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  For my nanna Hubbard.

  A woman who loved her cakes and

  was the best cleaner in Christendom.

  I miss you.




  A smart girl leaves before she is left.

  MARILYN MONROE




  Prologue

  The awning that hangs over the window is a tired yellow and white stripe and much of the paint has flaked off the sign above the door announcing that this is The Sunflower
  Café. On a quiet lane in the village of Pogley Top, it barely registers as a place of interest. But should your eye venture past the unspectacular façade and you push open the door
  and walk in, you would find yellow walls as cheerful as sunshine, pretty sky-blue curtains dotted with sunflowers and a long window affording the village’s prettiest view of the adjacent
  stream. You would find a warmth as if the café has a spirit that welcomes you and is happiest when filled with laughter and chatter. Of the women who visit here to partake of the
  owner’s delicious and generous afternoon teas, many of them are like the café – you would never guess what beauty and strength sit beneath the ordinary outside.

  Hung up are many pictures of sunflowers but one, near the door, in particular catches the eye. Underneath the smiling giant petalled head is written a poem:

  
  
    Be Like the Sunflower

    Brave, bright

    bold, cheery

    Be golden and shine

    Keep your roots strong

    Your head held high

    Your face to the sun

    And the shadows will fall behind you

  

  

  This is the story of three women who never realised they had the capacity to be the tallest, boldest, brightest flowers in the field.




  Chapter 1

  When Jimmy Diamond told Della on Thursday morning that she would have to cancel her day off on Friday, he could not have known what wheels he had started in motion.

  When Della protested and said that she’d had it booked for weeks; it was her old boss’s retirement party, Jimmy still insisted that she couldn’t take it.

  He said no.

  In the fifteen years she had worked for him, he had never said no before. He might have man-grumbled a bit under his breath when she asked for a favour, but he knew what side his bread was
  buttered where Della was concerned. He would never have found anyone else who worked over and above the call of duty as she did, watching his back, doing his dirty work, covering his tracks more
  than Della did and if she had to take a rare afternoon off for a dental appointment or if there was a panic on with her elderly mother, it had never been a problem before.

  Had he said yes, this story would never have been told and life would have trundled on in much the same way as it had for years. One woman would have continued to exist unhappily on the begging
  end of a non-relationship and one woman would have eaten the equivalent weight of a small emergent country in truffles. But Jimmy Diamond had said no.

  The office junior Ivanka had turned up to work that Thursday morning acting limp and tearful with a sickness and diarrhoea bug, obviously unfit to work, so Della had sent her back home again.
  Ivanka had protested a little before relenting and saying that she would be in after the weekend. Then Jimmy breezed in and announced that he was off that afternoon to schmooze on a golf course and
  wouldn’t be back until Tuesday. When Della reminded him that she had booked Friday off, Jimmy had thrown up his hands and said that someone was needed in the office and as he couldn’t
  be there and she had sent Ivanka home, who did that leave? Nope, there was nothing for it: as office manageress, it was Della’s duty to be there, especially in such a busy period. Once upon a
  time, cleaners had been ten a penny, now demand outstripped supply and they were like gold dust. Della’s attendance was needed more in manning the phones than it was in Whitby, eating vol au
  vents and drinking warm white wine out of a plastic tumbler at the party of a bloke who probably wouldn’t even remember who she was, said Jimmy firmly.

  ‘Of course he’ll remember who I am,’ said Della, her mouth a defiant thin line. ‘I worked for him longer than I’ve worked for you.’

  Della saw the features of his face soften and she guessed he was about to change tactic.

  ‘Oh, Dells,’ he sighed and held out his hands in a gesture of apologetic surrender. ‘Of course he’d remember you. But he won’t need you like I do.
  I have to go on this golfing weekend with Pookie Barnes. I owe him after he’s shifted all his business to us from Cleancheap and he’s making noises about recommending our girls
  to clean the offices of his contacts. I have to keep him on side. I hear that Roy Frog is hopping about it.’

  Jimmy laughed at his own joke. He and Roy Frog’s firm Cleancheap had a long-standing rivalry. Della knew that it was thanks to Jimmy’s schmoozing that Pookie Barnes,
  Cleancheap’s biggest customer, had jumped ship faster than a rat on the Titanic wearing a lifejacket.

  Still Della tried to reason with him. ‘Jimmy . . .’

  ‘You shouldn’t have let that Ivanka go home.’ He wagged his finger at her, intimating that this situation was of her own doing. He always referred to the office junior as
  that Ivanka as if she still wasn’t part of the Diamond Shine crew despite working there for six months.

  ‘I couldn’t exactly chain her to the desk, could I?’ replied Della. ‘Besides which, she wouldn’t have been much use in her state.’

  ‘I’ve worked through worse.’

  ‘Well good for you, but the lass wasn’t putting it on. Any idiot could have seen that. Bed was the best place for her.’

  ‘Aye, I suppose you’re right. She should spend the day in bed.’ He grinned. ‘Send your old inferior boss a present instead with apologies for your absence.’

  ‘It might not arrive in time.’

  ‘Send him a bottle of champagne. On me. Overnight delivery.’

  If Della’s eyes had opened any further they would have burst out of their orbits and dropped onto the desk. Jimmy Diamond was as tight as a duck’s stitched-up arse. He would sooner
  have cut his own balls off than paid next day delivery on anything, never mind champagne for a bloke he didn’t even know. He must be desperate for her to cover the office if he was offering
  to go to those lengths.

  ‘I can tell what you’re thinking,’ said Jimmy, guessing correctly. ‘I’m not exactly famous for charging champagne to the company account for people I don’t
  know, but I really need you here, we’re too busy for you to be off at the moment. Come on, Dells, don’t be mad with me.’

  He gave her his best round puppy-dog eyes.

  ‘Okay, Della, what do I have to do for us not to fall out about this? Do you want me to beg? Look, I’m begging,’ and Jimmy got down on his knees and clenched his hands together
  as if praying to her.

  ‘Oh get up, you fool,’ said Della, trying her best to remain annoyed.

  ‘I love you, Della. You know I do.’

  Oh, if only, thought Della.

  ‘And you love me, which is why you’re going to send that bloke some champagne instead of going to his crap party.’

  He was right.

  ‘Please please please, Dells. Be my friend and tell me that you agree with me,’ Jimmy insisted until her face broke into a resigned smile and she knew that he had won her over.
  Again. He always could because with the tiniest bit of flirting, a little bodily contact, the mere hint of appeal in his voice, she was putty in his hands and had been for fifteen years.

  ‘Don’t go mad though. No frigging Dom Perignon. Bubbles is bubbles.’

  That sounded more like him. He hasn’t gone totally mad after all, thought Della.

  ‘Oh, and order some chocs for the missus will you, love. Top notch, big box.’

  Della sighed. ‘Okay. If I must.’

  She had really wanted to go to Whitby, but Jimmy needed her. And Jimmy was the number one man in her life, as she was his number one woman. Despite what Connie, his Lady Muck of a wife, might
  have thought.




  Chapter 2

  In one single hour, Cheryl Parker’s whole existence had tipped upside down and her insides had been scooped out. At least that’s what it felt like as she stood in
  her tiny kitchen, hand shaking as she gripped the piece of paper which had ended her life as she knew it.

  She wished life were like TV. She wished she could press the rewind button back to just before she had opened the envelope. She wished she had put it on one side until she returned from work so
  that Gary could have found it first and had time to think up an excuse which she might have swallowed and life would have carried on as normal. But she had opened it and what she had found
  could not be unread. An hour ago she had been making breakfast toast and tea for two whilst Gary was taking a shower and it was just a normal Thursday morning; two more days at work to get out of
  the way and then the familiar joy of the weekend to look forward to: fish and chips from Cod’s Gift with Gary for Saturday lunch as usual, a bottle of wine and some beers in front of Ant
  and Dec on the TV. Now she was alone – single – and couldn’t think past the moment. And her heart had been ripped out and stamped all over.

  The postman hardly ever came first thing in the morning, but today he had. And he had delivered three envelopes: one containing a catalogue full of rubbishy gadgets, a dental reminder for Cheryl
  and that one from the building society. A quarterly statement. And Cheryl had opened it and found that the account which should have had four thousand seven hundred and twenty pounds in
  it, had a nil balance.

  She didn’t know how long she stood there, unable to move, listening to Gary mooching about upstairs. She imagined him towel-drying his thick light-brown hair, spraying a cloud of Lynx over
  himself, getting dressed, blissfully unaware of what trauma his long-term girlfriend was going through. Cheryl heard his feet on the stairs, watched the door into the kitchen open. She saw his eyes
  lock on to the paper she was holding, then flick up to her face and from the expression she was wearing, he knew instantly what she had discovered.

  The words came out in a croak. ‘Where’s it gone, Gary? Where’s the money?’ It was a rhetorical question because she knew. She would have bet her life savings –
  oh, the irony – that the money was in the till of William Hill.

  Gary’s eyes began to flicker, which they did when he was anxious. She knew that his brain would be scrabbling around for something viable to tell her.

