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    This book is dedicated to six fabulous women who inspired this book.

    

    To Nancy Scrimshaw, Sheila Isherwood and Mary Sutcliffe, who taught me that age is no barrier to friendship, laughter or fun, especially when eating illegal mince pies in front of a Yorkshire range.

    

    And to my SUN Sisters: Pam Oliver, Helen Clapham and Karen Baker. Life would not be the same if we didn’t share our stories about work, men – and what some of us have done on a mountain.

  
    

    ‘To love and be loved is to feel the Sun from both sides.’

    DAVID VISCOTT
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    Chapter 1

    After only three words of Malcolm’s speech, Dawn tuned out. She didn’t want to listen to his monotonous voice. Nor did she want to think about old people retiring from Bakery departments. Her head was too full of confetti and honeymoons and she was counting down the hours until tomorrow morning, when she would finally be choosing her wedding dress.

    While Malcolm was still droning on about being at the end of an era and raising his thick polystyrene cup full of cheap white wine in Retiring-Brian’s direction, she was calculating how long it was to her big day. Eighty-four days, eighteen hours, eleven minutes and forty-three seconds, forty-two seconds, forty-one seconds. Every tick of the clock brought her one tiny step closer to being Mrs Calum Crooke.

    People were clapping now, so Dawn joined in to make it appear that she was part of the celebrations. Malcolm was smiling, she noticed. Crikey. Fourteen million more of those and he’d have a wrinkle. Probably wind, thought Dawn, watching Malcolm’s face return to its normal ‘pissed off with the world’ cast. Mind you, he was very pissed off with the world at the moment. He had presumed, as Deputy Head of Bakery, that he would jump straight into the top slot when Brian retired. He wasn’t best pleased to find out he was being shunted over to Cheese and the new Head of Bakery was going to be an unknown outsider that the MD, Mr McAskill, was bringing in.

    That he was going to be ‘Cheese Head’ and no longer a deputy, didn’t do much to take the edge off his disappointment. Bakery was growing and secure, Cheese was sinking. Rumour had it that Mr McAskill was in the process of phasing it out totally. And Cheese was an entirely male department, unlike Bakery, which would now be all female. There would be far less opportunity to look down blouses or sidle up closer to his co-workers than he should do by the photocopying machines. Dawn shuddered as she remembered feeling his hand on her bum on her first day in the department. He’d said ‘whoops’ and left it at that, but she’d known it was deliberate. She had kept herself out of his way as much as possible after that.

    •   •   •

    Raychel stood alone, swilling the awful wine around in her cup. She was a natural wallflower, most comfortable against the sidelines. She felt awkward in social situations like this, but also she felt obliged to stay behind after work with the others and wave Brian off. He was an affable enough man, and talking about spending the summer in a caravan with his wife, a new microwave and his Cairn Terrier, Lady, was probably the most animated she had seen him since she joined the department late last year.

    When she heard that Brian was leaving, she’d presumed that Malcolm would take over as boss, seeing as he had been acting more or less as Head anyway. She had started looking at the noticeboard for any up-and-coming jobs within other departments then. She didn’t like Malcolm one bit. He was too touchy-feely for her liking, using any excuse to have skin-to-skin contact and Raychel hated to be touched by anyone – except her husband Ben. She hadn’t told Ben about Malcolm and his inability to understand the concept of ‘personal space’ because he would have been down at the office like a shot to sort the little squirt out. So she was delighted and as surprised as the other three women in the department to hear that Malcolm was being moved to Cheese, and that Grace – the oldest lady in the department – was being made Deputy. The big boss, James McAskill, was bringing in a woman from outside as Head of Bakery, which had got the tongues wagging.

    Not that Raychel had discussed any of this with her co-workers. They had all been in the same department for ages now and hadn’t progressed beyond the ‘morning, nice day’ or ‘have a good weekend’ stage – give or take a bit of work talk. They were nice enough women, all different ages though. And now there was going to be another woman amongst them. Raychel wondered how all these changes would affect the dynamics of the department, but it didn’t really matter that much. Work was a place to get her head down and earn a crust, nothing else.

    •   •   •

    Anna gave Brian a big kiss on the cheek. As bosses went, he was a nice man who just couldn’t be arsed any more, if the truth be told. His retirement had been long in his sights and he had let Malcolm take over most of the running of the department. Thank goodness that creep was leaving as well. He hadn’t been at all happy about his move to Cheese though, that was obvious. Actually he was a miserable sod at the best of times. It was as if he had a row with his wife every morning and was intent on polluting the office air with a bad mood. He was always so rude to his underlings. ‘Please’ and ‘Thank you’s didn’t feature in his vocabulary and he would bark ‘tea’ at any of them when he wanted a drink. Plus she hated the way his eyes flicked to her breasts when he was talking to her. She wondered what sort of woman found him attractive enough to marry him. But apparently he could sustain a relationship: he had been married for over fifteen years, which is more than she could say for herself.

    Anna listened to Brian getting all excited about spending the summer in a caravan on the coast and she envied him that enthusiasm for something. She had not one single thing to look forward to this weekend or after. She couldn’t get interested in the storylines of Coronation Street, didn’t fancy anything particular to eat, had lost the ability to lose herself in a book and knock out the image of her fiancé bonking the nineteen-yearold hired help in his barber’s shop. Life stretched before Anna – longer, greyer and wetter than the entire British coastline in February.

    •   •   •

    Grace picked up Malcolm’s retirement present to look at it – a carriage clock which had a very loud tock. She could almost hear it saying ‘slow death, slow death, slow death’ to the beat.

    ‘You next, with any luck!’ said Brian in her ear hole.

    ‘Wha . . . at?’ said Grace, before quickly recovering. ‘Oh yes, maybe.’ God forbid. The thought of standing where Brian was now, admiring her own clock, being toasted in warm plonk, brought on a cold, clammy sweat at the back of her neck. She came over ever-so-slightly faint.

    Slow death, slow death, slow death.

    ‘I just can’t understand why you’d want to up the ante when you’d got the chance to leave this place and live a life of leisure. Could have been your retirement do as well,’ said Brian with a smile.

    ‘Oh well, you know me, I like a challenge,’ said Grace. She had worked with Brian for just over three years now and liked his merry ways, even though he was a man who was born old and was just happily growing into himself. He would so enjoy not having to set his alarm clock any more and spending his days pottering around busily doing nothing. Apart from his cheery disposition, he reminded her so much of her husband Gordon – too much for comfort, as he prattled on about the joys of retirement.

    Grace’s thoughts drifted off. Did Brian ever think when he was seventeen and in the dance halls that he would one day be standing here, getting excited about taking a new microwave to Skegness? Was that the zenith of his ambition? Or was Grace not normal in being the same age as him and panicking every time the word ‘caravan’ entered a conversation? She’d done the caravan thing when her three children were small and they had enjoyed it, even though she herself had found it far from relaxing as a choice of holiday. The children were adults now but she was still very close to them and didn’t want to spend weeks and weeks away from them and her grandchildren with only Gordon for company.

    She had always said that she would leave him when the children grew up. She wondered how many other women had resolved to do the same and were still there years after the kids had moved out because they simply weren’t brave enough to go. Her son and two daughters had left a huge, gaping hole in her home when they left, as if they had taken its heart along with them.

    Her eyes caught Malcolm refilling his cup with wine. He wasn’t a happy man by any stretch. She could easily believe the rumours he was being moved to the much less prestigious department of Cheese because he wasn’t efficient enough to handle the growing Bakery department. Malcolm Spatchcock was neither liked nor respected, although his ego was so big that he was oblivious to that fact.

    Grace only hoped that she wouldn’t be wishing Malcolm back after meeting her new boss. Still, Mrs Christie Somers would have to be really bad to knock Malcolm off the unpopularity stakes, ghastly little gnome. She had worked under his inefficient management for too long.

    The wine and crisps were gone now and people were starting to pack up and drift off. Grace’s weekend stretched out long and stark in front of her. Same old, same old. Babysitting her granddaughter tonight while Gordon went to the Legion and her daughter and son-in-law went out for some posh meal. Shopping, washing and cleaning tomorrow, then on Sunday morning she would make the lunch, clear up, iron and then sit down in front of Heartbeat – or really break out and watch Frost – before a hot bath and bed, ready for the week ahead.

    She looked at the office youngsters from other departments filing out of the door, full of Friday night beans. She hadn’t done that whole donning lippy and going out with friends thing for well over twenty-five years. She said goodnight to Brian and her three co-workers. They all seemed nice women, although they didn’t really mix much. Still, the atmosphere at work was so much lighter than it was at home. Gordon’s hair had gone grey in his thirties, but when did he get so grey in his head? Life would have been so much easier for Grace had she done the same.

    
       
    

    Chapter 2

    Calum was virtually sitting on the telephone but it would have rung forever had Dawn not come in from the kitchen and picked it up. She mouthed ‘Idle beggar’ at him, but he was too lazy even to look up.

    ‘Hello, love,’ said the cheery voice down the line.

    ‘Hi, Muriel,’ said Dawn. Calum exhaled loudly and waved his hands like an irate air-traffic controller. The message was clearly I’m not here if she asks.

    ‘So, what time are you picking me up tomorrow, pet?’ asked her future mother-in-law brightly.

    ‘Half-past ten all right for you, Mu?’

