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The Yorkshire Pudding Club

Three friends fall pregnant at the same time. For Helen, it’s a dream come true. For Janey, the timing couldn’t be worse. Elizabeth doubts if she can care for a child. But soon the women find themselves empowered by unexpected pregnancy.

The Birds and the Bees

Romance writer and single mum Stevie Honeywell has only weeks to go until her wedding when her fiancé Matthew runs off with her glamorous new friend Jo. It feels like history repeating itself for Stevie, but this time she is determined to win back her man.

A Spring Affair

‘Clear your house and clear your mind. Don’t let life’s clutter dictate to you. Throw it away and take back control!’ When Lou Winter picks up a dog-eared magazine in the dentist’s waiting room and spots an article about clearing clutter, she little realises how it will change her life …

A Summer Fling

When dynamic, power-dressing Christie blows in like a warm wind to take over at work, five very different women find themselves thrown together. But none of them could have predicted the fierce bond of friendship that her leadership would inspire …

Here Come the Girls

Ven, Roz, Olive and Frankie have been friends since school. They day-dreamed of glorious futures, full of riches, romance and fabulous jobs. Twenty-five years later, things are not as they imagined. But that doesn’t mean they have given up.

An Autumn Crush

Four friends, two crushes and a secret … After a bruising divorce, Juliet Miller invests in a flat and advertises for a flatmate. Along comes self-employed copywriter Hattie, raw from her own relationship split, and the two women hit it off. Will they help each other to find new romance?

White Wedding

Bel is in the midst of planning her perfect wedding when disaster strikes. Can she hold it all together and, with the help of her friends and a mysterious man she meets unexpectedly, turn disaster into triumph?

A Winter Flame

Eve has never liked Christmas. So when her adored elderly aunt dies, the last thing she is expecting is to be left a theme park in her will. Can she overcome her dislike of Christmas, and can her difficult counterpart Jacques melt her frozen heart at last?

It’s Raining Men

Best friends from work May, Lara and Clare are desperate for some time away. So they set off to a luxurious spa for ten glorious days. But when they arrive at their destination, it’s not quite the place they thought it was …

The Teashop on the Corner

Spring Hill Square is a pretty sanctuary away from the bustle of everyday life. And at its centre is Leni Merryman’s Teashop on the Corner. Can friends Carla, Molly and Will find the comfort they are looking for there?

Afternoon Tea at the Sunflower Café

When Connie discovers that Jimmy, her husband of more than twenty years, is planning to leave her for his office junior, her world is turned upside down. Determined to salvage her pride, she resolves to get her own back.

Sunshine Over Wildflower Cottage

New beginnings, old secrets, and a place to call home – escape to Wildflower Cottage with Viv, Geraldine and Stel for love, laughter and friendship.

The Queen of Wishful Thinking

Lewis Harley has opened the antique shop he always dreamed of. When Bonnie Brookland walks into Lew’s shop, she knows this is the place for her. But each has secrets in their past which are about to be uncovered. Can they find the happiness they both deserve?
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This book is dedicated to Jill Craven, my wonderful friend who sadly died in April 2017. Jill was the best and most dedicated librarian in the world, a woman passionate about books and the best supporter of authors there could be. She was with me from the beginning, giving me time, showcasing me, forcing my books upon unwitting readers until they started buying them uncoerced. She was a fabulous and lovely woman and I miss her terribly.

Do something for her, even if you never knew her . . . if you don’t know what to buy someone for Christmas, buy them a book. Buy an audio book for someone so they can listen to it when they’re ironing, or driving in the car, or in the bath, or can no longer read a real book, or are too fragile to turn pages.

Keep reading, keep books – and most of all – keep libraries alive!





Your flaws are perfect for the heart that is meant to love you

ANON
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Chapter 1

‘CHEESECAKE? CHEESE. CAKE?’

If the situation hadn’t been so dire, Marnie might have laughed at her mother coming across like an uppity Peter Kay.

‘Yes, Mum, cheesecake.’

‘You are not telling me that you’re leaving your job to . . .’ Judith Salt couldn’t finish off the sentence because the words were too ludicrous. Her mouth gave an involuntary spasm as if she had just bitten down on a pastry filled with battery acid.

Marnie might as well have said ‘I’m going to be a stripper’ or ‘I’m working in a brothel’ instead of ‘I’m making cheesecakes for a living’, though illicitly peddling sugar and fats was right up there with those sinful occupations, in the world according to Judith Salt.

•   •   •

Cheesecake was where it all started for Marnie really. Nearly twenty-two years ago, when she had first encountered the word.

Puddings and desserts were not allowed in Salty Towers, as Marnie came to think of both her childhood residences. At least not proper desserts: eclairs, cake with fudgy layers, a knickerbocker glory with a tower of whipped cream. Dessert was a banana, a baked apple, yogurt (low fat) and peaches that set her off gagging when her teeth made contact with their suede-like skins. Marnie’s diet at home was micro-managed and that included school packed lunches: no Penguins or Mr Kipling cakes for her in her Tupperware box. She wasn’t allowed to go to the birthday events of other children where there might be – drum roll – party food. If Marnie had been asked to give one word which summed up her childhood, she would have replied ‘hungry’. Hungry for food, hungry for attention, hungry for love.

Then, in the summer of 1994 old Mrs McMaid with the pronounced limp and the guttural Scottish accent moved in next door and Judith Salt thought it might be a nice gesture if ten-year-old Marnie offered to run errands for her in the six-week holidays. Her eight-year-old younger sister Gabrielle didn’t have the spare time, what with her singing, ballet, piano, flute, elocution and Spanish lessons. She had shown a natural propensity in all of these things, so Judith told anyone who cared to listen, therefore they were to be encouraged. Marnie had shown no such talents, which is why she escaped all the extra-curricular activities. She didn’t mind; she’d seen Gabrielle dance in a show and decided she had all the lightness of a Yorkshire pudding made with cement and was grounded for a week by her mother for tittering in the performance. And Sarah Brightman certainly had nothing to worry about. So Marnie was sent off to do her Christian duty and be of service to Mrs McMaid, with a firm dictate that she was not to be given any food whilst she was there as she was on a strict diet for health reasons.

It was torture for young Marnie because Mrs McMaid made jam, and lots of it. And she told Marnie how wonderful it tasted slathered on her fresh-from-the-oven white bread and warm scones, with curls of creamy butter that she kept in a big jug of iced water in her fridge. And she let Marnie whisk up bowls of cake mix, which smelled better than the baked end product, and line tins with circles of pastry for fruit tarts. Marnie’s stomach growled more that summer than it had in all her previous years put together.

‘Och, it’s a shame I canna give you any food, hen. What’s the matter wi’ you?’ Mrs McMaid asked her one day, absently handing her a jam spoon to lick before hurriedly snatching it back.

‘Nothing,’ replied Marnie with a sigh loaded with disappointment. ‘Mum just doesn’t want me to get any fatter.’

‘But you’re no’ fat,’ Mrs McMaid exclaimed, and her grey shaggy eyebrows creased in consternation. ‘In fact your mother and your sister could dae with fattening up a wee bit. It’s nae good fir you walking roon wi’ all your bones on show.’

And she passed the spoon back to Marnie whose hand almost shook with a seismic wave of joy as she reached out to take it and lift it to her lips. Her tongue snaked out in slow motion towards the sugary raspberry jam and when it made contact, her taste buds began to sing soprano. She closed her eyes and savoured the rush of sweetness and then she swallowed with a satisfying gulp.