  ‘You won’t believe me . . .’ he began eventually. No, she wouldn’t. Because she had wanted to believe him every single time and every single time he had let her down.

  ‘Try me,’ she said. Deep down she wished he would say those words which would make it all right. But also, deeper down, she knew he wouldn’t.

  ‘You weren’t supposed to know. I was hoping to have it back in the account before you noticed,’ he said. His hands were in his hair. ‘Oh God, Chez, I am so sorry. I
  thought I could do it. One last time. For us. For the ba—’

  ‘No!’ The loudness in her own voice surprised her. ‘Don’t you dare say it. Don’t you DARE.’

  He had used those same words eighteen months ago. He had taken the money she had scrimped and squirrelled away for IVF treatment in the hope of doubling it, trebling it even, he said. He’d
  been given a tip – a sure thing from someone in the know. She would never forget the name of the horse as long as she lived – Babyface. He had put every penny on its nose and
  it had come in second. And he had cried and she had comforted him and told him that she forgave him but this was the last chance – no more gambling. And he had given her his word that he
  would never bet on another horse or dog ever. And she had started saving all over again and had been stupid enough to give him the benefit of the doubt and keep their joint account going as a sign
  of her trust in his ability to change.

  But he would never change, she knew that now. They’d reached the end of the road. Actually they’d done that eighteen months ago and now they were well off the beaten track, stumbling
  over increasingly rough terrain until they had arrived at this point and could go no further. For ten years she had listened to his Del-boy Trotter promises that ‘this time next year they
  would be millionaires’ and yet they were still living in the same tiny two-up, two-down rented house with no garden and damp patches on the walls because Gary had been convinced he could win
  his fortune. For ten years she had been trapped in a vicious circle of her saving a bit of money in a teapot, him gambling his wage away, her having to borrow back from the teapot, him promising to
  alter his ways and doing it for a couple of months, him gambling his wage away . . . This time her heart would not be penetrated by the sight of the tears slipping down his face.

  When she looked back later, she couldn’t remember in detail what words had been said that day. She told him it was over and he knew somehow that she meant it this time. He asked her if he
  should leave and she said yes. He packed a few things in a suitcase and wiped his eyes, telling her that he was sorry and he loved her and he’d put the money back whatever happened. He
  promised. She hadn’t believed him. She hadn’t attached any faith to his words, she’d seen them for the bullshit they were. Then he had walked out with his head bent low to the
  same battered car they’d had for the past eight years. And it hadn’t been new when they’d bought it.

  Cheryl listened to the car starting, heard the engine chugging: the hole in the exhaust was getting worse. Her ear followed the rattle until it was no longer discernible and she hiccupped a
  single sob, as she felt whatever it was that had held them together finally stretch to its limit and then snap.

  Don’t you dare, she said to herself. Don’t you dare cry one more tear over that man. Haven’t you shed enough?

  Enough to fill five mop buckets over the years. And she had enough tears inside her now to fill another. She daren’t let a single one drop out because it would be quickly joined by
  thousands more. Something inside her groaned, probably her stomach, but it sounded as if her heart had cracked. And she felt as if it had, too.

  She threw the building society statement down on the work surface and picked up her bag full of cleaning stuff. She was doing her monthly blitz on Mr Ackworth’s house this morning, which
  she hated because he barked orders at her as if she were a dog, then a four-hander at her favourite client’s with lazy Ruth Fallis, then a one-off clean in an office. It was going to be a
  long, hard day.

  She needed to get to work, keep busy and not think about anything but the jobs in hand. If only life could be spruced up and made perfect with a J-cloth and a spray of Mr Sheen, she
  thought as she realised that if today wasn’t bad enough already, she’d have to get the bus to work from now on.




  Chapter 3

  ‘. . . And I don’t touch bleach; brings me out in blisters, even through gloves. I don’t climb ladders to do windows and I don’t scrub floors by hand.
  It’s mop, Hoover or nowt. And I can’t bend to do skirting boards because I’ve got a problem with a disc. And I’ve got a bad knee so I don’t do kneeling either.’
  Lesley Clamp dictated the last of her non-negotiable working terms and sat back in the chair.

  Della clung on to her patience as well as a strained rictus smile after hearing the long list of ‘won’t dos’. This was all she needed today. How Lesley Clamp had managed to
  clock up twenty years as a self-professed highly praised cleaner when she was either allergic to or refused to touch most of the contents of a house was beyond her. The good news was that Lesley
  could work quite happily with lemon juice, vinegar, salt and newspaper. Della was tempted to tell her that she’d be better off getting a job in a chip shop, then. Della had a thick rejection
  file in her drawer of people that she wouldn’t employ in a million years. Lesley Clamp’s name would be joining it shortly.

  ‘If we take you on, we will supply you with your cleaning equipment,’ began Della. Not that Lesley Clamp would need to know that, because Diamond Shine would not be taking her on.
  The woman smelt of trouble. She was the type who’d complain about everyone and everything and Jimmy wouldn’t fork out for fripperies like non-latex specialist gloves and branded goods
  like Cillit Bang. Although Des’s Discount Warehouse did an import version called ‘Fillit Bong,’ which once burst into flame and burnt off Ruth Fallis’s eyebrow when she
  squirted it on a work surface whilst smoking a fag.

  ‘We pay the minimum wage per hour . . .’

  ‘Is that all?’ humphed Lesley. ‘You must be creaming the profits, then?’

  Della so wanted this miserable sow out of her office. She should be planning a jolly trip to Whitby, not staring at the hairy mole on Lesley Clamp’s sneering top lip.

  ‘We supply a guaranteed wage, insurance, cleaning supplies and back-up service when clients are difficult. Those are the things you get in return for paying administration costs, Mrs
  Clamp.’

  Lesley huffed again. ‘I had a pound an hour above minimum wage at Dreamclean.’

  And Dreamclean were unorganised and chucked money away and went down the pan, which is why you’re here asking me for a job, thought Della to herself. And no way did they offer
  a pound above minimum wage either, but nice try, Lesley. No, she decided. Desperate as they were for more cleaners, there was no way she could employ this awful woman.

  ‘I’m afraid that’s the standard rate for everyone. I’m so sorry that we aren’t suitable for your requireme—’

  ‘I didn’t say that,’ replied Lesley with an impatient snap in her voice. ‘It’s just less than I’m used to.’

  Della had had enough for this afternoon. She’d ordered chocolates for Jimmy’s fat wife and had interviewed three badly needed potential cleaners so far today and not one was up to
  the standard she expected. Her reject file was as full as her potential file was empty. She stood up to indicate this meeting was at a close.

  ‘I’ll be contacting the successful applicants by the end of next week,’ she said. ‘I have your number, Mrs Clamp, and I’ll be in touch.’ God help Mr
  Clamp.

  Lesley Clamp rose to her fat little feet. She looked so much older than the forty-five years she purported to be in her Miss Marple shoes and her thick tweed coat straining across her swollen
  bosom and stomach.

  ‘Oh and I can’t do Wednesdays or after three on Fridays,’ she said at the door, turning to deliver a parting shot.

  Della dropped onto the chair and blew out two relieved cheekfuls of air. She should have known that the chances were anyone with ‘Clamp’ as a surname would be a no-go, but she
  didn’t think it fair to tar everyone with the same brush, since Josie Clamp had been one of their star workers until her death two years ago. The Clamps were one of the town’s most
  notorious families, along with the Crookes, the Bellfields and the O’Gowans; but the Clamps were by far the biggest. For decades past, there hadn’t been a month when the Clamp name
  wasn’t mentioned in either the Barnsley Chronicle or the Daily Trumpet for some misdemeanour or other, from the days of that notorious old confidence trickster
  ‘Velvet’ Vernon Clamp, right down to the present generation. Only last week, one of the younger lot – the inaptly named ‘Chiffon’ Clamp, had been given two hundred
  hours community service for shoplifting booze from Morrisons. And the papers had reported – God forbid – her cousin Mandy’s marriage to one of the Crooke boys. They’d
  already started to push out a brood of hybrid villains into the world with twins Sinitta-Paris and Brooklyn-Jaiden.

  Della wished that Ivanka had been there to put the kettle on for her because she could murder a rest and a cup of tea. She thought back to how pale the poor girl had been that morning. Della had
  grown quite fond of Ivanka in the time they’d worked together and hoped she’d be all right, as she lived alone.

  Admittedly Della hadn’t been best pleased six months ago when Jimmy had suggested they employ an office junior. She wasn’t comfortable with having another female around, even if she
  really did need some help with her workload. Jimmy had insisted, though.

  ‘Get one of those East European girls,’ he had told her. ‘They work for peanuts.’

  Typical Jimmy. Not one to splash the cash and when he did, it was more than likely because he was up to something, as Della knew too well. So Ivanka joined them. Nineteen years old, tall, curvy
  and leggy, with tumbles of bottle-blonde hair which by rights should have sealed Della’s disapproval, because Jimmy Diamond had a sweet tooth for eye candy and there was no way that Della
  would have employed a rival for her idol’s affections. But whilst Della had noticed Jimmy’s eyes sweep over the legs of the brunette and over the bum of the redhead who came to be
  interviewed for the post, they barely acknowledged the existence of Miss Ivanka Szczepanska. In fact the only two comments he made after seeing her were, one: She’s got a lot of spots,
  hasn’t she? And two: Her name must sweep up the points on a Scrabble board.

