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Annie was almost home when she realised she’d left her phone at the restaurant. It was September and the night air was nipping at her jacket collar, letting her know that summer was on the wane. The gentle rhythm of her rubber-soled boots on the pavement was as soothing as the tick of the old carriage clock that used to sit on her parents’ mantelpiece.


The high street was quiet. The pubs had long since expelled their patrons and the lights in the flats above the shops were all but extinguished. Even a town as busy as Leaming on the Lye had to sleep sometime. Annie wandered slowly back the way she had come. She was completely alone aside from the flash of a bushy red tail as a fox disappeared down an alleyway, no doubt hoping to find a loose bin bag or discarded kebab.


Annie liked this time. After the heat and rush of the kitchen during service and then the laborious cleardown, when the last customers had departed, full-bellied and ruddy-cheeked from the house wine, came the quiet. The front of house staff left first, carpets hoovered and tables laid ready for lunch service the next day, leaving just the kitchen staff, tired yet strangely elated at having got through another crazy night. When the last pan was dried and the floor mopped, Annie would let them go, listening as their animated conversations drifted out of the courtyard and into the sleeping streets beyond. Since the twins had left home, her chefs had become like her surrogate children. And then she was alone. The calm after another hard-won day washed over her. She was too tired to dwell on things and that was just the way she liked it.


Up ahead, towards the mall, a man in a leather jacket staggered under the weight of his companion, who leaned listlessly against him, drunkenly singing ‘Hit Me Baby One More Time’. Annie walked on and soon she was standing back outside The Pomegranate Seed, the restaurant she and her husband Max had run for the last fifteen years.


Annie unhooked the latch on a tall gate to the side of the building. A steep path led down towards a small courtyard and kitchen garden, with raised beds and cold frames to the right, and to the left, a crooked flight of stone steps down to the kitchen door.


The security light was on the blink again and the gravelled passage was in almost complete darkness, save for the dim phosphorescence of the harvest moon. But it didn’t trouble Annie: she knew every dip in the path, every leaning nuance of the ancient stone steps – this was her domain.


She fumbled for her keys, then let herself in. The kitchen hummed with electrical appliances; the green lights atop the industrial fridges and freezers punctuated the blackness of the still-warm kitchen. Annie located her phone quickly on the vast stainless-steel worktop by way of the red message light that pulsated from it. The cold light from the screen spilled out into the sleeping kitchen. It was a message from Max:


Sorry, love, going to be late. Jude’s fallen out with Petra again, so I’m going to sink a few pints with him. M xx


Annie rolled her eyes. Petra seemed to throw Jude out of their flat above the pub on an almost weekly basis. She shoved the phone into her pocket and was about to leave when she heard a noise coming from the restaurant. She froze. Shit! She cocked her head in the direction of the restaurant beyond and strained to listen.


She couldn’t make out voices but there was definitely somebody moving about in there. She opened her phone to see what time Max had sent his message; with luck she could catch him somewhere between sober and useless. As Annie’s finger hovered over Max’s name, the last bar of her phone battery blipped out and snapped her back into darkness.


Bugger, bugger, bollocks! Annie cursed silently. The dull thud of a glass being dropped onto the rush matting of the restaurant floor thrilled her to attention. Her heart thrummed, eyes wide against the dark, as her breath came hard and fast. And then she did the thing that always made her shout at the actresses in horror movies: she crept slowly towards the noise.


Her intention was to sneak behind the bar and use the restaurant phone to call the police. The sticking noise her rubber soles made against the vinyl flooring seemed to fill the black corridor with a sound like Velcro strips being ripped apart. Annie pulled herself up onto her tiptoes and teetered on.


As the dim outline of the doorway to the lounge area came into view, Annie got down on all fours and crawled the last few feet.


The lounge area consisted of two long velvet banquettes and low tables – also known as tables eight and nine for the purposes of the staff – where diners could enjoy drinks and canapés before being escorted to their tables in the restaurant beyond. Annie was squeezed between the open dishwasher and two metal barrels with plastic pipes that led up to the drink pumps. There was a pervading smell of stale beer and drain at this level.


Over the drone of the drinks fridge and the wine chiller, Annie could make out heavy breathing. It was closer than she would like. Now what was she going to do? She couldn’t very well call the police with the robbers on the other side of the bar.


She had to do something, she was not about to let some thieving arseholes make off with her hard-earned cash. If they wanted what she had, they’d have to work twelve-hour shifts like she did.


Annie had heard somewhere that if a predator in the wild approaches you, you can scare it off by running at it, full pelt, and yelling at the top of your voice. Spurred on by outrage and an increasing need for the toilet, Annie decided to test the theory. She slipped the electric fly swatter off a nearby shelf and set it to ‘zap’. After several abortive counts of three, she took a good lug of air and leaped out from behind the bar, shouting and screaming. She slapped her palm against the bank of light switches on the wall and light flooded the lounge. Still fully embodying the banshee spirit, Annie swiped wildly in the direction of the intruders with the swatter.


What followed was unexpected. There was a lot of frightened screaming. The sudden change from dark to light had left Annie temporarily dazzled and it took her a moment to register what she was seeing. Sprawled across the banquette at table nine, desperately and inadequately trying to cover her nakedness with cushions – one of which had the words Keep Calm and Carry On embroidered across its front – was Ellie, the newly appointed waitress. And stood before her, with a fast-drooping erection and a blue bar towel held up against his nipples, was Annie’s husband, Max.


Later, as Annie lay back against the crisp white pillows in the hotel room, she would think of all the clever, cutting things she could have said to her husband in that moment.


‘It’s not what it looks like!’ Max had said.


Behind him, Ellie sat very still, eyes wide like Bambi, as if she thought by not moving, Annie might not be able to see her. In an ideal world Annie would have whipped back smartly with something along the lines of:


‘Ah, I see you’re training young Ellie in the finer arts of customer service.’


Or:


‘Don’t tell me: there was a blackout and all your clothes fell off and Ellie was so frightened you had to put your penis into her vagina to calm her down?’


But what Annie actually said, when faced with her naked husband screwing the naked waitress half his age, while she, his long-suffering wife of twenty-six years, stood before him deflated, with crow’s feet around her eyes and an electric fly swatter hanging loosely by her side, was, ‘Gup . . . Gup . . . Ubber . . . Affphoof.’ Then she’d stumbled backwards, zapped her own thigh with the swatter and let out some wee.
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Annie slept surprisingly well, considering she had just entirely changed the course of her life, and woke before dawn on a strange sort of high. She called Marianne, her head chef at The Pomegranate Seed, filled her in on the situation and handed her the responsibility of the kitchen.


‘What a shitbag!’ said Marianne. ‘Don’t worry about a thing, I’ve got this. How long do you think you’ll be gone?’


