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  Welcome to the website of


  MULBERRY HOUSE!




  Set in the picturesque village of Loveday, with easy access to Lyme Regis, Charmouth and Axminster, MULBERRY HOUSE is a friendly and welcoming family-run guest house. Built in the

  seventeenth century, with generous-sized rooms, beautiful views and a spacious garden, it is the perfect place to enjoy a comfortable stay.




  FEATURES INCLUDE:




  Centrally heated bedrooms with televisions and hairdryers




  •




  En-suite facilities in most bedrooms




  •




  Delicious home-cooked breakfasts using local ingredients




  •




  Free parking




  We look forward to seeing you soon!




  Your cordial hosts, Lilian and Eddie Jones




  No dogs or smokers. Thank you.




  





  Chapter One




  ‘So,’ said Lilian, pushing her glasses up her nose and addressing her husband with the kind of look that generally made his heart sink. ‘The question is: what

  are we going to do with the house?’




  Eddie still hadn’t managed to conquer the dread that always churned inside him whenever his wife asked this sort of loaded question. She was particularly adept at them; would have been a

  shoo-in for an interrogation job with the Special Forces. Are we going to get married or what, Edward Jones? she’d demanded nearly forty-five years ago, one hand on her hip. Only

  I’m getting fed up waiting for you to ask me, that’s all. He could picture her now, wearing the red polyester tabard she had to suffer as part of her Woolworths uniform, her

  glorious mane of chestnut hair up in a ponytail, those blazing blue eyes fiercely expectant.




  He swallowed, just as he’d done back then. ‘Well,’ he said, after a moment’s careful deliberation. ‘I suppose we should see if one of the boys wants to take on the

  business first.’




  She arched an eyebrow. God help him. Lilian’s eyebrows – skinny, plucked and with a beautiful arch to them, even now – could speak volumes with a single brisk twitch. This one,

  unfortunately, was screaming WRONG ANSWER at one hundred and twenty decibels. ‘I don’t think it’s quite as straightforward as that, dear,’ she said, a muscle flashing

  in her cheek. ‘If we simply ask do any of them want to run Mulberry House, then . . .’ She gave a theatrical, damning shrug. ‘Then the wrong one might end up with it. I

  mean, what if Charlie put himself forward, for instance? What would we say then? Oh – sorry, darling. When we asked if anyone wanted the house, we were rather hoping it

  wouldn’t be you.’




  Eddie felt hurt on behalf of his youngest son. ‘Why shouldn’t Charlie run the business?’ he asked. ‘Out of the three, he’s the one who could do with a lucky break.

  And you never know, it could be the making of him. A bit of responsibility might be just what he needs.’




  Lilian pushed out her lips in a small, tense moue of disagreement. ‘He’s too much of a risk,’ she stated. ‘And we both know he’s hopeless with money. No, Eddie.

  Handing over the house to Charlie would be an unmitigated disaster. We might as well give it to a complete stranger. Or burn the place down!’




  Eddie sighed. There was no mistaking the firm set of his wife’s jaw, the flint in her eyes. Thirty-seven-year-old Charlie wasn’t a bad lad – he didn’t have a malicious

  bone in his body. He was just one of those kids who’d always drifted along haplessly without any signs of a master plan whirring elsewhere in his brain. Nothing wrong with that, though, was

  there? Eddie could relate to such an approach, having plodded aimlessly through life himself. And okay, so Charlie might have been unlucky with work in the past – and money, and women, come

  to that – but he was still a good boy.




  ‘Who did you have in mind, then?’ he asked after a moment, not having the energy to wade into an argument right now. He’d learned to pick his battles with care.

  ‘Hugh?’




  Hugh was their eldest son – the undisputed leader of the pack. At the age of forty-two he was a strapping man, just on the edge of portly, who had worked solidly all his life, and now had

  the job and family life to show for it. Hugh had gone to university – Oxford, no less (my word, that had been a proud day) – where he’d studied hard, joined the rugby team

  and met his wife, Alicia, with whom he’d been ever since. Twenty years down the line they had three children and lived very comfortably in a large Victorian house in Axminster, five or so

  miles away. He worked as a manager of a midsized engineering works and they enjoyed holidays abroad every summer, as well as piano lessons for the children and an Ocado delivery pass.




  Lilian wrinkled her nose. ‘But would Hugh and Alicia want the house?’ she wondered. ‘Do they need the business? I can’t see either of them giving up their jobs in

  a hurry, can you? Hugh’s just been promoted, after all, and Alicia’s . . . well, she’s doing her own thing, isn’t she?’ There was an edge to her voice. Alicia taught

  biology in a nearby secondary school and had recently been made head of department. She was so thoroughly nice and well-mannered that she had never once flaunted her first-class degree or

  career successes at anyone, but Lilian was still braced for it, all these years on, and stored a few digs about working mothers up her sleeve, just in case. There was such a thing as being

  ‘too clever’, whatever Eddie said.




  ‘They might want to buy it as a family home,’ Eddie suggested, although privately he had his doubts. Hugh and Alicia were happy where they were, he knew that. Their road was a safe,

  friendly one, where the children played out on bikes and scooters, and the neighbours organized street parties with home-made bunting and cupcakes. He wasn’t sure they’d want the

  upheaval of leaving that behind.




  Of course, Hugh had grown up here in Mulberry House, as had Charlie and David, back when the building was the Jones family home. The place had rung with boys’ shouts and wrestling matches,

  the thwack of cricket balls on willow, the swishing of shuttlecocks over the washing line and, later, the thump of music and slammed bedroom doors during the teenage years. When the boys had all,

  finally, left home (it had taken Charlie a number of aborted attempts), Lilian and Eddie had felt the space was too large for the two of them, and began letting out the rooms to paying guests.




  Fifteen years on, Mulberry House was a three-star B&B and was booked up for months in advance. ‘A charming, family-run establishment with good facilities’ as the AA put it, back

  in 2003. It had kept them well, this house, Eddie thought fondly, stroking the faded arm of the red velvet sofa as if caressing the head of a beloved child. The guests appreciated it too, if their

  repeat bookings were anything to go by. Jack and Doreen Willis hadn’t missed a Whit weekend yet, and the Dalgliesh family always came down from Aberdeen, regular as clockwork, for their week

  in July.




