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This book is dedicated to all the wonderful pets I’ve had over the years. From the many goldfish I rescued from fayres, to the battalion of beautiful cats I’ve adopted. From the budgie we had that couldn’t fly properly and used to divebomb into walls, to the gorgeous dogs who looked at me as if I was Angelina Jolie. From the hamster with the Guinness Book of Records stretchy cheeks, to the white rabbit who just wandered up the street and into my heart. They have brought me far more than I ever gave them and I have loved them all so much. I consider myself very lucky that they were part of my life and our family.






Author’s Note

In 1985 my path crossed with the actress Shirley Stelfox’s. I was on my summer vacation from university working in a hotel in Wales and Shirley was part of a film crew staying there. She was party to all my ambitions to be an actress and then witness to my crisis when I realised that I was totally on the wrong track. Really, all I ever wanted to do was write books but didn’t feel I would ever be good enough. So Shirley made me put down my serving tray, sit with her and not move until we had sorted out my life. She told me that it was absolute nonsense not to give my dreams everything I had to make them come true and that if I didn’t believe in myself, why would anyone else?

So I did give them my best shot – and they did come true. And I never dared to contact her and tell her what impact her kind words had upon me because I didn’t think she’d remember me. Then on 7 December 2015 Shirley died without ever knowing what she’d done for me. Learn from me and always deliver the thank-yous that grow in your heart.

And never underestimate the power of a small kindness. A ripple at one end of the ocean can cause a tsunami at the other.

God bless you, Shirley Stelfox – and thank you.






We can judge the heart of a man by how he treats his animals

IMMANUEL KANT








Chapter 1

A person could have been forgiven for thinking that by driving to the hamlet of Ironmist, they were crossing the boundaries of time as well as county divisions. Viv Blackbird half expected to see King Arthur and the knights of his Round Table in her rear-view mirror when she had passed the grey stone castle on the crest of the hill. The castle was the seat of the Leighton family, she knew. They owned most of the land around here and had done since before the Big Bang. The area from the hilltop down to the hamlet below had once been called High-on-the-Mist, though the name had long since been contracted to Ironmist, or so the internet told her. Viv was headed for the bottom of the dell where the Wildflower Cottage Sanctuary for Animals was situated. As the road turned sharply away from the castle and began to dip, she could see how the old name had suited it perfectly. A low mist had settled in the bowl of the valley. It was as if the ground were made of smoke. It looked both beautiful and weird; but then weird was good sometimes.

A black horse was trotting along the road. Its rider was a woman who was wearing her long hair loose and it was as black as the horse’s mane. Viv dabbed her foot on the brake, even though she was hardly speeding anyway, and swung out to the other side of the road. The woman didn’t even acknowledge the consideration. In fact, if anything, she gave Viv a look that said what is your car doing on the road anyway? Viv hoped she wasn’t representative of the welcome she was going to receive. She’d never lived in a place as small as this but knew they had the reputation of being cliquish. She also hoped there weren’t any horses in the sanctuary. She didn’t like the unpredictable massive things and couldn’t understand how anyone would want to climb up onto their backs and give them free licence to throw you off and then trample all over you.

Viv turned down what she presumed was the main street through Ironmist, passing a pretty row of cottages, a barber on one side of the road, a pub called The Lady of the Lake on the other. A woman was washing her front step with a bucket of water and a scrubbing brush. An A frame stood outside the Ironmist Stores and Post Office holding a handwritten sign which read: MR WAYNE HAS HAD HIS OP AND HE’S FINE. Viv smiled. That notice gave her better hope that she was about to join a friendly community.

Jesus. She slammed on her brakes as a dog wandered into the road. A huge beast of a thing. It was larger than the dog that had played the title role in the TV adaptation of The Hound of the Baskervilles. A tall, squarely-built young man approached the car, holding up his hands apologetically. Viv lowered her window as he indicated that he wanted to speak to her.

‘I am so sorry,’ he said. ‘My fault. I let go of his lead. Are you all right? You’re shaking like a jelly.’

Viv looked at her hands clamped onto the steering wheel and noticed that her little finger was vibrating.

‘I’m okay, thank you,’ she replied, though she didn’t entirely feel it. Thank goodness she hadn’t been going any faster.

The man stroked the big dog’s head. ‘He’s called Pilot,’ he said. ‘He’s twelve. I love Pilot.’

The man’s size had deceived Viv. Up close, she could see he must only have been about eighteen or nineteen and mentally, he seemed to be much younger.

‘Well, you make sure you hold on to his lead properly next time,’ Viv said softly.

‘I will,’ he replied. ‘Where are you going, lady?’

‘To Wildflower Cottage, the animal sanctuary,’ replied Viv. ‘Am I heading in the right direction?’

The young man brightened. ‘Oh yes. That’s where Pilot lives. Don’t tell them, will you? They won’t let me walk him again.’

‘I promise I won’t.’

‘You need to turn right just after the café. It’s on the corner. It’s called the Corner Caff.’

‘Thank you. That’s very kind of you.’

‘My name’s Armstrong. If they ask, will you tell them that I’m doing a good job? I’m going to take Pilot for a biscuit at the bakery up the road. They make biscuits with liver in them especially for dogs. Pilot loves those.’

‘I will,’ smiled Viv.

‘See you. Come on, Pilot.’ And with that, Armstrong tugged on the lead and he and the giant shaggy dog began to lumber up the hill.

Viv set off slowly in case anything else should run into her path. She didn’t want to start off her new job in an animal sanctuary by killing something. The café on the corner was painted bright yellow and hard to miss. She swung a right there and was faced with a stunning view of the bottom of the valley. In the centre of it sat a long cottage couched in a bed of fairy-tale swirls of low mist and to its left was a tall tower with a crenellated top. Viv’s jaw tightened with nervousness as the car ate the distance towards it.

She parked as directed by a crooked wooden sign saying ‘Visitors’, at the side of a battered black pick-up truck. As she got out of the car, she noticed sprinkles of flowers in the mist, their violet-blue heads dotted everywhere she looked. The second thing she noticed was the biggest cat she had ever seen in her life walking towards her, muscles rippling under his velvet black fur. She’d thought her family cat Basil was huge but this guy was like a panther. The cat rose onto his back legs in order to brush his face against her thigh. As Viv’s hand came out to stroke his head, a voice shrieked from the cottage doorway.

‘For goodness sake don’t touch him. He’ll savage you.’

A tall, slim woman had appeared there. She was wearing a long flowery hippy dress and had a mad frizz of brown hair. ‘He’s called Beelzebub for a reason. Bub for short.’ She walked towards Viv with her hand extended in greeting. ‘Viv, I presume,’ she said. ‘I’m Geraldine Hartley. We spoke on the phone.’

Viv had rung the sanctuary as soon as she spotted the advertisement in the Pennine Times and after a surprisingly brief conversation, Geraldine had offered her the job right there and then, subject to a personal reference and an assurance that Viv had no criminal history or accusation of animal cruelty. The wage was basic, cash in hand, although meals were included as was a small grace and favour house. Her friend Hugo, who now had a scientific research job down south in London had supplied a glowing appraisal of her abilities and character. She’d taken the risk of giving a false address in Sheffield and so far there had been no comeback. It wasn’t the most professional organisation she’d come across.