‘I haven’t really thought that far ahead yet,’ said Annie. Her heart began to pound as she realised she had no plan beyond the next two days, for which she’d booked a hotel room. ‘Can you remind Max to feed Mrs Tiggy-Winkle?’ Annie asked. Mrs Tiggy-Winkle was her cat.


‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ asked Marianne.


‘Don’t I sound okay?’ said Annie.


‘Well, yes,’ said Marianne. ‘You sound a bit too okay. A bit manic. Like you’ve taken speed or something.’


Annie laughed. The sound was high-pitched and she heard a note of hysteria in her voice.


‘I’m fine!’ Annie said, a little too brightly. ‘Really! Absolutely fine!’


She looked around her hotel room knowing that every room in the building would be identical: generic ‘modern art’ canvas above the bed, satin silver bed runner to break the expanse of white linen, a brown faux leather chair in one corner and walls painted in a pale grey, which would no doubt be called something ridiculous like Husky Shimmer. There was a desk along one wall with a hairdryer, a travel kettle and two cups on a plastic tray, and above it a flat-screen TV. It was the travelling salesman’s home from home, the hen party haven, and now a wronged wife’s bolt-hole. 


‘Do you want me to come over?’ asked Marianne.


‘No, no. Don’t be silly. Somebody’s got to run the kitchen.’


And then, almost as if her voice was speaking without her brain’s permission, she found herself saying, ‘They were on table nine, you see. I chose that sofa. I picked the colour out of a book of swatches. And the weird thing is, when I caught them, I kept thinking, What about the velvet? Semen is a hell of a stain to get out. That’s mad, isn’t it? What kind of a woman worries about semen stains when she walks in on her husband screwing another woman?’


There was silence on the line for a moment.


‘Your silence suggests you think I’m bonkers,’ said Annie.


‘Sorry,’ said Marianne. ‘I got sidetracked there. I was trying to remember which supermarket sells a product that claims to remove semen.’


‘From velvet?’


‘From anything, I think.’


‘Good Lord!’ said Annie.


‘And if it doesn’t work, we can always get it reupholstered.’


‘I don’t think I’ll ever be able to look at table nine without feeling completely humiliated.’


‘Then we’ll skip reupholstering and go straight to burning!’ said Marianne. ‘We’ll have a ceremonial burning of table nine in the street.’


‘I’m not sure burning sofas is very environmentally friendly,’ said Annie.


‘We could build effigies of Max and Ellie and burn them along with it. Like the ultimate closure!’


‘You’ve got a dark side, Marianne,’ said Annie. ‘My kitchen is in good hands. The staff will never dare to cross you.’


As she ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant she complimented herself on how well she was handling everything. She felt fine, she really did. And then she got back to the hotel room and found ten missed calls, seven texts, a dozen messages on Facebook Messenger and an email, all from Max. Annie didn’t read them. She was suddenly very tired. She didn’t want to think about all the things she was supposed to be thinking about: the business, finances, the twins, Max, Ellie, the end of her life as she knew it. Annie turned the volume on her phone down low, and got back into bed, where she stayed for the next two days.


Her phone buzzed on the bedside table. She let it buzz until it died away. And then it buzzed again immediately. Annie sighed and reached languidly over and looked at the screen. It was Peter. She answered it.


‘Hello, love,’ she said.


‘Hey, Mum,’ said Peter. ‘Alex is here with me. We’ve got you on loud speaker.’


‘Hi, Mum,’ said Alex.


‘Hello, darling. Where are you?’


‘At mine,’ said Peter.


‘I came down after work,’ said Alex. ‘I can work from here tomorrow.’


‘Oh, that’s nice,’ said Annie.


‘Well, we heard we’d become the product of a broken home, so—’


His sentence was cut short by a scuffling sound followed by an aggrieved ‘Ouch!’


‘We’re calling to tell you we support your decision,’ said Peter.


‘Should have done it years ago!’ said Alex.


‘Oh!’ said Annie. ‘Well. This is unexpected. Who told you?’


‘Grandma,’ said Peter.


‘Of course she did,’ said Annie.


Max’s mother would have been champing at the bit to tell the boys before Annie got the chance. She imagined her as a sort of ageing racehorse in a twinset, leaping over her mahogany nest of tables and upsetting the faux Tiffany lamp to get to the phone. It was no wonder Max was such a prima donna; whatever his faults were, as far as her mother-in-law was concerned, they were down to anyone but him.


‘I’m sorry you had to hear it from someone else,’ Annie continued. ‘I was going to call you, I was just . . .’ Sleeping mostly, she thought. ‘I was just getting my head together a bit and then I was going to tell you.’


‘We know about Dad’s affairs, Mum,’ said Alex.


‘Oh God!’ said Annie. ‘Really? How?’


‘Er, we’re not stupid,’ said Peter. ‘We’ve known for years.’


‘Years? Oh God!’ Annie groaned again. ‘I am so sorry.’


‘What are you sorry about?’ asked Alex.


‘I’m sorry that you found out,’ said Annie. ‘You were children. Children shouldn’t have to deal with their parents’ shit.’


‘Like I said,’ said Peter, ‘we weren’t stupid.’


‘Of course you weren’t,’ said Annie. ‘I was the stupid one.’


‘Shit happens,’ said Alex.


‘What a fabulous way to sum up your childhood,’ said Annie. Her head was pounding like someone was trying to remove the top of her skull with a melon-baller. ‘You’d better start making a parental snag-list and I’ll pay for your counselling.’


‘Already started,’ said Alex.


‘It wasn’t all bad,’ said Peter in a way that was meant to sound reassuring.


‘Urrgh,’ said Annie. ‘This is a nightmare. I’m stuck in a nightmare!’


‘Don’t get hysterical,’ said Alex. ‘Sooner or later everybody’s parents drop off their pedestal. It’s the natural order of things. Helps to make you grow up. Dad just fell off his a little earlier than most.’


‘When did I fall off mine?’ asked Annie.


‘You haven’t yet,’ said Peter.


‘But we remain hopeful,’ added Alex.


‘We’re hoping for something spectacular!’ said Peter. ‘A drug-fuelled sex orgy with a priest or something.’


‘Blimey!’ said Annie.


‘Let loose, Mum!’ said Alex. ‘Get pissed. Get a tattoo! Do something just for you.’


‘The world won’t stop spinning if you get off the ride and walk for a while,’ said Peter.


‘What did I do to deserve you boys?’ she asked.


‘You just got lucky, I guess,’ said Peter.


‘We want you to know that we support your decision one hundred per cent,’ said Alex.


‘So, you can go easy on yourself, knowing that you don’t need to worry about us,’ added Peter. ‘We don’t come into the equation.’


‘What we’re saying is,’ said Alex, ‘don’t go back. If it’s permission you need, then you’ve got it.’