    ‘Well, I’ll make sure I’m up, seeing as it’s a special occasion,’ said Muriel.

    ‘I’m so excited, I bet I don’t sleep much.’

    ‘Knock yourself out with a few lagers. That’s what I do when I can’t sleep, lass!’

    Dawn laughed. Muriel was ever so funny sometimes. She had laughed with Mu from the first time they met, over two years ago, in the miserable hairdressing salon where Dawn used to work. Dawn had given her a perm and Muriel had chattered on for two solid hours. She had been an absolute tonic that day with her rough, bawdy sense of humour. She had exploded into Dawn’s life when she badly needed some laughs.

    ‘Is our Calum back?’

    ‘Yes, but you’ve just missed him.’

    Calum stuck up a satisfied thumb.

    ‘Aw well!’ said Muriel with a deep sigh. ‘Mind you, it is Friday and a bloke deserves a pint after a hard week at work.’

    Dawn didn’t know about the hard week. All he seemed to do was faff about on a fork-lift truck and have fag breaks.

    ‘Anyway, when you see him, tell him Killer’s brought him a box of DVDs.’

    ‘I will.’

    ‘See you tomorrow then, pet.’

    ‘See you, Mu.’

    Dawn clicked the phone off and Calum stood up and stretched like a lean, scraggy street cat.

    ‘Killer has brought you some DVDs apparently,’ Dawn delivered the message.

    ‘Oh, cheers.’

    ‘Not pirates, are they?’ she asked suspiciously.

    ‘Don’t be daft, they’re from house clearances.’

    ‘And what do you do with them?’

    ‘Questions, questions,’ he sighed. ‘Sell them on for him down the pub – for a cut.’

    ‘OK,’ said Dawn, temporarily satisfied by his answer. ‘So, what do you want for your tea?’ she asked.

    ‘Thought we were having a Chinese?’ he said.

    ‘And I thought we were cutting back. I’ve got a wedding dress to buy tomorrow.’

    Calum scratched his head, leaving his hair all sexily mussed up.

    ‘We’ve got to live, Dawn! We’ve both been working all week. We need a bit of a treat.’

    ‘OK then,’ she reluctantly agreed. He could always talk her round. ‘I’m hungry now; shall I ring up and order? I’ll have chicken and mushroom with fried rice and won tons. Are we sharing? If we are, don’t get that black bean thing.’ She went to the drawer for the Chinese menu. It was at the top of a stack of takeaway menus all clipped neatly together. Her fastidious organizational skills were something Calum teased her about on a regular basis.

    ‘I’ll share if you want. But I thought I’d go out for a couple and then pick it up on the way back.’

    ‘Aw! Don’t go out!’ Dawn tutted, disappointed.

    Calum yawned. ‘Just for a couple. Won’t be any more than that, ’cos I’m shattered.’

    ‘Now, where have I heard that before?’

    Calum grinned his cheeky schoolboy smile that had got him into and out of all sorts of trouble ever since he was old enough to use it to its full advantage. It disarmed Dawn, as usual.

    ‘I promise this time,’ he said. ‘No later than ten past nine. You have the plates warmed up for us.’

    ‘Oh, anything else I should do?’ asked Dawn with her hands on her hips.

    ‘Funny you should ask. You couldn’t lend me twenty quid, could you?’

    Dawn opened her purse and handed over the money with a sigh, hating herself for being unable to say no. Especially as she knew that at ten o’clock she would, most likely, have given up waiting for Calum to come home early. She would go and make herself a cheese toastie. Calum would roll in after midnight, having forgotten the Chinese. She hoped one day he would break the pattern and surprise her, but so far he hadn’t.

    •   •   •

    ‘Oh bloody hell, I’ve burned the garlic bread!’ said Ben as the smoke alarm went off.

    Raychel followed his mad dash into the kitchen and laughed.

    ‘It’s not funny, Ray, I was really looking forward to that,’ said Ben, looking like a little kid who had just watched his ice-cream drop off his cornet and get eaten by a lucky passing mongrel.

    Raychel grabbed the broom handle and poked up at the smoke alarm, but she was too small to reach it.

    ‘Shift yourself, shorty,’ said Ben, pushing her gently out of the way. He stretched up his long, muscular arm to depress the button with his big thumb. ‘God, that’s better; it was deafening me!’

    ‘Look, it’s not that bad, Ben,’ said Raychel, inspecting the damage. ‘It’s only the top bit that’s burned. I can cut it off.’

    ‘Can you really do that? For me?’ He sank to the floor and pretended to thank God.

    Raychel slapped him playfully. ‘You’re so easily pleased.’

    He grabbed her around the legs and pulled her to him as she squealed. He was almost as tall as her full height on his knees.

    ‘I’m not actually. I’d say I was rather fussy myself.’

    Raychel looked down into his lovely, sweet, smiling face. The stubble was growing back even though he’d had a good shave that morning. Dark and manly, his arms were tight around her. His body was hard with muscle and solid against her. She loved him so much.

    ‘I’ll get the pasta dished up then, shall I?’

    ‘In a minute,’ he said, savouring the feel of her, curling strands of her long, black hair around his finger, taking in her long-faded perfume. He could have breathed her in for hours.

    ‘Am I enough for you?’ she said, eventually. It was a question he had heard so many times and he answered it as always.

    ‘Ray, you’re all I could ever want.’

    
       
    

    Chapter 3

    Grace got up the next morning at five-thirty and watched the Teletubbies, Bob the Builder and Thomas the Tank Engine for a brain-numbing two and a half hours with four-year-old Sable. The combination of a young child’s energy and an early morning following a restless night made her feel far older than her fifty-five years. Gordon was, of course, in bed. It was women’s work getting up and seeing to the children. Or, at least, that was the regime she had always been used to – first at home with Mum and Dad, then when she married the widower with the four dependants: Laura aged six, Paul aged five, Sarah aged three and Rose aged fifty-four. It was funny to think she was older than her mother-in-law was when she died. Rose had seemed like an old, old woman.

    Sarah arrived at eleven with her customary ‘Sorry I’m late. Thanks for letting her stay the night. I know it was last minute.’

    ‘It’s all right, love,’ said Gordon, up and dressed now in his gardening clothes, his thick, steel-grey hair still wet from a leisurely shower.

    ‘Any chance you could look after her for another hour?’ asked Sarah in her best wheedling little girl tone. ‘Just so I can go to the supermarket?’

    ‘ ’Course she can stay here,’ said Gordon, his voice drowning out anything Grace might have had to say on the subject. He chucked Sable under the chin. ‘She can come out and watch her grandad plant some seeds.’

    ‘It’s far too chilly for her to be outside,’ said Sarah, wrapping her fur-trimmed maternity coat a little further around herself at the mere thought of it.

    ‘Well, she can stay inside with her grandma then,’ said Gordon. Grandma. The word grated on Grace’s nerves like a fingernail scraping down a blackboard. She preferred Nana and Gordon knew that. It was as if he was using the word on purpose – a Chinese water torture slow drip, drip: ‘you will be old’.

    ‘I promise I won’t be longer than two hours,’ beamed Sarah, happy at having an extension to her freedom. ‘Three at the most.’

    She tried to ignore how tired her mother looked and concentrated on her father’s expression of bonhomie instead. Gordon disappeared out to his allotment. Grace wrestled with trying to get the washing done, the beds stripped and entertaining a hyper Sable. She needed to go out shopping herself but she was exhausted. Gordon was so generous with other people’s time.

    Sarah came back after lunch, just as Sable had drifted off to sleep. And just as the postman arrived with two catalogues for caravan sites in Blegthorpe-on-Sea.

    •   •   •

    Calum’s loud beer-snoring awoke Dawn. She went downstairs to try and sleep on the sofa but what she gained in peace levels, she lost in comfort. The sofa was old and past it; they really could do with another one but every spare penny was being put aside for the wedding. Well, every spare penny of hers, that was. At least Calum had a job at the moment, and one he was sticking at – not that it brought in mega-bucks. But where she was saving everything she could, Calum contributed what was left out of his ‘social fund’. She would have to get a loan out at this rate for the honeymoon, but she was going to have the fairytale. If it took her the rest of her life to pay off her wedding day, she would have the frock, the flowers and the fancy cake. She knew it was the start to a marriage that her mum and dad would have wanted for her. Then, when the wedding debt had been paid off, they could start looking at something a bit better than Calum’s dump of a house. Dawn had moved into it eight months ago and not managed to persuade Calum to do anything to it. There were still wires hanging down from the ceiling, bare plaster walls, furniture that looked as if it had been dragged out of a skip. He was five years younger than her. Dawn rationalized that as some sort of excuse for his student-like existence.

    Calum was still in bed when she pulled up in front of her future mother-in-law’s council house semi at the other end of town. She beeped the horn of her antique, but thankfully reliable Fiesta, and a minute later Muriel wobbled down the path in tired leggings, a grubby-looking fleece and flip-flops. Not that Dawn would ever have been ashamed to be seen with her. Muriel was Muriel, and Dawn loved her to bits, just as she was.

    ‘Morning, lovely,’ said Muriel with an excited little half-toothless grin. The Crookes were a rough family, but they had taken Dawn to their bosom. This was especially important to Dawn since her own parents had died in a car crash sixteen years ago and left a gaping hole in her heart. She missed them so much. She wished it was her mum sitting in the car beside her now, helping to pick out her wedding clothes. But Muriel Crooke was the next best thing.