Viv shook her hand. Geraldine had a very strong grip. She also had the most beautiful perfume. Viv instinctively breathed it up into her nose and her brain began to dissect the scent: rose – definitely. Violet – probably. Orris… maybe. It was floral, but with a hint of something else that she couldn’t quite pin down. Complex, but there wasn’t a scent yet that she couldn’t separate into its basic elements, given time. Her olfactory senses judged it to be delightful and something that her mother would love.

‘Welcome to Wildflower Cottage.’ Geraldine brought her back into the here and now by lifting her arms and spreading her hands out towards the sky as if she were an evangelist about to address her congregation.

‘It’s so pretty here,’ replied Viv, opening up her boot and taking out her luggage. ‘The mist is very unusual.’

‘We get a lot of it,’ said Geraldine, lifting up one of Viv’s suitcases. ‘Come on in. I expect you’re dying for a cup of tea. Or are you a coffee girl?’

‘A tea would be lovely, please,’ replied Viv. She didn’t say that she was already full of tea having stopped off at a service station halfway through the journey and had two pots of the stuff whilst soul-searching at the table. What are you doing? her brain threw at her. Have you really thought this through? She had texted her mum and told her that she was stuck in traffic, because she knew she would be worrying why she hadn’t been in contact to say she had arrived. She didn’t ring because she thought that hearing her mother’s voice might have had her abandoning her plans and running back home.

Viv followed Geraldine into a spacious, rustic kitchen-lounge with a heavy beamed ceiling, thick stone walls and a Yorkshire range fireplace. There was a massive furry dog bed at one side of a bright red Aga and a cushioned cat bed between a long oxblood Chesterfield sofa and an old-fashioned Welsh dresser. A bird with round angry eyes was hopping about on the stripped pine table in the centre of the room. Suddenly it took flight and swooped towards Viv, who ducked and screamed.

‘Viv, meet Piccolo,’ said Geraldine. ‘He gets excited, bless him. We’ve had him from an egg which his sneaky mum hid from us. There’s nothing wrong with him but he’s imprinted on us. He thinks he’s a cat with wings.’ She called him and Piccolo flew towards her, landing on her hair. ‘It doesn’t hurt me,’ she said, seeing Viv’s look of horror. ‘Unless I move too fast and he feels the need to grip on.’

She crossed to the Aga and put a large kettle of water on it to boil, still wearing her living breathing owl hat. ‘You’ll find that this is not your typical animal sanctuary.’

Bub swaggered in and over to Viv, butting her leg with his large head and making friendly chirrupy noises. She bent down to stroke him, remembering just in time to pull her hand back as his paw came out to strike her, claws extended.

‘Told you,’ laughed Geraldine. ‘He’s a duplicitous bugger, that one.’

‘I met one of your helpers up the road,’ said Viv, attempting to be friendly. ‘Armstrong, I think he said he was called.’

‘Armstrong Baslow, yes. Did he have a rather large dog with him? Please say yes.’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s the first time I’ve let him take Pilot out. The old lad needed a walk and with being by myself at the moment, I haven’t had time.’

‘Pilot – that’s Mr Rochester’s dog in Jane Eyre, isn’t it?’

‘It most certainly is. You can blame me for that. But as a rule of thumb, if the name is ridiculous, it’ll be something Armstrong has thought of. When Pilot first came to us, I thought he looked exactly as I’d imagined the Pilot in the book to be. Poor soul had been wandering around the moors for God knows how long. Someone had obviously dumped him. But he took to the name straightaway, bless him.’

She laughed and Viv warmed to the sound. Geraldine must be a nice person to have such a lovely, tinkly laugh, she decided.

‘As for Armstrong’s name, in case you’re wondering, his father was a space enthusiast,’ Geraldine continued. ‘He died last year and they sent his ashes up to heaven in a firework, can you believe?’

Viv was hypnotised by the owl’s antics. He was on the edge of the table now and seemed to be reprimanding the cat with angry flaps of his wings and squawks. Then he jumped down onto the floor beside him.

‘Oh my God…’ Viv shooed at the predatory Bub by her feet. She was sure she was about to witness the last few seconds of the bird’s life.

Geraldine laughed as she watched Viv in full panic mode whilst Bub flashed her the sort of look he reserved for viewing things he’d done in his litter tray.

‘Piccolo is safer than the rest of us with Bub. They have what Heath always calls “an affinity”.’

‘Heath?’

‘Heath Merlo, the boss,’ explained Geraldine. ‘I thought it was serendipitous that his name means “blackbird” in Italian. It was like a sign that you were the one we should take on. Mind you, we were hardly overrun with applicants.’

It was the first time Viv had heard mention of ‘Heath’. She’d presumed that Geraldine was the one in charge.

‘Heath is away with Wonk at the moment.’ Geraldine went into further explanations. ‘Wonk is our three-legged donkey. She’s having a new prosthetic limb fitted because she’s outgrown the other one.’

‘You have a three-legged donkey here?’

‘Yes. She had a rich owner who left us Wonk when she died on the proviso that we would look after her. Her legacy goes a long way to supporting us. Come on, I’ll give you a very quick tour whilst the kettle is boiling. It takes an age and I don’t help matters by always over-filling it.’

Geraldine beckoned her to follow and they left the owl cawing an angry protest at being left by himself with no one to entertain, stomping up and down the table on legs that looked too long for his small body. Viv was sure the low mist had thickened since she had arrived. Walking behind Geraldine, even at a close distance, Viv couldn’t see her feet and it was as if she was floating.

‘I’ve never seen mist like this before,’ said Viv.

‘It is unusual,’ replied Geraldine. ‘Legend has it that years ago the valley was a sacred lake inhabited by a water nymph called Isme who was trusted to look after all the creatures who lived in it, but she fell in love with the local bad boy – the Lord of the Manor’s son. One day he stripped the lake of all of the fish and Isme’s furious father forced his daughter to take revenge by dragging the young man into the lake and drowning him. Heartbroken, Isme withered away and the lake dried up with her until all that was left was a lingering mist and the wildflowers which had taken seed in the places where her tears had fallen.’

Viv bent down to a vibrant blue patch of them. ‘Love-in-a-Mist. How beautiful.’ She had recognised them immediately.

‘I see you know your plants,’ smiled Geraldine. ‘They flower continually.’ She picked out a plump purple seed case hidden inside its lacy netting. ‘I think they’re as pretty when they pod, don’t you?’

They carried the faintest scent of strawberries tinged with smoke. Viv could pick it up, just, but it was almost missable, even to her.

‘We’ll start from furthest away and work our way in,’ decided Geraldine. ‘Our birds.’ She lifted a large stiff leather glove from a hook outside the door and Viv wondered why she’d need that.

