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For my late mam and dad who I miss every day because I will never get used to not receiving a ‘daughter’ card again.

Thank you for the typewriter, the hash and pancakes, the ‘how to pick up spaghetti’ lessons, the sunny Spanish holidays, the budgie who was the world’s crappiest flyer, the trips to Glasgow in an articulated lorry, the pink milk pan present, the pocket money, the old films and the music, the warmth, the fun, the laughter, the love, the looks on your faces when you first saw my babies. The best jigsaw pieces of our lives together; special, irreplaceable, unforgettable. Thank you for so many glorious memories.






Nothing in life is beyond repair. Strong and beautiful things can be made from the most broken of pieces.

LINDA FLOWERS








Chapter 1

The café had been open two full weeks before Amanda Brundell managed to check it out. She didn’t know how that was, because she had been champing at the bit to go since she heard the refurb had been completed and it was once again ready to open its doors. Maybe, she reasoned, as she pulled up in the empty car park, it was something to do with her loyalty to Bettina Boot, who’d been the previous owner. Maybe she was frightened that walking in might make all her old memories of how it used to be disintegrate, because it had been such a beloved place and she wanted to keep them intact. More than beloved even: a little sub-planet where she could just be for a sacred forty-minute visit, away from everything else. Everyone else. She felt Bettina’s coffees and cakes work on her frazzled nerves like a masseur might smooth the knots out of a crunchy back.

Bettina had died on the job; just keeled over while cutting into a coffee and walnut sponge. People said that it was ‘what she would have wanted’ and though a ludicrous statement really, Amanda knew what they meant. Bettina had slowed down but was resisting retirement, which she wouldn’t have taken to well. The café was her life, and as beloved to her clientele as it was to Bettina herself. Amanda had discovered it five years ago, after a flood on the road had diverted her route home and she’d called in for an urgent wee stop. She’d bought a coffee for the privilege of using the facilities and had only intended to throw it down her neck and go, but there had been something about the place that made her want to linger. She ordered another coffee with a slice of Victoria sponge and sat, enjoying the gentle background music – tunes of yesteryear – and the soothing ambience. The décor was faded-Victorian drawing room, with pristine starched white tablecloths and a surfeit of doilies. It was the oddest little place, a genteel oasis of chat, sipping from bone china cups, eating cake with delicate forks. Since that introduction, Amanda had quite often made a pit stop at it between the drive from work and to her mother’s so she could decompress in the company of pensioners and a slice of the ‘special cake of the day’. It had fortified her, just as surely as if someone had recharged her internal batteries. She had been gutted to roll up one day and find the place closed and a notice in the window written by Bettina’s daughter to say that an era had ended.

Now it had opened with a new identity and had become ‘Ray’s Diner’. The door had been painted in red stripes and white stars on a blue background. It wouldn’t have the mismatched crockery and the homemade gateaux under glass domes on the counter, with buttercream that tasted as if it had been made by the angels. And it wouldn’t have Bettina, who was as old as the Pennines and treated every customer like a prodigal child. But she was curious enough to try it.

Amanda hated change. She even hated the word ‘change’. There were too many of those around at the moment: changes in the local road system, changes in the managerial set up at work, with rumbles of redundancies and the changes happening in her own body that signified the end of her child-bearing days. Not that she’d ever gone down that road; she’d actively avoided it. The only thing she’d ever tried to breed were her two guinea pigs when she herself was a kid and she couldn’t even manage that – and who’d ever heard of guinea pigs who didn’t want to bonk each other? She owned the only male and female guinea pigs on the planet that preferred to cuddle up platonically and hold a squeaky conversation about the price of curtains. Basil was definitely asexual and Rosemary must have been electively celibate. Still, they had an incredibly long life together and when Rosemary died, Basil didn’t last much longer without her. Must have been nice to find someone so devoted to you that life without you just wasn’t worth chutting about. Amanda’s life was just work and duty, work and duty on a grim continual loop, her old dreams and ambitions long consigned to the bin and sealed with ashes of regret. And now there wasn’t even a Bettina Boot slice of cake to look forward to and she needed one after the day she’d had. Oh, it really had been a classic first of April and she’d been the first-class fool entertainment.

She pushed open the door: she hadn’t realised it used to creak until she realised it hadn’t creaked just now. Everything was different. There were upholstered benches where the round tables had stood, a black-and-white chequered floor in place of the soft, old brown carpet and there was a long counter with white and silver bar stools instead of the much shorter old wooden one with the enormous retro silver till sitting on it.

The main difference was that the place was totally empty, except for a man behind the flash, new counter cleaning the glass door of a chiller cabinet. Amanda had never seen this place devoid of customers before and that only added to her sadness. This place wasn’t meant to be empty.

The man turned round and Amanda blinked, because just for a moment there he could have been someone from her past, someone who could never have reached this age, but it was as if he were the man of the boy she’d once known: Seth Mason, tall, wide shoulders, blue eyes that always held the promise of a smile. Just for a moment. She gave her head a rattle. As if she wasn’t going barmy enough without imagining reincarnations in blurred timelines. Seth was long gone, and seeing echoes of him in random strangers was not going to help her shake off her present sadness.

‘Well hi there,’ he said, and the spell was blown. This man had an obvious American accent even with just those three words; a drawl. Seth would have said a shy, ‘All right,’ his voice broken, but still hovering in the boy-range, still in the process of sinking down the octaves.

‘Are you open?’ asked Amanda, checking just in case the lack of customers was down to something she’d missed: a neon sign on the door saying ‘CLOSED FOR STAFF TRAINING’. The way her brain was operating at the moment, this was entirely possible: ninety watts short of a hundred-watt lightbulb.

‘Yep, I am,’ said the man. ‘Welcome to Ray’s diner, my diner, for I am Ray.’ His head dropped in a bow. ‘Take a seat, I’ll bring you a menu over.’

She sat in a booth and had just taken off her jacket when Ray of Ray’s diner delivered the menu.

‘Here you go, pie of the day is blueberry. Can I get you a drink while you decide?’

She only wanted a coffee really but now she felt obliged to have something more substantial to accompany it.

‘Black americano, please.’

‘Sure.’

He was straight over with a mug in one hand and a large glass pot of coffee in the other. Whenever she saw waitresses in American diners pouring these out in films, she always thought the coffee would taste extra delicious. She was delighted to find, from the first sip, that it matched her expectation. She asked him for a slice of blueberry pie when he came back to take her order. It seemed to be a speciality of the diner.

As Ray was bringing over the plate with the pie on it, the door opened and the first of two people walked in. Amanda recognised them as old patrons of Bettina’s. The diner owner had just flashed his most welcoming smile when they reversed their steps and left. They obviously didn’t like what they saw. Amanda watched Ray’s smile wither, and his shoulders rise and fall as he sighed.

He put the plate on the table in front of her. It was a generous cut, with both a blob of clotted cream and ice cream on the side.

‘On the house,’ he said. ‘As my first ever customer.’

Amanda blinked in confusion. ‘I thought you’d been open a couple of weeks.’

‘Yuuup,’ came the reply. ‘Although I’ve nearly had a few. They tend to do that open-the-door, look inside, disappear thang you’ve just seen. I did advertise in one of the local newspapers. “Open midday, Ray’s famous pies and coffee for everyone.” They printed midnight. I’m still not sure if anyone turned up. Probably not. Even for free treats.’

‘The Daily Trumpet?’ asked Amanda, without needing to ask really.