Then the guilt washed over her like a tsunami.

Her mum would know. An all-seeing camera in the sky would report her sin back and she began to sob and Mrs McMaid enfolded her in a floral-scented cuddle and said over and over again, ‘It’s no’ right. It’s no’ right at all.’ Then she gave her another spoonful to help her feel better.

Contrary to her belief, her mother could not smell the licks of raspberry preserve on her and the relief that she was not indelibly permeated with it was palpable. That night she dreamt of swimming in a huge lake of jam, like an enormous ball pool filled with red berries instead of plastic spheres. She couldn’t wait to run around to Mrs McMaid’s the next morning in her cleaning clothes. She decided she was going to risk a mouthful of cake mix next.

But that day, instead of a sponge or scones or biscuits, she found that Mrs McMaid was making a cheesecake. The disappointment fell on Marnie like a hod full of bricks carried by a drunken builder.

‘Cheese cake?’ Marnie wrinkled up her nose. She envisaged a pile of melted smelly goo in the middle of a sponge and was a little bit sick in her mouth. ‘That sounds disgusting.’

‘Just you wait and see,’ laughed Mrs McMaid, unwrapping a packet of Digestives. She put them in a plastic bag and gave them to Marnie to crush carefully into crumbs with the rolling pin whilst she melted a block of butter in a pan. Then she combined both ingredients until the crumbs were all soaked, then she pressed them flat in the bottom of a round tin with her potato masher before putting it in the fridge.

‘That’s the base. Now comes the topping,’ said Mrs McMaid, taking a tub out of the fridge. ‘This is crrream cheese. Mascarrrpone.’ It had a wonderful exotic name, especially with all those rich, rolling, Scottish ‘r’s, far nicer than Edam, thought young Marnie. She beat at the strange white stuff with her wooden spoon, then whipped up some double cream until it stood in soft peaks when the mixer blades were lifted out. She put them both in her blue and white stripey bowl, and added some unholy white sugar which she stored in a jar with odd dried-up bendy brown sticks.

‘That’s vanilla,’ said Mrs McMaid and held up the sugar jar for Marnie to sniff. The little girl felt her nasal receptors sigh with delight. ‘All the way frae Madagascarrr’. It sounded somewhere dangerous and dark where spice wars might occur.

‘And then there’s this,’ said the old lady, adding a pinch of something into the mix from an old square tin she brought down from her shelf. ‘Ma secret ingrrredient, passed doon frae ma motherrr ’n’ her motherrr’s motherrr,’ she added in a low voice full of drama. Then she whispered what that secret ingredient was and told Marnie never to tell anyone else. A mere nip of it would make her cheesecakes different to anyone else’s, promised Mrs McMaid.

Then, with her large spatula, Mrs McMaid plopped the creamy mix onto the cooled crumbs and put it into the fridge for an hour before removing it from the tin and pouring over the raspberries and strawberries and bilberries that she had softened in a pan with a large spoonful of the vanilla sugar. Marnie was mesmerised as she watched the shiny glaze walk across the top and drizzle down the sides onto the plate. Oh my, the cheesecake looked wonderful, the best of all the cakes they had made in the summer.

They cleared up the kitchen, did a bit of dusting and then Mrs McMaid said:

‘If you and I were to test oot the cheesecake, would you tell yer mammy?’

Marnie swore on the big bible that Mrs McMaid kept on her sideboard that she wouldn’t. So, they set up two deckchairs in the corner of the garden where the pale pink roses smelt of honey, then Mrs McMaid poured out two glasses of her homemade lemonade and passed Marnie a funny fork where the left outer prong was thicker than the others, and a whole equilateral triangle of the very berry cheesecake served up on one of Mrs McMaid’s lovely plates with bluebells painted on it.

Nothing could have tasted better. Nothing in the whole wide world was finer than Marnie’s first mouthful of that cheesecake. As they sat in the sun Mrs McMaid recounted all the flavours of them that she’d made in her time – and long before the fad came over from America, she said. Some with rum and raisins, others with chopped-up Mars bars in them, lemon and lime ones, salted toffee ones . . . And the bases – ginger nuts, crumbled coconut macaroons, minty chocolate biscuits . . . so many variations. Marnie wanted to make them all with Mrs McMaid. And the old lady laughed and said that they would – and more.

Mrs McMaid made cakes for fun and for profit. She made them to give to poor old souls who went to the same church as she did and needed a pick-me-up. And she made them for the woman from the big teashop in Ossett who pretended to her customers that she’d baked them herself.

‘But that’s lying and cheating,’ said Marnie, one day when the tea-shop woman with the fat legs and high heels had collected her load.

Mrs McMaid jiggled her old battered purse.

‘It is sort of, but I don’t mind,’ she replied. ‘I might as well sell a few because I could never eat all the cakes I love to make.’

‘I could,’ said Marnie and Mrs McMaid laughed and then asked what they should do that day. Marnie could choose. Anything she liked.

‘A rum and raisin cheesecake,’ said Marnie. It sounded naughty, illegal and exotic.

‘Rum and raisin it is,’ agreed Mrs McMaid, who produced from her pantry a jar of raisins which had been soaked in rum and were fat and sticky and smelt wickedly intoxicating.

That late August afternoon, they sat in the garden with a pitcher of Mrs McMaid’s blood-orangeade and a slice of rum and raisin cheesecake. It was Saturday and Marnie would be back on school on Monday.

‘But I can still come after tea and at weekends and half-term is only six weeks away,’ said Marnie, wishing she never had to go back to school again but could stay here with Mrs McMaid making cakes – even if they were for Mrs Fatty-legs.

‘Of course you can,’ said Mrs McMaid. ‘You’re always welcome in ma wee hoos.’ And Mrs McMaid suddenly put down her plate, lifted up Marnie’s face with her small, thin hand and smiled at her.

‘If I’d have hed a daughter, I’d’ve wanted her to be just like you, Miss Marnie.’

And Marnie didn’t say it aloud but she wished she had been her daughter and not Judith Salt’s. She knew then that she loved Mrs McMaid with her whole heart and knew that Mrs McMaid loved her back as much. Marnie felt as if the sun wasn’t only shining outside that day, but inside her too, as if she’d swallowed it.

The next afternoon, Marnie went around to Mrs McMaid’s with a cooked chicken leg that her mother had sent, and found the old lady at the bottom of the stairs, cold and lifeless with her body all twisted up. Marnie rang for the ambulance and waited with her old friend until it came and a minute before it pulled up outside, she took Mrs McMaid’s secret ingredient tin from the shelf and put it into her bag. It hadn’t felt wrong to do so then, and it never had since. Mrs McMaid would have wanted her to have it. She knew without any doubt she should be its rightful guardian now.

Marnie didn’t make any more cheesecakes for years. Not until she had grown up and bought her own house and someone at work asked if she’d donate a cake for a fundraising event. She made a raspberry cheesecake with a sprinkle of the secret ingredient and she remembered that wonderful summer and dear Mrs McMaid and her kindness. Marnie’s cheesecake went down a storm. No one had ever tasted anything like it. It had that indefinable . . . mmm, they said. And whatever it was, it was magic.


Chapter 2

Four months before the cheesecake conversation with her mother, Marnie walked into Café Caramba HQ in swanky central Leeds to find the new head of Merchandising in situ in his office. He was certainly a sight to warm up the frosty first working day of the year, her dilating pupils decided: tall, slim, dark hair with an unruly wave, brown-black eyes, sharp suit and a bleached-tooth smile worthy of a Colgate commercial.