‘At the back of the house, there, is our food preparation area,’ said Geraldine, pointing to an outbuilding with an arched barn door. ‘Do you want to see inside?’

‘Not really,’ said Viv. She guessed it wouldn’t be full of packaged ready meals.

‘Thought not,’ grinned Geraldine. They walked down the dirt-track road. Viv didn’t really need to see the birds – she’d hardly be interacting with them. And she didn’t like birds even more than she didn’t like other animals. The Alfred Hitchcock film The Birds encapsulated all her worst nightmares: their capriciousness, their flapping wings, their ability to peck out your eyes. She shivered at the thought and hoped they were all locked away.

They arrived at the aviaries clustered around a central grassy area where perches were studded into the ground.

‘This is our flying arena,’ explained Geraldine. ‘And there are our birds. None of them would survive in the wild. They’re all damaged in some way, poor dears.’ She sighed. ‘Come on, Vivienne, let me introduce you to our family.’ Geraldine walked to the first cage.

Staring at Viv was a large tawny owl with the most beautiful feathery face.

‘That’s Melvin. He was found with terribly broken wings. He can fly after a fashion now but it’s not a very good fashion. His partner in crime is Tink there.’ Sharing the same shelter was a much smaller owl with eyes that seemed to take up half her head. ‘They used to talk to each other through the wire, so Heath decided to test them in the same aviary and they bonded. It’s very sweet to watch them when they are perched together. They lean on each other.’

Tink was tongue-clicking at Viv as if she was warning her off looking at her fella. Viv sent a silent psychic message that Tink had nothing to worry about – she would be staying as far away from them as possible.

They moved on. ‘In here is Beatrice, our eagle owl. Rescued from a wardrobe – I kid you not – where a stupid prat was keeping her as a pet.’ Geraldine shook her head in dismay.

Beatrice’s orange-ringed eyes swung over Viv as if she were of no value.

‘Come on in,’ said Geraldine. ‘Beatrice is a love.’ She pulled the latch back.

‘Are you kidding?’ said Viv.

‘No, not at all.’ Geraldine opened the door.

‘I… I can’t,’ said Viv.

Geraldine put her left hand into the glove.

‘You’ll be doing this in no time if you choose to. Beatrice is a good one to start off with because she gets on with everyone.’

Viv would rather have eaten her own head than interact with birds. Especially large terrifying things like this one.

Beatrice started making a ‘yarp’ sound.

‘That noise tells you that she’s happy I’m around,’ said Geraldine. ‘She’s bonded to me. And I’ve bonded to her, haven’t I, girl?’

The bird lifted up its wings and seemed to rise up as if on a heat thermal, coming to perch on Geraldine’s outstretched glove.

‘I have arm muscles like you wouldn’t believe,’ chuckled Geraldine. ‘She’s quite a weight, I can tell you.’ Geraldine gave the owl a scratch on her head as she addressed her. ‘And you’ve just had your twentieth birthday, haven’t you, my love? Okay, off you pop.’ She jiggled her arm up and down but the owl gripped on.

‘She’s spoiled,’ laughed Geraldine. ‘Go on with you. I’m showing a guest around.’

In the next cage was a large white owl that started flapping her pepper-speckled wings as soon as they neared.

‘Just as Beatrice loves everyone, Ursula hates everyone, even Heath.’ Geraldine clucked at the bird in greeting. ‘We keep trying to get her to trust us, but we haven’t made a lot of progress, I’m afraid.’

The large white owl stared at Viv with ‘I want to kill you’ eyes and started bobbing her head up and down.

‘Why is she doing that at me?’ said Viv, feeling ridiculously intimidated.

‘Well I never,’ Geraldine said, raising her eyebrows.

‘What?’ asked Viv.

‘That’s very interesting. She’s interacting with you.’

‘Is she?’ asked Viv.

‘Yes, she most certainly is. She’s taken her eyes off you to bend her head. That’s a sign of trust.’

‘Oh.’ That bird was a rotten judge of character, thought Viv.

Geraldine grinned. ‘There is no rhyme or reason why birds love you or hate you. They just do.’ She pointed across to a cage. ‘There’s a red-tail hawk over there called Sistine that I found entangled in thorns and I nursed her back to health. But is it me she’s grateful to? Oh no. She’s Heath’s girl.’

There were hawks and eagles and owls and the ugliest bird Viv had ever seen in her life: a white-headed vulture. The inside of his aviary looked like a Toys R Us for birds. He had a tyre on a rope, a ladder, a huge rubber Kong, a climbing frame.

‘Frank turned up in a Manchester scrapyard. He can’t see very well but he likes to play,’ smiled Geraldine. ‘He’s likely to run off with the hosepipe when you clean him out.’

Viv hoped that Geraldine meant a general ‘you’ and not a specific one. She wouldn’t be cleaning Frank out. Ever.

‘Like fresh eggs for breakfast?’ asked Geraldine as they made a slow walk back towards the cottage. ‘We’ve taken in some ex-battery hens. They’re just getting used to being outside and having room to move. They’re learning to scratch for worms and insects and their egg yolks are lovely and golden as a result.’

That nearly put Viv right off eggs for life. She had always been quite squeamish and once hadn’t eaten cod from the chippy for over a year after hearing that it ate any old rubbish it could get its jaws on, unlike the more discerning haddock.

The sanctuary was also home to three limping geese, all with deformed feet, who still managed to swagger around like drunken John Waynes; and a blind baby goat called Ray who was glued to the side of his sighted twin Roy. In a run with a wooden shelter in the shape of a giant Toblerone were two hedgehogs – a strange albino one who looked as if she would glow in the dark and another with incredibly short prickles, as if he’d had a tough-guy crew cut: they were introduced to Viv as Angel and Bruce Willis. They wouldn’t survive in the wild, Geraldine explained. They’d taken in lots of hedgehogs over the years, and patched them up and sent them out again – but only if they knew they’d be safe. There was a huge black hairy pig called Bertie who had formed an attachment to a beautiful pair of shire horses who looked as if they were wearing shaggy fur boots. As soon as they spotted Geraldine, they started walking across their field towards her.

Even though there was a sturdy barrier between them, Viv instinctively took a few steps back.

‘You don’t have to be scared of Roger and Keith, duck,’ said Geraldine. ‘They’re as gentle as spring lambs.’

‘They’re huge.’ The hairs on the back of Viv’s neck stood up as two tonnes of horse approached the fence. They could cause a lot of damage if they were suddenly spooked: flatten her like a pancake, kick her into Kingdom Come. She’d err on the side of caution, thank you, and not get too close.

‘Roger and Keith have been at Wildflower Cottage for ten years,’ explained Geraldine. ‘Heath’s father took in four shires from a disgusting farm near Saddleworth, but Pete didn’t make it through the first night and we lost John only a few weeks ago.’ She sighed. ‘He was such a dear fellow. I’m only glad that he had a few safe, happy years with us. He’s buried in our graveyard with all his sanctuary brothers and sisters behind the house. I can’t bear the thought if we have to—’ She pulled herself up short and shook her head. ‘Anyway,’ she said then, as if she was forcing herself to move on. She extracted a tube of Polo mints from her pocket. ‘Want to give one to the horses?’