‘That’s the one.’

She winced inwardly.

Ray drifted off to let her eat in peace, and then turned back. ‘Do you mind if I ask, did you ever come here when it was Mrs Boot’s café?’

‘All the time,’ Amanda replied.

‘It was always busy, that’s right isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it was. She had a very loyal clientele. I’m sure they’ll come back, eventually.’ There was plenty of choice on the menu that would appeal to them if they’d embrace the new. ‘It only takes one or two to spread the word.’

‘Thank you.’

Ray went back behind the counter and Amanda picked up a fork and plunged it into the pie. It was fat and bursting with blueberries, just on the right side of tart. It would easily have passed muster with the old crowd. And they would have enjoyed the chirpy swing music. Doris Day was singing ‘Perhaps, Perhaps, Perhaps’, and sounding as if she was commenting on what Amanda had just said.

She ate her pie and drank her coffee and felt really sorry for him, cleaning an already immaculate servery in preparation for the many who might not come. She knew she was over-sensitive to people’s feelings, something inherited from her dad because her mother certainly wasn’t like that. It had got stronger over the last couple of years, probably a by-product of menopausal anxiety. Yep, the bloody thing had stripped away her ability to finish most sentences she started, to sleep properly, to remember the simplest of words; it had turned her into a water sprinkler and made her heart thump like Red Rum’s at Aintree and in exchange it had gifted her with the ability to take on everyone else’s emotions. She could feel Ray of Ray’s diner’s despair as clearly as if she was absorbing it through her skin and she had no idea why it should affect her. He was a random American bloke running a café. She should have insisted she pay for the pie and coffee, then thank him and go but instead she lingered and opened up a conversation.

‘I work in marketing. I have a few ideas I could suggest that might help.’ She waved her palms defensively at him. ‘Please tell me to butt out if that comes across as patronising.’

‘No, it really doesn’t. Do you mind if I sit with you?’

‘No, not at all,’ said Amanda.

Ray grabbed the jug of coffee and slotted himself across from her, replenishing her mug.

‘Getting Bettina’s customers back would be your first port of call. Have an OAP discount; they can’t resist a cut-price cake. If you haven’t complained to the Daily Trumpet, then you must and insist they give you a free replacement ad – a big one. They always do. And Bettina used to have a noticeboard where people could advertise stuff: gardening services, pet taxis, special deals, that sort of thing. It was quite famous, daft as it sounds. All her regulars made a beeline for it and read everything on it. I’d be tempted to put it back.’

Amanda could have suggested more but she didn’t want to come across as a know-it-all. Giving him an insight into the local community was a good place to start and from the look on Ray’s face, he seemed receptive to her suggestions.

‘I did think about having some sort of supper club or something. I’m open to that, if you know of anyone who might want to use this as a meeting place to talk and break bread. A discussion group maybe, a book club, new moms’ get-together.’

‘I can certainly put the word out for you,’ said Amanda, although, personally, she’d had enough of discussion groups to last her flaming ages. But one of her mother’s neighbours had been a regular here and no one had a bigger mouth than Dolly Shepherd.

‘That is really helpful,’ said Ray, smiling over the table at her and once again, Amanda thought how he could so easily have been Seth Mason plus thirty-odd years. She’d never forgotten him; his memory still shone as bright and beautiful as the boy himself had been.

‘Thank you…’ He left a space for her to insert her name.

‘A… Amanda.’

Ray held out his hand for her to shake.

‘If I hadn’t given you the pie and coffee gratis already, I’d be giving you the pie and coffee gratis,’ he said, all the while holding on to her. He had a nice meaty hand with a strong grip. She liked that sort of hand. Small hands on men, soft doll fingers, revolted her.

‘So what do you do in marketing?’ asked Ray, finally letting her go.

‘I work for Mon Enfant. It’s a firm that specialises in baby equipment, but I’ve worked for supermarkets and food outlets in the past. I’ve done a lot of consumer research in my time.’ She took a sip of coffee; it really was very good. ‘What’s your history?’

‘English mom, came out to Dripping Springs in Texas on holiday with a friend, met my dad and fell head over heels. Couldn’t live without each other, so she went back and they got married. He worked in a kitchen but always wanted his own place and mom was like, “We’re gonna make this happen” and together they did. When my daddy died, my mom wanted to come home to England again and I moved back with her. My marriage had broken down and I felt like I needed a total scene change.’ He laughed. ‘Sorry, I’m telling you way too much detail here. In short, I always loved Yorkshire when we came to visit, I felt very much at home in this small corner of it, and so I knew that one day I’d live here.’

‘Is your mum still around?’

‘No, she died. They had me kinda late so she had a good long life. I had my own restaurant in Austin, I thought I could bring it over here but… I’m starting to think that I’ve made a grave error. So you reckon I should ring the Daily Trumpet?’

‘That’s your next job, yes. I think most people get their pensions on Thursdays so they’re feeling flush. You could have a Thursday “Meet Ray” morning event to bring them in. Once they’re over the threshold, you’ll have them in the palm of your hand.’

Ray smiled and Amanda thought what a good-looking man he was. A little craggy; sun-ray crinkles at the corners of those blue, blue eyes telling her he was no stranger to laughter. Trimmed dark hair, artfully peppered with grey; a pretty boy goatee that perfectly suited the shape of his face. He looked like a man who took care of himself, without being the type to stand in front of the mirror staring into his reflection like a modern-day Narcissus – she’d been out with one of those once. She wondered if Ray had found a new wife. If he hadn’t, he’d soon find one around here. Women would be queueing up if they knew someone like this was in town and he made his own desserts.

‘I like that a lot. “Meet Ray Morning”. That’s gonna happen.’

His eyes were looking skyward, blinking with the activity going on behind them.

Amanda drank the last of her coffee. It was time to leave. Her inner alarm clock had just rung and she needed to go and sort out her mum. Her little interlude was at an end for today, but there was a bright spot in that Bettina Boot had a worthy successor. The queen is dead, long live the king.

Amanda reached to her side for her jacket and her bag.

‘Well, thank you, Ray,’ she said. ‘It was so nice to meet you.’

‘I think I should be the one saying thank you, Amanda.’ His voice seemed to caress her name, it came out as Amenda, slow and savoured, which was a change from how she usually heard it, barked at her with the vowels short.

He saw her to the door. ‘I look forward to seeing you again.’

‘And me too you.’ Which didn’t make any sense and was about par for the course these days.

As she headed off to her car, she couldn’t remember the last time a man had said he was looking forward to seeing her again; it made her feel a bit fluttery. Her foot slipped off the accelerator because she wasn’t concentrating enough to place it on properly and she chuckled to herself. One month’s worth of HRT patches and was this her libido coming back? What a wasteland it was going to find itself in if it was.






Chapter 2

‘Do you think you will be able to do anything with him?’ the woman asked Sky, her voice, her eyes, her whole expression full of hope. The teddy bear in Sky Urban’s hands had been savaged by a puppy who had found its way into an upstairs room and taken the teddy from the bed. It had been her son’s, she explained. A soldier, killed on active service in Afghanistan. Everything she had of his had multiplied in emotional value since that terrible day in 2010. She had kept his room as a shrine, because she couldn’t bear to move anything and she knew it was daft but sometimes when she went in there, she could – even for a blessed moment – believe that he was at college, studying for his A-levels and in a few hours he’d come bouncing in to raid the fridge before his tea.