The call ended and Annie promised to keep them posted on her movements, although at the moment she couldn’t envisage herself moving very far. She wondered what it was about this affair that had finally forced her out of impotence. The scene flashed before her in all its fleshy glory and she winced. That was why: there was knowing a thing and there was seeing a thing. Actually bearing witness to your husband cheating in full technicolour was like a sucker punch to the eyeballs; Ellie’s perfect pointy nipples were going to haunt her for the rest of her days. Annie pulled the duvet back over her head and went to sleep.
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When she had once again exhausted the supply of tiny coffee sachets in the room, Annie went down to reception to ask for more and to book herself in for another four nights at the hotel.


‘Um, do you have another card?’ asked the receptionist, her cheeks blotching pink.


‘Another card?’ asked Annie.


‘Yes. This one doesn’t appear to be working.’


The receptionist handed the business bank card back to Annie. Annie was flummoxed. She knew there was money in the account – quite a bit actually.


‘How odd,’ said Annie and she handed over the card to her and Max’s joint savings account.


The receptionist gave a hesitant little cough, her cheeks blotched darker.


‘This one doesn’t seem to be working either,’ she said, trying not to meet Annie’s gaze.


‘That doesn’t make any sense.’ Annie took the card back and looked it over as if there might be a clue in the shiny plastic. ‘I can’t understand it.’


‘Is there perhaps any reason why your cards might have been stopped?’ asked the receptionist awkwardly.


A sudden dawning broke through the clouds of confusion in her mind and Annie came over first hot and then cold as white rage consumed her. With a calmness she didn’t feel, Annie pulled out her personal credit card and handed it over.


‘I’d like to use this instead, please,’ she said.


As she walked back to her room, she was dizzy with anger. She called Max. He didn’t answer. When his smooth, crooning voice said, ‘Hey, this is Max Sharpe, leave a message and I’ll get right back to you. Beep,’ it was all Annie could do not to bite the phone in half. She took a deep breath.


‘You froze me out of our accounts!’ she yelled into the mic. ‘Unfreeze them now, Max, or so help me I’ll . . .’ What would she do? What could she do? ‘I’ll make you sorry!’ she finished with what she hoped was a vague enough threat to be menacing.


She was livid. She wanted to throw things and smash stuff up, but this wasn’t her house, and the furniture was nailed down. Instead, she lay prostrate on the bed and fantasised about what she’d do if she was at home right now: she’d empty his expensive aftershave down the toilet and replace it with pine floor cleaner, maybe scratch FUCK YOU into his vintage vinyl Smiths records with her fingernails, and very possibly fill the toes of his beloved brogues with cat food.


Annie had become pregnant with the twins at just seventeen and she and Max had married the same year. With her parents’ support she was still able to enrol at catering college and do her chef’s training. She got a job as a line chef in a Michelin-starred restaurant and worked her arse off to make it up through the ranks to sous chef and then head chef. It was tough but she was driven.


Max, charming, hardworking and everyone’s friend, had risen quickly from waiter to manager of a successful gastro pub. In the moments when the couple weren’t working or dealing with the demands of raising twin toddlers – usually in the scant time between their heads hitting the pillows and sleep – they fantasised about opening their own place. They had a lot of shared dreams once.


Annie’s parents had died far too young. Although she had a family of her own by then, their deaths left her feeling like she’d been orphaned; she felt cheated by the lack of time she’d had with them. Her mum was only sixty-five when she died suddenly from an aneurysm, and her dad died soon after, of a broken heart. Annie used her inheritance to buy The Pomegranate Seed building. They lived in the flat above and built up the restaurant below, with Max managing front of house and Annie running the kitchen and doing the lion’s share of the childcare.


There were times when she would cry from sheer tiredness but then Max would steal her away to the stockroom and sweep her into a Hollywood embrace, and she would be restored. Max could do that: he could make her feel like she was his entire world, and they were on an amazing adventure together. But Max’s powers worked in reverse too; just as easily as his words could build her up, so too they could knock her down, so that she felt small and worthless and afraid of what she would be without him.


A restaurant critic for the Guardian had once described her and Max as ‘a dream team’ and in many ways they were. While Max schmoozed the patrons out front, Annie excited and delighted them on the plate. Glossy magazines ran features on them, and Annie was frequently asked to share recipes for special holiday issues. They had a lot going for them; far too much for Annie to throw it all away over a little thing like infidelity. Relationships are messy, she would tell herself, no marriage is perfect.


When the boys grew up and left home after university, Annie took on more work. They converted the upstairs rooms of The Pomegranate Seed (their old flat) into a coffee lounge. The restaurant opened for lunch and dinner and the coffee lounge opened from breakfast till teatime. Annie was busier than ever, and more successful than ever. She never had a moment to herself. All these things helped her swim against the current of self-doubt and kept her too tired to address the notion that her marriage had been failing almost from the time it began.


Annie breathed in and out, long slow breaths to centre herself, as she lay prostrate on the hotel bed, picking over the carcass of her marriage. Enough was enough: she’d spent too long running and going nowhere; she was jumping off this hamster wheel. There would be no more hiding, no more excuses, for her or Max. Her children had grown and flown and there would be no better time to rebuild herself. Annie had ripped the blinkers off, and she was ready to face the music. 
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Most of the tables in the hotel restaurant were occupied by families with young children; crayons and character backpacks littered the floor and the ignorable muzak melodies were almost lost beneath their cacophony. Annie sipped her wine. She was the only woman eating alone. She didn’t mind. Being by herself used to be a rare treat when the boys were small. Since they’d grown up, being by herself had become her state of being. A man in a cheap suit a few tables down, also eating alone, consistently tried to get Annie’s attention, raising his glass and winking at her every time she looked down that end of the restaurant. Annie smiled weakly and ignored him. As she scoured the dessert menu, another man approached her table and asked if she’d like some company. She politely declined and the man sloped off, shrugging his shoulders, and went back to propping up the bar. She was just scraping up the last of her ‘triple chocolate delight’ when another man-shaped shadow fell across the table. Annie was about to insist that she really was more than happy to share a meal with herself, when she caught sight of the shadow’s shoes: two-tone, well-worn brogues. Max’s shoes.


‘Hello,’ said Max.


His face was all angst. He looked down at her imploringly with his big blue eyes. Annie realised she had frozen with the dessert fork halfway to her mouth. She laid it down, unable to eat the last mouthful of her pudding, which pained her slightly.


‘May I sit?’ asked Max.


Annie gesticulated towards the chair opposite hers and Max sat. He looked tired. Contrite. His blond hair, greying attractively at the temples, was fluffy and uncharacteristically unwaxed. His beard was almost entirely grey with flecks of white at the sides and at the edges of his moustache. She resisted the urge to stick her fork into his forehead – but only just.