  Ivanka fitted in surprisingly well. She was quiet, with a terrible phone manner, but she seemed to want to learn everything that running an office entailed, albeit at a very relaxed pace. Still,
  it was a relief for Della to be able to hand over a chunk of her workload, even if Ivanka didn’t seem very keen on doing the more mundane office junior jobs such as filing and making the tea.
  Ivanka would take an age to boil a kettle and strung out her trips to the post office, but Della found that she liked having another presence in the office and Ivanka’s surly ways amused her
  more than they annoyed her. Della got the impression, from the snippets that Ivanka supplied, that her home life in Poland hadn’t been up to much. She didn’t seem very close to her
  parents, which Della could relate to, and Della had to admire such a young girl moving over to a strange country in the hope of making something of herself. Though her parents remained in Krakow,
  Ivanka did have a few relatives who had moved to the area and she saw them quite often, which Della thought must be nice for her. In short, Della was grateful for Ivanka’s company and extra
  pair of hands, especially as those hands seemed to be as invisible to Jimmy as the rest of her was.

  Della went into the small office kitchen and made herself a cup of strong tea. She even allowed herself a consoling Oreo from the tin today, even though she didn’t usually partake of
  biscuits or chocolate, unlike Jimmy’s wife who most certainly did. Connie Diamond, according to how Della pictured her, must be a chocolate-filled, pampered whale with a blood group of gat-O
  positive by now. Even Jimmy had said before that Cadbury’s would be out of business if it wasn’t for his wife. Della had never been one for snacking, except on the odd banana, which is
  why she still tipped the scales at no more than eight stone – the same weight she had been thirty years ago when she was twenty-one.

  ‘Hello, only me,’ said a voice from the front office, just as Della had finished off the last of her biscuit. ‘Anyone in?’

  Della stepped back through to find the enormous square bulk of Pookie Barnes. He always looked as if he had shoplifted a forty-two inch TV and was smuggling it inside his clothes.

  ‘Thought I’d walked onto the Marie Celeste for a moment there.’ Pookie’s lips wore their usual broad smile, but it was one that should never be trusted – a
  crocodile-fake arc of teeth. Della always imagined that he would have the same expression whether he won the lottery or was waterboarding a business rival.

  ‘Thought I’d drag him out for an hour. You can spare him, can’t you? Where is he?’ wheezed Pookie, still breathless from climbing the stairs.

  ‘He’s on a golf course in Hampshire with you,’ said Della, her calm collected exterior masking the grip of the horrible confusion which had suddenly seized her whole body.

  ‘Oh shit.’ Pookie’s ever-present grin momentarily dropped from his face as he realised his faux pas, but he was as slippery as a greased eel and would wriggle hard to get
  himself out of any situation. He raised his finger to indicate a recall of memory. ‘Ah, I forgot he was going on ahead. I had a bit of unexpected business to do. Cropped up last
  minute.’ That plastic smile was back sitting comfortably once again on his lips. ‘I might as well set off down to Evertrees in Hampshire sooner rather than later then if he’s
  waiting for me.’

  He’s emphasising the destination so that I know where he was supposed to be going, thought Della. He must think I’m daft.

  Pookie’s fleshy neck was growing more purple-crimson around his collar. He might have been able to hang on to his composure, but he didn’t have much control over his blood pressure,
  or the vein in his forehead that looked as if it might pop at any minute.

  ‘No need to mention I dropped by,’ he said, tapping the side of his bulbous nose. ‘Don’t want old Jim thinking I was dragging my feet going down there. I said I’d
  meet him in the nineteeth hole at four. I better ring him and tell him that I’m stuck in traffic.’

  ‘Have a good time,’ Della said with as much sweetness as she could muster. ‘And don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.’ She tapped her considerably slimmer nose
  twice and smiled.

  Pookie turned on his heel and was out of the door as fast as his stubby little legs could carry him. Della locked the door behind him and sank onto the nearest chair before she fell, because she
  felt as if someone had taken all the bones out of her legs and replaced them with jelly. She wasn’t fooled by Pookie’s attempted patching of the situation. He was no more meeting with
  Jimmy that afternoon than she could audition to be a Playboy bunny.

  Jimmy had lied to her.

  Why, why would he start to lie to her after all these years of trusting her with all his dodgiest secrets?

  In the fifteen years she had worked for Jimmy Diamond, she had never known him to keep things from her before – and Della thought she could smell a fib from three hundred paces. But he had
  today – and why, because he had no reason to. She knew about his tax fiddles and his double-dealings and his many short-lived dalliances. She’d even lied for him to his wife when Jimmy
  was cosying up to some fancy piece and Connie rang up asking to speak to him. She even booked the hotels for Jimmy to do his cosying up in. She didn’t feel a jot of guilt about doing it
  either; in fact – were she to admit it – she felt a hit of glee that he disrespected his wife so much. It convinced her that there was no connection between them, that their marriage
  was hanging on by a thread and one day that thread would finally break and he would come to her, his soul-mate, the woman who knew everything about him and accepted him and adored him.

  She never felt threatened by Jimmy’s flings. He didn’t go into detail about them, but from the little hints he dropped, Della knew that they were ‘a scratch to an itch’
  because he wasn’t ‘getting it’ at home, which Della was glad about because she was wildly jealous of Connie Diamond’s position as the woman who had his name.

  So why hadn’t Jimmy told Della where he was really going? All she knew was that whatever the reason, it had to be something significant.

  Della flew to her desk and ripped off the key which was stuck to the back of the drawer with brown sticky tape. Jimmy didn’t know she had access to the locked bottom drawer in his own
  desk. She couldn’t remember when she had last snooped but it was certainly over a year and a half ago and she’d never found anything in it that she didn’t know about already.

  This time was different.

  This time she found a large brown envelope and it was stuffed full of receipts. A receipt for a silver heart-shaped locket from Tiffany. Receipts for overnight stays and dinner for two in
  five-star hotels in the centre of London and theatre tickets. Receipts for flowers, a teddy bear, a bracelet, earrings, clothes. A CAR – Della gasped, an Audi TT and brand new at that. Thank
  goodness Jimmy was so tight he had hung on to them all. He might not have been able to put these through the office books, but he was holding them in case he could find some other way of getting
  some tax relief.

  Ivanka wore a heart-shaped silver locket. And she drove an Audi TT. She had saved up years for it, she’d told Della four months ago when she proudly first drove it into their car
  park. Her cousin, a garage mechanic, had got her a terrific deal on it.

  And, if the next receipt which Della picked up was anything to go by, Jimmy Diamond wasn’t waiting for Pookie Barnes in a golf club bar in Hampshire, he was on a last-minute-booked, long
  weekend break in a very swanky hotel in the Costa Blanca with a certain Miss Ivanka Szczepanska.




  Chapter 4

  When Cheryl got to Mr Ackworth’s house, she found a note on the kitchen table to say that he was out. Normally that would have cheered her but her heart felt too
  physically weighed down with sadness and she cried as she vacuumed and mopped and dusted, periodically having to stop and clear her eyes of the tears obscuring her vision.

  She wished there’d been someone she could have rung up and poured everything out to, a close friend who would be there on her doorstep after work with cake and a bottle of wine, but there
  was no one. She had a sister, but she was a wrong ’un and they didn’t talk and her mother had always put bingo, blokes and booze before her daughters. The friends she had had at school
  and college had all moved upwards and onwards to good jobs and other friendship groups. She and Gary occasionally went out in couples with his mates and their partners, but the girls were already
  in a clique which she didn’t belong to and wouldn’t have wanted to, either. Her only friends were her fellow cleaners with whom she met up once a month for a joint moan over tea,
  sandwiches and scones at the Sunflower Café. She was fond of them, but she had her pride and wouldn’t have wanted them to know how much – and how many times – she’d
  been duped by the same man. There was no one whose shoulder she could cry on. She was alone.

  She wished she didn’t have to work at Edith’s with Ruth Fallis today. She usually loved her afternoons at Brambles Cottage but Ruth Fallis was a horrible woman and why Della had
  chosen her of all people to share the shift with was anyone’s guess. Ruth Fallis was the laziest cow walking so it was no surprise to Cheryl that Ruth hadn’t arrived by the time she got
  to Edith Gardiner’s house, and she was fifteen minutes late herself because of roadworks holding up the bus.

  Cheryl walked up the path to Brambles and, as always, a wistful sigh escaped her as she came to the bright green front door. It was such a pretty place, biscuit-tin beautiful with lots of little
  windows and white stone walls. It was the sort of house that the other Cheryl Parker, in a parallel universe, lived in. That Cheryl Parker wasn’t pushing down on her heartbreak in order to
  get through the day. That Cheryl was solvent and happily single and tended to the garden of Brambles with all the zeal that Edith did.

