait . . . I’m just checking my diary. No, I’ve got lunch on already – it’ll have to be coffee.’




  ‘Yes. Fine.’ Laura rolled her eyes.




  ‘Three o’clock?’




  ‘Fine.’




  ‘Okay, I’ll see you then.’




  ‘Uh, wait!’ Laura called out, sensing his hand hovering over the disconnect button.




  ‘Yes?’ Impatience flickered at the edges of his words.




  She swallowed hard. This was not going to be easy. ‘I’m afraid I’m going to need to ask for the money upfront,’ she said quickly, like ripping off a plaster.

  ‘I’ve got to, uh, order all the materials in advance and gold isn’t cheap, obviously.’




  ‘That’s fine. We can sort it out when we meet on Monday.’




  ‘No, I’m sorry, but it has to be today,’ Laura said firmly, grateful that this was a telephone conversation and he couldn’t see her eyes closed in prayer. She needed that

  money today to secure the beach hut and it had to be ready cash or nothing at all. Even if her savings weren’t tied up in accounts that took ten working days to release, there would still be

  no question of accessing them. She had to live within the bounds of this life, not her past.




  There was a terse silence. ‘I’ll have the money wired to your account within the hour. Send my PA the details.’




  And the line went dead. Laura stared at the phone in her hand – was that his riposte to her shutting the door in his face?




  ‘Oh my God,’ Fee gasped. ‘Did he just hang up on you?’




  Laura replaced the phone on the handset. ‘Yes. He’s so damned rude. And self-important, and . . .’




  ‘So it’s all off,’ Fee breathed, her shoulders sagging.




  Laura looked at her in surprise. ‘No. Quite the contrary. You need to send over an email with the bank details. He’s paying in full within the hour.’




  ‘Seventeen grand? Within the hour?’ Fee screeched, doing a jig on the sofa. So Christmas was back on! ‘How the hell did you manage that?’




  ‘Well, not by making friends,’ Laura grimaced, drifting over to the east window. The dawn haze was drifting off and the estuarine waters were being leeched out to sea, leaving Old

  Grey standing monumentally, like the last watch, on the banks.




  ‘It’ll be fine once you start.’




  ‘Mmmmm.’ Laura chewed on her thumbnail anxiously.




  ‘Stop doing that. You look like you’re harming yourself,’ Fee tutted, pulling her hand down. ‘That’d be all we need. Laura Cunningham with a self-harming

  disorder.’ She rolled her eyes exaggeratedly.




  Laura shook her arms out. ‘I just haven’t been able to swim this week, that’s all. And I get twitchy . . .’




  ‘Yep, I know. But you’re still coughing from that chest infection last month. That’d be all we need. Laura Cunningham with double pneumonia.’ Fee rolled her eyes

  again.




  Laura laughed. ‘You drive me insane, do you know that?’




  ‘Oh great. That’d be all we need!’ Fee cried, throwing her arms in the air dramatically. ‘Laura Cunningham with a mental breakdown . . . ’ She giggled, giving a

  sudden shriek as a cushion flew through the air and hit the window, forcing Old Grey, who was now flying past, to turn a sharp right and find somewhere more peaceful to fish for his dinner.




  Two hours later, she found the man waiting by the bus stop at the top of the steps, as promised, wearing a black shiny bomber jacket and a pleased expression.




  ‘Laura?’ he asked, his shorn light brown hair immovable in the wind.




  ‘Hi, Roger,’ she said, shaking his hand.




  ‘She’s just down here,’ he said, heading down the steps that led on to the beach.




  He waited for her at the bottom and they stomped through the sand together, bodies braced against the wind.




  ‘Have you had much interest in it yet?’ she shouted across at him as they walked past the rows of huts that she’d never bothered to inspect or lust after. She always preferred

  walking in the surf – the water was why she came, not the sand – but up close, she saw they were as different as children. Aside from the obvious differences in decor – pastels or

  brights, painted interiors or wallpaper – some were double-fronted with verandas, terraces and steps, others were little more than painted garden sheds that had been craned on to a beach.

  Some were painted in contrasting candy stripes; others were super-minimal in unpainted timber with fully glazed sliding doors. One had a wood-burning stove pipe sticking out through the roof.




