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  Things will always get better.
After all, when you’ve hit rock bottom,
there’s nowhere to go but up.

   

  ANON




  Chapter 1

  ‘Man, cl-that is born of a woman, hath-cl but a short time to live, and is-cl full of misery. He cometh up, and is cl-cut down, like a flower; he fleeth-cl as it were a
  cl-shadow, and never continueth in one cl-stay.’ The Reverend Duckworth relished the grave drama of his monologue as he sprayed the principal mourners on the front row with a light shower of
  saliva.

  Behind Carla, her eighty-three-year-old neighbour Mavis Marple muttered under her breath to whoever was sitting next to her. ‘He sounds like Louie Spence.’

  Mavis Marple didn’t do discreet very well. Still, she did love a good funeral, and a wedding. She’d attend anyone’s in the hope of getting invited to the post-event buffet.

  ‘They should have umbrellas on the front row.’

  ‘Shhh,’ someone else attempted to whisper, although the angry-python hiss echoed just as loudly around the church.

  ‘Well he does,’ went on Mavis. ‘All those cl-sth sounds.’

  ‘Thou knowest-cl, Lord, the cl-secrets of our hearts-cl,’ the Reverend Duckworth went on, raising his left hand heavenward in a grand sweep. In his own head he was Laurence Olivier
  holding up Yorick’s skull.

  But the words were mere white noise to Carla, whose sad dark brown eyes were fixed on the coffin behind him. She couldn’t believe that Martin, her husband of ten years, was in there. In a
  wide wooden box. She had the mad urge to run up to it and prise off the lid with her fingernails to see him again, just one last time, to touch his face and tell him that she loved him. He had been
  torn from her too quickly. One minute he was eating a pork pie and mint sauce in the kitchen, the next he was dead on the garage floor. She wanted to see in his eyes that he knew how much she loved
  him and how much of a hole he had left in her heart.

  ‘Arshes to arshes, dust to dust.’

  ‘Did he just say “arses to arses”?’ Mavis Marple asked no one in particular and set off a ripple of involuntary giggling. Carla wasn’t angry though. Funerals were a
  powder keg of pressure. Had she been watching all this on a sitcom, she would probably have giggled too. The pantomime effect wasn’t lost on her: old Reverend Duckworth in his thick brown wig
  attempting a National Theatre delivery, doing his best to enunciate all those elusive pure ‘s’ sounds. But this wasn’t a sitcom, it was real life. This time last week she had been
  a loving wife to Martin, washing his socks, waiting for him to come home to her on Friday nights after a hard week working all around the country; and now she was a widow, holding a fat red rose
  that she would place on his coffin which would soon be incinerated with him in a giant oven.

  Someone’s stomach made a loud gurgling noise as if water was rushing down a plughole.

  ‘Sorry,’ said the stomach’s owner.

  At the back of the church the huge heavy door creaked open and banged shut again, making a sound that wouldn’t have been out of place on a Hammer Horror film. Pronounced tappy footsteps
  followed. Carla sensed people shifting in their seats to turn and see who the latecomer was, but she didn’t join them. It couldn’t be anyone important. There was no one here who meant
  anything much to Martin. There were a few neighbours, including Mavis Marple, who might have been inappropriately loud, but was also a good woman and kindness itself. There was Martin’s
  cousin Andrew over from Bridlington, whom they hadn’t set eyes on since their wedding; a few people that Carla didn’t recognise, some probably men from the local club where Martin used
  periodically to play darts; and someone who looked suspiciously like a tramp who had come in for the warmth. Martin didn’t have friends and there was no one from his workplace, at which
  Carla’s disappointment edged towards disgust. Her husband had given Suggs Office Equipment a lot of hard-working years and yet when Carla rang them up to inform them of his passing, the woman
  on the switchboard didn’t even seem to have recognised his name. She’d said she’d email the head of sales, and took Carla’s number, but no one rang her back.

  Carla mouthed a silent message to her friend Theresa. Oh, I wish you were here. Theresa was in New Zealand with her husband Jonty, visiting their son. How could she have rung them with
  her news and spoilt their holiday? Even though a little part of her wanted to spoil it, wanted to smash up their holiday with a hammer because she suspected they were going on a fact-finding
  mission, to learn if they could live over there. Their daughter-in-law was pregnant with her first child, in a part of the country that had all-year sunshine, so who could blame them? Selfish as it
  made her, Carla wished she could teleport her friend over to sit at her side today, instead of Andrew and his overpowering odour of sweaty feet.