If ever a man suited his name, it was Justin Fox, Marnie came to realise over the next fortnight. He was super good-looking with an arrogant swagger in his shoulders that said he was quite aware of his effect on the female workforce – and Glen from accounts. Marnie couldn’t stop her heart giving an extra thump of pleasure whenever her eyes came to rest on him, but she had no intention of advertising the fact. It wasn’t her fault, she kept telling herself, it was just her body reacting to ‘the type’ of man it had decided was a match for her. Jez, Robert, Harry, Aaron – all tall, dark, handsome snappy dressers. All tall, dark, handsome, complicated arseholes. And she didn’t want another one walking into her heart and stamping all over it with his size twelve lawn aerator spiked shoes – thank you!

She suspected that she was pretty safe from Mr Fox though. She had never felt the warmth of his tobacco-brown eyes coming to rest on her back/bum/tights whenever she passed his desk or when they were in meetings together. No flirty banter bounced between them, no hunting for her attention occurred. She pigeon-holed him as the sort who would go for skinny, leggy, blondes, and she was none of those things. And that could only be good news.

Marnie knew that she functioned much better without a man in her life, corrupting her focus. Whenever she didn’t have one of them trying to screw with her head, she could plough her energies into creating, forecasting, delivering. Work made her happier than any man ever had and she loved her job. She’d been at Café Caramba for six years now and worked her socks off for the company. When the last department head – Jerry ‘Tosser’ Thomson – left two years ago, there had been no one better to inherit the mantle than Marnie, even though HR had a bias towards men for the top jobs. No man wanted Beverage Marketing, though, because it was in a terrible state so the job slid easily to her. But Marnie Salt proved that she could turn a ship around in a force fourteen crosswind. Beverage Marketing was no longer a joke barge but a sleek cruise liner. There was even a waiting list in HR for people who wanted to join its crew and Marnie’s reputation, as captain, couldn’t have been higher. She was recognised throughout Café Caramba as naturally gifted at organising; an ideas person, an intuitive grafter with foresight who scoffed at comfort zones and a trailblazer for female employees of the company because there had been no other women top execs there – ever. Though Café Caramba, on paper, did most things that a progressive twenty-first-century workplace should be doing, the fat cats liked to see men in their boardroom, give or take the women in wipe-clean aprons pouring out coffees and distributing sandwiches. There wasn’t so much a glass ceiling there as a two-foot-thick lead one covered with razor wire.

Three and a half weeks after Justin Fox joined the company, Marnie arrived at work expecting nothing but a normal day. She took the escalator and made a right through the first set of double doors, where the Product Development team sat under the leadership of ‘Sweaty’ Andrew Jubb, who could only achieve eye contact with women when their pupils were situated on their tits. High on the agenda was a morning executive huddle at one of the tall tables that the superboss Laurence Stewart-Smith had had implemented around the building. Standing meetings got to their point quicker and were over faster was his reasoning, and he was right. Laurence had transformed a number of failing companies into major success stories with streamlining initiatives like this. He was a business genius, adored by shareholders, oiled over by his minions who secretly thought though, beneath their fawning smiles, that as a human being, Laurence was an utter first-class knobhead. But Marnie knew that this morning, thanks to the fabulously shaped mug she’d sourced in the far east, Laurence was going to be a suitably impressed knobhead. They’d carry the company logo much better than the very ordinary ones they used at present. She had the sample in her bag and couldn’t wait to present it to him – in front of an audience. She’d had too many of her best ideas pirated in the past, so now she made sure that they all bore a big fat Marnie Salt stamp on them.

As excited as she was about the morning get-together, still her thoughts drifted to Justin when she passed his office. She’d noticed that he didn’t wear a wedding ring. But he had to have a partner, she reasoned. He was far too gorgeous to be on a shelf. And he was definitely straight because he flirted heavily with the canteen ladies who brought the refreshments into the boardroom meetings, sending them twittering off like a swarm of sparrows.

Straight on through Merchandising, she took another right into her department: Beverage Marketing, which had once been a merry band of six, but was now a small barrelful of four jolly apples with two rotting, maggoty additions. There was herself, of course; Arthur, a year away from retirement and solid as a rock; Bette, quietly efficient, who did her job and went home and Roisean, the office gopher who was bright and sweet and would end up running the company one day. Then there was Vicky, a twenty-nine-year-old busybody – and the thorn in her side, the stone in her shoe, the hair in her sandwich: Elena. A cocksure graduate eight years her junior who would have garrotted her own mother to get a rung further up the corporate ladder. She was head girl in the ‘to get on in anything you have to be a cock’ school of life. She’d presented well in her interview for the job and Marnie had since cursed herself for being sucked in by her superficial charm.

‘Morning,’ Marnie called to them all collectively and as usual received three cheerful echoes, one grumbly mumble and a blank. Within the minute, Roisean had put a coffee on her desk, just as she liked it.

‘Thank you, love,’ smiled Marnie.

Roisean coughed then gave her front teeth a discreet rub with her finger. It was code for you’ve got lipstick on your incisors, boss. Marnie swept her tongue over them and then test-smiled for Roisean who gave her the thumbs up. Little considerations like that made the day slide on a smoother track, Marnie always thought.

Elena and Vicky were gossiping. Again. And, if the look over the latter’s shoulder was anything to go by, Marnie was the subject. Again. Marnie wasn’t a hardline boss but Vicky pushed her buttons almost as much as Elena did. They faffed about every morning chatting and drinking coffee between signing in and starting work and now those faffs were getting too long to ignore.

Marnie, on the other hand, had logged on to her iMac and pulled up a report she needed for her meeting before she had even taken her coat off. She took a glug of coffee, pressed print and nothing happened. Her desk printer had been on the blink for a while and this time the usual bang on the side with the flat of her hand technique failed her.

‘Elena. I’ve sent you a file. Could you run it off for me please?’ Marnie asked her still-gossiping deputy. ‘And Vicky, ring maintenance and get them up here as soon as, to look at my printer.’ Her lips were curved upwards but she wasn’t smiling as she added pointedly, ‘If you have the time.’

‘What’s Roisean doing?’ asked Elena, looking down her thin ski-slope of a nose at her boss.

‘Yes they are urgent, thank you, Elena,’ replied Marnie with a tone in her voice that sent the folie à deux begrudgingly back to their desks.

Marnie opened her diary and checked what was coming up next week. The yearly job reviews were pending. She would recommend that Roisean, Arthur and Bette be given pay rises and would have no qualms in telling Elena and Vicky that they needed to pull their socks up. Vicky was as slack as a prostitute’s elastic. Elena was a much better worker when she wanted to be, but sullen and difficult to get on with. Neither of them felt part of the well-oiled machine the way Linda and Annie had, both happily on maternity leave. Burke and Hare, as Marnie had privately renamed them, were more like people who would nobble the cogs given half the chance. She had an awful foreboding that Linda and Annie wouldn’t come back either and she’d be stuck with the terrible twosome.

Five minutes later, Elena strutted across to Marnie’s desk in her really tall stilettos. Marnie hadn’t been the only one to notice that her clothes had become decidedly more figure-hugging, her heels higher and her lipstick had inched from orchid pink to slapper red since Justin Fox had joined the company. She held her hand out for the report but Elena put it down on her desk instead. Marnie tried not to let the growl inside rush out of her throat as she thanked her, albeit through gritted teeth.