  Roger threw his head back and chortled as though she was being funny. ‘I’ve had to turn my mobile off,’ he hollered back. ‘My wife’s totally fed up with it.

  It’s insane! You were lucky, I’m telling you. The next person called literally as you rang off.’




  Laura felt her pulse quicken. Was this man playing her, trying to justify the price? Or had Jack been right after all?




  They slowed down as they approached a row of huts that had been painted in a harmonious palette of ice-cream shades – pistachio, baby pink, vanilla, ice blue and lilac sorbet. They

  appeared to be middle-ranking in terms of their size and position on the beach, Laura thought – double-fronted with small verandas, a window either side of the door and three steps off the

  beach.




  ‘And here she is,’ Roger said proudly, resting a leg on the steps of the one hut that looked like it was about to blow down. ‘This is Urchin.’




  Indeed she was one. The hut was third in a row of seven, peach-coloured, paint peeling off in huge flakes like some sort of architectural psoriasis, and the door was – well, it

  wasn’t a door. It was just a slab of plywood bolted to the front.




  Laura looked back at Roger with her mouth agape.




  ‘I know. She’s a bargain, that’s for sure,’ he said, looking up at the decrepit structure. ‘She’s been in the family for three generations now, but my kids

  want to go to Center Parcs on holiday nowadays and, as you can see, I haven’t got the time for the upkeep.’ He blew out through his cheeks regretfully, but still Laura couldn’t

  say a word – he wanted fifteen thousand pounds for this pile of firewood? ‘Come on, I’ll show you inside,’ he said, bounding up the steps and unlocking the

  deadbolt.




  He took off the plywood and Laura stepped in. It was freezing inside, at least five degrees colder than on the beach, and an overpowering musty smell, born of years of damp towels, assailed her.

  The floor was so sodden the boards actually bowed, and the flimsy curtains were covered in mildew. What was supposed to pass for a counter appeared to be part of a chemistry experiment with

  unidentified black fuzzy fungi creeping over the silicone sealant like bees over honey.




  ‘So what d’you think?’ Roger asked, checking his watch. ‘You can see the potential, I expect?’




  ‘No, not really,’ Laura murmured, rooted to the spot. She didn’t want to touch anything in case it broke or infected her. Clearly the entire structure would need to be gutted

  and completely refitted.




  ‘So, there’s running water . . . well, more like gentle-walking-pace water,’ he said cheerfully, clearly only hearing what he expected to hear. ‘No electricity, of

  course, but that’s part of the charm, I guess, isn’t it?’




  Laura rotated on the spot and looked out of the rotten cracked window. The view was the best thing about it. Was this really what Jack dreamed about? Would this really be a dream

  fulfilled for him? He was handy at DIY, but giving it to him as a ‘doing-up’ project seemed like more of a burden than a gift. She would have to get a proper carpenter in to restore it

  if she was going to bother doing this at all, but that would be another couple of thousand on top, eating up all her immediate easy-access savings.




  ‘I hate to rush you on this,’ Roger said, checking his watch again, ‘but I’m going to need a decision from you, I’m afraid.’




  ‘I’m sorry?’ Laura looked at him. He was insane if he wanted her to make a snap decision about throwing fifteen grand at this.




  ‘The fella who rang after you is coming any minute. He was dead determined to get it, but I said you rang first, so . . .’ Roger shrugged gallantly.




  Laura sniffed doubtfully. She knew he was playing her. She couldn’t earn and blow that kind of money in one day without at least giving it some thought. Even if it had been a super-fancy

  hut with underfloor heating, Bose surround-sound, an Aga and a helipad on the roof, she’d have had to think about it.




  The sound of heavy treads on the steps outside made them both jump. A stocky man who looked like he bench-pressed old ladies for laughs looked in, his bulging arms resting on the door jambs.

  ‘Well?’ he asked, out of breath. ‘Did she wannit?’




  Roger looked at her and Laura felt her mouth dry up. She didn’t see the attraction, couldn’t understand the clamour around these things. Jack had told her – when he’d had

  no inkling that it was even a possibility – that he’d jump at the chance, but would he really jump at this? Would anybody, except for Knucklehead here?




  Roger shifted position impatiently. The big man was eyeing her twitchily.