    Their first stop was ‘Everything but the Bride’ on the out-skirts of town by the new Tesco. The tired display in the window was awful and was a perfect indication of what lay inside. A cracked, headless mannequin with no bust was wearing a white dress that was the colour of old greying knickers and would have better befitted a toilet roll doll of the 1970s. The accompanying bridesmaid mannequin did have a head, and a face that had been painted on by someone with a very shaky hand and no artistic talent: she wore the pained expression of a kid being given a wedgie. She looked uncomfortable in her lilac satin dress that had long faded in the sun. Yellowing confetti was sprinkled around their feet, resembling bird poo.

    Dawn went in but knew instantly that she wouldn’t find her dress in here. The buyer wanted a slap. There wasn’t a lot of choice because the owner was obviously phasing the wedding dresses out and prom dresses in. Each one seemed the same as the rest but in a different colour. It was as if there was only one standard pattern for all the frocks – big wide skirt and puffy sleeves – with slight variations of neckline or ribbon/sequin detail. They weren’t harassed by the sales assistant whose ear was stuck on the phone.

    ‘. . . it can’t be too short, you were there when we measured you. I asked you if that length felt comfortable and you said yes. Well, maybe you should have had on the shoes you’d be wearing for your wedding. If you come in here in flats to be measured up and you’re wearing heels on the day, how can that be our fault?’

    Dawn reckoned the gold stars for customer service might be thin on the ground in this place.

    Muriel pulled a face at her, making Dawn chuckle. They slid out of the shop and Dawn took a big gulp of air.

    ‘If that were me on the other end of that phone, I’d have slammed it down, got a taxi over here and smashed her cocky bleeding face in,’ said Muriel.

    Dawn was laughing so hard it took her four attempts to open her car door. She knew Muriel would tell the others how the day went, adding her funny embellishments. She hoped she would save it until Dawn was present to hear it.

    They drove through Penistone and to stop number two, ‘Love and Marriage’, a far superior site on the Holmfirth Road. The window display was gorgeous: an ivory dress around a wire frame that represented an exaggerated hourglass figure. It was surrounded by handbags and shoes with expensive designer names. This was a pendulum swing to the other end of the market. A frighteningly big one if those names were anything to go by: Choo, Prada, Chloe, Louboutin . . .

    They had barely stepped foot in the shop when an assistant bore down on them offering help.

    ‘Just looking, thanks,’ said Dawn.

    ‘Are you searching for anything in particular?’ pressed the assistant, giving Muriel a sneaky look up and down, which Muriel saw and her lip instinctively curled back over her teeth.

    ‘I don’t know,’ said Dawn, wishing she could just wander around for a bit, unharassed.

    ‘This is nice, Dawn,’ said Muriel, picking out a long, cream dress. ‘Can’t find the price tag though.’

    ‘Nine thousand,’ said snotty assistant woman.

    ‘Pounds?’ gasped Muriel. ‘You’re having a laugh?’

    ‘No, it’s a Vladimir Darq. The reason it’s so cheap is that it’s second-hand.’

    Muriel’s jaw dropped. Cheap was the last word that came to her mind. She was speechless with amazement that someone would pay that amount of money for a frock.

    ‘He’s a famous designer,’ said the assistant. ‘You have heard of him, presumably?’

    ‘Can’t be that famous if I’ve never heard of him!’ sniffed Muriel, enjoying that she was rankling the snotty cow.

    ‘I have,’ nodded Dawn. ‘I didn’t realize he was a wedding dress designer though.’

    ‘He doesn’t make bridal gowns any more,’ said the assistant. ‘This dress was from his very last collection of them – very much sought after.’

    ‘Aye, by people with more money than sense.’ Muriel clicked her tongue loudly.

    ‘I’m not looking for anything that . . . fancy,’ said Dawn. Of course the assistant knew she meant ‘expensive’ by ‘fancy’. She’d taken one look at the pair of them and knew they’d be leaving empty-handed. The mother, she presumed, would have thought a Vera Wang was something that came with fried rice and prawn crackers.

    ‘Our range starts at five thousand for this one,’ said the assistant, presenting a plain white satin dress in a thick polythene cover.

    ‘Oh,’ said Dawn. She cooed over the dress to be polite, but all parties knew this was a no-go sale opportunity. Dawn made noises of ‘maybe having to go home and look at some magazines first,’ in order to leave the shop with some dignity intact. Two minutes later, she let loose a long breath of relief as she stepped outside.

    ‘She thinks she’s in Paris not bloody Barnsley!’ Muriel laughed loudly on the doorstep. ‘Twenty-two quid for a pair of tights? A pair of tights, did you see?’

    It was as they were coming back to Barnsley, via the small, pretty village of Maltstone, that Dawn braked hard opposite the church, nearly sending Muriel through the windscreen.

    ‘Didn’t know there was a bridal shop here, did you, Mu?’

    ‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Muriel with a sniff. ‘I’ve no reason to come to Maltstone. There’s nothing around here for me.’ She wasn’t a woman for garden centres and rural tea-shops.

    Dawn reversed into a parking spot in front of a shop with a bay-window full of the prettiest display of bridalwear. Above the door hung a sign in romantic, swirly text, saying simply ‘White Wedding’.

    The doorbell tinkled daintily as Dawn and Muriel entered.

    ‘ ’King hell, it’s a Tardis!’ said Muriel over-loudly as the narrow shop seemed to go on forever in length. Racks of dresses lined the walls, and showcases of tiaras and shoes ran floor to the cottage-low ceiling. Dawn’s mouth opened in a round O of delight. This is more like it!

    A very slim and smart assistant greeted them with a big smile. On her plain, black fitted dress she wore the name badge ‘Freya’. She was probably the same age as Muriel, thought Dawn, although with her coiffeured hair and unchewed nails, she looked fifteen years younger.

    ‘Can I help you?’ Freya asked Dawn politely.

    ‘I’m getting married and I er . . . need a dress,’ replied Dawn shyly.

    ‘Well, do feel free to wander,’ said Freya. ‘I will say though, don’t judge the dress until you have tried it on. You’d be surprised how many brides go out looking for one particular style only to find it doesn’t suit them at all.’

    ‘Thank you,’ said Dawn, feeling very much at ease in this shop. She and Muriel had a look around but Dawn realized she might need some expert help after all.

    ‘I don’t know where to start, there’s just so many,’ she said. She wanted to get it right because what if she found a dress, bought it, then spotted another one that was nicer? That thought had tortured her a few times.

    ‘Well, let’s start with colour,’ said the assistant. She studied Dawn’s pale, heavily freckled skin and her shoulder-length copper hair. ‘May I recommend ivory rather than white? White isn’t always flattering, especially to people with pale skin like yourself. Size 10, at a guess?’

    ‘Spot on,’ returned Dawn. Freya went to the rack of 10s as Muriel was pulling size 24s off the hangers and holding them up against herself.

    ‘And are we going to be a summer bride or a winter one?’ asked Freya.

    ‘June,’ said Dawn.

    ‘I might try on one myself,’ said Muriel. ‘Get Ronnie to renew his vows, seeing as I’m a lot thinner than the first time we went down the aisle.’

    Freya’s face never twitched, even though Muriel was twenty-five stone plus now.

    ‘We’ll have a joint do,’ laughed Dawn.

    Freya pulled out a long, tapering gown, shaking out the creases.

    ‘This is silk, ivory as you see, a bow on the back, beaded detail on the front bodice. Very flattering for the smaller-busted woman.’

    ‘Not do me any good then,’ snorted Muriel and laughed so hard that her enormous and flimsily restrained breasts jiggled like two giant blancmanges. The bra hadn’t been built that could hold them in place without industrial strength scaffolding.

    ‘It’s lovely,’ said Dawn, but she was shaking her head. ‘It’s not leaping out at me, though.’

    ‘OK,’ said Freya, and flicked the plastic protective case swiftly back over it. ‘What about this?’ She presented something swimming with ruffles.

    ‘Oooh,’ squealed Muriel.

    ‘Too fancy,’ said Dawn quietly. ‘Sorry, it’s not me at all!’

    ‘Oh, don’t apologize,’ said Freya. ‘Finding out what you don’t want is the most effective way to lead us to what you do want. So, less frills . . . let me see.’

    She pulled out a very unfussy number in satin.

    ‘Ah, it’s too plain. Heck, I’m not easy to please, am I?’ Dawn half-expected Freya to sigh in that annoyed way that Calum’s sister Demi was always doing.

    ‘Don’t worry,’ said Freya, though. ‘I’ve seen would-be brides come in here and reject forty dresses!’

    ‘How much is this?’ called Muriel, holding up a white satin gown. There was enough material in it to make a sail for a billionaire’s yacht.

    ‘That particular one is three thousand pounds,’ said Freya.

    ‘Chuffing hell, they aren’t cheap, are they?’ said Muriel and slid it back on the rail, none too straight either, although Freya didn’t give a hint of disapproval.

    ‘This one, perhaps?’

    ‘Neck’s too high.’ Dawn shook her head. ‘That’s gorgeous though.’ She pointed to a rather full-skirted confection in white. Freya didn’t look convinced that Dawn and the frock were a good match, but hung it up in the changing room for her all the same. A couple of minutes later, Dawn emerged to show herself off.