‘I’m sure I can make him as good as new. I’ll use the torn pieces as stuffing so nothing will be thrown away. He’ll be intact,’ said Sky. She could match the fur, no problem and the eye, because it wasn’t one of the really old teddies. These ones had been widely available and in monetary terms were worth very little, but to Mrs Pettifer, the teddy was priceless.

‘If you could, it would mean everything. It was his favourite. It went everywhere with him once upon a time,’ said the woman, her throat constricted with emotion and her eyes shiny with gathering tears. Sky imagined there was a bottomless pit of them shed and waiting to be shed over her boy. The woman sniffed, embarrassed at getting all upset about a toy, but Sky understood. Her only child’s essence was pressed into it, his boyhood sleeps, his kisses and breath. She’d be giving her back so much more than a mended bear.

‘You trust him with me,’ she said. ‘I’ll give you a ring when he’s done.’

‘Thank you.’ The woman’s hand stretched out, squeezed Sky’s, a gesture that was weighted with gratitude. She turned, walked towards the door, and as she went through it, another customer came in before it had shut. Sky recognised her, of course; not a customer after all. Assured and glamorous: Erin, the repair shop owner’s wife. Mrs van der Meer was always polite and nice to Sky, but there was something about her that put Sky on edge. Maybe it was the fact that Sky was secretly in love with her husband and as such, found it hard to look her in the eye.

‘Hello, Sky, is he about?’ Erin smiled at her, dark pink lipstick perfectly applied. Today she had a beautiful pea green coat on, obviously expensive. She always dressed so brightly, so confidently.

‘He’s in the office, shall I get—’

‘No, it’s okay, I’ll find him.’

Erin headed for the office. She didn’t wear a wedding ring; neither of them did. And whenever Erin came into the shop, which was rarely, Bon greeted her as if she were an old friend he hadn’t seen for ages, rather than the wife he’d be going home to later. It was most odd.



‘Only me,’ said Erin, pushing open the office door.

Hearing whose voice it was, Bon van der Meer turned around, stood up from his desk and embraced her. ‘Well hello there. Nice of you to drop by. Coffee?’

‘No thanks. I’m all coffee-ed out today. Oh, go on then.’

Bon smiled. ‘Your arm never did take much twisting. Caramel or vanilla? I’ve got a new machine I want to show off.’ He opened up a drawer where there was a stack of coffee pods and waited for her response.

‘Just give me an espresso if your fancy gadget can manage it,’ said Erin. She watched him choose a pod, open the machine then load it in carefully. Everything that Bon’s hands touched was treated with care: everything. The machine began to make a series of strange noises.

‘The downside is that it sounds as if it’s being strangled,’ said Bon, waiting for it to perform. It delivered and he handed the mug of dark liquid over. ‘There you go.’

‘Thank you. I gather you didn’t get your post before you came to work today.’

Bon shook his head. ‘Nothing arrived, why?’

Erin reached into her handbag and pulled out an envelope. ‘Decree Absolute. We are officially no longer married.’

Bon froze for so long that Erin hooted.

‘God, Bon, you actually looked disappointed for a moment there.’

‘I… I knew it was coming but… I’d put it to the back of my mind. Oh my days.’ Bon gave his head a shake as if to shoo away the shock. ‘I don’t know what to say. Come here.’

He cleared the distance between them in two strides and put his arms around her again. Erin let herself savour his hold. He was such a strong man, physically and mentally, a wonderful human being. Why couldn’t we choose who to love, she thought for the hundredth time at least.

‘You’ll be able to find yourself a good woman now,’ said Erin, when he had released her. ‘One who doesn’t leave you for another woman.’ She cocked her head towards the outside of the office in the general direction of young Sky’s station.

‘If you mean what I think you mean, don’t be silly.’

Erin did mean exactly that because she knew him, probably better than he knew himself. But then wasn’t that always the case, she thought, that others could see in us what we couldn’t see in ourselves? She hadn’t a clue who she was any more.

‘She’s gorgeous,’ said Erin in a low voice.

‘She’s also half my age.’

‘You don’t look fifty-two.’

‘I’m forty-nine – just. As you know, so don’t be cheeky.’

They both grinned at each other.

‘You must find yourself someone too,’ said Bon, perching on the edge of his desk.

Erin took a sip of coffee before replying to him.

‘I want a long rest from all that relationship stuff, Bon.’

‘I meant in time; you don’t need to rush anything. Don’t risk making a mistake because you’re mixed up or lonely,’ he said.

She didn’t say that she was a walking mistake and that’s why she intended to keep her distance from anyone who might knock on the door of her heart. It hadn’t been a mistake to leave Bon, because she’d married him for the wrong reasons. She liked everything about him; he ticked every box on her sheet apart from the one that weighed more than all the others. She loved him – as a friend, a brother even, but she had never been in love with him and she had really tried to be. She’d known from the off that there was no one better to have your back than Bon van der Meer and she had hoped that in time, she would have felt what she should have felt for him, but she couldn’t. But she regretted the way she had left him – and for whom. She’d hurt him and she would do anything to heal the damage she had done him.

‘Seriously, are you doing all right?’ asked Bon.

She wished she could tell him the truth, but she shouldn’t. She’d promised herself that she’d lie in the bed she’d made and not burden anyone else with the fallout. Bon, above anyone, didn’t need to know.

‘Honestly’— ha — ‘I’m fine.’

‘Should we go out and… celebrate? Is that what people in our position do?’ asked Bon.

‘No, we absolutely shouldn’t celebrate the end of the mess I caused.’

‘Oh, shush now,’ said Bon, spotting the faint tremor in her voice, not so expertly disguised.

‘I’m only glad we managed to do it without arguing over the air-fryer and the toilet brush,’ Erin joked.

Bon affected an affronted look. ‘Oh I don’t know, I’m still bitter that you took the toilet brush.’ He was kidding, of course. They’d both taken nothing from their marriage that they hadn’t brought to it.

‘It feels like the end of something, doesn’t it?’ said Erin. Even though we ended a long time ago.

‘Or maybe it feels like the beginning of something else, something better. Change is always scary,’ said Bon. ‘And you know I will be the first to wish that you find the happiness you should have. You’ve been through the mill a bit, haven’t you, bokkie?’

Erin smiled at the name he’d always called her, a South African endearment, but it brought a rush of tears to her eyes as well because she didn’t deserve his sympathy, his kindness. She took another drink of coffee to stop her letting everything out because Bon hadn’t a clue how much she’d been through and she didn’t ever want him to. Bon, he was well-named; a good person. She wished that he would meet someone who fitted him like his missing other half, before she would wish herself the same. Sometimes Bon’s innate goodness was so painful to be around, it burned her like light from a pure sun.

‘Have you told Sky about us?’

‘No. Why should I?’ said Bon.

‘Does she still think we’re married married?’

‘I don’t know. I haven’t discussed it. Why would I?’

‘Oh, Bon. Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

She didn’t ask why, she knew what he was like. He wouldn’t have wanted to tell anyone his marriage was over until it was signed and stamped absolute. He was a man of order, of straight lines, unlike her: she was chaos personified. But she did wonder if there was a little part of him that suspected Sky had a crush on him, and clinging to his married status was an added layer of protection against her because he would see her as young and fragile and he wasn’t a man to put his own needs before anyone else’s. Yes, there were twenty-two and a bit years between them, but there had been six years more of an age difference between her own mother and father and they’d been very happy all their long married life.