Viv declined hurriedly.

Geraldine tilted her head and looked down into the eyes of the much shorter Viv. ‘I must say, you’re not at all what I expected.’

‘Oh?’

‘In a nice way, I mean,’ Geraldine said. ‘Some people have sounded perfect on the phone and when they arrive… well, I’ve known I’ve made a huge mistake. But I don’t get that feeling with you. Though you’re not at all confident around animals, are you?’

‘I wouldn’t do them any harm,’ Viv replied quickly, to dispel any fears Geraldine might have on that score. ‘But admin is more my thing.’

‘Well, that’s what we need really. Someone efficient. Heath has let things slide and hasn’t got the time to sort out the backlog and I’m not very good at that sort of thing. I can’t use computers and I don’t like being on the telephone, as you might have been able to tell. I much prefer to roll up my sleeves and pull a pair of wellies on.’

‘I passed a lady on a black horse when I drove down the hill. Is that one of your animals too?’ asked Viv. Did she see Geraldine bristle slightly?

‘No. That’ll be Antonia Leighton. She lives up in the castle at the top of the hill. Let’s go and get that cuppa,’ said Geraldine. ‘Are you hungry? That’s one good thing about working here; everyone in Ironmist thinks we’re starving, so they’re always sending us cakes and bread from the bakery and pies, butter, vegetables, you name it. It’s a very kind place.’

So that was Antonia Leighton, thought Viv. She hadn’t recognised her because she looked very different from the smiling picture she had seen in the glossy magazine. She was the daughter of Nicholas Leighton, the man that her friend Hugo had said would be a very useful person to get to know. And he was the real reason why Viv was here.






Chapter 2

‘Bloody hell, Stel, what’s up? Your head’s the colour of a stick of rhubarb with high blood pressure.’

Linda leaned over the coffee table and handed her friend a plastic fan. There were five women in the room and all of them had small whirring blades cooling their faces, even Iris, Linda’s eighty-two-year-old mother. And surprisingly Caro too, who was floating through the menopause as if she was aboard an enchanted craft with an anti-menopause cloaking device, had beads of perspiration pushing out of the pores on her forehead. She dabbed at her temples with her fingertips. She even makes sweating look elegant, thought Gaynor.

‘Thought you didn’t get hot flushes,’ she said, tapping her fan on the table, hoping that would somehow rev up the dying battery.

‘I don’t usually. My thermometer might be getting more and more on the blink, but I haven’t had that experience you seem to get where you say you feel it rising up from your feet,’ replied Caro.

‘I used to sweat so much in bed, Dennis used to have to sleep in a wetsuit,’ sniffed Iris, putting down her fan in order to sip delicately from her special china cup covered in irises which she lifted from a matching saucer.

‘Slight exaggeration there, Mother,’ said Linda. Her hair was plastered to her face with perspiration. ‘Dear God, this can’t be normal.’

‘I didn’t get the sweats until I was over a year into the full-throttle menop—oh bugger, my battery’s knackered as well,’ said Stel, banging her fan on the side of the sofa in an attempt to revive it.

‘Here, Stel.’ From a drawer in the dresser behind her, Linda retrieved another fan from the job-lot stored there and tossed it to her. Linda’s husband Dino was a market dealer (Aladdino’s Cave) trading in allsorts and novelties which he imported from the Far East.

This quintet of friends always jokingly referred to themselves as ‘The Old Spice Girls’. They’d known each other for ages; but two years ago they’d decided to make their meetings a regular Sunday event from 5.30 until 7 p.m., to galvanise them for the week ahead with pots of tea and finger food.

If they had been actual Spice Girls, it wouldn’t have been too hard to choose their names. The preened and perfect Caro would have been Posh Spice. With her rounded vowels and cultured ways, she made Victoria Beckham look like Pat Butcher. Iris would have been Blunt Spice, since the brake on her mouth had long since failed, much to the frequent embarrassment of her daughter. Linda would have been Bountiful Spice because everything about Linda was big: her hair, her bum, her appetite and her heart. Gaynor would have been Bitter Spice. She was twisted up in knots about her husband running off almost a year ago with a cheap young tramp, and fed off his frustration that she wouldn’t give him a divorce. And Stel Blackbird would, at the moment, be Sad Spice. Her much-loved only daughter Viv had left home that day in order to work in a godforsaken place up on the moors. She’d said she only intended to work there through the summer, but Stel had said the same to her parents and then had never moved back to the family nest.

‘Linda, you do know the central heating’s on, don’t you?’ said Gaynor, feeling the radiator. ‘No wonder we’re all wilting.’

‘It’s what? But it can’t be…’ Linda broke off her sentence as the penny dropped and she turned slowly to Iris, her eyes narrowing to slits. ‘It’s you again, isn’t it, Mum?’

‘I must have forgotten to turn it off,’ said Iris. ‘I thought I’d warm the room up a bit for everyone.’

Linda bobbed next door to turn off the heating, chuntering profanities in her mother’s direction.

‘It’s always cold when you first come in. I was only trying to help.’ Iris lifted up her shoulders and dropped them as if hurt.

‘It’s seventy degrees in the shade today,’ Linda batted back. ‘You can fry eggs on the pavement.’

The Old Spice Girls met in Linda’s ‘party room’. Dino had converted half their enormous garage into an extra reception room so that he and the lads could go and have a game of darts, or watch the football on the sixty-inch screen mounted on the wall whilst partaking of a few beers, and Linda could fill it with her friends on Sunday nights.

‘I thought I was having a hot flush to end all hot flushes. Four years I’ve been having them now and I’m bloody sick of them,’ said Gaynor, wishing there was a turbo facility on her fan. ‘I must be coming to the end of them by now, surely?’ Sometimes Gaynor felt as if nature was against her as well as everything else. ‘Can I open a window, Linda?’

‘Open the bloody lot of them,’ said Linda. ‘It’s like a slow-cooker in here.’ She gave her mother a warning look. ‘And don’t you dare moan that it’s draughty.’

Iris managed to arrange her features into a perfect balance of innocence and disgruntlement.

Caro turned off her fan and put her cup of coffee down on a small glass-topped table with a shelf underneath, She could see a child’s book parked there, entitled Jolly Jellyfish. She gave a gasp of joy at the sight.

‘Oh, Linda, has Freddie been round to see you?’

Linda raised her hand and waved it in a gesture of ‘don’t talk about it’.

‘Has he heck,’ said Iris. ‘I put that there because Rebecca said she’d bring him round yesterday for half an hour and guess what, she didn’t turn up. Again.’

Caro didn’t have grandchildren herself, but she could still imagine what it would be like to not be allowed to see them because your ex-daughter-in-law was a controlling cow. She snatched at the nearest passing subject to divert Linda’s thoughts.

‘We should get some tickets and go to the theatre, make an evening of it. We haven’t been for ages, have we?’