    ‘Bleeding hell, where’s your sheep, Bo Peep?’ asked Muriel with a snort.

    The dress drowned Dawn and, true enough, the white material made her skin look like the colour of uncooked pastry. Freya nodded in an ‘I told you so’, but kindly, way. She was holding up a gown that made Dawn’s eyes shine.

    ‘It’s from our vintage collection,’ explained Freya. ‘It’s a very special dress.’

    Long and flowing, it had a beautiful scooped neck with peach rosebud detail, a full skirt, three-quarter sleeves and was made of smooth, smooth ivory silk. Dawn’s hands reached greedily for the hanger. She closed the dressing room curtain and when she opened it again and emerged in that dress, both Muriel and Freya gasped with delight.

    ‘Gorgeous,’ said Freya. The dress suited the tall, slim woman to a T. The ivory lent her pale skin some colour, her neck looked extended by inches and the fitted bodice gave the illusion of curves where there were few.

    ‘Oh. My. God. This is the one, I just know it,’ said Dawn. She was almost in tears imagining the skirt trailing behind her, brushing the aisle floor. ‘Do you know anything about the original owner? Was she happy?’ She didn’t want a dress with negative vibes stored in the threads.

    ‘Very,’ Freya said, adding, ‘Eventually.’

    ‘Well, you would say that,’ parried Muriel. But Dawn wanted to believe Freya anyway. She was hooked.

    ‘It is lovely, mind,’ said Muriel. ‘How much is it though?’

    ‘It’s fifteen hundred pounds. Any alterations are free and you will most likely need them despite it being a near-perfect fit now. Most brides lose some weight and have to have their dresses nipped in nearer the date.’

    ‘Fifteen hundred quid – for a second-hand frock!’ Muriel gave a mirthless little laugh.

    ‘It’s very special,’ said Freya again, smiling. ‘It looks meant for you.’

    Dawn gulped. It was over her budget, but she knew anything else would be second-best. She could cut back on something else, but not the dress. She would pray for a miracle pay rise or a big win. She would start putting an extra line on the lottery, starting this week.

    ‘I don’t care – I’ll take it,’ she heard herself say.

    An hour later, Dawn had spent another two hundred and fifty pounds on shoes, a medium-length ivory veil, a tiara and some matching earrings. She hid the purchases on her Visa card and tried not to let worries about the expense spoil the excitement.

    •   •   •

    ‘Look at this one,’ said Gordon. ‘It’s an eight berth.’

    Grace dutifully left the sink, peered over his shoulder at the catalogue and then returned to scrubbing the Sunday dinner pans, which were infinitely more interesting.

    ‘Plenty of room for our Sarah and Hugo and Sable and the baby when it arrives, and our Laura and Joe.’

    And Paul too, Grace added to herself, but there wouldn’t have been much point saying it aloud. Gordon was a master at ignoring what he didn’t want to hear. Paul was as good as dead to his father.

    ‘It’s got central heating and a built-in washing machine and dishwasher.’ He looked at Grace standing with the tea-towel. ‘It’s got more than we’ve got here, in fact. It would be just ideal for us when you retire. You’re over ready for a long rest.’

    ‘I’m only fifty-five, Gordon.’

    ‘Only?’ he snorted. ‘You’re getting older every day. You’ve got to be in the next batch of early retirements. I can’t understand why you haven’t been asked already. They’ve retired loads at your place!’

    Grace shrugged, but didn’t say any more. If Gordon had a magic wand, she was sure he would use it to age her and see her in a bathchair wrapped in a nice shawl.

    ‘I don’t know, anyone else at your age would be looking forward to winding down. Can’t you imagine, long summers and walks by the sea? According to the brochure, there’s even a social club on site and Skegness, Mablethorpe and Ingoldmells are only a short drive away.’

    ‘Gordon, wouldn’t you prefer to go on lots of fortnights abroad in the sun? Italy, Spain, France?’

    ‘Oh, I can’t do with all that travelling.’

    ‘It’s only two hours to Spain. It would take us not much less than that to get to Blegthorpe in the car.’

    Gordon changed tack then. ‘Oh, I can’t be doing with all that heat.’

    ‘We don’t have to go in August!’

    ‘Anyway, we couldn’t take the grandkiddies abroad. Our Sarah wouldn’t agree to that.’

    Grace doubted that. Sarah was greedy as far as babysitting duties were concerned. It wasn’t that Grace minded helping her daughter out, Sable was her granddaughter after all and she loved her dearly, but Sarah presumed that if her mother wasn’t at work, she should be on hand 24/7 for her convenience. Grace also knew that Sarah was another one who was pressurizing her to retire early so she could take over as permanent child-minder and Sarah could escape back to work.

    ‘We should go for a weekend and take a look at some of these in the flesh,’ suggested Gordon, flicking through the pages of the ‘Clark’s Caravans’ brochure.

    ‘Gordon, we’ve talked about this before and I don’t really want to,’ said Grace, standing her corner for once. She couldn’t remember how many times they’d had this interchange and as usual Gordon did not acknowledge her point of view.

    ‘You don’t know what you’d like until you try it,’ he said, which was ironic seeing as he would have spontaneously combusted had he ever tried anything out of his very small comfort zone. ‘It’ll be lovely having our own caravan instead of renting someone else’s, just you wait and see,’ he said, because Gordon Beamish always knew best.

    
       
    

    Chapter 4

    Christie Somers studied herself in the huge hall mirror, smoothed the red suit down over her hips and then whisked around with a flourish.

    ‘Niki, will I do? What do you think? Is this too bright?’

    ‘When do you not dress in primary colours?’ her brother said, shaking his head in mock exasperation. ‘Don’t tell me you’re nervous and want to hide yourself inside a black suit?’

    ‘I have no black clothes, so it’s just as well that’s a ridiculous observation,’ said Christie with a good-humoured sniff. ‘You know I don’t do nerves.’

    ‘Yes I do, and I also know that you must be the only woman in the world without black clothes.’ Niki grinned at his little sister.

    ‘Possibly,’ said Christie. ‘But my new department is full of women and I don’t want to frighten them into thinking I’m a power-suited ogre.’

    ‘Just because you always dress so beautifully it doesn’t mean you’re an ogre. Even though you are,’ said Niki, bending to give her a kiss on the head. She was a totally different body shape to him, hourglass-figured and short, where he was tall and rangy, but their wide smiles, serious cheekbones and bright blue eyes made them instantly recognizable as siblings.

    ‘It will be funny going back to work after so long a break,’

    said Christie, looking in the mirror again. Maybe scarlet was too aggressive a colour for a first meet.

    ‘James knows what he’s doing,’ said Niki. ‘He wouldn’t have offered you this job had he thought you couldn’t do it. He’s a businessman first, soft touch second. You’re up to speed, you’ll be fine and it will do you good. You’ve been a long time in hibernation away from the world. I have every confidence in you and, more to the point, James has every confidence in you.’

    ‘Thank you, Niki,’ said Christie with a fond look at him.

    ‘Pleasure, Sis,’ said Niki, saluting her as he left by the front door.

    ‘OK,’ said Christie to her own reflection. She clapped her hands together and grabbed her minx-red handbag. ‘Let’s start as we mean to go on.’

    
       
    

    Chapter 5

    Grace arrived first into the department after the weekend. She found that the Maintenance fairies had been at work. A thick new carpet had been laid and a huge executive mahogany desk replaced the standard issue ones that Malcolm and Brian had been working from. There was a whiteboard now on the wall and boxes of stationery and what looked like promotional gift examples piled up in the corner. A rather arty iron coat-andumbrella stand had arrived too. Mr McAskill wasn’t a man renowned for splashing his cash on fripperies so the gossip machine would be well cranked up by this expenditure.

    No sooner had Grace sat down and switched on her PC than Dawn came in.

    ‘Hiya,’ she said breezily. ‘Car park’s a bit full this morning, isn’t it?’

    ‘Yes it is,’ said Grace. They were still at that polite nicey-nicey stage, having the sort of lightweight interchanges with each other that they’d have with a hairdresser. Had a nice weekend? Lovely weather we’re having!

    ‘This carpet new? It’s like a bouncy castle, isn’t it?’ Dawn jumped up and down on it, enviously wishing the carpets in Calum’s house were anything like as thick and fresh – and free from cig burns and spilled beer stains.

    ‘Yes, it is,’ said Grace, spotting an unfamiliar clock on the wall as well. ‘So are quite a lot of things which seem to have appeared since Friday.’

    ‘Morning, everyone,’ said Raychel, shyly walking in, and just behind her chestnut-haired Anna arrived with an even quieter greeting, equally mesmerized by all the changes in the department. They all seemed a bit nervy that morning. They had hardly got to know each other and now there would be a mighty impact on even those flimsy dynamics. It felt as if it were the first day in a new class and they were all waiting for the teacher to come in and take control.

    Over half an hour later, at nine o’clock precisely, a surge of excitement Mexican waved towards them. The exalted figure of James McAskill appeared at the far end of the office alongside a woman in a bright red suit, red shoes and coordinating bag. A personal appearance from him was unusual in itself, but the fact that he was smiling whilst he was talking to this woman – as one would with an old friend – was extraordinary. Immediately, the status of the new Bakery boss went up by a few notches. Grace noticed that Malcolm was looking over with great interest from his department further down the long open-plan office.