  ‘Fine, I’ll take it,’ she said sullenly, pulling out her chequebook. Handing Jack his dream was within her gift now. It was the very least she could do.




  







  Chapter Five




  It was late when Laura stirred the next morning. Saturday. In spite of Jack’s best efforts to help her drift off the night before – a glass of wine, a relaxing

  bath, a massage and some routine but satisfying sex – she had still slept badly, waking with her usual start at two a.m., her heart beating triple-time.




  She had lain in the dark for four hours, part of her wanting to get up and go downstairs and work on some ideas for a new bracelet she was starting. But the other part of her wanted to stay in

  the warm bed where at least there was the prospect of sleep coming back for her. And besides, she hadn’t wanted to risk waking Jack – he loved sleepy sex. It had been safer to just lie

  still and let her head fill up with all the things she needed to do on the beach hut. She had signed the contract and paid the full horrid asking price there and then. It was legally hers and there

  was so much to get on with in the next few weeks if she wanted to have it ready for Christmas Day it made her head hurt. First on the list was hiring a carpenter, so that it at least had a door and

  a floor that wouldn’t sag beneath a flip-flop, and she needed a plumber to come in and replace the pipes. Once that was done, she could concentrate on the fun things – painting and

  decorating it, buying some furniture. She’d seen some very nice wooden bunting at the gift shop by the pedestrian crossing that she thought would look good strung up along the gabled roof,

  and she rather fancied one of those designer-paint sludgy-colour combinations . . .




  Sleep had come to her only when the winter songbirds had finally woken, their busy chatter the signal that it was safe to close her eyes again. The darkness had gone for another night.




  From her bed, Laura heard the telltale creak on the second step from the top and knew Jack was coming up with her breakfast. She stretched languorously, her eyes on the light that escaped around

  their blind, as she assessed from its dimness exactly which shade of Pantone grey the sky was going to be today. She felt the cool air on her bare arms – both she and Jack liked a

  ‘fresh’ room, leaving the windows open even in the winter – and quickly tucked them under the duvet again, just as Jack bumped the door open with the tray.




  ‘Morning,’ he smiled, setting it down on the bed as Laura took in the just-orange-enough tea and thickly buttered toast.




  Jack passed her the tea, but it was too hot to sip, so she took a bite of toast instead, self-consciously munching in the quiet room as he watched her.




  ‘What do you want to do today?’ she asked him after a minute or two.




  Jack shrugged. ‘Well, they’ve started selling Christmas trees at the supermarket, but it seems a bit early yet, don’t you think?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘We could go for a walk on the beach.’




  ‘We could. Arthur would be happy.’




  ‘But there is a strong north-easterly today.’




  ‘Oh. Cold.’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘We could always go to the leisure centre and have a swim and a sauna,’ Laura suggested, but Jack just wrinkled his nose.




  ‘Saturday morning. Too many kids running around.’




  ‘Mmm.’ Laura started on the second triangle of toast.




  ‘Actually, I do need another phone charger for the car. It’s barely working at all now,’ he said brightly. ‘We could go to Carphone Warehouse and get a new one. Plus we

  need some batteries for the Sky remote.’ He smiled. ‘How does that sound?’




  ‘Great,’ Laura nodded.




  ‘Okey-dokey,’ Jack said, getting up, reaching over and kissing her lightly on the tip of her nose. ‘I’ll start running your shower, then, and we can get this show on the

  road.’




  Laura looked back up at their cosy cottage as Jack locked and double-locked their glossy pillarbox-red front door. His insistence upon vigilant security was a foible that Laura

  found alternately sweet and irritating. Today it was sweet. Charrington – a tiny fishing village on the Suffolk coast – was hardly a crime hot spot. The most the police ever had to

  bother about was drunk teenagers dropping chips on the pavement on a Friday night, and parking violations on the promenade.




  Laura waited for him as he pushed a hand against the door for good measure, and she looked up at the deep stone windowsills, wondering whether some boxes might look good on them. Lead planters

  would look particularly fine against the red door and would tie in nicely with the bushy grey thatched roof. It wasn’t a big house by any means – just a two-up, two-down – but it

  was so pretty; all the houses in Pudding Street were. It was true what they said on the telly – location, location, location. Here, they lived in one of the best-maintained streets in the

  town and they were only three streets back from the beach and a four-minute walk from the town centre.