‘Pleasure,’ replied Elena, sounding as if her duty had been about as pleasurable as cauterising the linings of her nostrils with a red-hot poker. She turned on her ridiculous heel far too fast to keep her balance, stumbled and did a comedy walk that said, I am going to recover this and not fall flat on my face. Then she fell flat on her face in a none too graceful way whilst her left shoe flew off her foot, did a perfect double pike back in the air and came to land on the back of her head. Arlene Phillips couldn’t have choreographed it better.

‘Oh dear,’ said a male voice from behind Marnie. She turned to see Justin Fox striding into the department.

‘My ankle, my fff . . . bloody ankle,’ Elena was crying. A big pink toe bearing chipped purple nail varnish was protruding from her now laddered black tights. Justin rushed forward like a gallant knight although he was hardly crushed in the queue to help.

‘Here, lean on me. You came quite a cropper there. I’m surprised you didn’t make a crater in the floor.’

Marnie had to turn around to compose herself. Schadenfreude was shameful, but just for once, she allowed herself to savour it.

As if Elena’s embarrassment didn’t have enough elements to it, her dark blue skirt had collected a million light-coloured fibres from the relatively new carpet and she appeared to have snapped the heel of the shoe that had managed to stay on her foot.

‘Is this yours too?’ asked Justin, picking up not only the escapee stiletto but a floppy gel Party Feet insert.

If Elena had gone any redder her head would have blown off her shoulders.

He examined the long pin-heel of the shoe, which looked decidedly tatty at close quarters. ‘My goodness, no wonder you fell.’

‘I think you ought to go straight to the medical room,’ said Marnie, in her best concerned boss voice which she knew would feel like a hundred bees stinging Elena’s ears. ‘Look, your ankle is swelling up terribly.’ And it was. Ballooning. It was almost a cankle. On its way to being a thankle.

‘I’ll take her.’ Vicky stepped forward and Elena put her arm around her shoulder. She couldn’t have hopped off faster if she’d tried.

‘Are you all right?’ Justin asked Marnie who was covering up her mouth and really really trying hard to look sympathetic. Had it been anyone else, it would have come naturally but not with Elena and it probably wouldn’t have with Vicky either. But then, she was wicked, she’d heard that often enough to believe it might be true.

‘I’m fine,’ she coughed. ‘Just worried about my colleague.’

‘I brought these for you to cast your eye over before the meeting in . . .’ he consulted his watch. A black-faced Rolex. As classy and striking as he was. ‘. . . ten minutes.’

‘Thank you,’ said Marnie, taking hold of the sheets of paper he was proffering, but he didn’t let go of them. Then he leaned in to her and said in a whisper: ‘Something tells me you rather enjoyed that little floorshow.’

Marnie gulped and gave a demure pat to her chest. ‘I think you are very much mistaken, Mr Fox.’ It wouldn’t have convinced a grand jury.

‘See you in . . . nine minutes and counting,’ said Justin with a lazy grin and Marnie’s heart gave a perfidious kick. No, no, no. She heard her brain protest. Not again.


Chapter 3

The day ended on a high. Elena and her fat ankle had gone home and, starved of her partner in crime, Vicky was quiet and actually did some work. Everyone in the executive meeting was impressed by the new shaped mug and Marnie received three billion brownie points. And she noticed Justin smiling at her as she talked through the pricings and argued why they should adapt this shape and ditch the old one. He had a flirtatious sparkle in his eyes and her own eyes kept being drawn to his, as if they were twin sparkly light-seeking moths. Her feet almost hovered above the ground as she walked back to her car that day, but the closer she got to home, the more that buoyant, airy feeling began to subside. The weekend loomed drawn-out and depressing in front of her as it had done for too long now. Marnie hated Saturdays and Sundays, for however much she tried to tell herself that she was married to her work and didn’t need a man in her life, those two weekend days exposed that statement for the lie it was.

It was a particularly lonely phase as she was both boyfriendless and best-friend-less and it followed the worst Christmas she’d had for years. She’d intended to spend it sharing a house with her boyfriend of twelve months, Aaron. Her on-off-on-off boyfriend of twelve months that is, who had finally decided in August that she was the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. So, she’d sold her furniture and her flat only for Aaron to tell her, on the day of completion, that he’d made a mistake and was still in love with his ex.

Her best friend Caitlin wasn’t on hand to pick up the broken pieces as she was besotted by a high-flying city banker called Grigori and she spent all the time she could down in London with him. He was rich and handsome and successful and very posh and Caitlin had changed in the short time they’d been together. She’d become glossier and more groomed and – though Marnie hated to admit this – less fun, more staid and worst of all, distant. She’d denied having elocution lessons, though it was obvious from the slower, more measured way that Caitlin had started to talk and the strange shapes her mouth formed on certain words, that she had. And when Marnie rang her for a chat, Caitlin always seemed to be in the middle of something and said she’d call back. She didn’t always. This, the same Caitlin who had had a real go at Marnie for not giving her friendship time when Aaron arrived on the scene.

Caitlin had been single for over two years when she met Grig-ORRR-i, as she’d started to pronounce it. No wonder she’d sucked him up like a dehydrated woman falling face down in an oasis. Marnie couldn’t have been happier for her friend – then she’d met him, and she could have been very much happier for her because Grigori was a plank.

He might have been good-looking and clever and super-brainy and drive a Maserati but it was quite obvious that he didn’t like Marnie from the off, because the disapproval came off him in waves. She had first met him in person at the night do of an old school-friend’s wedding. Caitlin left Grigori and Marnie to ‘get acquainted’ whilst she nipped off to the loo. Marnie had opened conversation, but Grigori had turned away and wended his way out through the guests instead. Marnie was gobsmacked by his rudeness and she did wonder what Caitlin had told him to provoke that reaction. She had broached the subject once but Caitlin waved it away and said he’d been absolutely whacked with tiredness that night. Marnie hadn’t bought it and what she hadn’t told Caitlin was that later on, she’d encountered him on the stairs when he was arseholed and he’d been far more friendly. Feeling obliged to give him a second chance to make a first impression, she’d asked him if he was enjoying himself and he’d pulled her towards him and stuck his tongue down her throat before she pushed him firmly off. He’d fallen down two stairs and called her the c-word and though Marnie had tried to forget it and chalk it up to the drink, she never quite had. One thing was for sure – he had come between them and their once-strong vow that no man would ever do that was crushed to dust.

She’d got into the bad habit of drinking too much at weekends to numb that gnawing hunger within her for company, for affection. She recognised she was in trouble when she began to think that sleeping off a hangover was a better alternative than being conscious, and had tried to cut down over the last couple of weeks.

But on this particular Friday, maybe because she’d been so high earlier on from her successful mug presentation and a little male attention from the hottest property on the trading floor, her spirits nosedived and she felt extra sad and pathetic that night. So, unable to satisfy the cravings of her heart, her body tried to compensate by feeding her something else and put her hands in the way of a giant bag of sweet and salty popcorn and a bottle of Tesco’s finest Shiraz.