  Lately, Eddie had felt weary of the hard work, though. Because it was hard work, make no mistake, having a house full of guests to tend to. Lilian managed the laundry and cooking, and

  they had Mrs Daniels, the cleaner, who helped out during the summer season when they were busy as loons. He, meanwhile, kept the gardens tidy, did the accounts, answered calls and organized

  bookings, as well as undertaking all the hundred and one maintenance jobs that needed doing at any one time in order to keep the place looking shipshape. He’d always liked being busy, and

  relished the satisfaction of making people’s holidays that extra bit more pleasant, but over the last year the relentless slog of work had begun to weigh heavy on his bones. He’d hurt

  his back putting up a new shower rail. There had been that bad cough right through the winter that he simply couldn’t shake off. And was it his imagination, or were people getting . . . well,

  ruder, these days? More demanding? Time was, folks were satisfied with a Teasmade and a hairdryer in their room. Not any more. He’d lost count of the guests who’d complained

  about there not being satellite television, or Wi-Fi, whatever that was. He felt tired, tired of it all.




  As well as the hard graft, he’d never been entirely comfortable having other people coming and going from his home, either. Although the back of the house had been converted to their own

  private quarters, off-limits to guests, it was still discomfiting, sitting in your favourite armchair in the evening, trying to watch Gardeners’ World while hearing complete strangers

  through the wall – singing in the shower, watching a different channel, even having noisy, eye-popping sex without a thought for anybody else in the building. There were some things about

  running a bed and breakfast that Eddie would not miss, that was for sure. Whereas the thought of having their own little cottage, just the two of them, and not needing to get up and make

  twelve cooked breakfasts every morning of the week . . . it was becoming more appealing by the day.




  ‘Which just leaves David,’ Lilian concluded, steepling her fingers together and eyeing Eddie over the top of her spectacles.




  Eddie blinked, having momentarily lost himself, imagining the peace of retirement. He was particularly looking forward to not having to be polite to anyone if he didn’t feel like it.

  ‘David,’ he repeated, adding, ‘and Emma,’ after a second. He liked David’s wife, Emma. She was quite feisty and spirited, the sort of girl Lilian had once been, in

  fact. Not that he’d ever dared voice this comparison to either his wife or his daughter-in-law, of course. Heavens, no. He had the feeling both would be horrified.




  ‘Mmm,’ Lilian said. ‘You’d think they’d be keen to move out of Bristol and live a quieter life by now, especially after their recent run of bad luck. And I’ve

  all but given up asking when Emma is planning on having any kiddies, but she’s not getting any younger, is she?’




  There was a degree of tartness in this last comment and Eddie lowered his gaze. ‘Well, we can certainly see if they’d like to take over the business,’ he replied. ‘But

  David always seems so happy in Bristol with their friends and . . .’ He could feel his wife’s eyes boring into him and broke off with a small cough, not daring to remind her that Emma

  worked in the city too. ‘No harm in asking, though. Chances are, we’ll have to sell up, but we can cross that bridge when we come to it.’




  Lilian didn’t speak for a moment, as if unable to bear even contemplating the idea of selling. Mulberry House had been their life for more than forty years after all. ‘Yes,’

  she said finally. ‘I’ve invited them all down for our anniversary lunch next month anyway. We’ll put it to them then.’




  One thing was certain. They both knew that their beloved home and business wouldn’t slip out of the Joneses’ hands without a fight.




  





  Chapter Two




  Alicia Jones was having a wobble, and not just on her thighs. Up until now she had felt herself blessed in all aspects of life, propelled from one unexpected triumph to

  another. Born lucky, her dad used to say proudly. At the age of eighteen she’d aced her A-levels and won a place at Oxford University, not only the first member of her family ever to achieve

  such a feat, but also the first person from her entire comprehensive school. There, enveloped in the blissful world of academia, she met Hugh, who was two years older than her – sensible,

  kind, dependable Hugh – and they had married the summer she graduated, both still virgins on their wedding night. And here they were now, with their nineteenth wedding anniversary due this

  August, three lovely children and a big house in Dorset to show for themselves. Perfect.




  Although . . . Well, without wanting to sound ungrateful, things didn’t feel quite so perfect these days. Lately, she’d been thrown into doubt and turmoil because of a certain date

  on the calendar that loomed horribly on the April page, just two short months away. Alicia Jones was going to be forty, and it was freaking her out big time.




  Forty. FORTY! It sounded so old and middle-aged, so over-the-best-years. Her twenties had centred on her relationship with Hugh, their blossoming life together, their new-found careers. Her

  thirties had been consumed by the children, by family Christmases and birthdays and seaside holidays. But what on earth did she have to look forward to in her forties, apart from new wrinkles and a

  double chin?




  ‘I feel like I’m getting old,’ she moaned one evening on the phone to her sister Sandra, who lived in Cheltenham and ran a dog-training school.




  ‘You’ve always been old,’ Sandra said spitefully. ‘Even when you were thirteen you were middle-aged, Al.’ She followed this by a snorting laugh, so as to make it

  sound like a joke, but Alicia wasn’t fooled. The words stayed in her head for days, stinging her whenever she thought about them.




  Had she really been middle-aged at the age of thirteen? Admittedly, she had been a sensible and, some might say, swotty child (she hated that word), but she knew how to have fun too, of course

  she did! Just because she listened to choral music rather than the Top 40, it didn’t make her dull, merely different. Her own person. That was good, wasn’t it? And just because her

  sister had gone off the rails and dabbled with drugs and what-have-you, just because she’d dropped out of school as soon as possible, and shacked up with a police line-up’s worth

  of unsavoury types over the years without ever settling down, just because Sandra was still the spoilt, vivacious, attention-seeking baby of the family, it didn’t mean Alicia always had to be

  marked up as ‘the boring one’.




  Rationally she knew this, but nonetheless, with the dreaded 4-0 approaching, she was starting to wonder if she’d got it wrong the whole time. What if Sandra was right? What if Alicia had

  wasted her entire youth being prematurely middle-aged, therefore missing out on the so-called fun years; fun years that she could never get back?




  ‘Hugh, do you think I’m middle-aged?’ she asked in bed one night.




  Hugh looked up from his Stalingrad book in surprise. ‘Middle-aged? Well, technically, I suppose . . .’ he began, until he realized she was wilting with dismay. ‘Of course

  not!’ he amended hastily. ‘Isn’t forty-five when middle age begins? We’re still classed as young, I think. Aren’t we?’