‘Well now you can tell whoever you like,’ Erin said to him.

‘In my own time. I’m not one for spreading my business to people who have no need of it,’ he answered her.

Erin knew that Sky tensed whenever she visited; it wasn’t her imagination and she knew why that was: her intuition was strong and to be trusted. It had been screaming at her for over two years and she’d chosen to ignore it and look where that had got her.

‘You work quite closely together with the people here. I thought it might have cropped up in a conversation.’

Bon replied to that with nothing more than a shrug, just as the clock on the wall chimed the three-quarters of the hour.

‘Okay, gotta go. I’ll see you soon… ex-husband.’

She said it as a joke, but the words hung in the air as discordant bells. ‘Ex-husband’ sounded as if they were now put further at a distance. She felt a rise of tears within her and she and turned and left before they fell.



In the shop, Sky was talking to a woman with long, salon-perfect ash-blonde hair; or rather, she was being talked at. There was a brunette with her who was less glossy; a grateful sidekick, Erin guessed. Her spidey senses kicked in, so she didn’t leave immediately. She could hang around another five minutes to find out why the blonde woman was smiling and squawking like a seagull who had just found a discarded portion of still-warm chips, but Sky wasn’t reciprocating any joy. She browsed one of the shelves full of the teddy bears that Sky had made. She picked one up and pressed it; it really was lovely, just the right amount of squash factor and its face was so adorable.

‘I was just passing and I thought I’d bring in my friend Helen to see this place,’ the blonde was saying. ‘We’ve just had a lovely afternoon tea in the teashop over there and I said, you must go in and see the repair shop and Sky and her bears.’

‘I didn’t know this Spring Square… thing existed till Angel said. So it’s a repair shop then, is it? Like on the TV?’ Brunette Helen looked around, taking it all in: the work benches down both sides busy with projects in progress, the grand hand-carved counter by the door and Sky’s unit with the sign she’d painted bearing her company name: ‘Sky Bears’.

‘What do they mend?’

‘They restore anything if they can: furniture, toys—’

‘Oooh, sorry, restore,’ brunette Helen cut in, duly corrected and gave her own hand a small slap.

Bitch, thought Erin. She knew her type.

‘And aren’t these amazing,’ blonde Angel was saying. She had the sort of voice that made Erin want to cover her ears to save them from being perforated. Sky’s bears were amazing but the blonde still managed to inject a syringe full of something derisory into the compliment.

‘Sky and I were friends at school,’ the blonde was explaining to her counterpart and Erin noticed the odd weight she laid on the word ‘friends’. She also noticed there was no affirmation of that from Sky, who was standing stock still, tolerating what looked like major discomfort. There was a flush blooming on her cheeks, showing easily on her pale skin.

‘Yes, I remember you telling me all about her,’ said Helen, turning her attention fully to Sky.

‘We grew up in a very odd time, didn’t we, Sky? Under the shadow of the Pennine Prowler. Some more under it than others.’ Angel smiled sweetly.

‘Your dad made toy bears as well, I heard. How lovely that you’re following in his footsteps.’ Helen smiled sweetly.

There was something off about this conversation, Erin was sure of it. Something sly and secretive floating under the words like a multi-toothed predator hiding just below the surface of the water. She’d seen and heard enough now, because she had no idea what was going on here but she would bet the blonde had never been a ‘friend’ of Sky’s. More than likely one of those awful class bitches you hoped you’d never bump into again. Every schoolgirl had one of those. She stepped briskly forwards with the teddy bear still in her hand and put it on the counter, forcing sidekick Helen to step back.

‘Excuse me, but I’m in rather a hurry. I wonder if I could buy this,’ Erin said, her tone deliberately clipped as if annoyed at being kept waiting. They got the message.

‘Oh, we’ll… er… go. Nice to see you again, Sky. You take good care.’

‘And you,’ returned Sky, the words forcibly pushed out of her by an automated politeness reflex.

Erin waited until the women had gone before she spoke again. She saw the tension drop out of Sky’s shoulders when the door shut behind them.

‘I’m gathering that was the sort of friend you could live without,’ Erin said, hunting in her bag for her purse.

‘You could say that.’ Sky gave a little smile, wary and wobbly. ‘Thank you for butting in.’ She picked up the teddy to put back on the shelf.

‘No, no, I really want it,’ said Erin.

‘Really? You sure?’

‘You look shocked to have made a sale.’ Or did she just look shocked to have made a sale to me, Erin thought.

‘I’m always shocked, to be honest. There’s so much work in them, I can’t charge any less than I do.’

‘Nor should you. You don’t have to explain that to me; I can tell.’ It wasn’t a line.

‘This is one of my favourites.’ Sky held up the bear, smiling at it as if saying a silent goodbye. Then she took some tissue paper out of the drawer. ‘He’s called Peter.’

‘Yes, I saw the embroidered name tag. He’s lovely.’

Peter had lining in his waistcoat and a tiny pencil sitting inside a top pocket with a red silk handkerchief. The amount of detail was nuts.

Sky folded the tissue carefully around the bear.

Erin produced her bank card.

‘Has that woman been in before?’

‘Yup. I try and swerve her if I can. I just wasn’t quick enough today.’

‘If you have a problem with anyone, you just go and find Bon and he’ll see them off for you,’ said Erin, in earnest. She couldn’t imagine Sky being the sort of person to tell someone to do one. Erin had always been able to do that, at least in this kind of scenario. She was a human Dalek: dalekanium outer shell; a jellified, blobby, pathetic mess within.

‘Thank you, Mrs van der Meer.’

Erin didn’t know whether to tell her or not, that she wasn’t really Mrs van de Meer, despite that still being her official name, but something stopped her. It had been Bon’s decision not to say, for his own reasons, and she should respect that. Maybe that’s what she had done to him, made him more guarded about what he gave away of himself.

It had been a big bone of contention with Carona that Erin still used her married name. It was one of many bones of contention, actually. She had insisted that when they were married, Erin had to take her name, even though Erin had decided when she was finally divorced, she would go back to her maiden name of Flaxton and stay a Flaxton. She had never told Carona, but she’d felt more protected being Mrs van der Meer, as if some of Bon’s strength was embedded in the name, like a shield to hide behind.

Erin forced Carona out of her head and her attention back to Sky.

‘Well, thank you for Peter. He will be treasured. I have the ideal person in mind to give him to.’ Erin hoped the sale and her rescue mission had helped at least a little to break down whatever wall stood between them. There had never been a reason for it to exist.

‘I hope they like it.’ Sky said.

‘I know they will.’ Because it’s for me.

Erin walked out of the shop with her purchase. What a strange, unsettling day, she thought. Too many changes to get used to in too short a time. She should be feeling some peace now, some solid ground beneath her feet, but today’s news had set her back. She knew what she needed to do to start regrouping, but it wasn’t so easy to turn over and expose your soft underbelly, when all your self-protective instincts were screaming at you to do quite the opposite.






Chapter 3

Amanda put the plate down in front of her mother and watched her lip curl up like a child about to be force-fed spinach.

‘I wasn’t really in the mood for salmon,’ said Ingrid Worsnip.