‘You froze me out of our bank accounts.’ Annie’s voice was quiet but loaded.


Max looked nervous.


‘Come home and we can work it out,’ he said.


‘What you did cannot be worked out. Not this time. Unlock the accounts; that’s my money too and you have no right to take control of it.’


‘I was frightened. I didn’t know what you might do.’


Annie took a deep breath. The couple at the next table were eating chocolate fudge cake and Annie was filled with an almost overwhelming desire to scoop it up and squidge it in Max’s pleading face.


‘Just unlock the accounts, Max.’


‘I will, I promise. But we need to talk,’ said Max.


‘You had one job,’ said Annie.


Max put his head in his hands. One of his elbows was resting in a splodge of ketchup. She didn’t tell him.


‘What did we agree after the last time?’ said Annie. ‘What did you promise?’


‘I know. I know!’ said Max from behind his hands.


‘Don’t fuck the staff!’ said Annie.


The couple on the table to the left looked over, the woman’s eyes bright with curiosity, but she swiftly returned to her mixed grill when she was met with Annie’s stare.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Max. ‘It was a slip-up. It’ll never happen again. I promise.’


‘You’ve made me look like a fool,’ said Annie. ‘And yourself look like an arsehole.’


‘It didn’t mean anything,’ Max sobbed quietly. ‘She’s nothing!’


‘That’s even worse,’ hissed Annie. ‘That poor girl! For God’s sake, Max, if you’re going to ruin what little was left of our marriage, at least do it for something more than nothing.’


‘What do you want me to do?’ asked Max. ‘Tell me what to do. Anything. I’ll do it.’


‘I want a divorce,’ said Annie.


‘No, Annie. Please. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Please,’ said Max.


‘It’s over,’ said Annie. ‘I’m done.’
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When her extra nights at the hotel were done, Annie rolled over, pushed her arm out of the duvet, grabbed the hotel phone and called reception.


‘Hello, how can I help you?’ came a female voice.


‘Oh, hello,’ said Annie. ‘This is Mrs Sharpe in room 208. I’d like to book another three nights in this room, please. Just charge it to the card I used for the last two bookings.’


‘I’m sorry,’ said the receptionist. ‘This room is booked for tonight.’


‘This actual room?’


‘Yes.’


‘You have no other spare rooms in this hotel?’


‘Oh yes, madam, we have other rooms. We could move you into one of those,’ said the receptionist brightly.


‘No,’ said Annie. ‘I don’t want to move. I’m already here and settled. But if the arriving guests haven’t requested this actual room and all the rooms in the hotel are identical, then you could put them in the room you want me to move into and they will never even know they’ve been allocated a different room.’


‘But we have a system,’ said the receptionist, less brightly.


‘But I’m already here and they won’t know the difference,’ said Annie.


‘But this room is booked out,’ said the receptionist.


‘Look,’ said Annie. ‘I’m a reasonable woman. Ask anyone. Ask my cheating husband! I am the most reasonable woman you could ever hope to meet. But I am not moving from this room; you’ll have to come in here and carry me out.’


‘I’m just going to put you on hold, Mrs Sharpe,’ said the receptionist.


Annie was treated to a tinny rendition of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony down the line, while the receptionist presumably decided whether to call the police or the psychiatric team. After a few minutes another voice came over the line.


‘Thank you for holding, Mrs Sharpe,’ said the voice. ‘I’m the shift supervisor. That’s another three nights in room 208 booked in for you.’


Annie thanked the patient supervisor and apologised for being a pain in the arse and explained that she had recently found her husband having sex with a waitress half his age on a velvet banquette and it was making her behave rather oddly. When she put the phone down, Annie pulled the duvet back over her greasy head and slept for another nine hours.


When she woke, there was a note pushed under the door, which read: Delivery outside.


Curious, Annie opened the door and found a bottle of wine and a box of chocolates with a small card attached.


Dear Mrs Sharpe,


I thought you might need these. Sorry about your cheating husband. 


Best wishes,


Sally (the supervising receptionist you spoke to this morning)


Annie was deeply touched. Her eyes filled with tears. It occurred to her in that moment that she didn’t really have any friends, not of her own; she’d never had time to make any. And if she had, there would have invariably been sharing and she would have had to confess that her husband was a manipulative, serial cheater, and that was a shame she preferred to keep to herself. She spent many hours a day with Marianne and they got on very well, but they’d never met each other outside of work, probably for the reasons above. She had Mrs Tiggy-Winkle, of course, but she couldn’t answer back and was aloof at the best of times. As Annie stood between the compact, windowless bathroom and the built-in wardrobe, trying to ignore the smell of her unwashed body, it occurred to her that Sally, the hotel receptionist, was the closest thing Annie had to a friend and she’d only spoken to her on the phone from beneath her duvet.


Annie began to sob. And once she’d begun, she found it very hard to stop. By the time the late-night movie started, Annie was out of both tissues and tears. She opened the box of chocolates and poured the wine into the glass from the bathroom; she finished the wine before the movie ended and fell asleep with the empty tumbler still in her hand and a dark chocolate coffee cream in her mouth, which melted and dribbled down her chin and onto her stale pyjamas.
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Annie woke the next morning with a hangover and yet she felt lighter than she had done for several days.


She peeled off her pyjamas and stuffed them into the waste-paper basket. Then she brushed her teeth – twice – climbed into the shower and let the hot water wash away the despondency of recent days. She imagined the gloom personified, clinging to her skin like a rind which cracked under the shower pressure and peeled off in sheets, slipping down her body before gravity pulled it down the plughole and away.


In the midst of all the uncertainties she now faced, there was one thing of which Annie was clear: she wasn’t ready to let the credits roll on her story yet. She was only forty-four, goddammit! She caught sight of herself in the mirror as she dressed. Certainly, her bottom was rounder than it used to be. And her boobs were more pendulous than pert, but all in all she wasn’t in bad shape. The extra weight acted like a sort of chubby-cheek Botox which helped to plump out wrinkles that might have otherwise appeared on her face, and with a little help from her Warm Russet hair dye, she could easily pass for forty – well, maybe forty-two. Her large round eyes were the colour of warm honey; Peter said they reminded him of one of the rabbits from Watership Down. She had a pert nose, a heart-shaped face and high cheekbones, and her thick wavy hair hung in soft layers around her face. Annie smiled at her reflection as she pulled on fresh jeans and a jumper that still smelled of fabric softener. Today is not a day to mope, she said to herself. Today is for finding somewhere to live.


She left the hotel at lunchtime with four appointments to see flats booked in that afternoon. As she passed the reception desk, a voice called out, ‘Mrs Sharpe! There’s a delivery for you.’