  She shrugged. Not the best answer, Hugh. Not the most reassuring words ever spoken. Who cared about ‘technically’? She wasn’t talking about ‘technically’. She

  meant, did he think she was a boring old frump? Did he think she was mutton dressed as mutton? Judging by the way he hadn’t leapt to shout down the question as being absurd – of

  COURSE you’re not middle-aged, darling! – she was depressingly certain that she knew the answer.




  Yes, Alicia. You’re an old fart. You’re past it.




  Worst of all, in just two months she’d be even more past it. ‘Technically’ past it, so to speak. No longer a thirty-something with the world at her feet, everything to play

  for. She would cross a line into the next decade, while youth and fun slipped permanently away through her fingers. Unless she acted pretty damn quickly, that was.




  If only she had Christine to talk to. Her twin sister had been on her mind more often than usual recently. Alicia was originally part of a set, you see; a double act that had

  been torn in half far too early.




  The sisters had shared the mutual intimacy of their mother’s womb for thirty-five weeks before the merest whisper of time together in the real world. Unfortunately, poor tiny Christine had

  died from heart complications when she was just three days old, and that had been that. Alicia wished she had some memory – even the tiniest flicker of recollection – but there was

  nothing left of her sister, save a tiny headstone in a Cotswold cemetery. An Angel Returned to Heaven, the engraved letters read. Growing up, Alicia had imagined her small deceased sister

  with angel wings, a long white nightie and a chubby cherubic face. Oh, Christine, she’d been thinking lately, we should have been in this together.




  Hugh had once suggested that you couldn’t miss someone you’d never known, but Alicia couldn’t have disagreed more. She still ached for the idea of her sister, her lost

  other half. She couldn’t help worrying that there was something missing in her, which only her twin could have completed.




  In her bleakest moments she blamed herself for having lived when her sister hadn’t made it. Survivor guilt, they called it, the long nights of torturous self-questioning, the recurring

  ‘Why me?’ In the dark, pulsing space of their mother’s womb, had she somehow consumed more of the nutrition they both needed to thrive and develop? Had Alicia’s greed

  inadvertently caused Christine’s death? Such agony was the jump-start that galvanized her to work doubly hard at everything. No girl could have crammed more for her GCSEs, or practised harder

  for her violin lessons. Alicia was determined to live life for the two of them, her and Christine, so that nobody could ever think she was a disappointment or a let-down. Nobody would be allowed to

  say the wrong twin had survived.




  Only now . . . had it been enough? If Christine had lived, would she have made better choices, led a more interesting life?




  Don’t torture yourself. You’ll never know. Agonizing over what might have been can only lead to madness.




  Oh, Christine. If only they could go into the next decade hand-in-hand, laughing together at whatever adventures their forties might bring. The thought just made Alicia feel lonelier than

  ever.




  Enough hand-wringing, she decided one night. It was Thursday evening and the house was quiet; the children in bed, and Hugh at the gym. Alicia poured herself a glass of wine

  while she waited for their ageing PC to crank up, then opened a brand-new document. Now then. How could she shake up her life a bit, drip some excitement into the mix before it was too late?




  THE TURNING-40 ACTION PLAN, she typed at the top, then leaned back in her chair, considering. If she could have her time again, start from scratch, what would she like to have achieved by now?

  She shut her eyes, imagining different versions of herself: a brave, intrepid Alicia, who strode through jungles and dived in warm oceans with frolicking dolphins. An Alicia who taught abroad or

  volunteered in decrepit orphanages in Third World countries, lavishing hollow-eyed babies and children with love and compassion. Another Alicia might have continued her studies, perhaps even

  conducted a scientific breakthrough, written important papers to be studied by generations to come.




  She pictured a theatrical Alicia too, one who’d followed her heart and taken A-level drama, rather than allowing her parents to steer her into straight science and maths.

  ‘There’ll be plenty of time for acting later on,’ they’d said, but it hadn’t really worked out like that. Once at Oxford, she’d been too scared to join the

  Footlights gang, even though she longed to take part; they all seemed so much louder and more confident than her. But there was an am-dram society in Lyme, wasn’t there? It was never too late

  to try.




  Explore a new country, she typed. Volunteer for something. Undertake a research project. Act!




  Simply seeing the words on the screen made her feel excited, as if new possibilities were opening up before her eyes. So what else?




  She curled a tendril of hair around her finger while she thought, and a more trivial option occurred to her. Her hair! She’d worn her hair in the same style for the last twenty years or

  so: long and layered, falling either side of her forehead in a centre parting. She barely thought about it most days, shoving it up in a hasty ponytail for school, and only really bothering to

  condition or blow-dry it during the holidays. How boring was that? And why hadn’t it crossed her mind to experiment before now? Over the years she’d seen friends crimp, curl and crop

  their hair; she’d complimented new fringes, glossy extensions and daring colour schemes, while she’d trudged along throughout, with the same drab brown curtains framing her face.

  Sometimes, if she was particularly hard up for time, she’d even taken the scissors to her locks herself.




  Hair, she typed, imagining walking into the staffroom with an attractive new style to a chorus of compliments. Maybe she could overhaul her entire look while she was at it. She thought of

  Sandra, who always appeared groomed, with silk scarves and look-at-me jewellery choices, who wore perfume and lipstick even when putting wilful Jack Russells through their paces. She thought of her

  sister-in-law Emma, who wore daring bright colours and clashing patterns with pretty clips or flowers in her hair. Alicia, by contrast, always lumbered about in scruffy jeans and an old fleece.




  Hell, her list couldn’t entirely consist of massive challenges – there had to be a few frivolous ones too. And sometimes it was the tiny things that made the biggest difference.

  Wear lipstick! she typed, draining the last of her wine.




  The phone rang, jerking her out of her daydream of self-improvement. It was Sandra. ‘I was just thinking about you,’ Alicia said cheerfully.




  ‘Oh yeah?’ Her sister immediately sounded suspicious.




  ‘In a nice way,’ Alicia assured her. ‘Just how good you always look – how you make an effort with your appearance. I’m going to start doing the same.’




  There was a pause. ‘Are you drunk?’ Sandra asked.




  Alicia giggled. ‘No – well, a bit tipsy, maybe,’ she replied. ‘I was having a flap about turning forty, that’s all. I’m trying to think of some exciting

  things I should do while I’m still a thirty-something.’




  She could hear Sandra puffing on a cigarette. ‘And making an effort with your appearance counts as an “exciting thing”?’ she asked dubiously.




  ‘Well, no, that was more of a general—’




  ‘Go on then, what’s your most exciting one? How are you planning to live it up before you’re officially over-the-hill?’