‘Well, I’m not going this week,’ said Linda. ‘They’re putting on Rebecca. No wonder Laurence Olivier drowned her.’

The Old Spice Girls had gravitated to one another to form a friendship group over the years, as women do. Linda was a nurse and had met Stel at St Theresa’s Hospice, where the latter still worked as head receptionist. Iris lived with Linda, and they and Gaynor lived on the same sprawling estate in Dodley. Stel and Caro first met when their children had been in hospital at the same time ten years ago and they’d bonded in the hospital coffee shop as they waited for good news.

‘Did Viv get off all right, then?’ asked Iris.

Stel didn’t answer, because her throat felt suddenly blocked with a ball of solidified tears.

‘She’ll be all right, love,’ said Linda. ‘She’s a sensible lass, is Viv.’

‘She went off to university for three years, Stel. Surely that acclimatised you for her leaving home?’ said Gaynor.

‘That was different, Gaynor. She was home nearly every weekend and in the holidays. I always felt as if she were on a piece of elastic, but now…’ Her voice dissolved into a croak.

‘She’s only gone to the moors, not emigrated to bloody New Zealand,’ said Gaynor impatiently as she got up from the sofa. ‘Think about me. I haven’t seen my Leanne for nearly six months.’

Lucky you, thought most of the room. Leanne Pollock had been one of those horrible, spoiled kids who had grown up into an even more horrible, spoiled young woman. She took the art of self-serving to new levels. She had done Gaynor a favour by moving down to London to pursue a modelling career; not that any of them would say that to her, with the possible exception of Iris if the opportunity presented itself.

Gaynor snapped her fingers. ‘I knew there was something I had to tell you all. Leanne had an audition for that top modelling agency a couple of weeks ago. You know, the one that Kate Moss used to work for. And they would have taken her, they said, but for one thing, one tiny thing…’ She pincered her thumb and finger together. ‘And do you know what it was?’

‘Her face?’ suggested Iris.

‘No, her height.’ Gaynor glared at the chippy octogenarian. ‘She was one inch too short. Would you have thought an inch made that much difference?’

Caro snorted down her nose and Gaynor threw her a dirty look.

‘An inch can make a hell of a difference, Gaynor love,’ Linda winked at her.

‘Oh, I’m going to the loo if you’re going to talk smut,’ said Gaynor. The air seemed to lighten by several degrees when she left the room, shutting the door hard behind her. Once upon a time, thought Caro, Gaynor would have been the first to chuckle at the innuendo.

‘Your father and I were always very active in the bedroom,’ put in Iris, causing Linda to cover her ears.

‘Mum, please.’

Iris huffed in exasperation. ‘That’s the trouble, every generation thinks it invented sex. I used to be a young woman with a figure that your father had difficulty keeping his hands off. We once managed—’

‘La la la la.’ Linda couldn’t hear what her mother and father had managed to do because she was singing and her hands were over her ears. But her friends did – if their widened eyeballs were anything to go by.

‘I reckon Gaynor needs a good bonk,’ whispered Stel. ‘Hasn’t Eamonn got any nice friends, Caro?’

‘They wouldn’t get up there for the barbed wire,’ sniffed Iris.

Linda immediately rounded on her. ‘Mum, that is mean. Gaynor’s struggling and anger is her way of dealing with it. Even if it wouldn’t be yours or my way of doing things.’

All of them wished for her sake that Gaynor could move on, and they knew she wouldn’t do that until she stopped denying her Mick the divorce he wanted. She was being as awkward as she knew how, not responding to his solicitor’s letters and making her presence felt in any way she could as punishment for leaving her for a girl over thirty years younger than she was. And a Bellfield at that. There were some rough renowned families in the town: the O’Gowans, the Clamps, the Crookes; but the Bellfields were considered the worst. Young Danira Bellfield (or de Niro as Gaynor so scathingly called her) was as different from Gaynor as she could be, which wasn’t very flattering to Gaynor, and gave a gigantic clue to why Mick had left his wife two weeks after their Pearl Wedding Anniversary. Danira was plump and loud, peroxide-blonde and wanton. But Gaynor, for all her Hyacinth Bouquet pretensions, was a good woman who’d worked hard to make a comfortable home for her family, only to be rewarded with a duplicitous husband and a self-obsessed daughter.

There was the sound of a flush in the background, so Linda quickly switched the subject to the neighbours.

‘Annie and Joe next door are renewing their marriage vows in Jamaica next month.’

‘I bet he was doing the dirty on her,’ sniffed Gaynor as she walked back in and immediately joined in the conversation. ‘Couples who renew their vows usually have that story to tell.’

‘Actually, you’re wrong because—’ began Linda, but Gaynor cut her off.

‘You mark my words, they won’t just be doing it because they’re still so much in lurrrve.’ Gaynor loaded the word with all the sarcasm it could carry. ‘It’ll come out eventually. He’ll have been dipping his wick where he shouldn’t have been. He was always too good-looking for her,’ she huffed derisively.

That couldn’t be said of her own marriage. Mick Pollock was a smart, handsome man but Gaynor more than matched him for looks. She had the same dark colouring, wide mouth and big brown eyes as Sophia Loren. In fact that was the first line Mick had ever said to her: Excuse me, could I have your autograph, Miss Loren? Corny, but it worked on her. She had always taken care over her appearance, maybe too much so. Maybe she had been too polished for Mick’s tastes, if the slobby Danira was anything to go by. The past year was telling on Gaynor though. Her mouth was set in a downward arc and she radiated waves of resentment. If she had been born a cobra, her hood would have been permanently expanded.

‘A fucking Bellfield!’ exclaimed Gaynor, sliding into dark, slimy waters in her head. ‘Lowest of the low. And what does she see in him? He’s thirty years older than her for a start. When we got married, she wasn’t even born.’ She shuddered as if that somehow made him a paedophile. ‘It won’t be anything to do with his bank balance, will it? Anyway, he can whistle for his divorce. I burned the last set of papers in our firepit and I’ll do the same with the next lot. Bastard. I’ll make it as hard as possible for him to get me out of his life.’

The room crackled with Gaynor’s electric bitterness. The only sound was Iris’s cup hitting the saucer. Then Caro’s soft, smoky voice broke through the silence.

‘Do you think maybe, for your own sake, you should let him go, Gaynor love?’

Gaynor’s lips narrowed until they were almost invisible.

‘You are joking?’

Caro prepared to back up her words with more of the same. ‘No, I’m not. Look around you, Gaynor. You’re in a room full of people who care for you. You’re young enough to start a new life, find a new man. All this fighting is damaging you more than it is him.’

‘It needed saying,’ added Iris, who was never one to miss the opportunity to throw petrol on a fire. ‘It’s what everyone here is thinking.’

‘Is it now?’ Gaynor’s eyes took them all in.