  Forty-eight was no age at all to die. Carla and Martin had been robbed of many happy years together. Carla had been saving up to take him on a cruise for his fiftieth birthday, at least until
  she’d been made redundant last month. It was so unfair. Martin had worked too hard – all that driving every day, constant stress to sell to clients and meet targets – no wonder
  he’d had a massive heart attack. Carla dabbed at her tears with her black gloves. Her foundation stained the material. She didn’t care. She didn’t care about the swish of whispers
  that was rising behind her like a tidal wave. She didn’t care about anything at that moment in time. Martin had gone out to the garage alive and well to carry in the dressing table which
  Carla had finished stripping down and hand-painting. Wait for me, it’s too heavy, Carla had called after him. Just let me finish basting this chicken. But he hadn’t
  waited. He had lifted it single-handedly then collapsed and died on the spot. Their marriage, snuffed out, just like the candle on a birthday cake.

  ‘The Lord bless-cl Martin Pride, the Lord maketh-cl his face to cl-shine upon him and give him peace-cl. Amen.’

  There was an echoed chorus of Amens.

  ‘I now invite Carla to lead you to cl-say your goodbyes-cl to Martin before he leaves-cl us to join his Lord in eternal peace-cl,’ said the Reverend Duckworth, holding out his arm
  towards her to head up the final acknowledgement.

  Carla pulled herself wearily up from the pew. She was totally distraught and felt twice as old as her thirty-four years. She was clinging on to her long-stemmed red rose as if it was the only
  thing keeping her on her feet. She walked slowly over to the coffin and laid the rose gently on top of it.

  ‘Goodbye, Martin. Goodbye, my love.’

  Then it all happened so quickly. Before anyone else could stand, a tall, grim-faced woman in a black coat and high red heels flounced forwards, picked up Carla’s rose, threw it on the
  floor and placed her own red rose on the coffin instead. It had a head the size of a football. There was a churchful of gasps as Carla turned to her with shocked confusion and both women locked
  eyes.

  ‘What do you think you’re doing? Who are you?’ Carla asked.

  ‘I’m Martin’s wife,’ the woman in the red shoes replied. ‘Or should I say “widow” now.’




  Chapter 2

  ‘Mrs Williams, I am on my knees. Just one more week, please. I am begging you.’

  Will Linton was indeed on his knees as he pleaded with Mrs Cecilia Williams from the West Yorkshire Bank. He was desperately playing for time, even though he suspected an extra week
  wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. He had exhausted every avenue which might have saved his company from closing and his workforce from the dole. The bank had been more than fair,
  really. They’d given him two extensions already and no miracle had occurred to save him, however hard he had prayed for one. His accountant had warned him that they wouldn’t listen and
  it was time to give up and throw in the towel, but Will felt duty-bound to try to give it everything he had.

  ‘I’m sorry, Mr Linton,’ said Mrs Williams, her voice firm but not unkind. ‘We can’t.’

  She was probably a good woman who was nice to animals, a mother, a wife, a convivial host at dinner parties, but at work her job was to know when to say, ‘No. It’s the
  end.’

  Will opened his mouth to remonstrate, but he knew it was over. He could hear faint strains of Simon and Garfunkel in the back of his mind. Cecilia, you’re breaking my heart. This
  Cecilia had also broken his balls. But he didn’t blame her – the fault was entirely his.

  The massive Phillips and Son Developments had gone into receivership and in turn had taken down Yorkshire Stone Homes who, in turn, had taken down Linton Roofing, whose director had been idiot
  enough to put all his eggs in the Yorkshire Stone Homes basket. A chain of businesses had toppled like dominos, but this was no innocent child’s game. Men were going to be out of work –
  good men with families and mortgages. He’d intended to retire in ten years max, when he was forty-eight. Throwing his all in with Yorkshire Stone Homes should have set Will up for life. It
  was a no-brainer whether or not to trust them – they had been a rock solid and highly profitable business for over fifty years. Oh, the irony.

  ‘Thank you, Mrs Williams, for all you’ve done. I appreciate it,’ he said, his throat as dry as one of the bags of cement in his builders’ yard.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said again, and sounded it. ‘I’ll send you a letter confirming our conversation and advising of the next steps to be taken.’

  He didn’t say any more before putting the phone back on the cradle. He didn’t know what those next steps would consist of. He couldn’t handle even thinking about them just yet.
  He had a big wall inside his head, holding back the questions, the fears, the confusion, the shame. It was going to crumble at any moment, but until it did, he would savour the blankness.

  He heard the front door open and close and smelt his wife Nicole before he saw her as she swept in on a wave of her perfume, something sickly and sweet and reminiscent of chocolate limes, which
  she used as liberally as if she were crop-spraying. He hated that smell, not that he had ever told her that.

  She had shopping bags in her hands, of course. He wouldn’t have recognised her had she not had bags in her hands. And all the bags had names on them: Biba, Karen Millen, Chanel. Actually,
  he didn’t recognise her at all for a moment – the last time he had seen her she’d had short blonde hair, now she looked like bleedin’ Rapunzel.