  Ernest Gardiner had built the cottage for his new bride and they had lived happily together there until his death thirty-three years ago. Brambles itself wasn’t huge, but the garden which
  surrounded it on all four sides was, and until eight years ago, when she was eighty-five, Edith had maintained it alone. Now she employed the services of a local gardener: something which Lance,
  Edith’s nephew, had been less than happy about when he arrived on the scene a few months ago. He obviously didn’t want to see any of his inheritance frittered away on
  ‘domestics’. Despite only living a few miles away in Wakefield, he hadn’t ever visited his aunt before last August. There had been a huge falling out in Edith’s family years
  ago and it was only when Lance’s parents died that he made contact with his aunt again via a Christmas card promising to come and see her when he wasn’t so busy. Ten years passed and he
  had never done so, although he rang to enquire after her health every few months. Then Edith had let it slip in a conversation with him that she was considering increasing her bequest to
  ‘those kind people from the Maud Haworth home for cats’ and suddenly Lance could find the time to drive over – and quite often too, always with a pack of cheap biscuits by way of
  a sweetener. They weren’t even branded biscuits: they were Pricechopper’s own. Cheryl didn’t like Lance, he was spiv-smarmy with greased dyed black hair and a lot of sly activity
  going on behind his little piggy eyes. It wasn’t her place to say anything but whenever she happened to be in the house when he was there, she kept her eyes peeled. She was very fond of Edith
  and felt fiercely protective towards her.

  ‘Only me,’ said Cheryl, knocking twice on the door before opening it and walking in. Oh, how she wished Brambles was hers. It had such a lovely feel to it, as if all the people who
  had ever visited had left a smile behind.

  ‘Good morning, dear Cheryl, I’m in here,’ Edith called from the light-filled kitchen which doubled up as her garden room. She was taking bulbs out of pots and wrapping them up
  in newspaper.

  ‘I shall repot these before Christmas so they flower again and brighten next January. Such a dull and depressing month,’ she said. ‘I do love hyacinths. Now, let me put that
  kettle on for us.’

  ‘No, don’t worry,’ said Cheryl. ‘I won’t have time for a cuppa today. Sorry I was late. There were roadworks. But don’t you worry: I’ll be here for the
  full one and a half hours. You do remember I’m only here for half the time today?’

  ‘Sorry, dear, remind me again what’s happening,’ said Edith, nudging a stray lock of snow-white hair back in place. ‘Why is the other lady coming?’

  ‘Because I’ve got another job booked in straight after this one,’ Cheryl explained clearly and patiently again. ‘Someone wants their offices spruced up because
  they’re having a visit from some top brass tomorrow so rather than me do a three-hour clean by myself, there will be two of us doing an hour and a half. ’

  ‘Ah yes, I remember now. The other lady hasn’t turned up yet. I imagine she’s been caught up in the roadworks too,’ said Edith.

  ‘Probably,’ Cheryl nodded, though she doubted it. Ruth was notorious for always arriving at jobs late and leaving them early. Jimmy had employed Ruth Fallis, she wouldn’t have
  got past an interview with Della.

  ‘Everything all right, dear? You don’t look yourself,’ Despite her age and rheumy eyes and foggy memory, Edith could spot that Cheryl wasn’t on top form.

  ‘Bit tired,’ said Cheryl, pushing out a smile. ‘I’m ready for a rest at the weekend.’

  She noticed two cups by the sink and an open packet of Pricechopper ginger nuts on the work surface.

  ‘You’ve just missed Lance,’ said Edith, following her line of vision. ‘He brought me some biscuits. I asked him to try and find me some Gypsy Creams but I don’t
  think they make them any more. I like them better with cream in the middle. These are a bit hard for my teeth.’

  Cheryl tried to stop her lip from curling at the thought of him smarming around Edith. As she went over to wash the cups, she noticed Edith’s chequebook was wedged in the runner of the
  odds and sods drawer, preventing it from closing. Cheryl had to manipulate it back and forth to free it.

  ‘What is it, Cheryl?’ asked Edith.

  ‘It’s your chequebook. It’s jammed and I don’t want to tear any of the pages.’

  ‘Oh it doesn’t matter,’ said Edith. ‘I don’t write cheques anyway.’

  When Cheryl managed to release it, she made a pretence of examining it for rips, but noticed five cheques had been taken out and no details had been recorded. They weren’t in sequence,
  either, as if they had been removed in order not to arouse suspicion. It didn’t take a genius to work out what was happening. What she could do about it was another matter.

  ‘You should check your bank accounts from time to time, Edith. Just to make sure you know where you are with them,’ said Cheryl, not wanting to distress Edith, but trying at the same
  time to put her on her guard.

  Edith flapped her hand. ‘I can’t be doing with all those figures. Oh, by the way, you’ll notice that I’ve moved the Renoir. I thought it might look better in the lounge
  than in the hallway.’

  Cheryl turned around sharply. ‘Edith. How the heck did you get it off the wall, never mind back up on another one?’

  ‘Step ladder of course,’ replied Edith. ‘Don’t you tell me off; I took it slowly.’

  ‘You should have waited for me.’ Cheryl shook her head. The old lady was incorrigible. ‘Or asked your Lance to do it.’ Then again, it would probably suit Lance if his
  aunt fell off the ladder and snuffed it. He wouldn’t have to sneak around stealing blank cheques. ‘Please tell me that you don’t take that ladder upstairs and change the paintings
  around.’

  ‘No, silly.’ Edith dismissed such a ridiculous suggestion with a roll of her eyes. ‘Only the downstairs ones. All my artists upstairs are happy where they are and I think the
  downstairs lot are too now, so there will be no more changing. I feel Mr Renoir will be much happier in the lounge with Mr Monet. They were great friends in person, you know.’

  Bless her, thought Cheryl. Edith was, like the ginger nuts, a few biscuits short of the packet. She truly believed that all the paintings in her house were originals: the Monet and the Renoir,
  now in the lounge, and a Mona Lisa hanging in the spare bedroom, amongst others. Edith’s grandfather Percy Lake, so she said, was a painter himself who’d been friends with Van Gogh.

  ‘My Sunflowers are the most precious of all the works here, you remember that,’ Edith once confided quietly in her. If that were true then Van Gogh must have done them
  in his blind drunk phase, thought Cheryl, because the painting was terrible. A five-year-old kid with a blindfold on could have done better.

  Cheryl felt Edith’s small bony hand on hers. ‘Cheryl, I have something to tell you. Something you’re going to like. Guess what I’m going to do…’

  Then there was a knock on the door and the moment was broken, and Cheryl didn’t find out what Edith was about to say. Ruth had arrived. Edith went to let her in.

  ‘Freezing in here,’ she shuddered as she walked into the kitchen. She nodded at Cheryl. ‘Alreight?’

  ‘Fine. Are you?’ replied Cheryl, catching a whiff of Ruth’s smoky aroma.

  ‘Aye, not bad.’

  ‘Lance is always cold here too, but I never am,’ said Edith, shaking her head. ‘I can’t understand it.’

  If anyone was going to feel the cold, it would be Edith, who was tiny, with paper-thin skin. Cheryl never felt it either. Maybe the house only saved its inviting warmth for nice people, she
  thought. And Lance was not nice. He looks like a Lance had been her first thought when she’d found him a few months ago ensconced in the lounge drinking tea. He was tall, straight
  and skinny, with an angular face and a beaky nose which had a precise black line of moustache running underneath it. He had long thin fingers, a mean mouth and sharp little bird eyes, He had looked
  Cheryl up and down with disdain and suspicion, and she’d heard him say to his aunt, when she was barely out of earshot, ‘Can you trust that woman in your house?’

  The bloody cheek of it, even more so from seeing Edith’s plundered cheque book that morning. She would make sure when their paths next crossed that she let him know that she’d asked
  Edith to check her bank account for fraudulent withdrawals.

  Ruth had a cup of tea and five ginger nuts before unzipping her cleaning bag, by which time Cheryl had already done Edith’s bedroom. They met on the landing. Ruth shivered as she squirted
  some polish onto a duster and tackled all the surfaces she could find at waist height. Trust her not to get down on her hands and knees and wipe down the skirting boards, thought Cheryl.

  ‘Creepy, this house, innit?’ said Ruth when they had moved downstairs. ‘I heard this whole area was built on an old Red Indian burial ground.’

  Cheryl fought the urge to laugh out loud. ‘Really?’ she said, thinking that Ruth Fallis had about as many brain cells as she did work cells. Norma Know-it-All, the others called
  her.

  ‘Not that it bothers me. There’s no house creepier than Mr Savant’s. Eh, she’s got a bob or two, ’asn’t she?’ said Ruth, in a loud stage whisper.
  ‘Jock would love to have a look around here.’

  Her husband Jock Fallis was a local antiques dealer. At least that’s what he imagined himself to be. His shop was a mucky little hole full of junk down by the Carlton village scrapyards.
  Jock Fallis was the type who would rip off his own granny for a penny; Cheryl hoped he wouldn’t come sniffing around here asking if Edith had anything to sell, and so she tried to put Ruth
  off the scent.