The receptionist smiled as she produced a huge bouquet of flowers from beneath the desk. Annie smiled back graciously and thanked her. She didn’t need to look at the card to know who they were from; they reeked with the stench of a Max Sharpe charm offensive.


This was how it would start: the wooing. No one did remorse like Max. He could be so utterly woe-filled that anyone would think it was he who had found his spouse bonking the accountant, the jeweller and, in this case, the waitress, and not the other way around.


He would make grand gestures and even grander promises. Alongside these, he would attack her sensibilities: what about the children? The restaurant? The house? He’d kill himself, is that what she wanted?


Their lives and livelihoods were inextricably linked, so that as a younger woman, with small children and a business to keep afloat, Annie was too exhausted to seriously consider all the logistical and emotional untangling that leaving would entail.


The first affair was the worst. After the second one, Annie retaliated with a revenge affair. It didn’t last long and Max never found out about it. She’d thought about telling him, just to hurt him, but that wasn’t really why she’d done it. She’d done it to even the score; it also made it easier to excuse herself for staying if they’d both cheated. The crux of the thing was, she had loved him back then.


Annie had spent long resentful nights trying to decide if a full-blown love affair was worse than a one-night stand. She came to the conclusion that the longevity of the encounters didn’t matter; ultimately there was no time limit that made putting your dick in someone that wasn’t your wife okay.


Though she had allowed herself to be wooed and cajoled into giving things another try, a steady erosion had begun after the first affair, and with each unaccountable lateness, unfeasible excuse or unnecessary errand which followed, the thinning of their marriage became more acute.


Annie met the estate agent outside the first flat. She had been able to pick him out from the crowd as he strode along the street towards her: his grey suit jacket, undone and flying open, tie swept back over one shoulder and the kind of swagger that suggested he’d closed seven deals before breakfast. He shook her hand and introduced himself as Phil. Phil carried a briefcase and wore an earpiece, and would spontaneously burst out the word ‘Mate!’ before holding his hand up to Annie – in the manner of one stopping traffic – and launching into a conversation with the person in his ear.


The flat was essentially a beautifully decorated bedsit with a view of the pretty town below and a monthly rent that made her say ‘Pardon?’ twice when he told her. The second flat was situated just off the main high street. The smell of stale urine in the narrow passage that led to the front door suggested that this was a popular cut-through after pub closing time. Phil wasn’t overly pleased by Annie’s reticence towards his offerings and warned her that they would be snapped up by someone else if she dragged her heels. She assured him she wouldn’t and that if someone else did snap it up, then it simply wasn’t meant to be. Phil looked at her like she had just walloped out one breast and shaken it at him; clearly, he didn’t go in much for trusting in fate.


Jackie – the second estate agent – was about Annie’s age but had a far smaller bottom. Annie soon found herself telling Jackie about her marriage breakdown. It was strange: she couldn’t seem to stop telling people about it. As someone who had previously been a very private person, she found it odd that she was suddenly struck with the urge to overshare with anyone who would listen. It was, she supposed, a strange kind of therapy.


The building was a grand Victorian villa, slightly run-down but not so much as to lose any of its charm. A cloud of grass smoke plumed out of the first-floor window and floated down over the two women.


‘That takes me back!’ said Annie.


‘You and me both,’ said Jackie.


‘Maybe we should knock and ask for some,’ said Annie.


‘I can’t afford the calories from the munchies that would follow,’ said Jackie.


And that’s why you’ve got the smaller bottom, thought Annie.


Before they’d even reached the second-floor flat – Jackie kept up a lively conversation as they climbed, while Annie concentrated on breathing and tried not to go into cardiac arrest – their ears were assaulted by a pounding music so loud it shook the stairwell. The two women turned on the stairs and went straight back down them.


The next flat was in a 1960s block, uninspiring but practical and close to the town.


‘It’s just such a big step,’ said Annie.


‘Not really,’ said Jackie. ‘Rent it for six months and see how you feel. Or rent it for six months and spend that time looking for something you’d really like. You’ve made the biggest leap by leaving your husband and restaurant, the rest is easy!’


‘It doesn’t feel easy,’ said Annie.


‘That’s because you’re thinking about it too deeply. This is a stepping stone. Six months is nothing.’


‘I’ll think on it,’ said Annie.


‘Don’t think too long!’ said Jackie.
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It was early evening and the sun was low in the sky but the air held its late summer warmth. Chairs and tables were still laid out in the street in front of the cafes and bars, and people seemed to be enjoying the after-work sun with a glass of wine and friends.


Annie sat at a round bistro table which looked out over the bandstand and the quaint little run of shops beyond. The waiter took her order, and Annie absent-mindedly picked up a discarded copy of the local paper that lay on one of the chairs.


Dusk was beginning to eddy around the patrons of the bar and Annie pulled her jacket around her shoulders. A mischievous breeze sifted through the little market square, lifting scarves and fluttering napkins. The breeze tugged at the corners of Annie’s newspaper; it slipped between the pages and lifted them open. Annie looked around for something to act as a paperweight and found a flat grey pebble underneath the table. She turned it over in her hand and saw it had been painted with the words: Everything will be all right. She smiled. The painter could have had no idea who would find their random pebble, but it made her feel instantly better.


She was about to fold the paper back up when something at the bottom of the right-hand column of the page caught her eye.


It was a small advertisement, outlined in bold black lines:


Winter Guardian Required


Annie read on:


Live-in guardian required to act as custodian of secluded beach apartment and small (closed) business premises over the winter months. This is an unpaid position and the custodian will be responsible for all utilities but the rent is free.


As a woman with a serious lack of cash flow, rent-free was an enticing prospect.


The ad gave no address or hint as to where this secluded beach might be but there was a phone number, and Annie found herself punching in the numbers before she’d fully registered what she was doing.


‘Helloo!’


‘Oh, hello,’ said Annie. ‘I’m calling about the ad in the paper for a winter guardian?’


‘Ach, how lovely!’ said the woman. She had a strong Scottish accent and the kind of creamy voice that made you want to lie back and have her read you a story.


‘I’ve had that ad in the paper for over a month!’ said the woman. ‘You’re the first person to call. I was beginning to give up hope.’


‘Well, I’m very interested in having a look.’


‘Please!’ said the woman. ‘Please do! I’d said to myself, this is the last week I’m going to put the ad in and if nobody calls, then it’s just not meant to be.’


‘When can I come to view?’ asked Annie.


‘Tomorrow?’ said the woman.


‘Perfect!’


‘Could you bring some I.D. and could I ask you to email me a reference, please?’


‘Oh,’ said Annie. ‘Yes, of course.’ She was sure Marianne wouldn’t mind writing her a reference.


‘And just a couple of bank statements, if you don’t mind. It’s just so that we know you’re financially able to cope with the job.’


‘We?’ asked Annie.