There was nothing on the TV but programmes about house renovations and dream sheds, a crap gameshow and the big film, which was about a man who couldn’t forget his first love – far too near the knuckle for her. At times, when she was plastered, she could see herself more clearly than ever and the revelations hurt and bewildered her. Through the clarity that alcohol supplied, she saw that she had been lonely for a long time, far longer than she’d wanted to admit to herself. Even when she’d been with Jez, Robert, Harry and Aaron she’d still been lonely. It took a particular skill to be lonely in a relationship, she had noted. Sometimes she had lain in bed next to a snoozing Aaron after sex and marvelled at how alone she felt. There had been only inches between their bodies but she had never felt as if she were truly part of a couple. Even when they’d been mid-bonk, there had been none of that ‘two become one’ or ‘bodies melting into each other’ bollocks. They’d been more like two hard pieces of wood bashing together than two balls of Play-Doh squashing into a single big ball of pliant softness.

None of the men she’d gone out with had made her feel secure, cherished, needed, not after the initial courtship period was over anyway and they had full access to the contents of her underwear. She often wondered if any man ever could. Maybe the men who still held doors open for you after you’d been together for over thirty years only existed in books – written by women fantasising about the same thing. Maybe that’s why Midnight Moon romance stories were so popular, because they contained the sort of mythical beings who rubbed your shoulders without thinking that it constituted foreplay, whipped you up a hot chocolate on cold winter nights, made you laugh till your cheeks hurt or set all your nerves jingling like the bells of St Clements simply by placing a hand on your waist.

In books men energised women; in her experience they sapped your energy to below zero level. Give or take the thump to the ego, it was almost a relief when the relationship limped across the finish line, but then she was left with just herself for company. During the week she could work late, plough everything she had into the job but nothing seemed to fill the chasm of emptiness that weekends brought – not even Candy Crush. She couldn’t continue as she was, she’d decided, and forced her brain to come up with a rescue plan, and so it did. For years, she’d toyed with the idea of writing a definitive cheesecake recipe book but had never got around to it. Maybe that was what she needed to get her teeth into and transform her weekends into a brighter brace of days.

So, with a notebook at her side, that night Marnie refilled her wine glass, switched on her laptop and typed ‘cheesecake’ into Google and before long she had been dragged into the deep quark web of baking. Within a few clicks, she’d happened upon an amazing American site which led her to the Sisters of Cheesecake club where fanatics all over the world sent in pictures of their mad creations and recipes or asked for advice. It was a defining moment when Marnie realised that it was nearly 2 a.m. on Saturday morning and she was more than half-pissed and involved in a three-way heated argument with a woman from Calgary and another from Memphis about the base to topping ratio. Sad didn’t even come into it. Weren’t women of Marnie’s age supposed to have wild dirty cybersex, not rows about baking?

The across-the-pond sisterhood were beating Marnie down, forcing her to accept that a thinner base was desirable. Then in stepped a fellow Brit, declaring that thick bases ruled, having Marnie’s back all the way. The brave British duo were declared losers of the lowest order but it didn’t matter because the connection they made with each other was a winner. And that is how the paths of Misses Lilian Dearman and Marnie Salt first crossed.

Normally Marnie didn’t engage with people she didn’t know personally on social media. She had no interest in learning about how some woman she didn’t know in South Shields had got on at Weightwatchers that week, or viewing some circulated footage of kittens or people’s dinners or sharing petitions and patronising inspirational messages. The internet was a nest of fraudulent vipers as far as she was concerned. If they weren’t fleeing from Nigeria and needed her bank details to deposit their millions, they were screwed up dickheads on internet dating sites waiting to pounce.

Wine, therefore, had been a strong contributing factor to how she ended up having an in-depth email conversation with someone purporting to be a sixty-six-year-old insomniac, who found the Sisters of Cheesecake site particularly well stocked with ‘sanctimonious know-it-all bastards’ with whom she enjoyed a good verbal battle. Her sleeps, Lilian Dearman said, though tardy in coming were superbly restful after giving those stuck-up frustrated old crows a pasting. Thin bases indeed.

Marnie opened up another bottle of wine as they messaged back and forth. Somehow the conversation segued from recipes for cheesecakes to recipes of disaster – i.e. Marnie’s life. Lubricated by fermented grapes, a dam burst inside her and out it all poured in a torrent. Everything. Starting with Aaron and then reaching back in time to things she hadn’t even told Caitlin. And Marnie went past caring if the person she was typing to was a genuine elderly lady, a Daily Mail reporter or a serial killer called Darren.

•   •   •

Despite her intentions to clean up her act, Marnie awoke very late on Saturday afternoon with a major hangover, egg on her face and no recollection of getting to bed at all. The last thing she remembered was telling Lilian about reading Wuthering Heights at school and having a crush on her English teacher, Mr Trent. Dangerous territory. What a bloody idiot. How could she have blurted out so many secrets to a stranger? Stuff she had locked away in boxes in her head and yet their locks had sprung at the merest tickle and the contents had come spewing out perfectly preserved in brain-aspic.

Marnie was a panicking mess; what else she had said that she couldn’t remember?

She switched on her laptop, after taking two ibuprofen and a Red Bull and tried to log on to the Sisters of Cheesecake site but found that, despite being hammered, she’d obviously had the foresight to delete her account before going to sleep, probably to stop herself reading what she’d written to this ‘Lilian Dearman’ in the private message box. How could she be so thick and rational at the same time? Whilst she was in cringe mode, she also checked that she hadn’t sent an embarrassing email to Aaron but no – there was nothing recent in her sent box to her overwhelming relief. What was there in her inbox, though, was an invitation from Miss Dearman to have afternoon tea with her at a mutually convenient time in the near future. She’d suggested the Tea Lady tearoom in Skipperstone, a market town near to the village of Wychwell where she lived. So, Marnie had given Miss Dearman her email address then. And probably her mobile number, house address, bank details, national insurance number, all her PIN codes and passwords as well.

Marnie had a shower and an omelette and, when revived, looked up Wychwell on the internet, because she’d never heard of it and it was probably no wonder as it seemed to be in the middle of a big forest somewhere in the Yorkshire Dales. Photographs of it on ‘images’ were more complimentary: twee little cottages standing around a village green, an ancient stone church with a crooked spire and a beautiful manor house on a low hill. There were no pictures of Lilian Dearman, though there were plenty of other Dearmans: Montague Dearman, Ebenezer Dearman, Erasmus Dearman, and more. All with very highfalutin names, stiff poses and handlebar moustaches.

And as Marnie had bugger-all entries in her diary and she was inexplicably intrigued now, she emailed back that she would like to meet up. At least that way, they could both see that the other wasn’t a serial killer called Darren or a tabloid journo.

Marnie slobbed around in her dressing gown for the rest of the day feeling weak and wobbly. She had planned to go out and buy her sister a birthday card but ordered one from the internet to be sent directly to her instead. They didn’t do presents. They never had. Only at Christmas, which was an ordeal in itself because Gabrielle was allergic to soaps, perfumes, wool and animals, didn’t eat chocolates, didn’t drink, only read certain literary novels, didn’t want anyone else to buy her clothes and flowers set her hay fever off. Marnie spent from August onwards trying to source something that showed she’d put a bit of effort in, whereas Gabrielle bought her an M&S talcum and hand cream gift set in a meh flower fragrance every year. Gabrielle was brazen about her lack of effort in present-choosing.

Marnie looked again at her diary and found she had filled in some entries, in a looping drunken scrawl, when she’d been off her face. Amongst others she had blocked in a four-hour lunch on Wednesday with Hugh Jackman and a trip to Lanzarote with Justin Fox on Thursday. Saddest of all, she had booked the following Saturday and Sunday for a catch-up, spa and shopping with Caitlin. She was pathetic with a capital ‘P’ and she’d ruined her diary with the stupid inclusions. She ordered a new one from Amazon and then took out the recycling, noting that she’d put away two full bottles of wine. Usually after two glasses she was comatose. No wonder she’d told a perfect stranger her entire life story and filled her diary with pitiful gobbledygook. Regrettably, she had more chance of having lunch with Hugh Jackman than she did of a whole weekend catch-up with Caitlin or that holiday in Lanzarote with Justin Fox.