‘Because we’re your friends and we love you, Gaynor,’ Caro said. She was all too aware that Gaynor thought that she had the Midas touch, and so what would she really know about what Gaynor was going through. Caro had a gorgeous faithful husband, loving children, a big house, a successful business and his-and-hers Mercedes and a motorhome parked in the treble garage. Caro shopped in Waitrose, wore expensive clothes, and had a diamond the size of Poland on her third finger. She and Gaynor had been close friends until Mick had buggered off. His leaving had triggered an irrational envy of Caro which Gaynor knew was both wrong and puerile, but she just couldn’t help it. Right now, getting a life lecture from Caro was like pouring acid in Gaynor’s wounds.

Gaynor stood up.

‘Well, if you’ve all decided behind my back that I’m a bore and you’re all on flaming de Niro’s side, I’ll go.’

‘Gaynor, don’t be daft.’

‘Oh don’t, Gaynor.’

Protests ensued but Gaynor wouldn’t be placated.

‘I’ll show myself out.’ She strode out on her long, pin-thin legs and the others knew they had no choice but to let her go when she was in that stubborn mood of hers. They exchanged cringes and shrugged.

‘No wonder she’s on her own,’ piped up Iris.

‘Mum,’ objected Linda.

‘We-ell,’ said Iris, waving away her daughter’s indignation. ‘It might do her good to know that everyone thinks she’s in the wrong. You’ve to be cruel to be kind sometimes. She’s in a rut and she wants booting out of it.’

‘Iris is right,’ replied Caro. She hated that there was distance between them and wished they could get back onto a normal footing. The trouble was that the more rain that fell on Gaynor recently, the more the heavens seemed to shine on Caro. If Caro could have stemmed the tide of her good fortune and diverted it to Gaynor, she wouldn’t have hesitated to give her friend a break.

‘She’ll come round,’ said Stel, watching Gaynor strut down the road through the window. ‘Let her stew for a bit. She knows we are on her side.’

‘I worry that Mick will start playing funny beggars,’ said Linda. ‘Guilt’s made him offer a generous divorce settlement, but if she keeps on refusing to cooperate he might start getting as bolshie as she is. I’d hate for her to lose out financially.’

Linda hadn’t known Mick that well but she’d been surprised when he’d left Gaynor. He’d seemed such a quiet man, easy-going and settled, even a bit boring. Gaynor had idolised him; and despite her believing that she and Mick had been together for so long that she knew him inside out, she had been the last to discover that he’d been messing around behind her back. The split had hit her hard, but she hadn’t yet worked her way through the natural grieving process that might have healed her. Instead she had stuck fast on the ‘anger’ setting. Gaynor wanted Mick back, and as far as she could see it, clinging on until she had worn down his resistance was her only option.

Linda suddenly leaped to her feet and headed for the bar area in the corner, returning with a bottle of Prosecco and some glasses.

‘Bugger tea, let’s have a glass and wish Viv well. I didn’t know she was that fond of animals, Stel, that she’d want to up and go work in an animal sanctuary.’

‘She’s based in their office, not actually hands-on with the animals,’ explained Stel. ‘She wanted a bit of experience working with people in a small business doing accounts and suchlike.’

Linda handed round the Prosecco and poured her mother a Tia Maria, as she didn’t drink wine of any description. Iris insisted that all wine tasted of feet, and firmly believed every grape had been trodden by some bloke with verrucas.

‘To Viv. Here’s hoping she enjoys her new home and her new job.’

‘To Viv.’

Four glasses were raised in the air. And Stel Blackbird smiled, though inside her heart was breaking because she suspected the real reason why her daughter had taken up that post had nothing to do with getting experience of a small business at all.






Chapter 3

Viv followed Geraldine back into the homely kitchen where the small owl bobbed and squawked at them as if to say ‘where’ve you been?’ The kettle was whistling cheerfully on the Aga. Geraldine put some teabags into an old brown teapot and whirled them around with a spoon.

‘Is it just the two of you that work here then?’ asked Viv.

‘Just the two of us full-time now,’ echoed Geraldine. ‘Though Armstrong likes to come and help out. We pay him in eggs and a bit of pocket money. You’ll have guessed we don’t have a lot of money for wages.’

Viv had.

Geraldine poured out the tea and put a plate of buttered cake slices on the table. ‘Made by my own fair hand. Date and walnut,’ she smiled. ‘And fresh butter from the farm up the road.’

Viv was touched that a cake had been baked in her honour. Her mother did things like that – made cakes for every occasion, though her efforts wouldn’t have exactly had Mary Berry throwing in her towel for fear of the opposition.

‘It’s not a very big sanctuary, is it?’ said Viv.

‘You noticed,’ said Geraldine. ‘Look, I hope you don’t mind me saying this… I don’t want to scare you off but… I just want to warn you.’

Viv froze mid-chew. Warn her? About what?

‘You’re very young…’ Geraldine sighed.

‘I’m twenty-three,’ answered Viv quickly. She considered herself more woman than child, but then she had thought that for several years now. She’d had to grow up fast in her teens.

‘Oh, bless you,’ replied Geraldine. Her eyes were blinking as if there was a lot of activity going on in the brain behind them. Then, as if a dam had broken inside her, she opened her mouth and said, before she could stop herself, ‘Look, I’ll come straight out with it. Heath isn’t the easiest man to get on with, especially at the moment. There’s a lot of tension. We’re struggling financially and… well… he can be difficult, blunt, but underneath he’s wonderful, lovely, kind.’ Then she fell abruptly silent and, as if she had sustained a puncture, her whole body seemed to sag. ‘I might as well be honest, Viv, we need someone here, someone who will stay and adjust to him and let him adjust to them without immediately running off.’

‘Ok-ay,’ replied Viv, wondering what could be so alarming about this Heath bloke. He wouldn’t scare her away. She needed to be here, and so she would put up with him, no matter what.

‘Don’t judge him on first appearances is all I ask.’

‘I’m sure everything will be fine.’ Viv sipped at her tea, which was strong, just as she liked it. Strong as her resolve not to be intimidated by some old curmudgeon who enjoyed pushing his weight around.

‘Once you get to know him, you’ll find his bark is much worse than his bite,’ smiled Geraldine, relieved by Viv’s attitude. ‘Now, bring your tea with you and let me show you where you’ll be staying so you can get settled in. I hope you’ll be all right in the folly. It’s compact, but very pretty and you can shut the door on us at the weekends.’

‘Do you live on-site too?’ asked Viv.

‘Yes, my room’s at the back of the house, through there,’ said Geraldine, pointing to a door in the corner of the kitchen. She sniffed the air. ‘I must say, your luggage smells lovely.’

‘One of my suitcases is full of oils,’ replied Viv, picking up the heaviest one. ‘I blend them for companies.’

‘Blend oils?’ Geraldine questioned.

‘I have a neurological quirk,’ Viv told her, going on to explain in more detail. ‘An acute sense of smell.’

Geraldine was looking at her the way most people did when she said as much.

‘The best way I can explain it to you is… you’ll have seen the picture of white light hitting a prism and dividing into a rainbow?’

‘Yes,’ replied Geraldine.

‘That’s how I perceive scents. It’s like I’m the prism and when I smell something, each component separates itself from the others in my brain. And I also construct formulas; for instance, if a company want me to recreate the essence of an old library or an autumn walk.’