    ‘Ladies,’ said Mr McAskill, ‘may I present Mrs Christie Somers. Christie, may I present the ladies of my Bakery department. This is Grace’ – he gestured to them all one by one – ‘Dawn, Anna and Raychel.’

    ‘How do you do, girls,’ said Christie in a confident, cigarette-smoky drawl. From her clothes to her voice, there was nothing quiet about this woman.

    ‘I’ve just been giving Christie a guided tour and, can you believe it, I got lost,’ said James McAskill with lips full of a beaming smile. Mr McAskill never smiled, despite being the multi-millionaire MD and majority shareholder of the chain of mini-supermarkets, White Rose Stores, which his grandfather had started and he had developed to an incredibly successful degree. Not only was WRS a national institution, but they had recently gone international too, putting stores in ex-pat-heavy areas in Europe with very encouraging results. More than one business newspaper columnist referred to James as ‘McMidas’.

    ‘I’m sure I’ll find my way around in no time,’ said Christie Somers. She reminded Grace of her old hockey teacher, with her assured delivery and fag-ravaged voice.

    ‘I’ll leave you to get settled in then, my dear,’ said Mr McAskill. Had the others known each other better, they would have exchanged furtive glances at that point. My dear? They could see rubber-necks from personnel in other departments. Malcolm’s neck was almost popping off his spine.

    ‘So I get the posh desk, do I?’ said Christie as James McAskill left her to settle herself in with her new team. ‘This one?’ She indicated the curved desk behind the privacy screen.

    ‘Yes, that’s yours,’ said Grace with a kindly smile.

    ‘That screen will have to go,’ said Christie. ‘Can’t see what’s going on behind that thing!’

    Malcolm had insisted on the screen when he came. That way he could play games on the Internet and read crime thrillers without anyone seeing he was skiving.

    ‘I’ll call Maintenance for you, shall I?’ asked Grace.

    ‘No, just show me the way to the telephone directory and I’ll do it myself,’ said Christie. ‘I’ve always been a believer in throwing myself in at the deep end!’

    Lord, she was different from Malcolm, thought Grace, who would have let the girls wipe his bottom if he could have got away with asking.

    ‘So, first things first. Let’s all go for a coffee and bond,’ said Christie. ‘I think I can just about remember my way to the canteen.’

    ‘What, now?’ said Dawn.

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘All of us?’

    ‘Yes.’

    ‘What – and leave the phones?’ said Grace. Cardinal sin. Malcolm would have had them all beheaded for less.

    ‘I’m sure that voicemail can pick them up for half an hour. Come on. I need to meet you properly and for that we need coffee and biscuits,’ said Christie and she marched off in the direction of the stairs, the others trailing behind her like little ducks behind their mam.

    •   •   •

    Twenty minutes later, the five women were halfway down their coffees in the canteen. Five women working together could be a disaster or a joy. Christie was determined it would not be the former and for that she needed to know the personalities involved.

    James McAskill had told Christie that he thought he had the ideal mix in his department now. It hadn’t been a deliberate ploy to exclude men, that’s just the way it had worked out. But still, Christie thought, he couldn’t have found a more varied selection of females if he’d tried. The older one, Grace, was fifty-five and very well named too, with her lovely white-blonde hair that fell in a delicate swoop of silver to her jawline. She had, apparently, been especially keen to take up the position, even turning down the chance of early retirement for it. She looked too regal to be working in an office, exuding all that quiet class, thought Christie. She seemed more suited to being the manager of an old-fashioned, exclusive dress shop than working behind a desk. Then there was Anna, thirty-nine, quiet and unsmiling, hiding behind her twin curtains of long chestnut hair with the odd silver root poking through. She twiddled constantly with a small, diamond-studded ring on her wedding finger and her eyes looked dull, as if she hadn’t had a top quality sleep for a long time. Then there was Dawn, thirty-three, a young woman with an outward smile on her freckly face, but too many worries behind those large, toffee-coloured eyes. Last, but not least, the ‘baby’, Raychel, twenty-eight – a beautiful girl with gentle, grey eyes and gypsy-black curls, who, Christie suspected, hid her light well and truly under a bushel. She doubted she had them wrong, she rarely did. She shook her head at herself in exasperation. She’d inherited her psychologist father’s genes and was constantly analyzing people. It could be an annoying habit.

    ‘James has great plans for Bakery, were you aware?’ smiled Christie, mainly to Grace, who was to be her second in command. ‘He wants to launch his flagship Suggestion Scheme from here. We will be in charge of administrating all the ideas that come in from colleagues in the field about Bakery. If it works, he’ll be rolling the scheme out to other departments.’

    ‘That’s good news,’ said Grace. Her job was safe for a while longer then. No one had been more surprised than she had when they had offered her the position of Deputy Manager. She knew that James McAskill talked about fair opportunities for all sexes and ages, but to find out first-hand that he practised what he preached had been very refreshing.

    ‘What was the last boss like then?’ asked Christie with a twinkle shining in her eye.

    ‘Brian? Very nice man,’ returned Grace.

    ‘He was all right, was Brian,’ added Dawn. ‘Think he was getting tired though by the end. He left most of the running to Malcolm.’ She gave an involuntary shudder when she said his name, which Christie couldn’t help but notice.

    ‘Malcolm Spatchcock, that would be?’ Christie asked. James had warned her about him. Not that he was one for gossip, he hated it in fact, but he felt it fair to tell her that Malcolm had not been very pleased to be forcibly removed to Cheese, even though it was a promotion. Christie had picked up from that conversation that Malcolm Spatchcock was not one of James’s favourite people, although he would never have said as much, not even to her. But Christie Somers liked to make her own mind up about people. Different dynamics between personalities sparked off different sorts of relationships. She might even find that she and Malcolm got on like a house on fire.

    ‘He’s gone to be the Business Unit Manager of Cheese,’ said Dawn dryly, adding under her breath, ‘Appropriate.’ She always thought there was a whiff of pongy cheddar about Malcolm – probably her imagination. Or maybe it was something to do with his cheesy flirtations.

    Raychel gave a little snort trying to hold a giggle in.

    Anna said nothing, just nodded in agreement. In the months they’d been working together, she’d barely spoken. She was a grafter not a talker, the others had each decided.

    ‘It’s so lovely to meet you all and share a coffee and break the ice a wee bit,’ said Christie, smiling at each and every one of them. ‘I like to run a nice cheerful ship. We spend a lot of time on board at work so the last thing I want is for it to be a miserable experience.’ She stood up and the others followed suit. She grinned rather mischievously. ‘Business Unit Manager – the acronym for that is B.U.M., isn’t it? How unfortunate to be known as Cheese B.U.M.’

    
       
    

    Chapter 6

    Niki was chopping carrots into batons when Christie got home that night.

    ‘Salmon steaks and assorted veg for tea,’ said Niki. ‘Thought I’d push the boat out a bit seeing as it’s your first day.’

    ‘Lovely!’ said Christie, kicking off her shoes and wriggling her toes.

    ‘Well?’ prompted Niki. ‘How was it?’

    ‘Lovely!’ said Christie again. ‘The women I’m working with are all incredibly nice people and I think I’m going to like it very much.’

    ‘Smashing,’ said Niki, pouring out two glasses of crispy and cool Sauvignon Blanc and then adding a big splash of it to his sauce mix. ‘How was James?’

    ‘James was James,’ nodded Christie. ‘Sweet as always although it’s very funny to see him through other people’s eyes. I get the impression everyone’s a little scared of him. They’re all in awe of him, that’s for sure.’

    ‘Well, he’s an impressive man,’ said Niki. ‘He pays over two thousand people’s wages, doesn’t he?’

    ‘Oh, much more, Niki. There are now two and a half thousand people working at Head Office alone!’ replied Christie, taking a long swallow of wine and giving a contented sigh.

    ‘Bet he’s on an honours list before too long as well,’ said Niki.

    ‘I think everyone is wondering what my connection is to him,’ smirked Christie.

    ‘Let them,’ replied Niki. ‘Anyway, are any of your girls attractive enough for me?’

    ‘They’re all very attractive.’ Christie topped up her glass with more wine. Niki hadn’t even touched his yet. ‘And they’re all either married or engaged – no empty ring fingers, alas.’

    ‘Damn!’ said Niki with mock frustration.

    ‘Raychel and Dawn are far too young for an old geezer like you anyway. Don’t think Anna would be your type either. Now Grace is about five years older than you but stunning. You’d make a very striking couple.’ Christie smiled playfully.

    ‘Great,’ said Niki. ‘I’ll wait around until her divorce comes through.’ He dropped the salmon steaks onto the grill. ‘If you’re changing out of that suit, you’ve got five minutes to do it in. I’m not overcooking salmon for you or anyone.’

    Christie laughed and headed quickly for the staircase.

    ‘I’ll be down in four!’

    
       
    

    Chapter 7

    None of them mentioned it, but all four women felt the change in atmosphere the next day when they walked into the department. It was as if someone had filtered out the air and made it lighter and fresher. Christie was sitting at her desk and greeted them all with a hearty ‘good morning’. Brian might have smiled a hello, but Malcolm used to dish out ‘to do’ lists before they’d even got their coats off.