Chapter 4

A big part of why Marnie felt unable to really chill out at home was because it wasn’t her home. It was just a house filled with someone else’s furniture, none of it fitting her concept of ‘aesthetic’. She was renting 34A Redbrook Row in Doreton on the outskirts of Sheffield on a short-term lease and she hated the damned place. She had shut herself away for Christmas and cried herself stupid in this alien house, where every room was decorated in miserable greys which reflected her mood perfectly. Her mother had gone down to stay with Gabrielle in Leicester for the festive season so at least Marnie didn’t have to hide behind a facade that all was well with her. A lone Christmas was, at least, better than putting herself through the strain of all that acting.

Since moving into the house in early December, she had felt increasingly restless and agitated, unfulfilled and frustrated. She did love her job at Café Caramba, but she had to try so much harder than her male counterparts to be taken seriously. Sometimes life felt like such an uphill slog and she had too many anxiety dreams about trying to catch up with a figure in front of her whilst she could only walk in slow motion, or screaming and no sound coming out of her mouth. The only light relief in her present existence was meeting Lilian Dearman in the cheesecake forum every weekend. Someone who may or may not be a sweet old lady. Someone who had a wicked sense of humour, whoever she – or he – was.

Marnie had set up a new account with the Sisters of Cheesecake and she was so glad she had because it had been the best entertainment. Without fail, for the last three Friday and Saturday nights Lilian had been causing merry hell on the far-too-serious baking forum to Ealing comedy standard and Marnie hoped that this weekend would be no different. Lilian operated under multiple personas to cause maximum havoc: BigBase, Yorkpud, Creamtop, Lilette amongst others. Marnie powered up her laptop to find ‘Lilette’ single-handedly battling an army of cheesecake fanatics as always. Marnie grinned, suspecting that Lilian was being deliberately controversial.

‘I have on occasion had a very successful result replacing butter with extra virgin olive oil,’ Lilian had typed, causing a woman from Kings Lynn to resort to capital letters in her vituperative response. Marnie waded in. ‘Or goose fat. Though more sugar should be added to the crumb.’ She chuckled heartily at the wave of abuse that started scrolling up on the screen, turned to scratch an itch on her neck and caught sight of her cheerful reflection in the mirrored glass door. She realised then that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed properly before this.

‘What a bunch of old farts,’ wrote Lilian on the forum private messaging page. ‘How are you, dear?’

‘I’m good,’ replied Marnie. ‘How are you?’

‘Could be better. Crumbling spine, alas,’ came the answer. ‘More crumbly than a Digestive base, in fact. I’ve become intolerant of sleeping tablets but I’ve found a good debate wears me out and helps me to have a decent sleep. Have the new mugs arrived? How’s Mr Fox?’

Lilian knew everything about the new swanky mugs and her involuntary attraction to Justin. In fact she seemed to know everything about Marnie, thanks to that first communication, which Marnie tried not to think about.

‘I shan’t be online for a couple of weeks,’ Lilian typed after half an hour’s jolly chat. ‘I have to go to hospital on Monday to hang upside down like a bat. Or at least that’s what happened last time I went on traction.’ She added a couple of smiley faces but Marnie didn’t feel comfortable making a joke of it.

‘Doesn’t sound too great,’ she fired back. ‘Hope it goes well.’

‘Lots of love,’ Lilian replied quickly. ‘I am now off to bed early for a change. Sweet dreams. Hope you have something to report about Mr Fox the next time we converse.’

Marnie doubted it, but she was wrong to. It would shortly go from zero to ninety miles per hour, commencing with a screaming orgasm.

•   •   •

The next week began on a particular low as Marnie broke her resolve not to look at Aaron’s Facebook page and found that he was in Sorrento with his girlfriend looking very loved up. They were staying in the hotel that Marnie had found online the week before they split up. She’d wanted to book it for them but he’d said that he didn’t fancy Sorrento. He’d meant, of course, that he didn’t fancy Sorrento with her. The next picture featured a close-up of his girlfriend’s hand showing off a big sparkly ring. Marnie forced herself to close the app and gave herself a stern word when she felt a prickle of tears behind her eyes.

She had a lunch meeting on Monday with the departmental heads though Justin Fox didn’t attend as he was away in London until Thursday. She got lumbered with Sweaty Andrew who put her off her quiche with his sour odour and bored her to death with his flawed vision of million-calorie dessert coffees. The days after that dragged uncharacteristically, though there was a retirement party on Friday lunchtime in the pub local to Café Caramba for the old bloke who worked in the post room to look forward to. It spoke volumes when that was the highlight of the week.

•   •   •

Clifford Beech had been in the building since before it was Café Caramba, even before it was the HQ of the West Riding Building Society and was Fraser & Lunn Insurance, where he was taken on as a school-leaver to be a post room boy and, over his fifty-year stay, he worked his way up to post room man. He liked it there; he had no interest in fancy job titles and no ambitions further than working in the post room, though he had trained many other entry-level post room boys and girls – some of whom were now management. He was as much part and parcel of the building as were the cavernous cellars which sprawled under the city and the oversized cockerel weathervane that spun on the rooftop and if someone had cut Clifford Beech in half like a stick of rock, they would have found the words ‘post room’ written through the middle. Thank goodness no one had, though, and he was able to retire healthy and intact.

More or less the whole building popped into the Dirty Dog on the Friday lunchtime to buy Clifford a drink, or give him a present or an envelope with money in it collected by their department. Laurence the CEO had done the formal gift presentation in the atrium: a set of golf clubs and two all-expenses paid tickets to a course in Spain for a week. Clifford was delighted to tears, especially because Laurence had the reputation of being tighter than a worm’s arsehole and he’d been expecting a carriage clock. Marnie let her staff have an early and extended lunch break so they could join him and say their goodbyes. She went to the pub herself after they’d returned and would go home straight from there because she’d booked half a day off to sort out her car. She took with her the envelope of money that Beverage Marketing had collected for the old lad and a bottle of rum that she’d bought for him herself.

As she turned the corner into the Headrow, who should she see about to go into the Dirty Dog but Justin Fox and her heart gave a stupid teenage leap. The odd thing was that the more she had tried to avoid him, the more their paths seemed to collide. It’s Fate with a capital F, said some stupid hopeful voice inside her that still – despite her back catalogue of disastrous relationships with men – clung to the belief that one of them would walk straight out of the pages of a Midnight Moon romantic novel and into her heart. Could he be the one?

The timing was off. It was far too soon after the Aaron debacle. Plus she didn’t want to be distracted. She was throwing everything she had at the massive company overhaul and didn’t want to zone out at her desk with a head full of soft-focus images of Justin Fox holding her hand as they strolled through a sunny field of cowslips. She needed to keep her mind on a track of cappuccinos, lattes, flat whites and espressos. Unrealistic hope was her worst enemy at the moment.