  ‘So, what did they say?’ she asked. There was no softness in her voice. ‘I’m gathering by you kneeling on the floor that it isn’t good news.’

  Nicole had dropped the bags now and was standing with her arms crossed, her artificially inflated lips attempting to pucker.

  ‘It’s the end,’ he said, turning his face towards her. He wanted her to stride up to him, put her arms around him, tell him that it was all right and they’d weather it.
  Instead she said, ‘Fuck.’ And looked furious.

  ‘We’ve lost the lot, love.’ He shrugged and gave a humourless dry chuckle.

  Nicole’s head jerked. ‘Don’t “love” me.’

  She’d had hair extensions put in and had been in the hairdressers’ all day. It was two hundred pounds a pop to have a squirt of shampoo at Mr Corleone’s in Sheffield –
  especially as Nicole always had the head stylist, the don himself: so with that in mind, what had those extensions cost? And God knows how much she’d spent shopping. Then again, daddy cleared
  her Visa bill every month. She was a married woman of thirty-two and yet daddy still gave her pocket money, although Nicole didn’t know that Will knew that.

  ‘I’ll get it back. Everything,’ said Will. ‘I might have lost it now, but I’ll bounce back stronger than ever. If I let them take the lot – the house, the
  car, the company, clear the accounts, I can avoid bankruptcy. I can start again.’

  Nicole didn’t say a thing in response. She just flicked her new hair over her shoulder. The irony didn’t bypass Will that at least one of them had been successful in getting some
  extensions today.

  ‘You’ll be living in a mansion this time next year,’ he said, trying to coax a smile out of her. ‘It’ll make this place look like a pig-sty.’

  Her expression didn’t falter.

  ‘It’s the end of Linton Roofing. There’s nothing I can do.’

  ‘Don’t be ridiculous. There has to be something.’

  Ridiculous? She didn’t know the meaning of the word. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept properly, without waking up in a sweat of panic. Or eaten a meal that he
  didn’t want to throw up again. His anxiety levels were off the scale: he’d lost two stone in weight, he got dizzy if he climbed past the fifth rung of a ladder, and yet his darling
  missus was always out sitting under a dryer, shopping in House of bloody Fraser, having someone put false nails on the tips of her fingers or being wrapped in seaweed as if she hadn’t a care
  in the world. That was ridiculous.

  ‘I’ve tried everything, darling,’ he said, which was a slight lie, as there was one thing he hadn’t attempted and that was asking Nicole’s father for a loan. But
  his pride was saved from going down that route because he knew that Barnaby Whitlaw would have burnt his money note by note in a barbecue before he lent it to a nouveau-riche vulgar type like his
  son-in-law.

  ‘I’ll get it all back, love, I promise,’ he said again.

  Nicole didn’t gratify him with a reply. She merely snatched up her carrier bags and teetered upstairs to her dressing room on her red-soled Christian Louboutins.




  Chapter 3

  The Reverend Duckworth closed the vestry door behind him, leaving the two women in there as he went back into the church to ask the congregation to bear with them. In his forty
  years as a reverend, he had come across some bizarre things; but this was a first, even for him. He’d had ex-partners burst in on weddings intent on revenge, even a scrap at a christening
  over the alleged paternity of a child, but never a double wife showdown at a funeral.

  Inside the vestry, Carla could only think: ‘People will be waiting for the buffet.’ Her mind could deal with that sort of problem. It couldn’t deal with this woman standing in
  front of her with her big black buttoned-up swing coat and her enormous brimmed hat. She was older than Carla, she guessed, by about ten years, and her clothes would have cost Carla six
  months’ wages at least; but they did little to disguise a brassiness that manifested itself in the woman’s hard face and her fag-ravaged voice.

  ‘I’m gathering you didn’t know anything about me then,’ the woman said, pulling off her black shiny gloves one long finger at a time, a ladylike, delicate gesture which
  contrasted with her aggressive cocky stance.

  Carla opened her mouth to say that no, she hadn’t a clue, but nothing came out. She wanted to cry but her eyes were as dry as her throat, tears frozen by shock.

  ‘Allow me to introduce myself then. I’m Julie. Julie Pride. And I have been for thirty years. Mrs Martin Pride, to be exact.’

  Carla’s legs started to tremble as if someone had replaced her usually sturdy pins with Bambi’s new-born fawn ones. She let herself fall onto a chair next to the large rectangular
  wooden table that formed the centrepiece of the room. Could this day become any more of a pantomime? Was Widow Twanky going to turn up in a minute and join the two Widow Prides?