  Alicia pulled a face at the telephone. There was a phrase she’d heard on television recently: ‘harshing my mellow’. Sandra was definitely harshing her mellow, spoiling

  things like she always did. ‘Well . . .’ She scrolled back through her list. ‘Travel to a new country,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Join an acting group. Volunteer for

  something.’




  So there, Sandra. Put that lot in your pipe and smoke it.




  ‘Hmmm.’ Annoyingly, her sister didn’t sound impressed. ‘What about the fun stuff? What about an adventure?’




  Alicia’s shoulders slumped. She wished she hadn’t picked up the phone now. ‘That is fun stuff to me,’ she protested. ‘And I was feeling really good about it

  until I spoke to you. What are you phoning about anyway?’




  If Sandra noticed the irritation in Alicia’s voice, she didn’t offer any kind of apology. She didn’t even answer the question. ‘Tell you what, I’ll give you

  a few challenges to get your teeth into, Al,’ she said. ‘Things every woman should do before she hits forty.’




  ‘Like what?’ Alicia rolled her eyes. When would Sandra get it into her head that she was actually the younger sister in the family? She’d always been patronizing to

  Alicia, but now she seemed to be casting herself as some kind of woman-of-the-world role model. Even more annoying was the way Sandra insisted on calling her ‘Al’. It made Alicia think

  of Paul Simon, which was not how she liked to see herself.




  ‘I’ll email you a list,’ Sandra said, and chuckled to herself.




  A weariness descended on Alicia. ‘Thanks,’ she managed to say through gritted teeth. I won’t bother even reading it, she vowed as she put down the phone.




  The following morning was taken up by a double lesson on homeostasis with the Year Tens, but as soon as it was breaktime Alicia leapt into action and called up the nicest

  hairdresser’s in town, as opposed to her usual perms-and-pensioners salon, largely staffed by girls who’d dropped out of school early and still called her ‘Miss’. As luck

  would have it, they had a cancellation for eleven o’clock on Saturday, so she gratefully booked herself in, completely forgetting until she’d put the phone down that this would clash

  with her daughter Matilda’s ballet lesson.




  Any chance u can take M to/from ballet tomorrow? she texted Hugh from the staffroom. Have got hair appt at 11.




  He replied just before the bell rang to signal the end of break. Sorry, no can do. Boys’ cricket match in Blandford.




  She sighed. Typical, she thought dismally. Fallen at the first hurdle. She was just about to resign herself to cancelling her amazing new haircut – it was probably for the best; people

  like Sandra would only mock her for it anyway – when her phone buzzed with another text. Will see if Charlie’s free to do it. Love Hugh x.




  It felt like a sign. Alicia, you shall go to the ball. Well, she’d go to Waves for a cut and blow-dry anyway. Every long journey started with a single step, after all.




  Sandra’s list arrived via email that afternoon.




  Challenge Alicia!, the subject line read jauntily, and Alicia felt her nerve falter. She clicked open the message, wishing for the twentieth time that she hadn’t let slip her

  turning-forty plans in the first place. If she was going to tell anyone about it, she should have told Hugh, rather than her sneering sister. For some reason, after her conversation with Sandra,

  she hadn’t been able to confide in him when he returned from the gym that evening, red-faced and dishevelled. What if he laughed at her too? She’d end up feeling like the biggest

  thirty-nine-year-old joke ever.




  Oh, what the hell. Looking at Sandra’s suggestions did not mean she actually had to do them, she reassured herself, glancing around the empty classroom where she was sitting with a

  pile of marking. She began to read.




  

    

      

        Hey Al,




        So here goes: Twenty Things a Woman Should Experience Before Forty. And yes, I have done most of them, if you were wondering. Let me know how you get on – we can compare

        notes!




        S x


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            1. Ride a motorbike




            2. See the Pyramids




            3. Bungee jump




            4. Do something your friends (and sister!!!) wouldn’t approve of




            5. Have an affair




            6. Buy expensive lingerie. Like, really expensive. Marks & Sparks pants do not qualify




            7. Have dirty sex in Paris




            8. Go shopping in New York




            9. Skinny-dip in the ocean. Preferably a warm ocean. Coogee Beach in Australia was good for me (the English Channel doesn’t count, by the way. Nor does the North

            Sea)




            10. Buy a sex toy (and USE IT!!!)




            11. Break the speed limit, just for fun




            12. Travel alone. This doesn’t mean popping to Tesco for the weekly shop




            13. Buy expensive face cream




            14. Try anal sex . . .


          


        


      


    


  




  Alicia closed down the browser the instant she saw the word ‘anal’, her hand shaking. For goodness’ sake! Why did her sister have to be so . . . disgusting? Why was she so

  obsessed with sex and buying things? It was the most tawdry collection of ideas Alicia had ever seen; she felt tarnished just reading them.




  Well, if Sandra thought she was warped enough to abandon her morals and lower herself to that sort of depraved, sleazy behaviour, then she jolly well had another think coming. Dirty sex in

  Paris, indeed. Sex toys and lingerie. Honestly! As for number fourteen . . . she couldn’t even bring herself to repeat the words in her head. No, never, not in a million years.




  Still, there was at least one positive to take from her sister’s list: it made her own ideas for self-improvement appear a lot less daunting. Who cared what Sandra had to say about the

  whole thing anyway?




  Within the next twenty-four hours two miracles had occurred. Small ones, admittedly, but miracles all the same. For one, Hugh’s brother Charlie had willingly taken

  Matilda to her ballet class, actually picking her up on time and everything. Even more astonishingly, he’d offered to do the same again the following Saturday when he brought her home.

  ‘Nice to spend a bit of time with my niece,’ he said.




  Alicia wasn’t usually that keen on Charlie – he’d proved to be shockingly unreliable in the past, the complete opposite of solid, steady Hugh – but on this occasion

  he’d come up trumps. ‘Thank you, and yes please,’ she said in delight.




  ‘Nice hair, by the way,’ he added with a grin, and wolf-whistled her there and then in her kitchen, sending a blush sweeping right up to her newly conditioned roots.




  That was the other miracle. Not the wolf-whistle (although it was pretty much a first in Alicia’s life, admittedly), not the compliment either (again quite rare, if she was honest), but

  the haircut itself. The best haircut ever, in fact. Alicia couldn’t stop admiring herself in the mirror, turning from side to side, examining the beauty of its shape, the way the

  longer front strands fell so prettily around her face, framing it perfectly in a swingy, chin-length bob. The back was shorter and layered to reveal the nape of her neck, and she kept stroking it

  absent-mindedly, thinking how much lighter her head felt with so much hair lopped off.