  ‘Naw, it’s all car boot rubbish,’ she said. ‘She’s only got her pension. House is falling to bits.’ As if to validate her story, at that very moment a chunk
  of plaster fell onto the floor from the side of the window. Now would you believe that, thought Cheryl with a secret grin. The house seemed to be on her side.

  Cheryl rinsed out her cloth and washed down some fingerprints on the walls. She needed to keep busy, keep her mind from second-guessing what Gary would be doing now, what would be going through
  his head. Where would he sleep tonight? Cheryl assumed at his mother’s or his sister’s – either way she’d feel her ears burning because Gary’s account of the split
  would be twisted to make her the villain of the piece. However much she tried to firewall them though, questions she didn’t want to answer broke through: How would she manage to pay all the
  rent by herself? How would she cope without having use of the car? What would it be like to sit in the house by herself night after night?

  She hadn’t planned her life to be like this and it scared her that she couldn’t see past this present depression. Material things had never been top of her wish-list, but a family
  was. She wanted a child to love so much, a child to bring up in the sort of family she had always wanted for herself: mum and dad, a strong unit, a warm house – not necessarily big –
  but clean and comfortable with plenty of food in the cupboards and lots of love in it. She and Gary had been given two chances at IVF on the NHS but both had failed and now it was down to them to
  fund it. She did cash-in-hand work cleaning the local pub when their regular woman let them down to bring in some extra money, and put away as much as she could in the building society. The joke
  wasn’t lost on her that she’d lectured Edith on keeping an eye on her savings when she hadn’t done so with her own. But Gary hadn’t just emptied their account; he had
  emptied her trust. He had emptied her heart. He had emptied her womb.

  The text alert on her phone went off and she dived out into the hallway to see if it was Gary. She pulled the phone out of her coat pocket, heart springing with anticipation, then felt the heavy
  plunge of disappointment to find it was Dominos Pizzas informing her that there was a special offer on. As she was returning to the lounge, she was aware that something wasn’t quite right.
  She took a few steps back and swept her eyes around the hallway but couldn’t put her finger on what was bothering her. Odd, she thought. But then, this whole day had been odd.

  Five minutes passed, then Ruth appeared in the doorway with her coat on.

  ‘There, that’s me done. I’m off.’

  Cheryl looked across to the clock on the wall. ‘Er, I don’t think so. You’ve half an hour to go. You were twenty minutes late, remember.’

  Ruth pulled a face. ‘Hark at you, the cleaning police.’

  ‘No I’m not, but I do the hours I’m paid for.’ Cheryl jiggled the rocking chair back into place and caught her ankle on the edge. The pain that flared up made her want to
  kick something. Or someone. But she couldn’t stop Ruth going home, could she? The most she could do was look annoyed and huff a bit.

  ‘Have you any spare window cleaner?’ asked Cheryl. ‘I’ve run out.’

  ‘Loads. I’ll get it for you,’ said Ruth. It was probably the same bottle she’d started out with two years ago, thought Cheryl.

  She followed Ruth back into the hallway and again that odd feeling visited her. As Ruth foraged in her bag for the window cleaner, Cheryl’s eyes roved slowly up and down and along the
  walls, determined to discover what was bugging her. It was when they came to the console table in front of the radiator that she realised what it was: a small oval porcelain trinket box with a pink
  rose on the lid wasn’t there. She had been cleaning for Edith for five years and it had always stood between the pot of artificial violets and the carved lucky imp. And the big giveaway that
  something was amiss was that Ruth, being Ruth, had done a slap-dash polish, and there was a tell-tale perfect oval of clean wood on the table, where the box had sat, surrounded by dust.

  A prickle of unpleasantness stabbed Cheryl in the back of the head.

  ‘Here you go. See you later,’ said Ruth, handing over a half-empty bottle of ‘Kristalglaz’. Then she picked up her bags and bobbed her head into the kitchen. ‘Bye,
  love. It’s been nice meeting you,’ she said in a voice that intimated Edith was both daft and deaf.

  As soon as the door shut behind her, Cheryl called to Edith.

  ‘Edith? Have you moved that little box off the table in the hallway?’

  Edith was still busy with her gardening pots. ‘No, Cheryl. Why?’

  The thieving cow. First Lance and now Ruth trampling over Edith’s vulnerability. Today was not a good day to get on Cheryl’s bad side. She threw open the front door, and
  marched down the path to catch up with Ruth Fallis.

  ‘Oy.’

  Ruth turned. ‘What’s up?’

  ‘Give it back,’ snarled Cheryl, beckoning the item’s return with a flutter of her fingers.

  ‘Give what back? What you on about? Oy, gerroff,’ Ruth protested as Cheryl grabbed her bag and rasped the zip down.

  ‘Don’t come it with me. You frigging know what.’

  ‘I said gerroff, you mad—’ But Ruth’s words died in her throat as Cheryl’s hand touched on something hard secreted in a nest of dusters. She pulled it out, it was
  the missing box.

  ‘I were only tekking it to show to our Jock. I’d have brought it back,’ Ruth huffed.

  ‘When would that have been then?’ Cheryl growled. ‘Edith isn’t one of your ladies, this job is a one-off for you. I’m not an idiot – you nicked this and meant
  to keep it.’ She opened up the box. There was a gold ring inside with a diamond cluster sitting proud. ‘Gonna bring this back an’ all, were you?’

  ‘I didn’t know it were in,’ stuttered Ruth, her chins wobbling.

  ‘Bollocks.’

  ‘Oh fuck you, you self-righteous bitch,’ Ruth came back at her.

  Cheryl stuffed the trinket box in her pocket and grabbed Ruth’s coat at the collar, pulling her face close.

  ‘I’m telling Della. You shouldn’t be in anyone’s house, especially not old people’s.’

  ‘You better not,’ said Ruth, struggling to free herself, but years of frustration and hurt and anger were concentrated in Cheryl’s hands which remained locked on Ruth’s
  tatty work coat.

  ‘Or what? What you going to do? Send Fat Jock around to sit on me? You’re a lazy, heartless bitch, Ruth Fallis, and you’re lucky I’m not going to tell Edith because she
  or her nephew would have the coppers round at yours before you had chance to catch your breath. Now fuck off.’

  Cheryl released her hands, pushing the red-faced Ruth backwards.

  ‘You mad bitch,’ she snarled, rubbing at her neck. ‘You’ll be sorry when I tell our Jock.’

  Cheryl took a step in her direction and Ruth snatched up her bag and toddled away sharply, looking over her shoulder every few steps to make sure Cheryl was at a safe distance.

  Cheryl put the dish back on the table so that Edith would be none the wiser. She didn’t want Lance to get to know about this incident because it would give him all the excuse he needed to
  tar all cleaners with the same brush.

  Cheryl hoped that the answering machine would pick up her message to Della rather than have to speak to her directly. She really couldn’t face any more drama today.




  Chapter 5

  Revenge is a dish best served cold, so the saying went. Well, bollocks to that, thought Della. Her whole body was taken over by the desire to avenge herself on that
  lying bastard of a man she worked for. How dare he treat her with such disdain after all she had done for him? And not just Jimmy, but Ivanka. Even though she had known the girl for only six
  months, the deception hit hard. She had bent over backwards to make her feel at home in the office. She wouldn’t have given anyone else as much leeway. Della was shaking with shock and hurt
  at the realisation she had been made a complete fool of, but mostly she felt rage.

  Calm yourself, she said, hearing her heart race dangerously in her chest. She didn’t want to die of a heart attack before she had made James Arthur Diamond sit up and notice. She took a
  long deep breath in and let a long deep breath go; she had to think. She needed to backtrack over several months; the last six to be exact. When had his affair with Ivanka started? And how had that
  little madam been able to dupe her so easily – Della hadn’t even had a sniff that something was going on between them under her very nose. The earliest receipt was for the car –
  four months ago. But had it been going on for longer?

  Think, Della, think. Go right back to the beginning. She herded her thoughts in order.

  It was last July when Jimmy suggested they get an office junior. An East European girl, he had definitely specified. Had Jimmy deliberately ensured that Della saw him salivating over
  the other two applicants? Had she thought at the time that it was odd he hadn’t been in the slightest bit interested in the young, leggy blonde? Jimmy would have eyed up anyone and yet he had
  remained impervious to Ivanka – why hadn’t that sounded a warning bell in her? Because she was too pleased to see that Ivanka obviously hadn’t floated his boat, that’s why.
  In the end it had been she who had insisted on choosing Ivanka without realising she had been expertly manipulated into her choice. Jimmy Diamond had done her up like a kipper.

  In the six months since she had been there, Jimmy and Ivanka had been nothing but polite and professional with each other, veering on the side of frosty. Jimmy hadn’t joked around with
  her, although he had excused that by whispering to Della, ‘She’s a cold fish, that one.’