‘That’s amazing,’ gasped Geraldine.

‘I know it’s weird,’ returned Viv, ‘but I don’t mind it.’

The school bullies used to have a go at her about being a freak, but she refused to feed them with her fear. Ignore them. They’re just jealous, because they’re ordinary, her mother had said. Stel had always been as brilliant at giving advice as she had been as rubbish at taking it.

‘Sometimes the things that make you weird turn out to be your greatest assets, did you know that?’ said Geraldine, wheeling the smaller of the two cases towards the door.

Viv smiled. That was such a Stel philosophy it was as if she had just flitted in to join them.

‘So who buys these formulas then? People who make candles and those reed diffuser things?’ Geraldine went on.

‘Amongst others, yes.’

‘Goodness. I didn’t know such a job existed.’

‘I’m not sure it does either,’ chuckled Viv, following her out of the door. ‘I didn’t think anyone would take me seriously when I started, but they did.’

‘So it makes you some pin money, does it? It’s good that you can supplement your wages, then. It’s embarrassing what we offer here.’

Viv didn’t say that it made her more money than Geraldine could guess at.

They headed past Viv’s car, across the yard to the tall, castle-like folly. Geraldine unlocked it with a long key befitting the heavy arched door, which opened with a characterful creak into a sitting room with rough stone walls and a rich dark wooden floor. There was a two-seater high-backed green sofa and a footstool and a table and two dining chairs. Alongside one wall, there was a run of dark wooden kitchen units, a brown electric oven and hob, a sink and a narrow white half-fridge. Above the sink was a yellow stained-glass window, throwing a golden light onto a welcome-basket of eggs, butter, bread and milk on the draining board. Pretty green curtains hung at the side of a large arched window affording a view of Ironmist hillside and a stone seat was set in the deep wall beneath it. It was certainly ‘compact’ but on the right side of cosy, rather than cramped.

‘It doesn’t have a washing machine, but there’s one in the cottage,’ said Geraldine. ‘Obviously, you can use it whenever you want. There’s a washing line in the garden and a tumble drier in the cottage kitchen. Let me show you upstairs.’ Viv followed Geraldine up the narrow wooden staircase. There at the top of it was the prettiest bedroom ever with white-painted walls and another arched window. There was a three-quarter-sized bed, an old oak wardrobe and a long ornate mirror propped up at the side of a door which led to a very tiny bathroom. A faint smell of unlived-in damp and an artificial rose spray pervaded the air. Nothing that a good dose of fresh air from an open window wouldn’t kick into touch, thought Viv.

‘It’s lovely.’

‘It is, isn’t it?’ agreed Geraldine. ‘It was a ruin until three years ago. No one knows how long it’s been here or who built it. Heath and a couple of men from the village renovated it. It was my idea to turn it into a little house for whoever we got to help us run things. I thought it might help to attract someone decent because the money certainly wouldn’t. Present company excepted, of course,’ she added quickly. ‘Anyway, the design is very clever. The bed is high so you can store things underneath it and there are secret storage cupboards everywhere. Oh, and it does creak a bit at night as it cools, I do warn you, but it’s just house noises, not ghosts.’

No ghost could be as scary as those birds, thought Viv.

‘When will he… Heath… be back so I can meet him?’ Viv had always preferred to run towards impending disasters rather than from them. That way they were over and done with sooner rather than later.

‘I was hoping tonight; tomorrow latest,’ replied Geraldine, worry again furrowing her brow. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything. Goodness knows what a picture I’ve painted.’ She sighed as if the world and its brother were weighting down her shoulders. Viv put on her best ‘look, it’s all right’ smile.

‘I’m sure we’ll get on when we meet each other.’

‘Bless you for making me feel better,’ said Geraldine. ‘Words always sound fine in my head but there’s a filter in my mouth that makes them come out wrong.’ She absently nudged her hair back from the left side of her face and Viv noticed the silvery line of scar tissue crossing her eyebrow and curling towards her ear. ‘All I ask is, give us a chance. Now let me leave you to unpack and settle in. Come and have some supper with me when you’ve found your feet. Nothing flash, just some field mushroom broth but it’s a lovely recipe.’

‘Thank you, I will.’



When Geraldine had gone, Viv rang her mother to let her know she had arrived safely. Stel picked up after one ring, as if she had been sitting by the phone waiting for the call.

‘Thank goodness you’ve arrived,’ she said, as concerned as if Viv had trekked to Base Camp on Everest. ‘How is it? What are the people like? Have you eaten?’

‘Mum, I am fine. I have a lovely little bijou house—’

‘Bijou?’ Stel interrupted. ‘Estate agents say bijou when they mean minuscule and poky.’

‘Yes, well, I’m not an estate agent and I mean bijou in the very nicest way. It’s tiny and sweet, like a miniature castle, and in the prettiest valley.’

Stel opened her mouth to release so many things that were crowded in there, waiting to rush out: make sure you lock your door, don’t let them work you too hard, is your tetanus injection up to date? Her girl was a woman now and the apron strings were ripe for snapping. It didn’t make it any easier that Viv was far more sensible at her age than Stel had ever been. Funny how we’re so different, thought Stel. But then, it wasn’t, really.

‘Well, you keep in touch with me and let me know you’re doing okay,’ was all she allowed herself to say.

‘I will, Mum. Has Basil come back in yet?’

‘Oh yes, he came back about an hour ago. He’s scoffing his dinner now as if he hasn’t been fed for a week.’

Stel looked down at the still-full cat food bowl. Basil, their lazy ginger tom, had been out all night, which was unheard of for him. She supposed a lie was forgiveable in the circumstances if it stopped her girl from worrying about him.

‘Wonderful. Give him a hug from me. Right, I’m off to unpack then. You take care, Mum.’

‘And you. Talk to you soon. Big kiss.’

‘Big kiss.’

Stel put the phone down, sank onto the sofa and had a mini-sob. Such was the irony of life that you poured all your love into a child to make them ready for leaving you. With not even Basil to cuddle for comfort, she felt so very, very alone.






Chapter 4

Gaynor poured the last of the bottle of wine into her glass. She was crying. No one had seen her cry for years except the reflection in the mirror.

Time was a great healer, was it? Bollocks. Mick had been gone for eleven months and thirteen days now and every morning when she woke up, she was freshly pierced by the hurt of his desertion, like that bloke in Greek mythology who had his liver ripped out every day. She knew that she would find more sympathy from her friends if she had cried in front of them, crumpled into herself instead of spitting and firing hate bombs; but anger was the only thing keeping her breathing.

She looked around her at the immaculate front room with its palatial-chic furniture, its porcelain seated leopard sentinels either side of the baroque fireplace, its ridiculously priced sofa which looked like something out of Versailles. Mick had denounced it from day one as the most uncomfortable thing he had ever sat on in his life. That sofa summed up her whole marriage. It might have appeared grand, but it wasn’t inviting enough to come home to. Which is why Mick had buggered off to a big squashy sofa he could collapse into with a contented sigh.