  Alicia had left a massive tip for the hairdresser – she’d wanted to hug her, actually, and only just managed to restrain herself – and walked out of the salon on air. So

  this was what people called a ‘good hair day’. It felt amazing. So amazing, in fact, that she found herself picking up a string of purple glass beads and a new bag too, in

  Wishes, her favourite boutique. Forget shopping in New York, forget filth in Paris. Right now, this felt like the high life to Alicia.




  Charlie wasn’t the only one to appreciate her new look. ‘Ooh, Mummy!’ Matilda squealed. ‘You actually look really pretty now.’




  It wasn’t the exact phrasing Alicia would have wished for – she’d have left out the ‘actually’ and the ‘now’, for starters – but there was no

  disguising the genuine enthusiasm in her daughter’s voice. ‘Thanks, darling,’ she said, hugging her. ‘How was ballet?’




  ‘Oh, it was fine,’ she replied. ‘Well, apart from when Uncle Charlie—’




  Charlie coughed quickly. ‘I’d better get going, ladies,’ he said, retreating towards the door.




  ‘Are you sure?’ Alicia asked. ‘You’re welcome to stay for a coffee, or lunch. Hugh will be back with the boys in half an hour or so.’




  ‘Sorry, better run,’ he said. ‘People to see, things to do, all that malarkey.’




  So he’d gone, and Matilda never got to finish her sentence, distracted as she was by spotting Alicia’s new necklace in the next moment. ‘Ooh! That’s nice! Can I borrow it

  for Florence’s party tomorrow?’




  ‘Thank you, and definitely not,’ Alicia said, patting the beads as they lay gleaming in the hollow of her throat. Humming to herself, she made a cafetiere of steaming coffee just for

  her, a luxury she’d never usually bother to indulge in. Perhaps this self-improvement thing was going to be fun after all.




  





  Chapter Three




  Izzy Allerton had been living in Lyme Regis for precisely four weeks, and still couldn’t believe her luck. Manchester seemed a million miles away already. She was not

  going to look back.




  Funny how things left their mark on you, wasn’t it? She’d come down here just once before, for a precious holiday when she was seven, and had clung to the memory ever since, clutched

  it close like a talisman, a reminder that life didn’t always have to be shit. Because, frankly, the rest of her childhood had been far from idyllic. As a baby she was put in foster care

  because her mum was a schizophrenic and couldn’t look after her, then she went to live with her granny from the age of four. Those years had been happier at least: she’d felt safe and

  wanted and looked-after, with a vest under her school uniform, clean shoes on her feet and a hot bath every other night.




  But one winter, when Izzy was twelve and her mind was filled with such pressing concerns as pimples, whether or not she’d ever grow breasts, and what it would feel like to kiss a boy, her

  granny developed pleurisy and died before either of them realized quite how ill she was. A tired-faced social worker came to meet Izzy at school later that week, and said she couldn’t stay

  alone in the flat any more. It was as if the door was slammed shut on her childhood, never to open again.




  The teenage years saw an unhappy succession of foster placements, care homes and running away, before, at the age of sixteen, Izzy was deemed capable of standing on her own two feet and left to

  get on with things herself. ‘Have a nice life,’ the care worker said, without any apparent irony, as she handed Izzy a bin liner to pack her stuff in, and twenty quid. By then, her mum

  was dead too, of an overdose. As for her dad . . . Izzy didn’t even know who he was.




  The one holiday she’d had in Lyme remained in her mind throughout all of this, like a beacon of light, a golden spell of happiness shining out from the surrounding turbulence. It had been

  the first time she’d seen the sea, the first time she’d been on a beach. She’d loved the light, floaty feeling of freedom, which had fizzed inside her for the whole week.

  Sandcastles with paper flags. Paddling in her knickers and sun hat. Fish and chips for tea. Granny snoring in the small room they’d shared at the B&B. When I’m a grown-up,

  she vowed, I’m going to come back and live here.




  Twenty-one years later, she had actually done it: she’d escaped from her crap life, past and present, and made a break for a brighter future with her two daughters in tow. The light,

  floaty feeling had returned the moment she drove onto the southbound M6, the boot crammed with their belongings, both girls wide-eyed on the back seat. ‘Where are we going, Mum?’




  We’re going to live better lives, love. We’re going somewhere Gary won’t find us. We’re going to be free.




  ‘We’re going to the nicest place in the whole world,’ she replied, hoping her memory hadn’t let her down.




  Freedom had been quite scary at first. Rocking up on the south coast with only the number of a women’s refuge in her pocket, and the half-promise of a job . . . Yeah, it had been a risk. A

  massive risk. But when you were desperate, sometimes you had to gamble, didn’t you? You had to throw the dice and hope your number came up. Four weeks later, although she daren’t count

  any chickens, she had a faint, excited feeling that she might just have rolled a double six.




  Because look at her now! Living in one of the prettiest, loveliest parts of the country, the girls having started at the nearest school and made friends, and her, with two new jobs keeping her

  busy – teaching ballet classes on Saturdays and one evening a week, and a lunchtime shift in a tea shop on Broad Street. Best of all, there was no Gary.




  She didn’t plan to get involved with anybody else for a long, long while, that was for sure. She was happy serving her old ladies cream teas and milky coffees, and teaching her

  leotard-clad juniors jetés and glissades in the dusty church hall; happy to tuck her daughters in bed every night and know they were safe. Just the three of them now, and it was a proper way

  to live, a vast improvement on before. She could not believe life could feel so sweet.




  Fate was a bugger sometimes, though, wasn’t it? Because the very next Saturday she was halfway through her long morning of ballet classes when in walked a scruffy unshaven man with

  needing-a-cut golden hair (like a lion, she thought absent-mindedly) and the naughtiest blue eyes Izzy had ever seen. He wasn’t her type at all – he had stone-washed jeans on, for

  heaven’s sake – but there was something about him that made her look twice. What was more, he looked right back.




  Their gazes locked for a long, slow beat of mutual fascination, and something strange happened: a sudden bolt of warmth gushed through her body and her heart seemed to stutter. Eventually she

  managed to pull her gaze away, hot with embarrassment and confusion. Izzy Allerton, don’t you ever learn? she scolded herself, wheeling round to check on Hazel and Willow, who were at

  the second-hand clothes table, taking money for the leotards and dance skirts on sale there.