  Della reached for the office diary and found the entries where Ivanka had been either off ill or on holiday. There was a Friday in November when Ivanka had rung in sick with a stomach bug
  – Jimmy was supposedly in Nottingham that day at a meeting. Or was he? Della rifled through the receipts in the brown envelope and found that Jimmy had actually been in a swanky London hotel
  on that night – in a double room, of course. And he and A. N. Other had been to the theatre, because there were two ticket stubs for Les Misérables. The Tuesday in January
  when Ivanka was off, apparently in the grip of period pains, tied up with a receipt for one night in a five-star suite in York, plus dinner (lobster and chateaubriand) plus his and hers massages in
  the hotel spa. There was more.

  It had been going on since before Ivanka had joined Diamond Shine, Della knew. That’s why she came to work here. Jimmy didn’t take women to the theatre. He didn’t even take his
  wife there. He took women for meals and to cheap hotels. And he was careful to do it with females who wanted the same no-strings-attached flings. But strangely, Della hadn’t been asked to
  book him any rendezvous for about ten or eleven months now. She’d taken that as a sign that he had finished sowing his wild oats and was finally settling. That he might want a relationship
  that was deep and meaningful and monogamous. That he might turn to her for it.

  There was a wad of bank statements going back two years pertaining to a high interest account and a current account. Exactly seven months ago, the latter started showing an amount of one
  thousand seven hundred pounds leaving on the first of every month to go to Ivan Szcz. Ivanka. He was either topping her wage up on the sly or paying for services rendered – probably
  both.

  Then, folded with last month’s statement, Della found it. A receipt for a diamond ring.

  An engagement ring.

  Her hand flew to her mouth, stifling the cry of shock. There was no mistaking who it was for, either, because there was an instruction to engrave it with the words: J & I TRUE LOVE.

  The awful truth dawned on her that Jimmy and Ivanka were in a committed relationship; well, as much as you could be when you were married to someone else. Jimmy wouldn’t have employed
  someone he wanted to shag and leave; he was serious about her. A hot column of fury coursed through Della’s centre and she wanted to hit something hard and release the pressure of it. How
  could he do this to her? How could he have used her like this? She was virtually running his company whilst he was bonking the office junior. So what was the long-term plan? Oh, it really
  didn’t take that much working out: he was paving the path for Ivanka to replace her. What a blind, gullible idiot she had been.

  Ivanka. For a nineteen year old, she was a crafty one, thought Della. She had slipped under her radar as if she were a buttered stealth bomber. Della flicked away the single rogue tear which
  rolled down her cheek. How dare they? A sudden picture shot into her head of Ivanka and Jimmy laughing at her behind her back. That skinny, frumpy woman nearly three times the age of
  Ivanka, totally oblivious to the goings on under her long pointy nose. She imagined them planning the scene they’d acted out so faultlessly that morning. Oh how they must have enjoyed it;
  otherwise why didn’t Ivanka just ring in sick rather than go to all the pretence of playacting the poor vomiting victim? There was no other explanation than they wanted to see themselves get
  away with their deception first-hand, pull the wool over her eyes, make a fool of her, show each other how clever they were. Well, they wouldn’t be laughing for much longer. Della was going
  to put a very big bomb underneath Jimmy Diamond’s secret little world and she’d start by telling his stupid wife exactly what he was up to.




  Chapter 6

  Della in angry mode was a frightening spectacle. By the end of the afternoon, she had ripped the office apart looking for further proof of Jimmy’s deception, but all the
  damning evidence had been concentrated in his locked drawer. Oh, she couldn’t wait to see the look on his wife’s face. That stuck-up madam had it coming to her. On the few occasions
  when Della had to ring Jimmy at home and Connie had picked up the phone, Della could feel her disdain dripping down the line in her direction that one of Jimmy’s minions had dared to ring
  their mansion. Likewise, whenever Connie had to ring the office to get hold of Jimmy, Della couldn’t help playing delaying tactical games, taking ages to find Jimmy and put him through or
  saying that he was busy and asking who was calling, when she knew all along that it was his wife. Alas these exchanges happened more often than not, because Jimmy refused to have a mobile phone. He
  said that he would never be a slave to a lump of metal. That was obviously an excuse to keep himself elusive because in the envelope of receipts was one for a pay-as-you-go phone and the number,
  which Della noted down. Oh my, Della was looking forward to seeing Mrs Constance Diamond’s perfect little bubble of superiority well and truly popped.

  When Della was satisfied that everything was back in place, except the envelope of evidence which was in her bag, she picked up her keys and took one last look behind her. She wouldn’t be
  in tomorrow, or ever again. And she wouldn’t answer Jimmy’s calls – she’d just leave him to work out why she had left. He would be in a total mess without her at the helm.
  Good.

  Just as Della opened the door to go, the phone rang. Della made an instinctive movement to pick it up, then stopped herself and let the answering machine handle it.

  ‘Hi, it’s Cheryl. I’ve just had a fight with Ruth Fallis because I caught her nicking stuff out of Edith Gardiner’s house . . .’

  Hearing enough, Della closed the door. Let Jimmy and Ivanka deal with that. It would be a nice welcome home for them on Tuesday morning.




  Chapter 7

  ‘Jimmy, darlink. Put some oil on my back,’ Ivanka drawled lazily from her face-down position on the sunbed as she tilted her left hand from side to side so the sun
  glinted on the substantial solitaire diamond ring she wore on the third finger.

  ‘Of course, my angel,’ said Jimmy, jumping to attention and squirting some coconut-scented liquid into his hand to warm it slightly before it hit Ivanka’s soft, young skin.

  She purred as he rubbed in the oil and copped a crafty feel of the side of her boobs.

  ‘I can’t believe we’re here,’ said Jimmy, lifting his head to look at the sun which was freakishly hot for the end of February. Was it really only that morning that
  he’d been standing in his office putting his foot down with Della?

  ‘I can’t believe that we are here as an engaged couple.’

  ‘Well, we are, honeybuns,’ said Jimmy. In the throes of passion, he had stupidly agreed to buy her a ring to prove that his intentions towards her were honourable. Well, as
  honourable as they could be, becoming engaged to a nineteen year old whilst still married to his wife of twenty-four years.

  ‘It’s beautiful diamond. I love it,’ crooned Ivanka.

  ‘Only wear it when we are out, don’t go and forget and put it on in the office.’

  ‘Of course,’ said Ivanka impatiently, clicking her tongue. ‘I am not idiot, Jimmy. And I will say proper thank you when we go back to the hotel.’ She twisted her head and
  licked her lips and he felt a stirring in his groin.

  ‘This is the life,’ he said, wanting to scream it from the nearest rooftop. He knew how Shirley Valentine felt now. He’d been forced to watch that tripe with Ivanka one evening
  in a London hotel and had thought it unbelievable that anyone could refuse to go home after her holiday had ended, but today – for the first time – he really got it.

  He weighed up the possibility of doing exactly that on Tuesday as his hand glided over Ivanka’s back. Della could run his office quite easily without him. He’d have to pay her a bit
  extra, but she’d do anything for him. Della Frostick was a dried-up twig of a woman starving for affection and all he’d had to do was throw her the odd compliment or stare at her for
  what was longer than necessary to make her fall in love with him. She would move the world for him if she could, or fetch his slippers in her mouth because she was as loyal as a dog. The image of
  Della on all fours with his stinky moccasins between her teeth made him giggle to himself. He trusted her with everything; well, that wasn’t strictly true, because though she saw most of the
  company bank statements, she didn’t see all of them and she didn’t know that he was shagging the office junior. Or that he had proposed to her a month ago, mid blow-job.

  Oh, he wished he could split himself in two because though he relished the thought of sharing his bed every night with Ivanka and her golden body, Connie was a nice, simple, warm, good-hearted,
  uncomplicated and undemanding wife. He could have his cake and eat it with Connie. She never questioned his comings and goings and, bless her, was too thick to realise that he’d had more
  extramarital affairs than Ken Barlow. Divorcing her wasn’t an option he had really considered until he got carried away and opened his big trap and asked another woman to marry him.

  He was fond of Connie, really he was. She was good to him and she kept a clean, comfortable house. He didn’t know if it was love. They’d been together since they were teenagers and
  stuck with each other but he’d never felt that he wanted to bonk her continually, which was how he thought about Ivanka.

  His hand smoothed Hawaiian Tropic over Ivanka’s yielding buttocks. It was all starting to become a problem. Ivanka was a pleasure model and he couldn’t picture her washing his smalls
  and becoming the new ‘Connie’. But he needed a Connie in the background. He frowned . . . he had juggled them all quite adequately for almost a year without anyone finding out; there
  was no reason not to think they couldn’t carry on as they were. Except they couldn’t really now, because Jimmy had bought Ivanka an engagement ring and had stupidly thought she would be
  pacified by that and not expect a marriage to follow soon after. Why could she not be happy with their snatched moments in the office when Della was out shopping in her lunch hour, their nights in
  swanky hotels, the presents he bought her . . . not making their relationship public had kept it edgy and exciting, couldn’t she see that? Anyway, sod it, there was no point in being here and
  worrying about the future so Jimmy did what he was expert at doing: ignoring the fact that his actions might have consequences. At least until he was forced into facing up to them.