‘My nephew and I,’ said the woman. ‘He’s helping me with the details.’


The apartment was at a place called Willow Bay, so-called because – according to the woman with the soft story voice, who introduced herself as Mari – a smugglers’ ship named the Willow had sunk there in a storm in 1502. Annie was intrigued.


When Annie arrived back at the hotel, the receptionists were changing shifts. The lady relinquishing her responsibility for the front desk smiled as Annie entered the lobby and Annie saw her name badge read ‘Sally’.


‘Hi,’ said Annie. ‘I’m Annie Sharpe. Thank you so much for the wine and chocolates. It was really kind of you. It was just the tonic I needed.’


‘You’re welcome,’ said Sally. ‘There’s not much that booze and chocolate can’t fix.’ And then, emboldened by her foray into the world of flat-hunting, Annie did something quite out of character.


‘I’d like to buy you a drink,’ she said. ‘Have you got to rush off?’


Sally beamed at her and backed her wheelchair out from behind the desk.


‘There’s nothing that can’t wait!’ said Sally.


The conversation was easy. Annie had already blurted out most of the excruciating details of Max’s infidelity over the phone to Sally, so there was no need for polite coyness now.


Annie guessed that Sally was a bit older than her, with cropped dark hair and an elfin face. As they chatted Annie discovered that Sally had been divorced twice and had a grown-up son and daughter. Her current partner was a wonderful woman called Susan but neither of them were keen to go down the marriage route again.


‘There is nothing quite like that feeling when you find out your beloved has cheated on you,’ said Sally, as they settled into their second glass of wine. ‘It’s like being punched in the chest. Knocks the wind right out of you.’


Annie nodded.


‘And how stupid you feel!’ said Annie. ‘Like, how did I not know? How did our greengrocer guess and I didn’t?’


‘The greengrocer knew?’


‘About the second one, yes. He kept seeing Max ducking in and out of the flat above the bank, from his shop window. He’d known my parents; I guess he felt loyalty-bound to tell me.’


‘I love a loyal greengrocer,’ said Sally, which made Annie guffaw into her wine. ‘And yet you went back for more! I kicked my first husband out the moment I found out. That was it. Over. Nobody does that to me.’


‘God, you’re so together,’ said Annie.


‘It’s not about being together,’ said Sally. ‘It’s about knowing your worth. I was worth more than being cheated on. My mum drilled it into me as far back as I can remember. She said, “Sally, people are going to try to take advantage of you because of your chair. Know your worth, my girl.”’


‘Your mum sounds amazing,’ said Annie.


‘She is,’ said Sally. ‘Hard as nails and soft as playdough!’


‘My family didn’t do divorce,’ said Annie. ‘I mean, that’s not the only reason I stayed, but my mum and dad had me much older in life and they were very religious; they believed in for better or worse like it was an actual law.’


‘Screw that,’ said Sally.


Annie sighed and rubbed her temples.


‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘It was just too complicated not to be with Max. And I guess a part of me was too proud to admit that I’d failed.’


‘You failed?’ Sally spluttered. ‘This is classic learned behaviour derived from societal misogyny.’


‘Blimey!’ said Annie.


‘Unbelievable!’ Sally was on a roll. ‘He breaks his vows and you’re the failure? This is why we need feminism. Women have been programmed since the dawn of time to take responsibility for men’s failings. Stop shouldering the blame for your husband’s shortcomings. In fact, let me just take that from you right now.’


Sally leaned across the table, grasped Annie by the shoulders and then let go, throwing her arms up into the air with a flourish as if she were batting away a hornet.


‘There!’ said Sally. ‘I hereby remove all feelings of failure associated with your husband’s roaming penis.’


Sally dusted her hands off over the side of the table, ceremonially removing any remnants of blame.


‘Right!’ she said. ‘Gone. What’s next?’


Annie gawped. It was the strangest thing, but she actually did feel as though an invisible weight had indeed been removed.


‘You’re amazing!’ said Annie.


‘Far from it,’ said Sally. ‘I’m just aware of the things I don’t have control over: one of them is my legs, the other is people’s behaviour.’


‘You should do public speaking,’ said Annie.


They ordered more drinks and some olives and bread to share; Annie, never normally one to miss a meal, realised she hadn’t had dinner and was beginning to feel the effects of the house wine.


‘So, are we talking classic shotgun wedding here?’ asked Sally, spearing an olive with a cocktail stick.


‘Pretty much,’ said Annie. ‘I had to have my dress let out three times before the wedding and even then, I looked like I was smuggling two bear cubs under my gown. Twins,’ she said by way of an explanation.


‘How old were you?’


‘Seventeen,’ said Annie.


‘Wow!’ said Sally. ‘Married at seventeen! How very twentieth century of you.’


‘What about you?’ asked Annie.


‘I was twenty-five,’ Sally replied. ‘The first time. He was thirty. We had a good run, until he started an affair with his podiatrist, silly sod. Joe, my eldest, was five when we divorced. And then I met Pete on a single parents’ holiday in Corfu. It was all a bit of a whirlwind; marry in haste repent at leisure, that sort of thing. And then along came Susan.’


‘Were you always bisexual?’ asked Annie. ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry, that’s such a personal question. It must be the wine, I promise I’m not usually so blunt. Just forget I asked that.’


Sally laughed.


‘Susan likes to say that she turned me,’ said Sally, raising one eyebrow. ‘But with hindsight I think I probably was bi. We just didn’t have a name for it back then. Joe says we sound like an inclusive reading book for primary schools: Sally and Susan Love Each Other Very Much.’


When the bell went for last orders, Sally ordered a taxi and Annie ordered a toasted cheese sandwich and a packet of crisps to take back to her room. The women swapped phone numbers and Sally made Annie promise to tell her how she got on with tomorrow’s viewing.


Annie had just settled into bed when her phone pinged with the sound of an email.


Dear Ms Sharpe,


My name is John Granger, I am Mrs Mari Chandler’s nephew.


My aunt has asked me to send you directions of how to get to Saltwater Nook, which I shall detail below.


Should you decide to take up the residency agreement, I think it only fair to stress that this is a short-term arrangement. The building is being sold in the new year and your lease will not be extended. This is not a sitting tenancy and you will be expected to move out by the date provided at the time of sale.


I would ask in the meantime that you treat your guardianship of my aunt’s property with due respect. I will undertake random spot checks of the property during the winter to ensure that the building is being reasonably maintained. Any action that is deemed to be in breach of this agreement will result in immediate termination of your tenancy.


I thank you in advance for your understanding in this matter.