But even as she was thinking that, she pulled into the disused doorway of a recently closed clothes shop and checked her face in the mirror of her compact. Her eyeliner was in place, her foundation hadn’t clumped around the sides of her nose and there were no Alice Cooper runs of mascara. She touched up her power-red lipstick and bared her teeth to make sure it hadn’t transferred, then blotted her lips with a tissue. Just for good measure, she gave herself a spray of perfume, then tipped her head upside down and flung it back to trap some volume in her thick black hair. She lifted each leg behind her and checked over her shoulder for ladders then took a deep breath, jutted out her more-than-fair share of breasts, sucked in her stomach – whilst all the time a counter-romantic voice in her head was tutting disappointedly – and walked the remaining fifteen steps to the front door of the pub.

It was empty apart from a bleary-eyed Clifford who was grinning like Michael from Ryan’s Daughter, a couple of stragglers who didn’t want to go back to the office and Sweaty Andrew who was chatting to the man who threw Ben Affleck right into the back of the shade, Justin Fox. Marnie could feel his eyes on her sashaying bum as she journeyed across to Clifford to give him a kiss and a hug, rum and the envelope. The table behind him was covered in boxes and a stack of other envelopes . . . and a line of cocktails, pints and shorts.

‘Lovely Marnie, help me out here,’ slurred Clifford. ‘I can’t drink all these. Take what you want. There’s a slex on the beach, there’s a snippery whipple, pina colander and that, I do believe, is a . . . oh, I can’t remember.’ He pointed to a small glass full of muddied liquid: a lethal blend of Baileys, vodka, Kahlua, amaretto and cream. It had more calories in it than one of Elvis’s special burgers. But it looked deceptively innocent against all the others and so Marnie lifted that one and chinked it against Clifford’s glass, just before he was stolen away by someone who had decided he really should have a cup of tea and a sandwich from the buffet before he threw up. Marnie sipped her drink, trying not to notice that Justin Fox was on his way over, holding a tall glass that appeared to have half a harvest festival balancing on its rim.

‘So you’re partial to a Screaming Orgasm then?’ was his opening line.

‘Pardon?’ said Marnie. Blimey, he did move fast.

‘The cocktail. It’s a Screaming Orgas— oh you didn’t . . . did you think . . . Oh . . .’ He threw back his head and laughed and Marnie saw how beautiful and white and even his teeth were. Shark-like, her brain said, which she thought was a bit unkind of it. ‘I thought you knew what it was called,’ he went on. Marnie didn’t buy his innocence. Nice try, though.

Her laughter joined his nevertheless. ‘Nope, I didn’t know. I thought you’d been reading my diary—’ Shit, too flirty. ‘. . . Er, so what did you go for then?’

‘A very tame Tequila Sunrise,’ replied Justin, touching his glass against Marnie’s. ‘Nice to meet properly over a drink instead of stale sandwiches in the boardroom. Or women sprawled over your carpet.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Marnie answered, feeling her cheeks begin to heat up. She flapped at her face. ‘Hot in here, isn’t it?’

Justin grinned as if he knew that the room temperature had nothing to do with why Marnie was standing in front of him with cheeks the colour of a red velvet cake.

‘So, tell me what you really think of Café Caramba’s new marketing slogan: “Flat white – it’s buzzing”?’

‘I think it’s. . . very Laurence,’ said Marnie diplomatically.

‘I think it’s very crap,’ said Justin. ‘What the fuck does it even mean?’

Marnie pulled an ‘I have no idea’ face.

‘And let’s not even talk about “Make every day a Macchiato day”. Good grief. Is this really the man who turns companies around?’

Marnie throttled back on a hoot of laughter. She should be careful, though. What if Justin was a spy? Laurence was surrounded by yes-men and if she was honest, Justin had been nodding very approvingly in the aforesaid Flat White meeting, where Laurence rode over everyone’s ideas and implemented his own.

‘He has some good concepts,’ she delivered cautiously.

‘Absolutely. Really liked the one for espresso. “Black. It’s the new black”. Have to give him that.’

Marnie’s lip curled. That had been her brainchild. She’d asked Laurence in a one-to-one meeting in December what he’d thought about it. ‘Not a lot,’ he had replied with a condescending sniff. Then he’d only gone and nicked it for himself and the whole building was raving about it. Marnie tipped the tiny cocktail down her neck and reached for another. There was nothing like a couple of screaming orgasms for blotting out some blatant plagiarism.

The next half-hour flew as they talked about Laurence and his mad company directives and the jargon spouted in the meetings. Blue-Sky Thinking, Game-Changer, We’re on a Journey, Thought Shower – Laurence brought them all into play. Sweaty Andrew had tried to impress with a Let’s Get our Ducks in a Row once, which had Marnie pretend-blowing her nose to cover up the involuntary snort she made. If she’d caught anyone’s eye in that meeting that’d had the smallest amused twinkle in it, she’d have exploded. Now she knew that Justin was of the same mindset, she had better never look at him again when Laurence went cheesy-corporate.

Then their conversation crept beyond work boundaries and into the territory of personal. So, Marnie, do you live in the city or commute? Where do you come from originally? Are you single? He barely gave her time to bat back any questions to him; it was all about her, which was refreshingly unusual. Marnie hadn’t had any lunch and those liqueurs were quickly going to her head and she felt very warm inside and dangerously receptive to his flattery. All worries that Justin might be a plant had dissolved. She doubted a Laurence-spy would have used the line, ‘You know, your eyes are the most amazing shade of green.’

‘I suppose I’d better get back to the hell-hole,’ he said eventually with a loaded sigh. ‘Walk back together?’

‘I’ve got the afternoon off,’ said Marnie. ‘I caught the train in this morning. My car’s poorly.’

‘Well, you can walk part of the way with me at least.’

‘Okay,’ she agreed.

They both said goodbye to a totally plastered Clifford – Justin with a firm handshake and Marnie with a squashy hug – and Justin held the door open for Marnie on the way out. Aaron would have let it swing in her face.

‘I’m glad I’m not driv—’ was as far as Marnie got in the sentence before Justin grabbed the top of her arm and steered her right rather than left.

‘So let’s walk around the block and sober up a bit,’ he said, turning into the dead end of a lane that went behind the pub.

‘Ok-ay,’ replied Marnie, thinking that this was slightly odd but she went with it, presuming his intentions were innocent. Then he suddenly stopped, pushed her against the wall and kissed her full on the mouth. Caught unawares, it took Marnie a long second to press him backwards, politely but firmly.

‘Forgive me. I’ve wanted to do that since I was in the first meeting with you,’ Justin said, his voice a low sexy growl. ‘You had a navy blue suit on and red “fuck-me” shoes.’

Marnie raised her eyebrows. He had remembered what she wore? He had been lusting after her for two months? Gulp.

‘I trust your wife doesn’t know you’re in the habit of kissing other women in dark alleys,’ she said, hoping that he’d say he wasn’t attached because she would have slapped his face if he was.

He grinned. ‘I can assure you, there’s no one in here.’ He patted his heart with his wedding-ring-less left hand. ‘Now do I have your permission to kiss you?’

No, piss off with your soft velvety lips, said the protective angel on her shoulder, though her mouth issued no such protest. She couldn’t entirely blame the alcohol, although it played its part, but Justin Fox’s obvious desire for her blew all sense out of the window. He took her silence for concession. This time his kiss was tentative, tender, gentle and Marnie felt a complimentary hardness as he pressed against her.

Then he broke away and apologised. ‘Forgive me for being an absolute oaf. I have forgotten how to behave. This is what tequila at lunchtime and a marriage breakdown does for you.’

Marnie’s hands rose, palms flat on his chest, forming a definite barrier between them.

‘So you are married?’