‘It’s good for you,’ said Amanda, who did try and make sure her mother ate healthily, which was more than could be said for her half-brother, golden bollocks Bradley, who shoved something in the microwave and sat hovering over their mother, waiting for her to finish so he could shoot off home. He did it every single time he was on mother duty and then he’d lie and tell Amanda that he stayed a good two hours with her. She knew he was lying because she could clearly see him on one of the concealed cameras she’d set up in her mum’s house a couple of months ago, after she’d noticed a downturn in her mum’s mobility. There was one in the kitchen that covered all of the dining area as well, one in the lounge and another at the bottom of the stairs. She respected her mum’s privacy, the cameras weren’t there to spy on her, she just checked in occasionally to make sure everything was all right and her mum wasn’t lying there helpless, having had a fall.

But she would confess that she’d started spying on Bradley when he turned up to do his duty. He’d come in, give his mother a kiss and then slam something he’d brought with him in the microwave, which he’d take the money for from her change jar. Then he’d sit with her at the table as she ate, and either read her newspaper or fanny about on his phone, making the odd grunt of engagement when she tried to converse. On a couple of recent occasions, though, Amanda had tracked him going upstairs and into their mother’s bedroom and she wondered what he might be looking for because he seemed to be in there quite a while.

Amanda didn’t really like Bradley that much. There was too much of his father in him, a man whom Amanda had detested.

Her own father, Fred Brundell, had died on her eighth birthday and she’d adored him. He’d been a cobbler with his own shop but he loved a bit of wheeler-dealering, chasing the buck, buying bargains at second-hand markets and selling them for a profit; he was gifted at it. He’d left his wife financially comfortable, enough for her not to have to work, so she could carry on being a stay-at-home mum for their daughter. But within two years she’d coupled up with Arnold Worsnip, who worked in the local ironmonger’s and couldn’t have been more unlike her first husband if he’d tried.

He and Ingrid were married without much preamble. It seemed as if one minute he’d turned up to take her out and the next his feet were firmly under the table. He’d seemed quiet and amiable before the wedding but then he moved in and turned into a dictator. Ingrid let him be the disciplinarian, which involved him taking every half-viable opportunity to drag young Amanda over his knee, to pull up her skirt and spank her bottom. At first, Amanda thought he was just a nasty bastard. It was only later on she realised he was a perverted one. They’d had a talk at school about people touching you in a way that made you feel uncomfortable and it had struck a loud chord. So the next time he’d tried to do it, she’d been ready to spin and land a perfectly aimed knee in his goolies and with it the threat that she’d go to the police. He’d left not long after, though her mother had never gone into the nitty-gritty of why he moved out.

Arnold went to live in the flat above the ironmonger’s, eventually buying not only the business but the whole building. Amanda suspected the money her dad had left to provide for her had ended up providing for him instead. He and Bradley weren’t at all close but Ingrid made sure he stumped up for his son. He never married again, because he’d been lucky even to get married once, the creepy shit. Creepy shit with little soft doll hands that delivered a surprisingly stinging slap.

Ingrid doted on Bradley, spoiling him rotten in a way she’d never spoilt her daughter and she really hadn’t done him any favours. He’d been a spoilt, entitled little boy who’d grown up into a spoilt, entitled little man, one of those people who turned selfishness into an art form. When Ingrid’s health started to decline, the plan was to split the care of their mother equally between the siblings; yet Amanda seemed to have copped for three-quarters of it at least. He’d married a woman who for some reason looked at him as adoringly as if he was Richard Gere; as if his ego hadn’t been inflated enough over the years by a mother for whom he could do no wrong. Dolly Shepherd, who lived next door to Ingrid, once said about him, ‘He’d have eaten himself if he could,’ and Amanda couldn’t have put it any better.

Ingrid reluctantly lifted up her fork and prodded at the fish.

‘It’s undercooked. It’s pink.’

‘That’s what colour salmon is, Mum. It’s perfectly cooked.’

‘I don’t fancy it. I think I’ll just have a bun.’

‘Not until you’ve eaten your dinner,’ insisted Amanda, before it slammed into her from left field, that upset of world order, that she was having another of those moments where she was becoming her parent’s parent.

Ingrid cut a piece off and stuck it into her mouth, chewing it like an actor from Grease might chew gum, but with a recalcitrant grimace. It couldn’t have been too bad, though, because she went in for another forkful. And another. And when she had finished she said, ‘That was torture.’

Just for a second, Amanda felt like a bully, before her thoughts were replaced by sensible, kinder ones to herself that said, Mum really doesn’t do anything that she doesn’t want to.

Amanda took her plate away and brought in the sweet treat she’d picked up from the little Tesco around the corner. A strawberry tart, Ingrid’s favourite. She dived into it as if she hadn’t been fed for a month, cream and glaze sticking to her face.

‘Our Bradley and Kerry are having a marvellous time in Turkey,’ she said, spitting pastry crumbs. ‘They’re in the middle of a heatwave.’

‘How lovely.’ Amanda hadn’t meant it to sound sarcastic but that’s how it came out.

‘His hotel is four star, did I tell you?’

Just a few hundred times, Amanda didn’t say. And that he’d decided to extend the fortnight by another week and just expected her to pick up the slack, without even asking if that would be okay.

‘Did he ring you, Mum?’

‘Well, how else would I have known they were having a heatwave?’

Amanda ignored the snap. ‘What else did he say?’

‘He didn’t say anything else. He just rang and said it was a very quick call to tell me they were having a marvellous time and how hot it was and he hoped I was well. And that he loved me lots and couldn’t wait to see me again.’

Then Ingrid sighed in the way she usually sighed where soppy thoughts of her baby boy were involved.

Amanda could imagine him saying that. He was very good at flannel, was Bradley and he knew that a ‘love you, Mother’ was all that was needed to convince her she was still the centre of his universe, when she was anything but. It wasn’t Amanda’s job to dismantle that belief, though, if it kept her mum happy. But she wished that she had the same effect on Ingrid, since her mother really was the centre of her universe. Ingrid’s health, her medical appointments, her quality of life dominated Amanda’s life and there was nothing she could do about it other than carry on carrying on.

‘What’s up with you? You look tired,’ said Ingrid, licking her fingers while staring at her daughter.

‘I’m not sleeping well,’ replied Amanda. She hadn’t slept well for over two years. And sometimes when she did fall asleep and had a chance of a good kip, the sensation of waking up in a bed so damp she thought she’d wet herself put paid to that.

‘Why’s that then?’

‘It’s the menopause, Mum.’

‘Well, we’ve all had to go through it,’ said Ingrid, as if Amanda was a weaker being for even mentioning it. She’d been lucky, flew through it as if she’d been on a greased sledge, give or take some joint pains and a little bone-crumbling. ‘My auntie Hilda had to go into the nuthouse with it.’

‘I know how she felt,’ Amanda muttered to herself.

‘She forgot how to talk. Came out with all the wrong words. They thought she was brain-damaged.’

Amanda also knew that feeling and she’d been so perturbed by it that it had driven her to the docs. The doctor wouldn’t give her HRT because she’d had her last period over five years ago, even though she’d broken down in the consulting room. She’d been palmed off with some anti-depressants that would make her sleepy at night and a leaflet about mindfulness and yoga. She couldn’t even get into the recovery position, never mind the lotus, with her unbendy limbs.

She’d thought that her only option was to put up and shut up, until she’d been in the hairdressers and overheard the woman in the next chair waxing lyrical to the stylist about her HRT. She’d had to go private, she said: the Hathor clinic. She’d had an adverse change of life with the menopause, she went on, and she could feel it was changing back again just for slapping a patch on her arse twice a week.