    Christie was introduced to a lot of people over the next couple of days. She was all too aware that many of the Unit Managers were curious about her personal connection to James McAskill. But they also knew that he wasn’t a fool and would not have brought anyone into the business to head up such a coveted department if they weren’t highly qualified. It became obvious to anyone who had a conversation with Christie Somers that she knew her retail onions.

    Christie was equally impressed by her team. James had done a good job of picking them. They had lovely telephone manners and were very efficient in their work. Dawn looked after Christie’s diary and was obviously a natural organiser. The only thing that concerned her was that there was no interaction between them.

    She talked to Niki about it after her fourth day.

    ‘Might be the age thing,’ he suggested.

    ‘No, it’s not that.’ Christie shook her head. ‘It’s as if they’re all islands.’

    ‘Islands?’ laughed Niki. ‘What on earth do you mean by that?’

    ‘I mean, I mean . . .’ Christie struggled to explain what she felt. ‘There’s no bond between them. Considering they’ve been working together for so long.’

    ‘But that’s not unusual,’ said Niki. ‘Do you remember that dental receptionist I had a few years ago – can’t even remember her bloody name now. That’s partly my point. She worked for me for three years and none of us knew she’d got married after a year until she told us that her name had changed. Julie spotted she was pregnant before she said anything to anyone. Five months’ pregnant and she hadn’t said a word about it.’

    ‘Yes, I remember,’ said Christie, ‘but she was a cold fish. My ladies aren’t like that, they’re very friendly. Not that I expect them to go off arm in arm to the coffee machine, but you would have thought that they would have . . . bonded a little more. It’s unnatural – especially for women.’

    ‘Christie, Christie, Christie,’ sighed Niki patiently. ‘That might just be the way they all like it. Not everyone thinks of work as a social occasion.’

    ‘True,’ said Christie. But still she wondered what was going on in their lives that kept them so tightly bound up in themselves.

    •   •   •

    Malcolm left it until the end of the week before he swaggered over to Christie’s desk, draped his hand over the screen – which Maintenance would be removing within the hour – and introduced himself. He had seen the way McAskill had led her in, and he wasn’t an idiot. He knew Christie Somers was obviously someone important. Someone to have on side.

    ‘Charmed to meet you,’ he smiled and flicked his eyes quickly over her full-busted figure, thinking she hadn’t seen him doing it. He stuck his hand straight out confidently. ‘Malcolm Spatchcock, as in the game bird.’

    ‘Christie,’ she returned. ‘As in the serial killer.’

    He gave a high-pitched, nervous laugh, taken aback at her strange humour. It flitted through his mind that she was being sarcastic, but there was a wide, welcoming smile on her face and her handshake was firm and friendly.

    ‘Apologies, it’s my attempt at an ice-breaker,’ she explained.

    ‘Ah-ha. I see. Very amusing. Well, anything you want to know about Bakery, feel free to ask. I used to run the department.’ Malcolm’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Between you and me, the named Head wasn’t really interested once he’d got his retirement date. The department suffered, alas. I kept it afloat.’

    ‘Well, thank you. You’ve done a good job.’

    ‘Worked in Bakery before?’ he asked.

    ‘No, never a Bakery department,’ Christie replied without elaboration.

    Marvellous, thought Malcolm. Not only do they give the job to a stranger, but to someone who doesn’t have any experience in Bakery either! Very strange. Very suspicious.

    The other women were trying to work but the temptation to eavesdrop was just too hard to resist.

    ‘Where did you come from? Morrison’s? Handi-Save?’

    ‘Neither of those,’ Christie replied. My goodness he was nosey. If his head had been transparent, she had no doubt she would have seen a queue of questions lined up in his brain. She hoped he wasn’t the type who would try and undermine her at his earliest convenience. If he was, he was in for a shock. Confrontation excited her. She was good at it. Rather than kicking down the walls of her confidence, it drove up her adrenalin levels.

    Malcolm leaned further over the screen. Christie caught a waft of very liberally applied, pongy aftershave.

    ‘We should have lunch. I had some good ideas for the department that I never got the chance to implement. It would be a shame to see them go to waste.’

    ‘Yes, indeed. That would be lovely. Everyone here has been so friendly and supportive,’ said Christie, rising to her feet.

    ‘Good, good. We’ll get something arranged soon,’ said Malcolm with a wink before wending his way back to Cheese, safe in the knowledge that he had had a very successful first meeting with someone who could be a key figure at White Rose Stores.

    Christie mused for a few moments. Malcolm was friendly enough, she supposed. A bit forward. Maybe his brashness was over-compensation for nerves. Then her thoughts were hijacked by the sight of the clock. Once again it was 5 p.m. and no one was making a move towards the coat stand.

    ‘Haven’t you seen the time, ladies?’ said Christie.

    They all nodded.

    ‘And?’ Christie perched on the edge of Anna’s desk.

    ‘Well, we don’t usually finish until five-thirty,’ said Raychel.

    ‘Why? Are you gluttons for punishment?’

    ‘No, but . . .’ began Dawn, before clamming up.

    ‘Go on,’ urged Christie.

    ‘Well, Malcolm always made it really clear that we should be putting extra time in.’

    ‘What absolute tosh!’ said Christie. ‘I know for a fact that James leaves his office as often as he can before six, and he owns the bloody place. Anyway, I’m Head of this department now so we’ll have no more nonsense. If people can’t do their jobs in a thirty-five-hour week, then we need to look at getting extra staff or conducting time and motion studies.’

    ‘We’re perfectly up to date with everything,’ volunteered Grace.

    ‘There you are then. Now go – the lot of you. And I’ll see you at nine on Monday morning and not before. It’s Friday night, for goodness sake. Don’t you have men and social lives to go to?’

    They all rose nervously and slowly started to get their coats, unable to shake off the feeling that they were sneaking off illegally and some big blokes were going to burst through the doors and force them back into their seats again.

    Christie waved them off with a smile. What a lovely bunch of women. She hoped they all did have a smashing weekend. Life was too short to be miserable – as she knew only too well.

    •   •   •

    Malcolm watched his ex-team file out. He had never left his desk before six and so he didn’t see why anyone else should either. In saying that, his extra devotion hadn’t exactly been rewarded. And really it was less about devotion and more about not going home to be nagged at by his wife. Whatever sway that Christie woman had with the big boss was huge. He wouldn’t rest until he found out what it was.

    
       
    

    Chapter 8

    One year ago exactly, Vladimir Darcescu, or Vladimir Darq, as he was more famously known in the world of couture, had stunned London by making his English base a house in Barnsley. For years his Business Manager had been buying up chunks of southern building land as investments, plus one very large expensive plot up north in a village called Higher Hoppleton on the outskirts of Barnsley, which the Internet informed him was an ex-pit town in very deepest Yorkshire.

    Two years ago, Vladimir decided to go up and see the extent of his Business Manager’s madness but instead was pleasantly surprised by the position of the land at the edge of a small but affluent village with its abundance of old stone cottages and shops.

    He stayed at the local pub, the Lord Spencer, for three days. Locals greeted him with a friendly ‘How do’ when he wandered around the shops or took tea in the café in the very beautiful Hoppleton Hall, an old square jewel in the middle of the lovely nearby park. He liked it very much in this village, in fact he felt at home. The people reminded him of those in Tiresti, his Romanian birthplace. He liked to listen to their banter and he basked in their friendliness.

    He particularly liked the ambience of the Lord Spencer. The landlady was a very attractive older lady with a droopy chest and sloping shoulders. Vladmir Darq knew that, with the right lingerie, she could look years younger and magnificent. It was there in the pub, in the company of the landlady, on that third night that he had his greatest epiphany.

    Within the week, Vladimir Darq had plans drawn up to erect a house on his land and within the year the gothic-type hall – Darq House – was completed. And he was to stun the fashion world again by announcing that he was branching out into the lingerie business with price labels accessible to all women. He wanted to be able to make any female feel fantastic and comfortable. He knew he could do that by dressing them in the right underwear.

    And so it was that Corona Productions got wind of his intended project and rang him to try and persuade him to star in the flagship TV show Jane’s Dames, in which a member of the public was transformed without the need for plastic surgery.

    Vladimir, however, insisted he choose the woman. But shooting was scheduled to begin in four weeks and he still hadn’t found ‘the one’, though he had trawled supermarkets and shops for her. Then he wondered if he might find his unpolished jewel heading for home at the end of a hard week’s work. Which is why he ended up on a Barnsley railway station platform that second Friday in April.

    •   •   •

    Anna realized that by leaving the office at just after five she could catch the earlier train home. She was probably the only woman in the world who wouldn’t have seen that as a treat. It just made the evening stretch even longer in front of her. Whichever idiot said ‘the only way is up’ didn’t have her life. Every day she discovered another record depth to plunge to: another abyss for her spirits to sink down into.

    White Rose Stores HQ was a couple of minutes’ walk away from the train stop. Five minutes later she was in the main Barnsley Interchange and from there it was two stops to her home village of Dartley. She preferred to travel that way rather than get snagged up in traffic, especially in a car that badly needed replacing and wasn’t the most reliable vehicle. But she didn’t want to go home so early and have an even longer miserable night to fill, so instead of turning left onto the platform, she took a right and ended up window-shopping in town for an hour first to kill some time.