‘In name only. Honestly. We’re in the final stages of our divorce.’ He rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. ‘Look, have lunch with me next week because a back alley isn’t the right place for this conversation, especially not when we’re both swimming with alcohol. I’ll explain then, if you’ll let me. And I’ll behave. I’ll try to anyway.’

He’s married, said that angel. Steer well clear.

Yeah, but let him explain, argued something else with a too-convincing voice. One that couldn’t believe its luck that this tall, dark handsome exec actually fancied her. Yep, she knew she was being too easily bought by him remembering what she was wearing in that meeting. She wasn’t even really sure if she had been in her navy suit.

‘Maybe,’ she said demurely, and opened her bag to retrieve a couple of tissues, because if she looked anything like Justin did at that moment, she might have been mistaken for Pennywise the clown. Her lipstick was smeared all over the bottom half of his face.

‘Please let’s keep this between ourselves,’ he said. ‘My divorce is complicated as it is and Laurence doesn’t like workplace relationships. He doesn’t want anyone to have what he can’t have himself, the ugly old bugger.’

Relationships. Is that where he saw this going? Blimey.

Marnie held up her compact mirror for Justin to wipe his face and he laughed.

‘We look as if we’ve been at a Billy Smart convention.’

He had such a lovely smile, said something soppy inside her and she knew she was in trouble.

As they exited the lane and moved onto the bustling Leeds Headrow, Justin turned to Marnie.

‘Well, hope your car doesn’t prove to be too expensive, and have a lovely weekend,’ he said.

‘And you,’ she replied, at a respectable physical distance now.

‘Mine will be hideous,’ he said with a sorrow-laden out-breath. ‘I want to fast-forward to Wednesday and that lunch. I’ll pick you up at twelve from outside the library.’

And with that he was gone and with delightfully trembly legs, Marnie walked down to the train station feeling more like a sighing Disney princess with every step.

•   •   •

Over the weekend, Marnie grew a grin so large it had its own brain. Her thoughts were completely overtaken by her up-close and personal encounter with Justin Fox and there was no room in her head for researching her cheesecake book, mulling over her dissipating relationship with her best friend, Aaron and Sorrento, or Lilian Dearman and her disintegrating spine. Her frontal lobe was showing one film only: The Snog, which would have worn out by Saturday lunchtime had it been an old-style videotape. It changed a touch with each loop. She added in Justin holding her face in big square hands (though in reality they were quite long and narrow), kissing her eyelids, telling her that he had fallen in love with her the first time he saw her. She deleted from her memory the part about his mouth looking as if it had sustained third-degree burns from her lipstick. She added in that he kissed her again passionately in the middle of the street as they parted, throwing caution to the wind.

She lounged in the bath like a beached mermaid with expensive treatments on her hair and face. She went to Meadowhall and bought new underwear and indelible lipstick. And on Monday and Tuesday, not even Vicky’s miserable countenance could dampen her smile. Roisean even asked her if she’d had ‘a bit of work’ done because she looked different somehow. Must be the effect of the onset of spring, explained Marnie, imagining Justin springing from a wardrobe onto her spread-eagled body. Time seemed to take a tantalisingly long journey to noon on Wednesday.

•   •   •

Despite anticipating that something would arise to scupper plans, nothing did and the allotted hour eventually arrived. Marnie left the office early so she could reapply her makeup in the loo. Justin’s car pulled around the corner just as she reached the library and she hopped straight in. He gave her knee an affectionate squeeze as she fastened her seat belt.

‘I wondered if you’d remember,’ he said with a lazy, sexy grin.

‘I wondered if you would forget,’ she replied, trying to keep cool which was difficult as her nether regions were fizzing.

They drove to a quiet country pub where, over halibut and an arty-farty fan of vegetables, they’d gazed into each other’s eyes and smiled a lot like shy teenagers. Justin confessed that he hadn’t been looking for romance at all, didn’t even want to start something else whilst he was in the mess of his divorce but Marnie had hit him in the heart like a thunderbolt. And Marnie told him that she hadn’t been looking for romance either but he’d ignited something within her that she rather liked the feel of. They’d had a ridiculously passionate fumble in his car afterwards in which he admitted that he hadn’t had sex in fourteen months and so she had better watch out. He demolished her new flimsy knickers and, as she had no spare pair, she said that she’d have to go without them for the rest of the day and he replied that he’d better hide his crotch behind his desk all afternoon then because the thought of it would keep his erection so big they could have flown the company flag from it.

•   •   •

A month later, the affair was established and passionate. And it was wonderful, amazing, blissful and all-consuming and ticked all the boxes except one – the big fat box that had the word ‘perfect’ on the side of it, because her heart remained troubled by their relationship. She wanted to declare that they were a couple from the rooftops but that was strictly prohibited. Okay, so Laurence might have frowned heavily on romances in the workplace, which is why they gave no hint of any connection between them in Café Caramba HQ, but out of work should have been a different matter. Yet it wasn’t. Justin had only ever been to her house once. She’d cooked a meal which he ate nervously as if he expected his wife to appear from behind the curtains. His nerves, however, had not shown in the post-prandial bonk but they’d reappeared when the hands of the clock touched on 9 p.m. Marnie had barely got her breath back before he had leapt into the shower and dressed to go and not even his profuse apology that he had to rush off could smooth over the disappointment. They never went out to dinner or to the cinema or for a walk in the park in case they were seen. He gave her the best of reasons why they had to behave so, at least for the time being: because of his children. Justin still resided in the family home even though he and his wife lived separate lives now – and he knew that sounded like a line, but he really was telling the truth. His wife was a first-class bitch and yes, she’d agreed to a divorce but only on her terms. Terms he had to strictly adhere to because if not, he knew she would keep his three small children away from him. Or worse, poison them against him.

Suranna Fox, it seemed, had taken a leaf out of Gwyneth Paltrow’s book and insisted on a conscious uncoupling, which – Justin said – was a psycho-bollocks way of her drawing out the agony. It was making him depressed and thank goodness Marnie understood and wasn’t giving him a hard time like any other woman might have. Did she know how much of an angel she was for understanding such an impossible, sticky, horrible situation?

So how could Marnie give him any grief? She kept her misgivings to herself and gave Justin lots of care and attention and sex and the affair continued under a blanket of secrecy. But it didn’t sit right with Marnie at all.


Chapter 5

It was Friday night and once again Marnie was looking forward to a lonely boring weekend, even though she had been in ‘a relationship’ for six weeks and should have been going out for a lovely romantic dinner tonight and then dragging her man up to bed for lots of sex. Instead, she was in her pyjamas with a meal for one ready to shove in the microwave and only a bottle of Pinot Grigio for company. It was Justin’s daughter’s fifth birthday and he was having to spend the whole weekend with his family and extended family, who were coming up from Derby to stay with them. Justin lived in a des-res detached on the other side of Sheffield. Marnie didn’t know the exact address, but the area, Highton, was well-known as a new village full of prestigious multi-bedroomed, multi-bathroomed executive homes. Apparently, he and his wife were going to finally attempt to tell the children on Sunday that Mummy and Daddy were going their separate ways. He was terrified of losing the love of his three young children. His family values made Marnie like him even more. Or was it love? She didn’t know. She didn’t want it to be love yet because she had promised herself that she would definitely not fall for another man who had complications and more baggage than Elton John took on a year-long tour.
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‘A wonderful world full of romance, wit, warmth
and characters you're rooting for’ Catherine Isaac
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