Amanda remembered the name from school when they’d done a project on Egypt. Hathor, the goddess of love and femininity, protector of women. She’d looked up the clinic when she got home and booked an online appointment. She’d had a consultation with a doctor who said that HRT might be very beneficial for her symptoms and Amanda could have sobbed with gratitude. The patches hadn’t kicked in yet, though, because today she’d been in the middle of a presentation to the new head honcho at work and she completely lost her thread, called the annual budget an animal budgie and her immediate boss, Philip, had had to step in and rescue the situation.

‘I’m on HRT now,’ said Amanda.

‘HRT?’ Ingrid scoffed. ‘Judith from two doors down went on that and died not long after.’

‘Judith who got run over?’

‘Yeah, her.’

Amanda shook her head. ‘Well you can’t blame HRT for that, Mum.’

‘I never said I did.’ Then Ingrid gave a small gasp, remembering something to gossip about. ‘Ey, do you know who’s died? Brian Unwin. I got the shock of my life.’

Amanda’s face registered complete bafflement, which annoyed her mum.

‘Brian. He used to knock about with your father. I’m glad I got some sympathy cards in the sale. Buy two get two free, I knew they’d come in handy. They’re having the wake at the Hoppleton Arms.’ She pulled an impressed face. ‘That would be a dream come true for me, to have a wake at the Hoppleton Arms.’

‘Lord, Mum,’ Amanda exclaimed. She didn’t even want to think about that sort of thing. Anyway, she didn’t have to because she knew her mum had written a will years ago and detailed all her demands in it, including her own funeral arrangements. She was very on the ball with her paperwork and refused to delegate the managing of it to Amanda because it was ‘my private business and mine alone’.

Ingrid had always been sharp mentally as well as physically able. She kept an immaculate house and wouldn’t let anyone else do her cleaning, even though Bradley had volunteered Kerry’s services – for a price, of course. She wrote longhand letters to people and toddled off to the post office to send them before she went to the local coffee shop in the mornings to meet up with her crew. She was still fiercely independent and Amanda liked that she was, but recently she’d noticed her mum slowing down and some moments where she wasn’t as lucid as she used to be; and the slipping of standards scared Amanda, because she knew they signalled the first steps towards the edge of an abyss.

She watched her mum get up from her chair after three failed attempts and rub her hip when she was standing. She had an eighty-year-old body and the stresses were starting to tell; and Amanda was aware of how quickly things could change at this age, they weren’t going to be given a year’s notice that Ingrid’s legs had given up. She moved around fine on the flat but she’d started to struggle with stairs and that was a worry, because there was no downstairs toilet in this house and her mother would cut off her head before she’d use a commode.

‘Mum, wouldn’t you prefer to sell this place and get a little bungalow?’ Amanda asked, not for the first time. She’d always been rudely rebuffed before, accused of insinuating Ingrid was infirm, and she was sure part of the reason for that was Bradley putting her off the idea of a move because he wouldn’t want to be roped into helping. He couldn’t even be bothered to boil some vegetables from fresh for his mum’s tea, so having to give up time to box up their mother’s life was something he’d avoid at all costs, even if it was in her best interests. This house was in a prestigious area and stood on a large plot; those that were put up for sale were snapped up as soon as they went on the market.

‘Bradley said if I did that, I’d not find one as good as here.’

Amanda growled inwardly; she was right then.

‘Of course you would.’

‘It might be nice, though.’

Amanda’s head jerked. Had she really just heard that? Her very first possible yes.

‘Darlene from the coffee shop has just gone into a council house bungalow up by the park. It’s got one of those bathrooms where you sit on a chair to have a shower and don’t need to have a curtain. She says she wishes she’d done it years ago.’

Amanda leapt on it. ‘Shall I start looking?’

Ingrid’s tone changed.

‘Oh, I don’t know what Bradley would say to that.’

Sod Bradley, Amanda said in her head.

‘Well, it’s not up to him, it’s up to you, Mum. Just think, in a couple of months you could be in a little bungalow all of your own.’

There was a bungalow-rich estate just five minutes away. They were a bit pricey but the sale of this house to downsize would easily cover one. The move would be laborious, but it was entirely doable. Their mother wasn’t a hoarder and what she had would easily fit into a much smaller property. Bradley would just have to get his arse in gear and help.

The further along things were before Bradley returned from his holiday in Turkey, the more chance there was of him not being able to change her mind back.

Ingrid thought about it for a few seconds and then said, ‘Well, you can have a look around, I suppose.’ She smiled at her daughter, and the sad part about that was that Amanda couldn’t remember the last time her mother had smiled like that without having said the word ‘Bradley’.






Chapter 4

Underneath their shining veneer of smiling, suburban respectability, Valerie and Dennis Hutchinson were the worst kind of tuppence-ha’penny snobs. A couple who would have described themselves as philanthropic, because they gave ten pounds every Christmas to the Marie Curie charity; Christian, because they went to church every now and then and were on first name terms with the vicar; worldly – and cosmopolitan – because they had a German cleaner who had undergone gender reassignment. They were virtue signallers of the highest order.

They didn’t really need a cleaner, but it was prestigious to brag they had one. Their ‘town villa’ (terraced house with high ceilings) never collected much dust because the Hutchinsons were too tight to part with any skin cells. They paid Astrid for three hours one afternoon every week and she vacuumed carpets, cleaned the windows inside and polished the wood; though she had to search hard for anything to do because, in between the Wednesday stints, Valerie was on top of any mote that dared to be seen on her radar. Astrid was allowed to stop halfway through her shift for a coffee, a bargain brand the Hutchinsons had bought to give to tradespeople and which Valerie kept in a different cupboard from her Waitrose Gold Roast; but she rarely bothered because it was scheußlich – awful.

Occasionally Dennis would interrupt her duties with a thoughtful tap on his lip and say, ‘Can I just ask you…’ and question her about her old life. Astrid never tried to pretend that her previous self hadn’t existed because it made her appreciate this one all the more: the contented butterfly that had grown from the unhappy caterpillar who had once upon a time played rugby for Frankfurt. She appreciated that Dennis might be nosey, because people were and, as such, she always answered questions politely, even his increasingly intrusive ones. But tolerant as she was, she found that her patience levels were wearing thin. Not just with him, but with everything. Something was changing within her, she could feel it happening and she didn’t know to what it was attributable.

She had come to terms with being a widow, so it wasn’t that. Her marriage to antiques dealer ‘Cutthroat Kev’ had been sweet and way too short but she’d felt blessed to have had him for any length of time. Kev had been a huge man in personality and stature and he had made her feel both protected and cherished, the way she had always tried to make other people feel. It had been wonderful to be on the receiving end of it and she would be forever grateful for that. It was more that she felt as if life were a big orange and she hadn’t squeezed enough juice out of it, and the clock was ticking. Some of the oldies she’d cleaned for over the years had had such little lives and she wanted more from hers, although she hadn’t a clue what form that fulfilment could take.

After a year and a half of working for the Hutchinsons, she knew that if Dennis Hutchinson asked her one more gratuitously invasive question dressed up as innocent curiosity she was likely to swing for him and she didn’t want to feel like that because Astrid was a gentle person. Battling on a rugby pitch had once been her way of battling everything that felt wrong with her life: her frustrations and fear, her sense of futility and desperation at being incompatible with her own body, and she didn’t have that outlet any more.