  ‘That will be seven pounds fifty, please,’ nine-year-old Willow was saying, with so much solemnity and assurance that Izzy swelled with pride. They were good girls, her two; they

  were survivors, like her. And now she was going to make sure that nothing ever rocked their little worlds again. Especially not a bloke.




  ‘If we’re all ready to begin . . .’ she said pointedly to her class, hands on her hips, steadfastly ignoring the sexy blond man, even though she could feel him trying to catch

  her eye again.




  There was a series of excited squeaks and rushing movements from her pupils as they tugged on ballet shoes and fastened ponytails, then hurried to stand next to their best friends in the hall.

  Izzy was strict about not letting parents stay and watch – too distracting for the children – and made a point of waiting until they had all left for the small anteroom nearby before

  she began. She’d been so lucky landing these classes as maternity cover for a friend of Monique, a fellow dance teacher in Manchester, and she was determined to do everything by the book.




  The blond man didn’t seem to know the etiquette and sat down expectantly on a chair at the side of the hall. ‘I’m afraid I don’t allow parents to sit in on my

  classes,’ Izzy told him. ‘We put on a show at the end of each term, which you are welcome to—’




  ‘Ah, but I’m not a parent,’ he interrupted teasingly and her skin prickled. ‘What about uncles, do we get to stay and watch?’




  ‘Uncle Charlie,’ one of the girls hissed, her pale freckly face becoming suffused with scarlet embarrassment. ‘You’re meant to wait in there. Didn’t

  Mum say?’




  Izzy maintained a poker face. ‘I’m afraid there is no preferential treatment for uncles,’ she said. ‘Willow, would you mind showing this gentleman where he can wait?

  Thank you.’




  Everyone was staring at him, apart from his niece, who looked as if she wished he’d fall through a trapdoor and disappear, right now, please. Izzy turned to the class and smiled.

  ‘Good morning, everyone!’ she said, as Willow led the man down the back of the hall and away. ‘Let’s begin our warm-up.’




  It wasn’t as simple as she’d hoped, putting ‘Uncle Charlie’ in his place. He sought her out at the end of the lesson, elbowing aside all the nicely

  spoken mums who wanted to find out how little Annabel’s pliés were coming along, and whether or not Izzy had any tips vis-à-vis Rosie’s audition piece for the Marine

  Theatre youth group.




  ‘I was wondering if you’d like to come out for a drink with me some time,’ he said, bold as brass, and the mum-clamour instantly dropped away to silence.




  She flushed at his brazen approach. Who the hell did he think he was, asking her out in front of all these parents, making a fool of her and himself in the same breath? Worse, she could

  feel Willow’s questioning gaze on her. He might have sparked the merest flicker of attraction and intrigue earlier, but the wary light in her daughter’s eyes was enough to stamp it out

  immediately.




  Gritting her teeth, she went on discussing Rosie’s pas de chat, as if he hadn’t uttered a word. Cheeky bastard. She could feel him grinning at her as if this was a shared joke

  between them. It was not.




  He didn’t give up easily, though. He waited until the cluster of parents had finally all peeled away, then approached her again, with his niece, Matilda, mutely cringing beside him.




  ‘Just a drink,’ he wheedled. ‘Go on. I think we’d get on really well, me and you.’




  ‘Mum, can I have a drink?’ Hazel asked, interrupting the moment, thank goodness.




  ‘Yes, love, of course, the water bottle’s in my bag,’ Izzy replied. Then she gave the man one of her looks, the sort she reserved for difficult pre-schoolers. ‘Look,

  mate, I’ll just say this once: I’m not interested,’ she told him flatly. ‘Not in you, not in any bloke. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m busy here, all right?

  I’m working. Goodbye, Matilda, see you next week.’




  That was Matilda’s cue to start dragging him away and, bless her, she tried. Unfortunately he didn’t budge. ‘But I’m not just any bloke,’ he replied, deadpan.

  ‘I’m Charlie Jones. And you’re . . . gorgeous.’




  From anyone else’s lips the words might have sounded cocky. But somehow he said it in a way that made his confidence stunningly attractive. Judging by the collective raised eyebrows and

  hushed attention of the ballet mums in the vicinity, they thought so too.




  ‘Sorry,’ she said firmly, meeting his blue eyes full-on. She might look like a wisp of a ballerina, but he needed to know that she was pure northern steel underneath her leotard;

  more than a match for a Dorset boy. Then she swivelled her gaze briskly away and smiled at Bella Hardcastle’s mum, as if that was the end of it. ‘Mrs Hardcastle, did you want to speak

  to me?’




  It turned out that Charlie Jones wasn’t the sort of person who took kindly to the word ‘no’. He appeared the following week as well, this time with a bunch of

  red tulips, which he proffered at the start of the lesson. ‘I promise I’m not a freak,’ he said, his eyes crinkling at the edges as he smiled. ‘And I’m not a dodgy

  stalker type, either. I just have this feeling about me and you. That we’re meant to be.’




  ‘Oh, Uncle Charlie, please stop it, you’re embarrassing me!’ Matilda cried in mortification, pulling a face at her friend.




  ‘You’re not the only one,’ Izzy told her drily, ignoring both the flowers and the glint in his eye.




  He was back at the end of the lesson with a punnet of strawberries, like an offering of bright jewels. ‘Just in case you’re hungry,’ he’d said, handing them to her with a

  flourish. ‘And if you happen to be thirsty as well, then maybe . . .’




  ‘Here we go again,’ she heard one of the mums mutter. This was turning into a soap opera.




  She accepted the strawberries. ‘Thank you,’ she said, trying to keep her composure.




  ‘Ooh, yummy,’ Hazel said at once, selecting the plumpest and cramming it into her mouth.




  ‘And if you’re thirsty . . .’ Charlie repeated, raising one eyebrow meaningfully.




  ‘I’m not thirsty,’ she said. ‘Sorry.’




  He pantomimed exaggerated despair, his shoulders flattening, his head falling. God, he really was attractive. She couldn’t help a flutter of desire.




  Matilda tugged at his hand. ‘Come on, Uncle Charlie, stop it, or I’ll tell Mum.’




  ‘But . . .’ Izzy said before she could help herself. Damn it. He’d got to her after all. ‘I might be later on. And so might my daughters.’




  She flung in the mention of the girls like an explosive, watching his face carefully for his reaction. He grinned. ‘Sounds like a party to me,’ he said.