Kind regards,


John Granger


Annie bristled. Even allowing for the fact that cadence could be tricky to interpret through text, this email felt rude. Who on earth did John Granger think he was? Who did he think she was? Some sort of serial squatter? She read the directions he had promised at the bottom of the email and somehow even they contrived to irk her. How someone could make at the roundabout take the second exit sound like he was telling you to kiss his arse, Annie couldn’t fathom, but John Granger had managed it. Annie huffed as she reached out to turn off the lamp. ‘Sitting tenant indeed!’ she blustered and pulled the duvet roughly over her head.
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It was a bright morning and the air was charged with the woody scent of the changing season. Harvest was full upon the land and the leaves on the trees mirrored the colours of ripening squashes and pumpkins.


Annie drove out of the west Kent bustle, through the leafy Weald, with its miles of orchards and converted oast houses, towards the coast. She had never lived close to the sea, and the idea of it felt like an adventure.


She began to get glimpses of the ocean to her right: snatches of brilliant azure peeping between mossy hilltops. Annie followed the signs and found herself, at last, driving through the quaint little village of Willow Bay. Whitewashed cottages with wisteria climbing the walls, and wildflower gardens, crisped at the edges by the sun, swayed in the sea breeze. There were two pubs directly opposite one another – The Sunken Willow and The Captain’s Bounty – and both had that look of charming decrepitude on the outside which promised a good home-cooked Sunday roast within. The thatched roof of The Captain’s Bounty drooped significantly on one side and the wall beneath it looked as if it had been partially swallowed by the flower bed. And The Sunken Willow, Annie thought, was most probably only held upright by the thick mass of dark green ivy which smothered three sides of the building.


The road curved sharply to the left and a sign – hand-painted – read: Caution! Steep Hill. Check brakes! Annie swallowed. How steep could it be?


The road narrowed as it descended. To the left of her, cottages seemed to cling to the climbing hillside, their pretty landscaped gardens trickling down to precarious driveways carved out of the crag. On her right side, dropping down away from her, were equally tenacious houses nestled in the cliff face, half shrouded by trees, their chimneys peeking out above towering rhododendrons.


Soon tarmac was replaced by the crunch of shingle as Annie pulled, at last, into a clearing at the bottom of the hill and parked, as she had been advised by Mari. She climbed out of the car and was greeted by the clack and hiss of waves on stone. A warm wind whipped her hair about her face and Annie quickly pulled it back into a ponytail.


Beyond the small parking area were several stone steps leading up to a promenade. Behind her were dunes sprouting long grass and old rockfalls which had become part of the landscape, and beyond them, a thick mass of thorny brambles scaled the hillside from where Annie had just emerged.


To the left, the promenade curved for maybe half a mile before disappearing from view around a jutting cliff.


There was a smell of warm seaweed on the breeze and Annie tasted salt on her lips. She shielded her face with her hands against the sun and followed the path round with her eyes. In the distance, set back a little from the promenade, Annie could make out a two-storey building, with a gabled roof and what looked like a fenced garden to the rear.


‘Surely not!’ she said to herself. ‘Surely no one lives there!’


She took a deep breath of fresh sea air and began to walk along the promenade in the direction of the dwelling in the distance.


As she got closer Annie was able to pick out more details of the building. It looked like the old Victorian double-height fishing huts she’d seen on the beach at Hastings. It was cladded in black wood but as it came more into view, she could see the bottom third was exposed stone and at some point it had clearly been converted into a habitable dwelling. A tin chimney poked up through the pitched roof, which was tiled black to match the shiplapped walls. A thin wisp of grey smoke escaped the chimney and curled into the sky. Annie hurried her pace.


She could find no door on the beach side of the building, only a hatch and three large windows, shuttered and locked. The door to the side was utilitarian, the only feature the gold circle of a Yale lock with no discernible means of getting attention other than knocking. A few paces back the way she had come was a set of concrete steps, which led down from the promenade to more shingle and the garden she had seen in the distance.


Annie went down the steps and tramped alongside a peeling picket fence that had seen better days. The garden was laid with shingle but it had been cultivated to make a pretty courtyard: lavender and rosemary bushes were dotted about the space, interspersed with clumps of low-growing thyme, herbs and hebes. The spiky seed-heads of alliums on long woody stems bobbed above the shrubs like low-slung planets. The breeze picked up the scent of herbs and the familiar smells washed over Annie like a balm. A flight of stone stairs led up to a Victorian-style front door, with stained-glass panels and matching panels above the door. To one side, a piece of driftwood was attached to the wall with the words Saltwater Nook painted in a flowing script. This was it!
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Annie rang the doorbell and moved back down a couple of steps to wait. After a moment or two a high-pitched voice called, ‘I’m coming!’


After three or four more minutes, there came the sound of locks being drawn back and the front door opened to reveal a tiny woman, no more than four foot six at a guess. Her long white hair was drawn up into a loose but neat bun on the top of her head and her cheeks looked like pink velvet. She smiled when she saw Annie and her pale grey eyes crinkled at the edges like crepe paper.


‘Helloo, my dear!’ said the woman, ushering Annie inside. ‘I’m Mari. You must be Annie. And right on time too!’ she trilled. ‘Now, just wait one moment . . .’


Mari pulled a mobile phone out of her cardigan pocket and held it up to her face, squinting. Then she squinted at Annie. Then back at the phone.


‘Lovely,’ she said, putting the phone back in her pocket. ‘It is you! My nephew sent me a photograph of you and I wasn’t to let you in until I was absolutely sure the picture matched the person. And it does! So, come on in. I’ve just put the kettle on. Come, come!’


‘How exactly did your nephew come to have a picture of me?’ Annie asked.


‘Ach, just a wee bit of interweb stalking, my dear,’ Mari replied. ‘Instaface or one of those other socially mediocre things you young things are all into.’


Annie was not keen on the idea of the nephew delving through her internet profile, but she did appreciate being lumped in with the ‘young things’.


‘You have a lovely garden.’


‘I do what I can,’ said Mari. ‘It’s not the easiest place to grow a garden. But the herbs have a wonderful depth of flavour; it must be the salty air.’


Annie liked Mari and her strange house on the beach instantly. She had wanted to get away from it all, and this place was away from everything.


Annie followed Mari into a long, thin whitewashed corridor, sparsely decorated, with framed photographs in black and white of bearded men in roll-neck jumpers, stood proudly beside tatty-looking fishing trawlers. A set of iron hooks held a pair of binoculars and a bright yellow sou’wester. A pair of black wellington boots and a basket lay below. Mari pointed to a pile of logs beside the door that reached the ceiling.


‘You’ll be needing those,’ she said. ‘And then some. I’ve already put in an order for more; Fred will deliver them near the beginning of October.’


They moved on down the corridor. Mari brushed her hand along a padlocked door on the left.


‘You won’t need to worry about this,’ she said – a little wistfully, Annie thought. ‘This used to be the tea room but I had it decommissioned a few years ago. It was just too much for me in the end. I keep it locked.’