  Satisfied that their home would be adequately protected during their short absence, Jack took Laura’s hand and started leading her down their narrow, pedestrianized lane, ambling past

  their neighbours’ thickly plastered old walls that, still now, looked to Laura like roughly spread royal icing. She loved the names of the cottages – the Old Pilchard Shed; Thistledown;

  Old Owl; Sunny Corner. Theirs – East Cottage – seemed rather humdrum by comparison, but Jack had put her off changing it when they moved in, as he’d said it was bad luck to change

  a house’s name. A couple of bicycles were chained to black metal downpipes, and there were more and more scooters parked in front of the cottages every month – what Rome had known for

  generations and London for a decade, it seemed, had finally trickled out to Charrington.




  They turned left, inland, at the end of the road, a sharp gust of wind buffeting them as they stepped out of the protection of the lane. Arthur dropped his tail and Jack held her hand more

  tightly as she shivered. It had been a mild, wet autumn, but the Met Office had predicted arctic conditions for the winter, and if this wind was anything to go by, it looked like they had it right

  for once.




  The lines of small red, blue and metallic silver cars parked along the outer streets alerted them that, for most people, the Christmas countdown had begun, and as they turned right into Main

  Street, they heard the mechanized music of the Santa’s Grotto in the town square. It was nothing more than a mobile home painted dark green, with tinsel around the window frames and garish

  lights fastened to the sides in the shape of Rudolph pulling a sleigh. At the front, a scowling teenager Laura recognized as Ruth, on an apprenticeship at her hair salon, was dressed as an elf. In

  truth she would have made a better Santa. She had the shape for him and, in time no doubt, she’d have the beard.




  Laura and Jack walked by without making eye contact. Laura didn’t want to antagonize her. She used her nails when washing Laura’s hair as it was.




  ‘What do you think about the new Rav?’ Jack asked her as they queued at Greggs for some apple turnovers – their weekly treat.




  Laura looked at him. ‘I haven’t made my mind up about what I think of the old Rav yet,’ she replied drily.




  Jack grinned – her sarcasm always amused him. His hands squeezed her waist and she laughed out loud, squirming away from him. ‘Because I was thinking it’s probably about time

  we considered trading up. The Volvo’s getting pretty tired now. It’s up to a hundred and eighty thousand miles; the gearbox is sticking. Plus the MOT’s coming up in a few

  months.’ He shrugged nonchalantly. ‘I just thought the new shape looked good for us. The boot’s just about big enough, good mpg and . . .’




  Laura crossed her eyes, and this time he laughed out loud. ‘What. Ev. Er.’




  ‘Does that mean you’ll come and look at some, then?’




  ‘So long as I get to choose the colour – inside and out.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘How are we going to pay for it, though? It’s not like we’ll get much

  for the Volvo.’




  ‘I’ve seen some good HP deals around. I think I can negotiate them down to the numbers I’ve got in my head,’ he nodded assuredly.




  ‘HP?’ Laura echoed, taking the paper bag from the assistant as Jack handed over the change. And I’ve just spent fifteen thousand on a heap of painted kindling. ‘I

  don’t know, Jack. I’d rather we didn’t get into that.’




  Jack’s face fell. She’d seen the thumbed copies of Autocar under the mattress on his side of the bed.




  ‘I just mean, can’t we wait a bit till we could pay upfront instead?’ she pleaded. ‘I’ve already told you I’ve got money coming in pretty regularly

  now.’




  ‘Babe,’ Jack said, hugging her around the shoulders and kissing the top of her head, ‘I appreciate the gesture, but any money you make is yours to spend as you see fit.

  It’s treat money, and it wouldn’t make a tangible difference to the sums we’re talking about anyway. It would just get swallowed up and you’d have lost out on something

  special for no real gain.’ He kissed her again. ‘But I do appreciate the offer. Really I do.’




  Part of Laura wanted to tell him that she’d just made in one month what he made in eight. But she didn’t. Being the principal breadwinner mattered to him above all else. It was his

  proof that he was providing for her, taking care of her.