  ‘No,’ she replied, shaking her head. ‘Not a party. Just a quick drink at the Pilot Boat, before I take the girls home for tea. Take it or leave it.’




  ‘I’ll take it,’ he said instantly.




  ‘I’ll see you there at five o’clock then,’ she said, hoping she wouldn’t live to regret it. Nothing could happen at five o’clock in the afternoon, could it?

  Surely it would be safe: broad daylight, plenty of people around, the girls as her chaperones. Besides, she didn’t have anyone to babysit for a drink later on without them. Mrs Murray from

  the flat next door kept an eye on the girls while she took her Adult Beginners class on Wednesday evenings, but that was work – the sort of thing that her neighbour, a retired nurse,

  understood and appreciated. Izzy wasn’t sure if she could ask the same thing in order to go for a drink with this strangely persistent man. Mrs Murray had already taken a nosey interest in

  any prospective ‘gentlemen callers’ Izzy might have, making it quite clear that they were not to be tolerated. ‘Fine by me,’ Izzy had said, meaning every word.




  This was just a drink. Nothing was going to happen. Nothing whatsoever.








  ‘Why are we going out now?’ Willow wanted to know later that afternoon as they prepared to head to the pub. ‘Isn’t it, like, teatime soon?’




  ‘Are we going to the beach?’ seven-year-old Hazel asked hopefully. She’d fallen in love with the beach from the moment she’d clapped eyes on it, and was a total surfer

  girl in the making. She was already angling for her own wetsuit so that she could swim whatever the weather, and had filled in most of the I-Spy at the Seaside book that Izzy had picked up

  from one of the charity shops, eagerly pointing out herring gulls, hermit crabs and sandworms whenever she spotted them.




  ‘No, we’re not going to the beach,’ Izzy replied carefully. ‘And yes, it’ll be teatime when we get back,’ she added to Willow, who was anxious about

  everything happening exactly as it should do. ‘We’re just popping out for half an hour or so to meet a new friend.’




  ‘Oh God,’ Hazel groaned in disgust, even though Izzy had told her plenty of times not to say that. ‘We’re going to meet that man, aren’t we, the one who

  brought the strawberries today? He is like so embarrassing.’




  ‘Oh, Mum, we’re not, are we?’ Willow’s voice went up three notes, and her eyes burned into Izzy, dark pools of worry.




  Izzy hesitated. Strawberries, tulips and that crooked smile . . . So much for being made of steel, so much for never again. She was a bloody pushover. ‘It’s just one drink,’

  she said awkwardly. ‘Hey, what do you think you’ll choose? Lemonade or fizzy orange?’




  ‘Orange,’ Hazel said, perking up with astonishing speed. ‘Do you think he’ll bring us some more strawberries? They were yummy.’




  ‘I’m not having a drink,’ Willow said mutinously, turning away and folding her arms. ‘Because I’m not going. I’ve got a tummy ache.’




  Izzy crouched down in front of her. ‘Listen, chick,’ she said, taking Willow’s hands in hers. ‘We’re being polite, that’s all. If he’s really boring and

  we don’t like him, we’ll say sorry, bye, and we’ll come back home, just the three of us. And do you know what we’ll do then?’




  ‘What?’ asked Hazel breathlessly. ‘Make chocolate krispies again?’




  ‘Even better than chocolate krispies,’ Izzy said, thinking quickly. Willow was listening – she had to make this good. ‘When we get back here, us three are going to have .

  . . the best ever pyjama party. We’ll put on our pyjamas and get the duvets off the beds, and cuddle up under them together on the sofa while we watch a film. I’ll even make popcorn.

  And do you know what we’ll do after that?’




  ‘What?’ both girls said now.




  ‘PILLOW FIGHT!’ shouted Izzy, grabbing Hazel and ruffling her hair.




  Hazel squealed and giggled. ‘Yay!’




  Even Willow was smiling a little bit. ‘We could just stay here and do that now,’ she suggested.




  ‘YEAH!’ cried Hazel, bouncing up and down. ‘Pillow fight! Pillow fight!’




  ‘No, let’s go, because I did promise, and you know I never break promises,’ Izzy said quickly, before Hazel became too hyper. ‘We’ll give him a chance, this Charlie

  fella, all right? But if he’s boring or annoys us, then the code word is “pyjamas”, got it? And as soon as one of us says “pyjamas”, then we’ll come back and

  have our party. Yeah?’




  ‘Yeah,’ the girls chorused.




  Izzy smiled, loving them so much it hurt. She was well aware of the damage Gary had done. Willow was wary of strangers, and tended to stay on the sidelines of any group, casting suspicious

  glances around her until she was completely sure it was okay to join in. Hazel, by contrast, was eager to be everybody’s best friend, all too willing to please. From now on, Izzy wanted them

  to have the best ever childhood, one of fresh air and giggles and bear hugs, one where fun and innocence reigned for as long as possible. She would not let them down.




  ‘Come on, then,’ she said. ‘Let’s go.’




  Willow stayed glued to Izzy’s side as they walked into the pub garden. Charlie had bagged a table in a sunny spot and waved them over. ‘Evening, all,’ he

  said, then made a point of smiling at the girls. ‘Hello, ladies, my name is Charlie. What are you called?’




  Hazel beamed. ‘Hazel,’ she said. ‘Hello. We’re having a party later on, just for girls.’




  Izzy stiffened, hoping Charlie wouldn’t do anything so naff as to try and invite himself along. He didn’t.




  ‘Cool,’ he said gravely. ‘And you must be . . . ?’ he added, looking straight at Willow.




  Hazel hadn’t finished yet, though. ‘It’s a certain type of party,’ she said mysteriously, ‘but I’m not really allowed to say any more, otherwise I

  might not get my fizzy orange. But it’s a party where you wear something funny.’ She tapped her nose beguilingly.




  ‘Aha,’ Charlie replied. ‘That sort of party. Sounds brilliant.’ He smiled at Willow. ‘Hello,’ he said, considering her carefully. ‘You look to me

  as if you’re a bit older than my niece, Matilda. Let me guess: are you . . . ten?’




  Willow shook her head, still on her guard.




  ‘Sorry,’ Charlie said cheerfully. ‘Rubbish at guessing ages. If you’re not ten, you must be . . . thirteen?’




  Willow shook her head again, although Izzy was sure she detected a tiny uplift of her mouth at the corners, as if privately thrilled to be thought a teenager.