  ‘I’m going for a dip, darling,’ he said, snapping the top back on the oil. He stood up and sucked in his stomach which was hanging a little too much over his budgie smugglers
  these days for his liking – but that was contentment for you. Too many five-course meals and champagne. It was a good job he was so energetic in the sack and some calories at least were
  burned off in the process.

  Jimmy swaggered down to the beach, knowing that he still cut a good figure at forty-four, bare-chested and in a pair of short shorts: tall and handsome with twinkling eyes and a smile that could
  disarm a shark with a cocked machine gun. Jimmy Diamond had ‘likeability’ by the bucketload and boy, did he know it and use it. He’d learned the art of seduction from watching his
  dad sell second-hand cars. Stan Diamond had Cary Grant looks and a silver tongue that could have sold condoms to nuns.

  And, as he got older, Jimmy, like his father, was acquiring those crinkles around the eyes that only added to his attractiveness, unlike what was happening to the eyes of Pookie Barnes who had
  grown bags so big you could have carried your shopping home in them. Pookie’s hair was thinning by the day as well, unlike Jimmy’s which remained thick and brown with no hint of a
  monk’s patch at the crown and only the merest hint of white at the temples. And Jimmy didn’t need Viagra as Pookie did. But then Pookie’s missus was twice the size of Connie and
  had a face like a squashed bat, so no wonder Pookie needed some medical intervention in that department.

  Jimmy stood in the deliciously cool sea as the sun shone down on him and thought of that George Best story: there he was in a hotel room with Miss World and a bed covered in thousands of pounds
  that he had just won on the horses and the waiter who brought them in champagne to celebrate with had asked him, ‘So where did it all go wrong then, George?’ Jimmy Diamond felt like
  that at this moment. He laughed to himself. A wife who washed his clothes, a woman who ran his office like an oiled premium machine and was madly in love with him, a teenage sex-goddess for a
  mistress, a successful business, a stashed bank account, a nice car . . . where did it all go wrong, Jimmy?

  Life at the moment was the best.




  Chapter 8

  Jimmy’s house was detached but incredibly modest compared to what he could have afforded according to the profits on the company accounts, never mind the secret accounts
  she had just discovered, thought Della as her car nosed up his drive. And it was looking a bit shabby to her. The windows needed replacing, for one thing.

  He was always pleading poverty with the girls whenever any of them asked for a pay rise, and Della had loyally kept schtum because he gave her a generous, at least by his standards, annual pay
  increase to make sure she did so. There was a car in the drive which she presumed must belong to Connie. A small, red Ford with a dented bumper and a fair bit of rust on the wheel arches, a far cry
  from Jimmy’s swanky motor. Della wondered what Connie would say when she found out Ivanka was driving around in a brand new sports car and chuckled to herself.

  Jimmy’s daughter Jane was grown up and living with a man in Holland so it wouldn’t be as if she were smashing up a family unit. As for hurting Connie Diamond with what she was about
  to do, well stuff her. Connie Diamond was the woman whom Della tried not to think about, the woman who was the mother of his child. Despite his misdemeanours, she was still the woman he went to bed
  with every night and woke up with every morning, and the woman he spent Christmas Day with and to whom he signed anniversary cards (even if Della bought them for him). Della nearly turned green
  every time she thought about Connie Diamond but somehow it made it easier to think of her as cold, lazy, ugly and snooty. Everything that was undesirable in a wife, Della projected onto Connie.

  Della had only seen Connie a handful of times, the last being over thirteen years ago, when the money really started rolling in big-time for Jimmy. Della had chosen to interpret her quiet, shy
  demeanour as stand-offish, her refusal of refreshment as snobbish. In her mind’s eye Della imagined the woman who was going to open the front door to her in a few moments: coiffeured and
  regal with shellaced nails, looking every inch the fat queen bee. She would be chilly and frigid and would bore Jimmy senseless, which is why he couldn’t keep it in his trousers and sought
  his pleasures in other beds. Well, however much Botox Connie’s forehead was pumped full of, what Della had to say to her would force her frozen face to react.

  Della pressed her finger hard into the doorbell button and heard rich Westminster chimes coming from inside the house. Then she saw a hint of movement behind the blurred glass in the door and a
  figure approaching, a lock being turned. Then the door opened and a frumpy, plump woman in a shapeless dress opened it.

  ‘Could I speak to . . .’ At first Della didn’t recognise her and wondered for a second if she had the right house. She had been about to ask if Mrs Diamond was in, then she
  noticed the woman’s soft grey eyes and she knew this was Connie.

  Blimey moses, thought Della, surely not.

  ‘Connie?’

  ‘Yes, I’m Connie,’ came the reply. ‘Della?’

  Connie recognised her immediately because Della had barely changed in the years since they had last met. Her brown hair was flecked with grey now, but she was still wearing it in the same style,
  scraped back from her thin angular face into a small immaculate bun above the nape of her neck. Della’s eyes were still as bright and dark and all-knowing. It had been her eyes that Connie
  remembered about her most – like a bird of prey, missing nothing.

  The air that stood between these two women almost crackled with the wariness that each had for the other. Connie knew that Jimmy was an expert in making a woman feel special. Even her own mother
  had been enchanted by his ‘Jimmy charm’. Connie suspected that Della might have read too much into any flirting; she could tell from the way Della answered the phone that she was never
  pleased to have to put a call from his wife through to Jimmy.

  ‘Can I please come in? I have something important to say,’ said Della, her voice clipped and spiky. She didn’t expect Connie to nod and move aside so easily, but Connie was
  intrigued if nothing else.

  ‘Yes, please do,’ she said.

  Della followed her boss’s wife down the hallway and into the small, square kitchen which gleamed with cleanliness. Then again, Lady Muck here had plenty of time to clean, being a lady of
  leisure, thought Della. Some people had to work for a living. Jimmy’s rich wife didn’t.

  ‘Won’t you sit down?’ Connie asked her, pulling out a chair from under the dining table. Della noticed it wasn’t exactly high end. She’d imagined Jimmy to have
  better taste; then again, it was probably his wife who picked the furniture. And she’d made a crap job of it. The shine on the wood couldn’t mask the cheap quality. Della’s eyes
  roamed around the kitchen, falling on the large double-layered box of truffles which was on the table. She recognised it.

  ‘I’ll stand, thanks,’ said Della stiffly. ‘What I have to say won’t take long. I can’t stay,’ she sniffed, shifting her attention back to Connie.
  ‘I’m just dropping the office keys off. You can tell Jimmy for me that I won’t be working for him any more.’

  Della waited for Connie to react. When she had played this scene out in her head on the drive over here, she had imagined a slow smile spreading across Connie’s face which she would then
  proceed to wipe off. But Connie gave no reaction, other than to say a very surprised ‘Oh.’

  ‘I suppose you want to know why so I’ll tell you.’ Della was determined to have her moment with or without Connie’s participation. She looked directly into Connie’s
  grey eyes. Her eyes were what Della had remembered most about her, big and shiny and beautiful, fringed with thick, black lashes.

  This was it. The moment she had been waiting for.

  ‘You see, I won’t lie for him any more. Jimmy is in a five-star hotel in Spain with his mistress, Ivanka. The office junior. It’s been going on for months. She’s driving
  around in the brand new car he’s just bought her. An Audi TT.’

  Della crossed her arms and waited for Connie’s mouth to fall open with shock or for her to start shouting or screaming for her to get out – anything to show that she had scored a
  bullseye, but, other than a small swallow, there was nothing. Della shook her head in disbelief and couldn’t help a small incredulous laugh escaping.

  This was surreal. ‘Did you hear what I just said?’

  ‘Yes,’ replied Connie, her voice quiet and slightly wavering. ‘I heard.’

  ‘No, I don’t think you did hear me properly,’ Della barked. ‘Your husband is bonking a nineteen year old, and has been for at least six months.’

  ‘I think you should leave now,’ Connie replied, trying to control the shake in her voice. Inside her head she was attempting to rationalise the situation. For some reason Della was
  really annoyed with Jimmy and hitting out. It was preposterous to think that Jimmy and a nineteen year old were having an affair. She refused to give this woman the satisfaction of even
  entertaining such a ridiculous suggestion.

  ‘Good grief.’ Della shook her head from side to side at Connie’s non-reaction. Connie was even more pathetic than she had given her credit for. ‘Don’t you
  care?’

  ‘My husband loves me,’ said Connie calmly.

  ‘Yeah, he loves you so much that he has me running around buying boxes of chocolates for you because he can’t even be bothered doing that.’

  And then Connie Diamond gave Della the open-mouthed wounded expression that she had been waiting for. Not at the revelation that her husband was shagging around, but because he didn’t buy
  her the boxes of chocolates she scoffed.

  ‘Those rose creams on the table, for instance,’ Della went on. ‘Think he brought them home from a business trip in Devon last week, did you? Wrong. I ordered them from a shop
  in Exeter. And when he went to Bruges last month, could he be arsed bringing you anything back? No. I purchased them online for him and they were delivered to the office.’

  ‘You buy them?’ Connie said, her voice barely louder than her breath.