Kev had left her more than well provided for. She had a beautiful house; she didn’t need to clean for anyone, but she chose to because she liked to do it. Or at least she had until recently. The Hutchinson house was her easiest, but the one she was always most glad to have finished. Valerie and Dennis presumed because Astrid was a cleaner that she was broke and she was lucky to have them pay her for her services. After all, they would have said, who would choose such a ‘lowly profession’ if they didn’t have to.

Luckily Astrid had always been revered by her other clients, to whom she brought joy – and cake, because she loved baking. Her ‘oldies’ had looked forward to her weekly visits when she’d make their houses sparkle, change their beds, wash their laundry and more importantly put the kettle on and sit with them after her shift, but sadly there was just one of them left now. She also cleaned at Bon Repair twice a week, after closing time. She did a lot of thinking when she was mopping and dusting around in there and recently she’d had too much thinking time. Plus two days a week she worked for The Crackers Yard where she would sit around a table enjoying the craic, and constructing Christmas crackers with an ensemble crew. She could fill up her days but it was at night when she felt Kev’s loss most of all. She missed having someone to cook for – and with, because together they replicated everything the Hairy Bikers had ever made. She missed discovering a new box set with him and sharing a bottle of wine and holing up in front of a log fire and having cheese on toast suppers. Kev was the best of people, someone whom the Hutchinsons wouldn’t have entertained even as a virtue-signalling exercise, because they would have considered him uncouth. He made no apologies for preferring darts to lawn tennis and couldn’t tell a Châteauneuf-du-Pape from a cherry Coke. And they wouldn’t have considered him a businessman because he’d earned his money trading barbers’ shops memorabilia at antiques shops and fairs and didn’t wear a shirt and tie and sit at a desk. Kev was worth a whole parkful of Hutchinsons and more. And today, she missed him more than ever because he’d have been up through the night making a cake so he could serve it up as breakfast in bed for her with a rose in a vase and a glass of champagne.

As Astrid was packing up to go, Dennis handed her the envelope with her wage in it, but he snatched it back at the last second and she knew another of his questions was coming because this manoeuvre was his modus operandi.

‘Astrid, can I just ask…’ She was right then. ‘… What was your name before you changed?’

Astrid put on her best smile and answered him sweetly.

‘Verpiss Dich.’ She made ‘piss off’ in her native language sound like a hyphened name, such as Michael-Paul or Andrew-Mark,

‘Verpiss Dich,’ Dennis repeated thoughtfully. That’s quite a mouthful. You krauty people do like your long, complicated names though, don’t you.’

‘Ja, we do, dun’t we?’ she replied in her hybrid Brandenburg/broad Barnsley accent.

She held out her hand for her wage and, now satisfied, he let her have it. As she was putting it in her handbag, Valerie Hutchinson appeared at the door. Invariably she always checked around after Astrid to make sure she had completed her tasks and always found something to criticise. Today was no exception.

‘I don’t think you did the skirting boards in our bedroom, Astrid, but it doesn’t matter, you can do them next week.’

‘There was no time, as you vanted me to refold up all the towels in the airing cupboard,’ Astrid answered. Had this been any of her other clients’ houses, Astrid would have squeezed the job in gladly, but the Hutchinsons didn’t give an inch with her and so she didn’t give an inch with them.

‘Have you told her, Dennis?’ urged Valerie, giving her husband a nudge.

‘Er, no.’ He coughed then, as if making a major announcement. ‘Well, as it’s your birthday this week, we’ve rounded up your money to the nearest ten.’

Oh wow, a whole two pounds.

‘Danke,’ said Astrid, trying not to get it wrong and say wanker.

‘And we’ve bought you a present.’ Valerie grinned and from behind her back she produced a plain, white carrier bag. Well, this was a first, thought Astrid. She hadn’t ever had a gift before – for birthday or Christmas – just the usual rounding up of her wage so she could go mad and blow the bonus on a newspaper.

‘You can open it now,’ said Valerie, anticipation of a big reveal lighting up her expression.

Astrid parted the handles and pulled out the contents: a BOGOF pair of replacement mop heads.

‘We thought you were due.’ Valerie was beaming. It wasn’t a joke. She and Dennis really did think this was a viable present.

‘Well, I don’t know what to say.’ That was true, Astrid really didn’t. ‘Maybe I’ll leave them here.’

‘Oh yes, of course, that was the whole idea,’ said Valerie, as if it could be in dispute.

‘We wouldn’t want you using them for someone else,’ said Dennis with a chortle and a cautionary wag of his finger.

Astrid put on her own version of a chortle before saying, ‘In Germany we have a custom. When someone gi’s us a gift, we give ’em one back.’

‘Oh,’ said Valerie, her pencilled-on teak-brown eyebrows rising in surprise.

Astrid reached into her pinny pocket. ‘I have it in here somewhere.’ She pulled out her hand, the middle finger raised.

‘Here you go,’ she said. Then she picked up her cleaning box, marched a path through the Hutchinsons like Moses through the Red Sea and resisted the urge to slam the door behind her enough to shake it off its hinges. She really was getting too old to hang on to her patience in the face of such scheisse.






Chapter 5

Well, it was a day later in coming than she’d expected, thought Amanda, as she switched on her Mac and the first email she saw was one from Linus’s PA, asking if she would pop up to the directorate at eleven. She knew what it was about, of course; her disastrous presentation to him on Monday, when she’d done a modern-day equivalent of the Morecambe and Wise/Andre Previn sketch: I’m saying all the right words, but not necessarily in the right order.

Philip, the head of her department, had really wanted the team to dazzle in that meeting and she’d let him down. He’d stood up and taken over, manipulating her off to the side as if she wasn’t embarrassed enough, standing there stuttering, her dark brown hair lank, face shiny because her sweat glands had chosen this time of all times to crank up and pump out every bit of moisture inside her that they could find. She had been convinced ever since that people were laughing about her, discussing her: Did you see that walking fountain and how can we get her out of the company?

So at five to eleven, Amanda set off from marketing like a condemned prisoner, upstairs to the top offices with the newly fitted bouncy blue carpet that denoted she was now in ‘director zone’. She took a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed at her temples before knocking on the door of Linus’s PA. She was twenty-five, assured, smart and had no idea that one day this could be her: damp enough to grow mould, tired yet unable to sleep, brain fog so thick it could have appeared in a James Herbert novel; ready for the knacker’s yard.

The young, slim, dry, coherent woman showed her through to Linus’s office.

Linus Hastings Crowther, aged twelve.

Slight exaggeration. Linus had his fortieth birthday on the same day that Amanda had her fifty-fourth. He’d been in situ for three months. Amanda wasn’t the type to think a boss necessarily had to be older to be efficient, because Linus was very efficient and he’d gone through the business like a dose of salts, making it pull up its britches. He was one of the famous industry ‘superpowers’, whizz kids who had turned into whizz men who flitted from company to company working their magic, applying a seasoned axe with the skill of Uhtred son of Uhtred to the dead wood and one did not get into those lofty positions by being Mr Nice-Guy. Many of these behemoths were on the psychopathic scale with their charming veneers and ability to sleep like a baby after separating a family man from his salary when good business sense dictated it. Anyway, her neck was so damp that if he intended to apply an axe to it, the blade would slide to one side. Maybe that’s what happened in Mary Queen of Scots’ case, because she remembered from history that it had taken a couple of attempts at least to separate her head from the rest of her. Was Mary having her last hot flash? As if her execution wasn’t enough horse-crap on her day.