  ‘Twenty-nine?’ Charlie guessed. ‘You’re never thirty?’




  Hazel giggled. ‘She’s nine,’ she said. ‘And I’m seven.’




  ‘Shut up, Hazel,’ Willow muttered, glaring again.




  ‘Girls, that’s enough,’ Izzy said. ‘I’ve not managed to get a word in yet. Hello, Charlie. This is Willow and this is Hazel. Nice to see you.’




  He grinned. ‘You too. You look even better out of your leotard,’ he said, indicating the denim skirt and pink T-shirt she’d pulled on. ‘I mean . . .’ He

  blushed.




  His awkwardness made her like him a little bit more. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘So, what are you drinking?’




  ‘No, I’ll get these, it was my idea,’ he said at once. Phew. She only had a fiver in her purse, but her pride would never have let her admit as much.




  ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘I’d like a small glass of red wine, please, and the girls would like . . . what was it? One fizzy orange and one lemonade?’




  ‘Correctamundo,’ Hazel beamed. Willow was staring pointedly away.




  ‘Coming right up,’ Charlie said, and vanished off to the bar.




  ‘Pyjamas, pyjamas, pyjamas,’ Willow said, as soon as he was out of earshot.




  ‘Come on, babe,’ Izzy said, putting an arm around her. ‘Let’s sit down. He’s all right.’




  ‘But you said—’




  ‘I know, but we haven’t given him a chance yet. We’ve only been here two minutes – we can’t walk out now.’




  Hazel had already sat down and was swinging her legs happily. ‘He’s funny,’ she said. ‘I like him.’




  ‘Well, I don’t,’ Willow said.




  ‘Give him a chance,’ Izzy said again. ‘And, before you know it, we’ll be back home in our jim-jams. Tell you what, Willow, if you’re really good, you can choose the

  film, okay?’




  Willow nodded. ‘That’s my girl,’ said Izzy.




  As it happened, there was no need for anyone to throw the word ‘pyjamas’ into the conversation from then on. Charlie turned out to be the best fun any of them had

  had in ages. He taught the girls how to flip beer mats and catch them. He made them all laugh with stories of his naughty boyhood. And he even charmed Willow, by producing a fossil he’d found

  that afternoon on Charmouth beach. ‘Have you been fossil-hunting down there yet?’ he asked, and looked appalled when they shook their heads. ‘No? Oh, you’ll love it, you can

  get some cool ammonites,’ he said. ‘Tell you what, I’ve still got the little fossil hammer that I had when I was about your age. I can lend it to you, if you want.’




  ‘Will you come with us?’ Hazel asked immediately, her big brown eyes beseeching.




  Charlie glanced up at Izzy. ‘Maybe, if it’s all right with your mum.’




  ‘Can we, Mum? Can we?’ chorused both girls with such excitement and enthusiasm that Izzy was powerless to refuse.




  ‘I should think so,’ she managed to say eventually, keeping it vague. Much as she liked Charlie, she knew she had to tread carefully. Baby steps, she needed to take, nothing bigger,

  nothing faster. ‘Girls, we’d better be getting home now,’ she said soon afterwards.




  They were both completely under his spell already though, even Willow, who’d just been taught to make her cheek ‘pop’ using her finger. (Even better, Hazel couldn’t do

  it; only Willow. A triumph indeed.) ‘Ohhh, do we have to?’ she complained.




  ‘We do,’ Izzy affirmed. Boundaries, boundaries, she intoned in her head. If she’d learned anything in life so far, it was the importance of self-preservation. ‘Thanks,

  Charlie,’ she said briskly, rising to her feet.




  ‘And . . . maybe another time?’ he asked, his gaze hopeful.




  The girls looked up at her with similar eagerness. ‘That would be nice,’ she said, determined not to be pinned down until she’d had time to think about it. ‘Thanks again.

  We’ll see you around.’




  And that was as much as she would give him. For now.




  





  Chapter Four




  

    

      

        OH BABY! website – for helpful, friendly advice on CONCEPTION, PREGNANCY and MOTHERHOOD




        Members’ forum > Trying to conceive > New thread




        Subject: New member




        Posted by: EmmaJ35




        Hello everyone,




        I’m new to the forum so I thought I’d introduce myself. I’m Emma, and have been trying to conceive for nine months. I am starting to feel obsessed with sperm counts

        and am pouncing on my husband as soon as I hit my ovulation window, but nothing’s happened yet.




        I’m 35 and aware that the clock is ticking. I can’t help wondering if we’ve left it too late, or if there is something wrong with me/him. STRESS!




        Friends with babies keep saying unhelpful things like ‘Just relax! As soon as you stop thinking about it, you’ll get pregnant!’ but I CAN’T stop thinking about

        it, and I can’t relax – it’s not




        as easy as that. Work is a nightmare and, since my husband lost his job two months ago (yes, just before Christmas – great timing!), I am the only breadwinner and feel under

        massive pressure. I work as an interior designer and used to love it, but recently have found myself getting increasingly impatient with customers dithering over a light switch or a paint

        shade. A light switch, for heaven’s sake!! It all seems so trivial when my mind is taken over by baby-making.




        ALSO, before my husband lost his job, we were meant to be moving to a really lovely house – perfect for a family! – but at the very last minute (we were packed and

        everything) the vendors upped the price. I was all for coughing up – I LOVED that house – but then he was made redundant, so we had to pull out.




        We went ahead with the sale of our house anyway, as it seemed a good idea at the time, but are now living in a tiny rented flat with all our stuff still piled up in boxes and, believe

        me, it’s not remotely conducive to getting pregnant. David, my husband, is fed up because he can’t find another job and is now saying we can’t afford a baby anyway.

        HEEEEEELP.


      


    


  




  Emma stopped typing and read back what she’d written. Then she frowned and deleted almost all of it. If she posted such a long rambling rant on the forum, the other women would think she

  was a fruit loop. Maybe they’d be right.




  I have been pregnant once before, she began typing again, more slowly this time, but—




  ‘What are you doing?’ David asked just then. He was lying at full stretch on the sofa, watching the football and slagging off the referee’s atrocious decision-making.




  Emma jumped. She’d almost forgotten he was in the same room. Hot colour surged into her face and she swiftly backspaced the sentence she had begun. Had she seriously been on the verge of

  sharing her darkest secret with an online forum of strangers, when her husband had absolutely no idea of its existence? ‘Nothing,’ she replied, editing her post right down to the barest

  introductory sentences and sending it off.
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