‘Did it do well?’ asked Annie.


‘Oh aye,’ said Mari. ‘It had a good run. Still, better to leave them wanting more than outstay your welcome.’


‘Is there anything you’d like me to do with it while I’m here?’ Annie asked. ‘Do I need to check it for any reason?’


‘No, dear, let it sleep,’ said Mari. ‘Unless there’s a big storm, in which case I’d ask you to check the shutters are secured on the outside. And prop some extra sandbags against the door.’


On the far wall by the staircase was another door.


‘Kiosk,’ said Mari when they reached it. ‘I don’t open it past the first of September, until Easter. If I reopen at all,’ she said quietly. ‘But, if you get some sunny days near the end of the month, which isn’t unheard of, and the beach looks busy, you’re welcome to open up. There’s a good coffee machine in there; only a year old, Italian. I have it regularly serviced, so it’s all in working order. You can use the unopened coffee beans in the storeroom until you run out and then it’s down to you to buy more.’


‘The storeroom?’ asked Annie.


Mari pointed behind her to a door under the stairs.


‘Cellar,’ said Mari. ‘If you want to keep anything down there, keep it off the ground. If the tide rises too high, the cellar floods. It’s not flooded for the last few years; not since the council started building up the beach defences each year at any rate. But I don’t like to take it for granted. All this climate change makes me nervous. There’s a tunnel down there, leads to an outcrop near the cliffs,’ she went on. ‘Used to be used by the smugglers but we bricked it up and stacked it with sandbags to try and keep the flooding at bay.’


‘Smugglers! Wow!’ said Annie, ignoring the part about climate change and the inference that she might get swept away. ‘What a fantastic piece of history!’


‘Aye, it was all blaggards and moonshiners round these parts,’ said Mari. ‘There’s a big freezer down there with ice cream and cones on the shelf above.’


‘Oh, I don’t think I’ll be opening the kiosk,’ said Annie. ‘I’m not looking to start a business; I’m trying to leave one behind.’


‘Suit yourself,’ said Mari. And then she added, ‘There’s another chest freezer down there and a smaller one, both for personal use; keep them topped up. If the winter turns bad and the hill gets cut off, you’ll be glad of them!’


They climbed the stairs. Mari leaned heavily on the handrail for support, her breathing laboured; not, Annie thought, by the climb so much as by her knees, which Annie could see were causing her pain. Mari pushed open the door at the top of the stairs and ushered Annie into a bright little sitting room. A long chintz two-seater sofa sat opposite a high wing-backed armchair upholstered in a raspberry and cream tartan; a small coffee table piled high with books sat to the side of it. In one corner was a wood-burner, with a black flue which ran up the wall and through the ceiling, and in the other a small flat-screen TV sat on a leather trunk. The walls were lined with shelves which housed books, stacked higgledy-piggledy where sheer volume made neat and tidy impossible, and stuck everywhere were small yellow post-it notes with little scribbled messages.


A cushion-clad window seat was framed by two large sash windows facing out across the ocean.


‘What an amazing view!’ said Annie.


‘Isn’t it,’ said Mari. ‘It’s never the same twice. I’ve lived here over eighty years and I’ve never tired of looking at it.’


‘Won’t you miss it while you’re away?’


‘I dare say I will. But I won’t be too far from the ocean,’ said Mari. ‘I’m going to stay with a friend who has a house in Cornwall. It’s close by the sea. Not as close as this, mind, but it’s only a short walk away.’


‘More of a home from home than an escape from winter,’ said Annie. ‘I thought you’d be off to Spain or somewhere.’


‘Ah, well, maybe next year,’ said Mari. ‘This is a practice run. My nephew’s idea really. Last winter was too much for me; there’s winter and then there’s seaside winter! I’m not as hardy as I used to be. Sometimes the weather was so bad I couldn’t get out for a week at a time, though my friends in the village are very kind and I didn’t want for anything. My friend June, in Cornwall, lives on a high street; everything’s on the doorstep. It takes me an hour to climb that hill.’ Mari motioned with her head towards the hillside. ‘And that’s on a good day. But with the January wind against you . . . Like I said,’ Mari continued, almost as if Annie wasn’t there. ‘I’m not as hardy as I used to be. The locals kept an eye on me, along with my nephew, but I don’t like fuss. I don’t want to be cosseted like some decrepit creature that’s past its usefulness. I want to be able to look after myself for as long as I can.’


‘Still,’ said Annie. ‘It’s nice to know people are looking out for you.’


Mari smiled.


‘John’s a good boy,’ she said. ‘I don’t say he’s not. But he forgets I used to change his nappy! I daresay if his mother was alive he’d be fussing over her instead. But she’s not, God rest her, and sometimes his extravagance drives me to distraction. Look at those,’ she said, gesturing towards the windows. ‘Triple glazed! Triple! Did you ever hear the like?’


‘Were the old ones draughty?’ asked Annie, only just noticing that the room was bereft of any of the sounds of the blowy shore outside.


‘Whistled like a sheep farmer!’ said Mari. ‘The draught could blow-dry your hair from the other side of the room.’


‘I suppose he thought these would be warmer,’ said Annie.


‘Oh, they’re that all right,’ said Mari. ‘It’s like being sealed in a Tupperware! The boy is terrified I’ll catch pneumonia. That’s what killed my sister, you see; his mum.’


‘Well, then it’s understandable he’d want to keep you warm,’ said Annie.


‘Fuss, fuss, fuss,’ was Mari’s reply.


One of the shelves was taken up with framed photographs, different sizes and shapes, huddled together and fighting for space. A picture of Mari – a few years younger – looking up adoringly at a grey-haired man. And dotted between pictures of Mari and her husband were images of a dark-haired child, grinning widely throughout a pictorial history of his life: from buckets and spades and Spiderman trunks, to a twenty-something cradling a bundle of pink, to a man in his forties, arm strapped proudly around a young girl in a graduation cap. Mari saw her looking and smiled.


‘That’s my John,’ she said. ‘He was always a bonny chappie. Handsome devil, don’t you think?’


Annie smiled. He wasn’t her cup of tea; a bit too rugged-looking for her tastes. But there was something about his cocky grin against his dark hair and beard that made her want to smile back at the image. He was not at all what she would have imagined from his snooty email.


‘He seems very nice,’ said Annie, in what she hoped was the appropriate response to a proud aunt.


Mari nodded briskly as one does when a correct answer has been made and walked out of the sitting room. Annie followed her into a narrow hallway. Directly opposite the sitting room was the kitchen and further down the corridor were two more doors. The one next to the kitchen was slightly open and gave Annie a glimpse of an avocado-coloured bathroom sink. By process of elimination then, the door on the other side, next to the lounge, must be the bedroom.
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