‘Ah, Amanda, do come in and take a seat’, said Linus with a smile. It looked genuine enough, but how could it be? He wasn’t here to offer her a promotion because he thought she’d handled herself with aplomb in the boardroom, and it was too much to hope he was looking for a new court jester. Philip, no doubt, had been distancing himself from the debacle, dripping his poison into Linus’s ear about her. Linus gestured towards the chair at the other side of his enormous desk. Mon Enfant spent a lot on their office furniture. At least for the executives, who had throne-like leather swivel chairs, and the best drawers and cupboards that South American mahogany trees could make.

As Amanda sat, Linus got up, as if he were on the other end of a see-saw.

‘Coffee? Tea? Water?’

Unexpected. ‘I’m fine, thank you.’ She’d better deny herself the opportunity of spilling it all over herself. It wouldn’t be a great look, covered in coffee as well as perspiration pouring out of her forehead as if there was a dodgy tap behind it.

‘Sure? I’m having one.’

‘Not for me, but thank you.’

Linus walked to one corner of his office where there was a water cooler. He took a glass and held it up to the dispensing nozzle. Amanda studied him from the back, noting how snow white his shirt was. He always wore white and all his shirts looked fresh out of the packet. And all his suits were tailored to fit his long slim build but surprisingly wide shoulders. He couldn’t have got that shape off a peg.

Linus returned to the desk and sat on his chair. He took a sip and Amanda waited for the shitstorm to begin. The sooner it did so, the sooner it would stop.

‘Well, it’s nice to finally have a one-to-one with you, Amanda. We’ve only really said hello in passing so far more or less, haven’t we?’

‘Yes,’ Amanda tried to smile and failed dismally. The tension in the air was thickening by the microsecond.

‘So…’

Here we go.

‘I’ve invited you in because of…’ He paused, and Amanda filled in the rest of the sentence for him in her head:… of some concerns about you being in charge of an annual budget you can’t even pronounce.

Amanda swallowed, felt her cheeks begin to glow with an uncomfortable warmth. Looking for a new job at her age was going to be a laugh.

She was wrong though. Linus started his sentence again.

‘Can I be frank? I want to talk to you… because you’re a woman.’

That was also unexpected.

‘Not quite with you, Linus,’ Amanda said slowly, in case she was missing something that was glaringly obvious.

‘There aren’t a lot of women in this company, are there? Which is odd for a firm that specialises in baby equipment. Why do you think that is?’

No, there weren’t, that was true. It didn’t help that the head of HR was a closeted misogynist and only set on men, where he had a choice. Also there had been three other women in the marketing department until Philip became its manager and he’d managed to drive them all out with his rigid, ungiving leadership style. He seemed to think they were an alien race out to make his life difficult when they needed to leave early for a school emergency or to take an elderly parent to an appointment or had rung in sick with crippling period pains. She’d seen the way he’d looked at her when she’d had to stand by an open window just to cool down for five minutes or disappear off to the loo mid-meeting because her bladder now gave her ten seconds notice to get there. But could she say all this to Linus or should she just rattle her head and play dumb. That would have been the safer course, but too often these days the brake on her better judgement just didn’t operate like it should.

She’d expected to come into his room and be given a warning for being incompetent, maybe a push towards the exit door, that’s what the climate of this company had instilled in her to presume but it hadn’t happened. What did she have to lose by saying to him what she’d tried to say to HR on three separate occasions? She hadn’t even tried to sit Philip down because he’d have run off with his fingers in his ears singing ‘la la la’.

‘This is not a woman-friendly organisation, Linus. It’s scared them all off.’

There, it was out, the words hanging in the air in twenty-foot, flashing neon, unmissable letters. Words that acted like a slap on Linus’s face, from the look of it.

‘You’re going to have to explain that statement,’ he replied eventually.

In for a penny…

Her tongue darted out of her mouth, wetted her lips in preparation to give him the big reveal. She realised that whatever she said couldn’t be taken back, there was no rewind button and so she’d better get it right.

‘A little understanding of women’s health circumstances would go a long way in this industry. I don’t know why it’s taking so long for management to realise this. We lost a wonderful young graduate last year because she was going through terrible monthly pains with her periods and needed time off when they struck her, even though she didn’t want the time off because she was fully committed to her post. She was prepared to work from home on such days but she wasn’t allowed to. In the end it was suggested to her that she might be better off finding a job more flexible to her condition, even though it was totally within our remit to be that flexible, so she did and she’s thriving at Tesco – our loss was very much their gain,’ Amanda began. It had greatly angered her when she found out about it. She just hoped that Linus was ready for more matters female and gynaecological because her gun was loaded with them.

‘We lost Mo from Marketing because she had a parent who was terminally ill and Philip wouldn’t give her any time off, nothing, not even to use up her holiday days, so she had no choice but to hand in her notice. Sandra, dreadful depression thanks to the menopause. She’d been a solid worker for fifteen years and yet she was made to feel like an inconvenience, a drain on the company, so she left. And take myself. The menopause has hit me like a sledgehammer, Linus. I forget things, I say “animal budgie” when I mean “annual budget” in meetings’ – she thought she’d get that in – ‘I sweat, I get panic attacks sometimes, I can’t sleep at night so I arrive at work with eyes swollen and bloodshot and sometimes I find myself forced to take a cat-nap at my desk in the afternoon, leading to some sneering – from Philip, again – as if I’m some sort of mid-week party girl. I have to pause meetings to go to the loo, and I know how I’m being talked about behind my back for all this and trust me, that does nothing for my already hormonally-induced elevated anxiety levels. I’ve been here for over twenty years, never even took a sick day. I know my job inside out, I’ve even won awards but this past couple of years, all I can think of is getting to the earliest retirement date I can reach and then handing in my notice, because I don’t like what I’m seeing regarding how women are treated here, how I’m being treated here. Yes, there are always going to be those who ride the system, but there are plenty of women who have been loyal and hard-working and are going through changes over which they have little control, and you’ll lose the ones you haven’t already if this firm doesn’t alter its ways.’

She was well aware she was giving him a monologue worthy of Shakespeare, but she had his ear and she wasn’t going to waste the opportunity.

‘Yes, our mothers put up and shut up about the menopause but we shouldn’t have to, Linus, because it’s not myth or made up; these changes happening within us are real and they tend to clobber us when we’ve got elderly parents and children to get through their own difficult stages. It can impact on our whole lives and it needs to be talked about more, not less; it isn’t a dirty secret and it shouldn’t be treated as such. Have you any idea how many things it affects: our mental health as well as our physical, our bones, our joints, our sleep, our bladders, our self-worth, our hair, our skin, our heart rates… and don’t even get me started on the rage, Linus.

‘I don’t know what vitamins to take and do I take them with black pepper, turmeric, ashwagandha, apple cider vinegar? I don’t know what sort of collagen; bovine, marine, or even if any of them do any good – powders, capsules, gummies? I don’t know why I’ve apparently got a folic acid deficiency, because who knew women of my age were supposed to take it. Magnesium helps for sleep – or does it, and if so what sort? And then you’ve got size zero celebs on the TV pratting about, not a bead of sweat on their heads after a two-hour session with their personal trainers, sponsored by companies, telling us we’ll all have superpowers if we take their stupidly expensive supplements… and how we want to believe them, so we stump up. If men went through the menopause, there would have been definitive programmes and information and help in place for years.’
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