  They wandered through the pedestrianized square, where the giant Christmas tree – an annual gift from Charrington’s twin town, Farsund, in Norway – was being erected in its

  usual spot next to the war memorial opposite WH Smith. Jack squeezed her hand that little bit tighter as they passed Costa Coffee, where a group of six or seven men – twice Jack’s size

  and dressed as pantomime dames – were setting up a pitch, carol singing to raise money for the local rugby club. They eyed up Laura appreciatively, instantly falling into a rendition of

  ‘Uptown Girl’ that made her blush and Jack increase their pace.




  They wandered through the thickening crowds without aim or deadlines, Arthur lifting his paws like a Lipizzaner horse to prevent anyone treading on them. Carphone Warehouse was heaving with

  teenagers pointing out to their weary, baffled parents the mobiles and packages with unlimited free texts that they wanted for Christmas. It wasn’t the relaxing leisure opportunity Jack had

  been hoping for, and he found the car charger and paid for it quickly whilst Laura waited outside with Arthur.




  He returned the favour a few minutes later when they passed the shoe shop. Laura ducked in on the pretext of finding some snow boots, but really she wanted to check whether they’d got any

  new stock in – and whether any of that stock came in red.




  They struck gold in Accessorize, buying Inuit-style slippers for Jack’s eleven-year-old niece, a Fair Isle beret and scarf for his sister, and a fake-fur hat and muffler for his mum. It

  was half their Christmas shopping list done at a stroke, but they stumbled on the male counterparts: Jack was sure his nephew – fourteen and carrying a licence to sulk – would want the

  newest PSP FIFA game, but couldn’t be sure he hadn’t already bought it, and even Jack conceded that he couldn’t buy his father another grey cashmere-blend V-neck. Three years

  running was quite enough.




  Laura saw several things to consider for Fee – some sheepskin-lined boots (she had to find a way of keeping her warm somehow), a shaggy black ‘rock princess’ coat in Dorothy

  Perkins, a pink pleather handbag – but she wouldn’t commit this soon before Christmas. She had to be absolutely sure there wasn’t something better for her that she just

  hadn’t seen yet. Apart from Jack’s, it was the only other present on her list, so it had to be right.




  Finally, driven by waning inspiration and budget, to Arthur’s intense delight they made the right turn he’d been waiting for and headed for the beach. The sea breeze lifted their

  hair up as they walked hand in hand away from the chattering crowds and towards the thickening band of gold ahead.




  As they passed the beach huts, Jack stopped. ‘Look, that’s the one they were selling,’ he said, looking up at Urchin.




  ‘It’s a wreck,’ Laura replied, doing her best appalled face and watching him closely.




  ‘Yeah, but it could be amazing,’ he said, carefully climbing the steps. ‘It wouldn’t take that much to get it back.’




  ‘I hate peach.’ She stuck her tongue out to prove the point, beginning to enjoy the charade.




  ‘Imagine how good it’d look in a really dark grey, though, with a pale accent on the trims,’ he said, cupping his hands around his face and peering in through the window. He

  inspected the joists and collapsing door frame, wobbling the veranda for good measure. ‘Oh well. Maybe in the next life,’ he sighed, jumping over the steps back to her.




  Laura squeezed his hand as they turned away and walked down to the water, feeling giddy with joy. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait for Christmas.




  ‘Cooeee! It’s just me!’ Fee trilled, closing the back door on the cold night behind her and rubbing Arthur’s broad head as he bounded up to say hello

  and investigate the glorious smells emanating from the paper bags she was carrying. ‘Where is everybody, hey?’ she asked him in a deep, silly voice as she massaged his ears.

  ‘Where are they? Come on. Let’s go find them. Where are they?’




  Arthur led the way and Fee followed him through the pale blue Shaker kitchen, her eyes taking in the bottle opener and unopened bottle of Marlborough on the worktop as she passed. The table was

  already set for three, with the chicken-printed oilcloth spread protectively over the fancy Farrow & Ball-painted tabletop. Fee knew it was for her benefit only – she had never yet eaten

  a curry without ruining one of the items of clothing she was wearing at the time, so Jack took no chances with the furniture. In fact, it was a small blessing that he didn’t spread newspaper

  over their seats too and make them all wear bibs for their Saturday-night ritual.