Gaynor wasn’t a stupid woman. She knew she had spent too much time tending to the accoutrements of her marriage rather than her marriage itself. Okay, Mick wasn’t perfect, but she hadn’t given him what he wanted and, as much as she hated to admit it to herself, he hadn’t asked for that much. He’d told her so many times that he wasn’t happy with this or that and she’d ignored him, telling herself he would come round to her way of thinking. It was always him who had to bend to her. Well, he hadn’t come around to her way of thinking on the chaise and it had been a hard lesson and one learned too late. She had begged him not to leave her, when he’d come back for some of his stuff, a month after his initial disappearance, but he was impenetrable. It was over. She had been convinced she could mend this. She had cried and crawled after him on her knees, promised to change, promised to mould herself into the sweet, pliant woman he wanted and wouldn’t that be easier than leaving and carving up their joint life? Then when that didn’t work she had attacked him and ripped into Danira Bellfield and he had walked out to his car, dragging her behind him down the path as she clung onto his calf.

She never realised she had loved Mick as much as she did until he had gone. She missed seeing his shoes in the hallway, she missed him grousing about there being nothing on the TV worth watching, she missed him polishing off every meal she put in front of him because she really was a superb cook. She even missed all the things that used to drive her mad about him: his soft snuffly breathing in the middle of the night, the noisy way he rolled an ice-cube around in a whisky glass, what an unreadable mess he made of a newspaper when he’d read it. Inside she was in pieces; outside she remained upright and brittle, keeping up appearances despite the fact that her husband had left her for a Bellfield – a Bellfield – of all families. One who wore crop tops despite the fact she had a belly with more wobble than a half-set jelly. And tattoos. And piercings on her face and God knows where else. And, one day when Gaynor had been out spying on them in her car, she had seen Blobby de Niro and her own husband strolling down the street holding hands like lovestruck teenagers and he had been grinning in a way that she hadn’t seen him do for… well… ever.

Gaynor threw the contents of her glass into her mouth to drown out all the torturing visions; but it seemed that those visions were wearing rubber rings that could float in Shiraz.






Chapter 5

Stel stood on the back doorstep yet again and called out Basil’s name. She was getting worried now. Basil liked his home comforts too much to be out at night, or for long during the day. He was fat and lazy and hated the cold and couldn’t have found anything to eat to save his life, even if it had been dead, cooked in catnip and served up on a plate with a label reading ‘eat me’. He never usually went beyond the boundary of the garden fence, so she had begun to fear the worst.

Stel had adopted him from the Maud Haworth Home for Cats when Viv had been fifteen. Viv had nagged for a kitten for her thirteenth birthday but Stel’s then partner Darren had been allergic to their fur. In retrospect, she should have thrown him out and let her daughter have the cat.

‘Not turned up, Stel?’

‘Oh Al, you scared me daft.’ Stel hadn’t realised her next-door neighbour was standing on his doorstep too.

‘Sorry, love. I’ve been out and had a look around, but I couldn’t see him. Do you want me to ring the council for you in the morning, to see if they’ve had a report of any animals being knocked down?’ Al heard Stel’s sharp intake of breath. ‘I’m sure they won’t have, but I don’t mind checking for you. Save you doing it. No news is good news, eh?’

‘Thanks, Al.’ She smiled at him and tried to will back the tears that threatened to flood out of her eyeballs. That was typically kind of Al; he was a good neighbour – and a very old friend. She and Al Thackray had been in the same class all the way through school and he’d lived at the bottom of her street when they were growing up. He’d bought the semi adjoining Stel’s fifteen years ago and transformed it from a neglected old person’s house into a palace. Some of the kids had been cruel to him when he was young because his mother was useless and had sent him to school in hand-me-down scruffy clothes. Stel’s own mum had marched down the street on many an occasion, found Al sitting on his doorstep and made him come to their house for something to eat. She’d also given Myra Thackray some right earfuls of vitriol in the street about it; not that Myra was shamed enough to resume her maternal duties.

Stel knew that Al had always appreciated that she’d never ridiculed him nor made him feel like shit like those other kids – and some of the teachers – at their school had done, but he’d never treated her as anything else but a friend, which was a shame, because she’d always had a soft spot for him. He might not have been academic at school, but he was amazingly talented at making things with his hands. He’d left at fifteen to become an apprentice joiner with a firm that he now owned. He’d had a shouty and childless marriage, which had ended about seven years ago, and there’d been no romance since that she knew of. Al Thackray was a decent man, a good man, a kind man. The sort that never looked at her because the only men she attracted were total knobheads.

When she looked at Al these days, she could barely equate him to the spotty, puny, undernourished boy whose legs were like strings with knots in them. Al was a big fellow now, with shoulders like an ox, a combination of building-site graft and using heavy weights at the gym. He looked after himself, did Al. And he looked after Stel too. If she ever needed anything, all she had to do was knock on the party wall between them and he’d be straight over for her, she knew.

Al handed over a piece of paper with lots of his writing on it.

‘I made a list of all the stuff you can do when a cat goes missing,’ he said. ‘You know, who to leave your details with and all that.’

‘Thank you.’ Stel didn’t want to cry again, not in front of anyone and he must have sensed that because he changed the subject.

‘Did Viv arrive safely then?’

‘Yes, she’s there now. She said it’s a lovely place.’

Al’s mobile phone went off – its ring tone was the theme tune to Scooby Doo. For a few seconds she was back in her childhood house in Holton Road, watching that programme on the TV with him, the pair of them eating Birds Eye fish-finger sandwiches, and her mother looking up the road to try and spot Myra Thackray coming home so she could give her a piece of her mind for ‘leaving a bairn locked out in this weather’.

Al took the call and waved a ‘bye’ at her. She waved back and called one last time for Basil, but there was no miaow of reply.



Viv unzipped the smaller of her two cases and took out the faded yellow and black striped knitted bee that was cushioned in the middle of her clothes. EBW went everywhere with her. It had been the first present she ever received, knitted by a nurse at the hospital where she was born. Elke Wilson had worked in the special care baby unit and had hidden a note inside the ‘teddy bee’; a note which Viv had found when she was eighteen. Viv had restitched the bee after she’d opened it up to extract the folded piece of paper she’d felt inside it, but the scar was still visible. Viv put EBW on the table at the side of her bed, tenderly as if the toy had feelings, then she unpacked the rest of her stuff; not that it took her long. Her clothes now hung in the wardrobe, her toiletries littered the surface of the dressing table and the deep stone windowsill of the bathroom. Her books and iPad were parked at the side of her bed and her caseful of oils took up the whole dining table. Once everything was out of her suitcases, she almost scooped it back up again and bolted home. She didn’t want to be here in this strange little folly in this strange little hamlet. She wanted to be sharing a bottle of wine with her mum, Basil a heavy furry weight on her knee. But she had to be here. She had a job to do which hopefully wouldn’t take too long; then she could leave this alien world of three-legged donkeys and mutually dependent owls. Only then.
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