    She caught sight of her reflection in a glass window. The image it threw back at her was that of the ugliest woman in the world: tired, dull eyes with ghoulish circles, cracked, dry lips and a skin tone that was somewhere between corpse and old dishcloth. It was the face of a woman whom no one in the world valued, not even herself. No wonder her fiancé Tony had run off to the fresh-faced Lynette Bottom with her puppy-plump cheeks and a smile that didn’t crease up her face like a contour map of Everest.

    She might as well buy a shapeless coat and flat shoes and morph into the Young Granny club that some of the girls from school had joined. As soon as they made it to forty, they dressed like pensioners, left off the make-up, their figures blown and puffed into cheap clothes as they pushed their teenage daughters’ children around the market. Not that Anna would even have that pleasure. There would be no grandchildren to wheel about because there would never be any children to wheel about. Still, at least there would be no kids to be embarrassed by a mother with a big, ugly face like this. Her lips stung. No point in moisturising them – no one would ever kiss her lips again, she was sure of it. She was days away from being forty and her life was over. There was nothing to look forward to but more crap.

    She waited on the spring-chilly platform, hands stuffed deep into her coat pockets as the breeze coursing down the train track played mischievously with her hair, blowing it annoyingly.

    On the opposite platform, other passengers waited for the Sheffield train going south. A man stood apart from them. He was tall, dressed in a long, generously cut, cape-like black coat and a black hat with a wide brim that threw his face into shade. Anna glanced at him to find him staring over at her. She moved her eyes away, flicking them back to see he was still transfixed on her. She folded her arms protectively over her chest. But then, why would he be staring at me? I’m hardly Gwyneth Paltrow! she mused. The alarm sounded to warn that the barriers were dropping across the nearby road, for her train was coming. No, he is definitely staring at me. He wasn’t dressed like a normal commuting passenger from Barnsley. He had no briefcase or laptop bag. It was almost as if he was just hanging out on the platform like a loony. Come on train, willed Anna, uncomfortable now. She tried not to look over, but the temptation to see if he was still watching was too much. She found that he was.

    The train pulled along the track, blocking his view of her. Anna climbed aboard and slotted into a seat, picking up a discarded Sun newspaper to read for her short journey. As the train started up, Anna stole a last glance from her position of safety. The man was still looking at her. Her last view was of him doffing his hat at her in a dated, gallant gesture and pulling his lips into an open smile. What’s more, she could have sworn she saw the glint of fangs as he did so.

    
       
    

    Chapter 9

    Grace pushed open the door of the garden centre café. Maltstone was a pretty little village with this lovely café at the side of a country stream. People outside the area – offcumdens – wouldn’t have believed it was a stone’s throw from Barnsley centre. She loved it here because it was the special place where she met her boy. She looked around and caught sight of the strapping young man standing and waving to her and she grinned and walked briskly over to the table he occupied.

    ‘Hello, my darling,’ she said, and was enfolded in her son’s tight and long embrace.

    ‘Hello, Mum.’ She cupped his face in her hand. A strong face, a fine jaw. He had a few premature grey hairs in amongst the dark brown. She hadn’t seen those before. He let her go and they sat facing each other at the window table.

    ‘I’m sorry, it’s been too long,’ he said.

    ‘You’re busy, darling, I know,’ said Grace with a smile as warm as a lit winter fireplace.

    ‘It’s no excuse,’ he said. ‘You’re too nice. I got a bollocking from big sis Laura.’

    ‘Well, we’re here now,’ she said and touched his arm. ‘You’re looking well.’

    ‘So are you. But then you always do. I ordered us tea already,’ he said, pouring from a waiting teapot. ‘How’s Dad?’

    ‘Oh, you know, the same,’ said Grace. She didn’t say he sent his love, they would both know that would have been a lie, but it was a lie she wished she could have got away with. ‘Anyway, Happy Birthday.’ Grace handed over a sturdy paper carrier bag. ‘If you don’t like it, I’ve left the receipt in—’

    ‘Mum, you have great taste and I’ve never had to change a thing you’ve given me.’ He squeezed her hand and Grace hung onto his fingers for a few sad moments. It shouldn’t be like this, skulking around seeing her boy. He should be spending his twenty-eighth birthday embraced in his family home, blowing out silly candles on a cake, even at his age. She had always made a big fuss of them all on their birthdays, the way she wished she had been fussed over by a family.

    ‘So, what do you have to tell me?’ she said, sniffing back a threatening cloudburst of sudden tears. She didn’t want to spoil this happy occasion with a silly crying fit.

    ‘Well . . .’ He reached down, fiddled in a briefcase and brought up a file which he opened. He handed over some photos. ‘I’ve bought it, Mum. That is, myself and my business partner, Charles.’

    ‘You haven’t!’ said Grace, her mouth wide open with excitement. ‘This is the house you were telling me about, presumably?’

    ‘Yep. Which is mostly the reason for the radio silence, Mum. I’ve been a busy lad.’

    Grace looked down at the old manor house set in its own grounds, the one which her talented, caring boy was going to turn into an old people’s home.

    ‘It’s going to be gorgeous, Mum. Every room ensuite – fourteen, the architect reckons; a fifty-foot conservatory facing east for breakfasts, a library, Internet, webcams, a pool, a cinema . . .’

    ‘Slow down and take a breath,’ said Grace, but loving his enthusiasm.

    ‘It will be the most beautiful residential home I can make it. The place is a mess at the moment, which is why I got it for such a good price – and of course add the recession to the mix. But you should see how many of the original features are still there. And the garden will be lovely with a bit . . . sorry, a lot of work. I can’t afford to fail at it, that’s for sure. Oh Mum, we can’t wait to get started. Everything was finalized yesterday so now we can. It’s mine, Mum. It’s all mine. God, we should both have taken taxis and had champagne instead of tea!’

    His face was radiant with excitement. As long as she had known him, she had been convinced Paul would enter a caring profession and on a grand scale too. This was a deal he had been working towards for years. She had no doubt he would be successful at it. He was a fighter, though some of his energies were taken up with fighting things he shouldn’t be and that saddened her so very much.

    ‘I’m going to call it Rose Manor, after Granny,’ he beamed.

    Grace nodded. ‘That’s a lovely idea. She would have been so proud of you, Paul. And so would your mother.’

    ‘Really? Do you think they would have been bothered by my sexual proclivity as much as Dad is? I often wonder.’

    ‘They would have loved you for being you and been proud as Punch of you,’ said Grace definitely. She might not have been able to grow children in her body, but she had grown them in her heart and she felt every bit their mother. But, even though she had never known Gordon’s first wife, Rita, Grace had always been careful never to usurp her position as true mother. Rose had once told her that Rita was a feisty little thing who adored her babies, and when she suddenly and tragically died, she left a space that Grace had been proud to fill, but she did so with reverence to the woman who had borne the children she loved as her own. Pictures of Rita still sat in frames in the house and every Mother’s Day and on Rita’s birthday, Grace had taken the children to her grave in Maltstone churchyard to lay flowers. It was only right she should have the deepest respect for the woman who had given her the greatest gift ever. She had the feeling that Rita would have been her friend had their lives overlapped.

    ‘Your Nana Rose would have laughed her head off to be told she was having a mansion named after her,’ said Grace.

    ‘Do you think?’

    ‘I know so,’ said Grace. She had fallen in love with Rose Beamish on their very first meeting. She oozed life and love and laughter despite the asthma that crippled her. She never once moaned, taking her illness in her stride. ‘Still breathing, aren’t I, pet? That’s more than them poor buggers in the ground,’ she had laughed in her thick Tyneside accent. Grace had been broken-hearted when she died. Gordon had been of the ‘it’s a blessing’ school of sentiment. He wasn’t a man for much emotion. But Grace felt the emptiness in the house for a long time after Rose’s passing.

    They had another pot of tea and then the time came for Grace to make a move to go home. Tall as she was, she was dwarfed by her big, handsome son. When did he become a man? The boy had never given them a minute’s trouble in all those years and he was now treated as a pariah by his father because he was gay. The unfairness of it all pained her heart.

    ‘We’ll meet again soon,’ she said at the door.

    ‘Look, I can’t see you next Saturday, but can you sneak off the weekend after – Easter weekend? Meet you here, same time? I’d like to introduce you to Charles. He’s been dying to meet you after all I’ve told him about you.’

    ‘Aw, bless you,’ said Grace, adding, ‘So is Charles a partner as well as a partner?’

    Paul grinned. ‘He’s a partner. He is someone’s partner but more about that one later.’

    ‘I’ll be here, same time,’ said Grace. They kissed again. He looked happy. Her boy.

    ‘Good. Anyway, I’m relying on you to come and help me pick out some wallpaper and furniture eventually. I want it to be bright but restful.’

    ‘I’ll help you all I can, you know that,’ said Grace. She touched his face, his strong, handsome face. His features reminiscent of Gordon, but a Gordon who was pliant, a Gordon who didn’t think it was a weakness to feel. If only her husband thought about people with as much affection as he thought about caravans.