  ‘I have done ever since I started working for him. Christmas, birthday, even the heart-shaped boxes on Valentine’s Day,’ said Della. ‘Oh, and the one you’ll be
  getting on Tuesday when he gets back home will be especially impressive. I’ve noticed that the bigger the box of chocolates he asks for, the more guilt it’s been bought with. But then
  again he is totally smitten by Ivanka. Enough to get engaged to her as a matter of fact.’

  Della was really sticking the boot in and it felt so totally cathartic to smash up the heart of the woman whose husband had smashed her heart up.

  Connie’s brain was awash with Della’s disclosures now. Saturated with them. They flooded her whole being and whipped her strength away. ‘ Please leave . . . g . . . go,’
  Connie said, her voice now a full-on wobble. She was holding onto the back of a chair as if it was the only thing stopping her from falling to the ground.

  ‘No point in you getting this upset if you’ve put up with it for at least fifteen years,’ said Della.

  Connie’s head snapped up and her eyes widened with shock.

  ‘Fifteen years? What do you mean at least fifteen years?’

  Della’s eyebrows raised. Surely she knew?

  ‘I’ve been working for Diamond Shine for fifteen years and on my first day Jimmy left me to familiarise myself with the office because he was “having a liaison”. It
  obviously wasn’t his first.’

  Connie blanched before Della’s eyes.

  ‘I must say,’ sniffed Della, looking round, ‘with all that money in his business and with what he spends on hotels and champagne, I’d have thought he could have at least
  spent some on the house.’

  ‘Get out,’ said Connie, some steel in her voice at last.

  ‘Oh, don’t worry, Lady Muck, I’m off. Here are the keys and here’s some night-time reading for you. It’s better than a Thomas Harris novel.’ Della slammed
  both the keys and the envelope full of receipts down onto the table. ‘He can get someone else to do his dirty work and buy your bloody chocolates from now on.’

  And she turned and flounced out, wishing she had done it a second sooner because then she wouldn’t have seen Connie Diamond crumple and the tears start to drop heavily down her face.




  Chapter 9

  When Connie heard the front door slam in its frame, she sank onto the chair, put her head in her hands and sobbed hard. The noise she made was horrible, more as if it came from
  an injured animal than a human being. Jimmy couldn’t be having an affair. Could he? He wouldn’t do that to her. Not again. He wasn’t the type. No, no, no, no, no, she would have
  known. They had been together twenty-four years – she knew him inside out.

  The year after their marriage she had discovered that he had been having a fling with her so-called friend, Jessie Mountjoy. She had confronted him and screamed at him and driven him out of the
  house. He had come back, of course, because it was a crazy time, an awful, terrible part of their lives. But they had managed to put it behind them. ‘Trust me,’ he’d pleaded with
  her. ‘I promise I’ll never do that to you again. You are my best girl, always remember that.’

  And so she had trusted him, because what was a marriage without trust, and they had built a life together and had a daughter. Della was wrong. Jimmy would never be that cruel. He didn’t
  have time, anyway – he was always working, always chasing the money. They had an okay-ish house and when the money came rolling in, Jimmy had promised her they would do it up from top to
  bottom. But, though trade had increased over the years, they hadn’t exactly drowned in the profits. This was the truth she had been led to believe. Jimmy might have worked hard in the
  foreground, but Connie had worked harder in the background. She had brought up their child more or less single-handed, she had cared for Jimmy’s unwell parents and her own mother, not that
  she minded because families pulled together and looked after each other as best they could. And whenever he worked away, he always brought her beautiful chocolates and over the years those truffles
  had become a symbol of his devotion to her. They were his way of saying, ‘I love you and I appreciate you,’ because he never said the actual words.

  Except that he hadn’t bought those chocolates, which changed everything.

  With her fingers trembling, she reached for the envelope which Della had brought and tipped the contents out onto the table. She was immediately relieved that there were no photographs of him
  in flagrante delicto with other women, only sheets with writing and numbers on them: receipts, statements.

  There was a hotel bill for the Waldorf in London. Theatre tickets at one hundred and fifty pounds each. A bar bill for two three-hundred-pound bottles of champagne. A receipt for a pair of Jimmy
  Choo shoes, size eight. Bouquets of flowers. A gold bracelet, a Tiffany necklace . . . every receipt was a proof of sheer indulgence. But, looking at the bank statements that were also in the
  envelope, what Jimmy had spent on himself and ‘Ms Szczepanksa’ could be easily afforded.

  She didn’t know he even had an account with the Northumbria Bank. Well, two as it happens – a high interest account and a current account and he’d had them both for twenty
  years, or so it seemed from the letter accompanying one of the statements, congratulating him on being a customer for so long and informing him that they were enclosing a thank-you key ring. She
  most certainly didn’t know he was keeping that amount of money secret from her. There was only one reason why he must be doing that, and that was because of how he was spending it. No,
  no, no, he wouldn’t, she whispered over and over again, but she felt like Canute inside herself, trying to stem the tide of evidence as it rolled towards her like a great wave and
  threatened to engulf her.

  Della’s words came thudding into her head again. Jimmy is in a five-star hotel in Spain with his mistress. She’s driving around in the brand new car he’s just bought her.
  An Audi TT. And: He loves you so much that he has me running around buying boxes of chocolates for you because he can’t even be bothered doing that. But according to the
  receipts, he had bought chocolates online from Le Mansion de Cocoa. Connie had never had chocolates from there. He had bothered to buy them for his mistress but not his wife. Connie squeezed at her
  temples with her fingertips. It was as if a lorry had tipped its whole massive load of crap into her head. Hundreds of lies rose up like animated corpses in the memory banks of her brain from all
  her years with Jimmy. Connie’s tears plopped onto the table but they didn’t carry any of the hurt away from her which stayed resolutely inside her as a solid cold stone block.

  She needed to hold them back. She needed the medicine that would take all the pain away. Connie plunged into the box of chocolates on the table and grabbed a handful, stuffing them into her
  mouth and chewing hard, chomping, trying to concentrate on nothing but the sweet mix of rose cream and chocolate, fending off everything that tried to seize her brain’s attention. The
  chocolate could do that for her. The taste, just think of the taste and nothing else. Chocolate had made her feel loved, cherished. Chocolate had made her think she was still his best
  girl. More chocolates, you need more. She bit down on as many of them as she could get in her mouth as the questions in her head became louder and more insistent that she take notice of
  them, crashing through the protective chocolate wall she had built up around herself.

  Connie lifted her head and caught sight of herself in the long mirror which hung at the side of the door. She looked disgusting. Her eyes were swollen and red, her cheeks were pudgy and extended
  hamster-like full of chocolate; and what must the neat and smart Della have thought of her in that comfy loose pale-grey pinafore that made her seem twice the size she was.

  Connie pushed the last of the chocolates in the box into her mouth to divert the primary receptors in her brain from thought activity to taste. We’ll make everything better, they
  seemed to call when they were sitting brown and glossy in the box. But as soon as her teeth released the flavours, their voices changed. Fooled you. We’ll make it WORSE. A moment on the
  lips, a lifetime on the hips. Swallow. There’s a good girl. Fatty fatty fatty fatty. The voices were right; she was fat, ugly and revolting. No wonder her husband preferred to bonk
  outside his marital bed rather than in it. And in that one moment those years of betrayal, which ran far deeper than a few flings, and a besotted young Polish girl, became fused with the taste, the
  smell, the texture, the colour, everything about chocolate. The boxes he gave her didn’t demonstrate how much he loved her but how little he cared. She’d been a fool and a far bigger
  one than even Della could possibly have imagined.

  There were no friends she could call to pour all this out to. She hadn’t had friends for years, not since Jane was little and she’d met some nice women at the school gates, but
  they’d drifted away when Jane went to big school and then out into the world. Her mum had been her best friend and she was gone now too. There was the woman in the newsagent who always passed
  the time of day with her and the chatty girl at the petrol station – but they weren’t ‘friends’. She suddenly felt very aware of her social isolation. How had she become
  such a friendless, dull, stupid, trusting lump? Get a grip, get a grip said a calming voice that came from deep inside her, as if it were a secret store of sense for use only in
  emergencies and her despair had broken the glass that encased it and let it free. You need to think.

  She took a deep breath, and another in an attempt to chase away the shock that brought with it so many exaggerated emotions. What do you feel, Connie Diamond? she asked herself. Not
  what you think you should feel, what do you actually feel? And she surprised herself with the answer. Yes, she felt hurt, humiliated, fear at finding herself in an alien
  marital landscape, but more than anything she felt anger like a heat in every part of her.

  She wiped a tear away as a steely voice in her head growled: By God, Jimmy Diamond, I’ll make you pay for this. Rage felt vitalising as it boiled inside her. It drove her tears
  back to their waiting place; it put iron in her heart and steel in her limbs. The medicine of anger would allow her to function.

  She could either cave in to the tears or think up a plan for how she was going to leave her husband on a chariot of fire rather than let him unceremoniously dump her like an old boot for his
  ‘fiancée’. At least, by ripping her out of her bubble of false security, Della had allowed her the chance to claw back some dignity.
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