  ‘You’d better not be bonking!’ she hollered up the stairs as she walked past them towards the living room. ‘I’ll put X Factor on pause!’




  She burst into the sitting room, and for a second was surprised to find the TV already on, muted.




  ‘Oh no,’ she whispered, and looked behind the door. Laura was lying on the big grey sofa, Jack sitting next to her, his arms outstretched so that each hand rested upon her shoulders.

  Slowly, rhythmically, he was squeezing each one, first left, then right.




  Arthur gave a small whine as he saw the stiffness in his mistress’s muscles and pushed his wet nose against the hand that lay inert on her stomach, but she didn’t flinch or respond

  in any way. Her eyes were like marbles, her breath rapid, and a mist of sweat glossed her skin.




  Fee sank to the floor in dismay as Jack looked up at her, despair in his eyes. She watched in silence as on and on he squeezed, neither speeding up nor slowing down, just a constant pulsing beat

  that echoed through Laura’s rigid body, until the repetitions, slowly balancing her horror-frozen brain into an REM-like trance, began to drive into her muscles and they started to droop like

  warmed wax, heating up and losing tone. He let his fingers keep the slow beat for another two minutes, then laid his hands like hot towels across her shoulders. Her breathing had calmed, she was

  coming back – and yet her eyes were still glazed, as though part of her remained locked inside.




  Jack and Fee watched as Laura began to come to, growing more alert as she tuned into the music that was playing and the scent of the candle that was burning. She seemed puzzled momentarily to

  find Jack kneeling beside her. And then her face crumpled and she hid her face with her hands. ‘I’m sorry.’




  ‘Babes, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for,’ Fee cried, flinging herself forward to the edge of the sofa and taking her friend’s hands in her own. ‘We’re the

  ones who are sorry. How are you feeling now? Better?’




  Laura nodded. She looked pale and her eyes still weren’t focused. She turned towards Jack. ‘Thank you.’




  Jack smiled, thinly and wearily.




  ‘What was the trigger?’ she asked, trying to remember.




  ‘The headlines came on. I couldn’t turn over the channel in time.’




  ‘It’s not your fault,’ she said, trying to soothe him.




  ‘I should have known. It’s the anniversary. They were bound to show it. I should never have turned the telly on.’




  ‘Jack, you were watching the match. You couldn’t have known they’d show it then.’




  But Jack shook her absolution away. ‘I should have thought. They always read the headlines during the ads. How bad was it, on a scale of one to ten?’




  ‘. . . Eight.’




  Jack’s mouth twitched very subtly. ‘It’s gone up again. You haven’t been there for months.’




  Laura shook her head. ‘No.’




  After a moment, he gave a small shrug. ‘Well, it’s the four-year anniversary. It’s a more powerful trigger. I’m sure it’ll drop back next time.’




  ‘If there is a next time,’ Fee said fiercely. ‘That might’ve been the last one, for all we know. Have a little faith. You’re getting stronger every day,

  aren’t you, Laur?’




  Laura nodded obediently. She and Jack both knew she had tonight to get through. She swung her legs round so that her feet touched the carpet.




  ‘Please let’s not dwell on it. I really just want to forget about it.’




  ‘Well, are you hungry?’ Fee asked quickly.




  ‘Starving,’ Laura lied.




  ‘Great! I got extra naan.’ Fee smiled. ‘Let’s eat while it’s still hot and get back to our Saturday night. Louis’ act’s going out tonight, I just know

  it!’ Fee looked over at Jack as they filed through the door. ‘I don’t suppose there’s any chance you’ll let us eat it on our laps?’




  His strangled expression in response made even Laura laugh, and she felt the regression lift off her entirely: Fee’s light spirit was every bit as remedial as Jack’s carefully

  learned medical approach.




  ‘Well, it was worth a shot!’ Fee guffawed as they trooped into the kitchen and began peeling back the foil-covered tubs, the three of them doing a fine job of pretending it was just

  another normal Saturday night.




  The next morning, as Old Grey sailed past the window, his wings beating with slow stateliness, his neck retracted, Laura looked towards the door. She could already hear the

  footsteps on the stairs, and the absence of slapping flip-flops or single-stab stilettos told her it wasn’t Fee.
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