    •   •   •

    The weekends were the worst for Anna. A desert where her thoughts tormented her and the bed seemed bigger than ever. Time wasn’t a great healer. She was feeling increasingly worse, not better. It had been nearly two months now since she had walked in, needing Tony’s arms around her more than ever, but all she found was a strange quiet about the house and saw the note on the table. Sorry, need some time to think and we need some time apart. There is no one else though – honest. Obviously, with Tony having an elastic relationship with the truth, there was indeed someone else. Lynette Bottom, aged nineteen with a peachy derrière and bobbly tits. He had taken her on in his barber’s shop as a Girl Friday about six months ago. Now she was official bed-warmer. Anna wondered if he’d put her hourly rate up for that.

    Anna hadn’t heard from him since he had left, which was good in a way, she tried to tell herself, because he hadn’t come back for his stuff or asked for a split of assets. And his share of the mortgage and council tax was still going into the bank. But she so wanted to hear his voice and see him. It took every bit of strength she had not to make a detour past his shop on the way to the train every morning. She honestly didn’t know what she would do if she saw him. She couldn’t quite trust herself not to leap on him, force him to kiss her, beg him to come home. Or worse – fly at Lynette Bottom and grab her by the hair and totally embarrass herself by saying something wild and angry and chavvy. So she let him do what he had to, unharassed, under absolutely no pressure, and hoped one day that the answer machine would be flashing a message that he’d had his fun and wanted to come home.

    It was an effort to get out of her dressing gown at the weekend, let alone put her face on. Whereas a few weeks back she wouldn’t have gone out to the wheely bin in less than full war-paint, now she was going shopping in Morrison’s without wearing even a blob of foundation. Grey roots were pushing out of her tired-looking chestnut hair. Her hair had always reflected her mood. When she was happy, it was bright and conker-shiny, but it looked dull now, even after she’d just washed it. Her unmade-up eyes were puffy through lack of sleep. She looked knackered and ten years past her age. She was one step away from going to the local shops in slippers and pink terry towelling pyjamas. And the dreaded birthday was just around the corner when life apparently would begin, so the saying went. Fat chance. She wondered if slitting your wrists in a warm bath was a painless way to die or if that rumour was as much bollocks as the rest of her life was.

    •   •   •

    ‘Wakey, wakey, rise and shine!’

    Raychel’s eyelashes fluttered open to Ben’s gentle awakening. She made a leisurely stretch and he tutted.

    ‘Take your time, why don’t you?’

    Raychel laughed and shuffled to a sitting position so Ben could put the tray on her lap. Every Sunday morning he made them breakfast in bed. He had done since they had moved in together when they were seventeen, although in those days he hadn’t been confident enough to tackle the Full English and it had just been toast and coffee with a daft flower in an eggcup at the side.

    He sat down beside her with his own tray and began to tuck in.

    ‘I’ll never eat all this!’ she said. ‘You always give me far too much.’

    ‘Get it down you. You’ve no fat on your bones. No pudding unless you finish it!’ He wagged his finger at her and she speared a sausage and dipped the end in ketchup. She never did finish the huge breakfast he served up; he always had to help her out.

    ‘Just think, there will only be another three Sundays in this house, then we’ll be in our own place.’

    ‘Aye, well enjoy it then because once I start paying a mortgage we’ll only be able to afford to split a Pop Tart for breakfast,’ replied Ben, through a mouthful of bacon.

    ‘I won’t mind,’ said Raychel, sighing as she thought of the new flat they would be moving into soon.

    ‘As if!’ said Ben. ‘I like making your breakfast.’

    ‘You spoil me,’ smiled Raychel. She leaned over and gave him a kiss on his stubbly face.

    ‘Give me that sausage if you’re not going to eat it,’ said Ben.

    ‘Get lost,’ said Raychel, playfully stuffing the whole sausage into her mouth so Ben couldn’t have it.

    ‘I didn’t know you could do that!’ gasped Ben with a cheeky grin. ‘Raychel Love, I think you just might have to stay in bed for a bit longer and show me that trick again.’

    Ben abandoned his breakfast immediately and jumped on a shrieking Raychel. Some things were more important than a Sunday morning fry-up.

    
       
    

    Chapter 10

    ‘Morning, girls!’ said a cheerful Christie to her troupe of four. It was five to nine on Monday morning and they still looked furtive, as if they were sneaking in late. They made her laugh. This job was just what she needed. She was so grateful she had mentioned the fact to James McAskill that she was looking for a full-time job. The ladies intrigued her though, each in their own unique way; they all seemed locked in their own little worlds. Grace, for instance. How many women in their fifties refused healthy offers of early retirement – not once, but twice? What was she running from? And young Dawn was positively schizophrenic. Sometimes she had that glow of a girl in love, only for it to be replaced by the world’s biggest worries showing on her face – what was all that about? Little Ray was a sweetheart, but so jumpy. Nails constantly in her mouth, and when there were no more nails, her fingers bled from the skin being ripped around them. Anna intrigued her most of all. Had she ever bloomed? Christie wondered. She had the air of one who never had. That would have been so unfair if she had not. Every woman should have her moment of flowering. Everyone should have days to look back on when they could say, ‘I was at my most beautiful then.’

    ‘Morning, everyone,’ said Malcolm, swaggering through the office. The ladies returned the greeting politely enough.

    ‘Morning, Christie,’ said Malcolm, leaning over her desk. Christie looked up to find a man who was decidedly more orange in the face than she remembered from Friday. Mahogany even. She had the sudden desire to spray some Mr Sheen on him. Poor man, did he realize how silly he looked?

    ‘I thought we might have lunch together. Let me take you through some of the ideas for the department that I never got to implement.’

    ‘Yes, of course,’ said Christie. She didn’t really like the corporate lunch thing, but the man was making an effort to be friendly and it would have been very rude of her to rebuff him. ‘Shall we say twelve in the canteen?’

    ‘Or we could go to the Italian around the corner?’ he angled.

    ‘The canteen is fine by me,’ said Christie in such a way that brooked no discussion.

    ‘Oh . . . er . . . canteen it is then,’ he said and cocked his finger at her. ‘Right, best go and sort out the troops. Catch you later.’ He clicked his tongue and then strolled back down the office with a satisfied grin.

    Christie’s eyes dropped back to her work, otherwise she would have seen four grimaces as each of her ladies imagined the prospect of lunch with Orange Malcolm.

    •   •   •

    At twelve, Christie clocked Malcolm settled at a canteen table with a generous serving of shepherd’s pie and salad. She picked up a plate of ravioli, sprinkled it with parmesan, and joined him. Gallantly he stood up while she took a seat.

    ‘Food’s not bad here,’ he said, unaware of a clot of tomato on his chin.

    ‘Yes, it’s very good,’ said Christie and speared a cushion of pasta.

    ‘Mr McAskill eats down here a lot. That’s a good sign.’

    ‘A very good sign,’ she agreed.

    ‘But then I suppose you know that already.’

    Christie veered away from the subject that she suspected Malcolm wanted to bend towards. She was quite aware that people were intrigued by her relationship with James, but she had no intention of revealing her private life to strangers. This was a working lunch, not a chat between familiars.

    ‘So, you were saying you had some ideas,’ she deflected.

    ‘Oh, yes. Well, James McAskill, as you will know, is really into incentivizing. I thought you might like to show him this. I sourced some great promotional gifts before I gave up the department for Cheese,’ he said, as if he’d had a choice in the matter. He ferreted in his coat pocket and brought out a clear plastic isosceles triangle. Through the middle was the company logo and across the widest part were the words, ‘I spoke and White Rose Stores listened.’

    ‘Very impressive,’ said Christie turning it around. She was being kind. It was pretty awful and she couldn’t think of anyone who would be inspired to spend their free time trying to improve the business in the hope of getting one of these things in return.

    ‘It’s a paperweight,’ said Malcolm proudly. He loaded his mouth with potato. ‘Yes, I took it on myself to get the example made. It didn’t cost the company anything, of course.’

    ‘Very light for a paperweight,’ said Christie. ‘Wouldn’t it have been better in glass?’

    ‘Health and safety issue,’ said Malcolm. ‘Plus, glass would be way too expensive. These would be made in the Far East at a fraction of the price. Instil a sense of pride though, wouldn’t they – glass or plastic? And you could order in bulk to cut costs even further. It would do nicely for when they roll out the idea of taking suggestions for the other departments because it’s a general statement – not tied to Bakery in any way.’

    Christie made a series of facial gestures that Malcolm took to mean that she was speechless with admiration. ‘Well, I’ll bear it in mind, certainly.’

    ‘I know Mr McAskill would love this idea and I don’t mind if you were to tell him where it came from,’ said Malcolm, with a wink. Christie knew James would view it from all angles and say: ‘What on earth is it?’ before slam-dunking it in his bin.

    Malcolm bought two coffees after their meal was finished and more of his mediocre ideas had been imparted, including some very unusual shapes for loaves. Christie watched him holding up the queue at the till as he counted out and handed over a load of change, exact to the last penny.

    ‘How are you getting on with those women?’ said Malcolm, imbuing the last two words with all the joy of sniffing off-milk.

    ‘I like them very much.’

    ‘Funny bunch if you ask me,’ said Malcolm, coming in so close that Christie was overcome by the fumes from his awful aftershave again. ‘That Grace is a snobby piece, thinks she is above everyone. She’s fifty-five and I reckon she thought she’d get the Scheme Manager’s job. Why else would you turn down retirement? Bit late to start getting ambitious really, so watch your back! Anna’s a bit sullen. Never seen her smile yet. And I understand Dawn is getting married, isn’t she?’
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