  ‘I don’t understand any of this,’ said Carla. She wasn’t so much gobsmacked as felled. ‘You can’t be married to Martin. I would have known. I’ve been
  married to him—’ she stalled momentarily, to remember the church ceremony in which she had married him in a white dress in front of the very altar where his coffin now stood. A legal
  ceremony, with all the ‘i’s dotted and the ‘t’s crossed: register signed, vows recited, no just impediments exposed . . . She took a deep breath and continued,
  ‘—married to him for ten years.’

  ‘No you haven’t,’ snapped Julie, rolling up the gloves and stuffing them in the stiff black handbag she was carrying. It had a flashy gold double-C Chanel logo on the front.
  ‘You only think you have. We split up soon after we were married; but we never divorced. Didn’t have the money at the time, then I suppose we both just forgot.’

  Forgot? thought Carla. You forgot to post a letter, you forgot to buy milk at the shop – you didn’t forget to divorce.

  ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ sniffed Julie, snapping the clasp shut on her bag. ‘Forgetting to divorce is an odd one. I don’t think either of us could be arsed,
  if I’m being honest. He slipped from my mind until I saw him a year ago in Leeds. Could have knocked me down with a feather. It was like a thunderbolt hitting us both from above. You read
  about these things happening in women’s mags, but you never believe they could happen to you. Until it did. We went for a coffee and found the old spark reignited. Who would have
  thought?’ And she laughed to herself as if the memory had tickled her.

  Carla shook her head. Was she hearing all this correctly? Her husband had been carrying on with another woman . . . his real wife . . . for a year behind her back? When the hell did he
  have the time? Or the ability? He’d puffed when he got the milk out of the fridge.

  ‘I don’t understand,’ said Carla, her head full of so many questions that were going to burst out of her eardrums any minute, fly across the room and shatter the stained glass
  window picture of Jesus having his feet washed. ‘When did he see you?’

  ‘He spent every weekday with me, of course,’ said Julie, patting the back of her heavily lacquered yellow hair. ‘I was frankly glad to have a rest at the weekends.’

  ‘A rest?’

  ‘From the sex.’

  ‘The sex?’

  Carla was totally bewildered now. They could not be talking about the same man. Martin was always too tired. She could count on the fingers of one hand, minus the thumb, the number of times that
  she and Martin had had sex in the last year or so.

  ‘I’m not daft,’ said Julie, inspecting her tart-red nail varnish. ‘He promised me he wouldn’t have sex with you after we became a couple again but I know what he
  was like. Very healthy appetite in that area, so I promised myself I wouldn’t get upset about it. He was a bloke with needs after all.’ She pulled her lips back from her teeth and Carla
  saw how white and perfect they were. Thousands of pounds worth of cosmetic dentistry of which any Osmond would have been proud.

  ‘Are you sure you have the right Martin Pride?’ said Carla. ‘I don’t recognise this man you’re talking about.’

  ‘Martin Ronald Pride. Birthday: thirteenth of January.’

  ‘Works as a sales rep for—’

  ‘He didn’t work,’ Julie interrupted. ‘At least he didn’t after the lottery win.’

  Carla’s brain went into spasm. ‘Wha-at?’

  Julie’s black-tattooed eyebrows rose and a slow smirk spread across her lips. ‘Oh, he didn’t tell you about that either?’

  Carla’s head fell into her hands. She was surprised she had a head left as it felt in danger of exploding at any moment.

  ‘Me and Martin won just short of a million on the lottery nine months ago,’ said Julie with smarmy satisfaction. ‘He told Suggs to stick their job up their arse on the same
  day.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t get any ideas. It’s all in my name.’

  Carla’s head snapped up.

  ‘But he went off to work every Monday and rang me every night from a hotel.’

  Julie laughed. ‘He might have left you on a Monday morning, love, but he certainly didn’t ring you from any hotel.’

  Carla covered her eyes with her hands to shut out the light, shut out everything around her whilst she tried to make sense of this. Martin wasn’t that duplicitous. Living that sort of
  double life took a level of cunning and cleverness that Martin couldn’t have aspired to: he was far too simple a creature. Every Monday morning, Martin had set off with his suitcase of
  cleaned and pressed clothes for the week. Every night he rang from Exeter or Aberdeen or wherever Suggs had sent him to sell paper. Every night he said the hotel was okay, nothing brilliant, but he
  was going to get something to eat and then have a good night’s sleep. She’d never questioned it, she’d never had grounds to. And every Friday, when he got home, he’d given
  her a measly sum of housekeeping money. There was never anything left over to bank. There was a freeze on wage increases, he’d said. And all the time he’d been sitting on his share of a
  million pounds?

  Naw. She didn’t believe it. Martin would have gone out and bought himself the new iPhone if he’d had any money at all, that much she did know. She’d found his mobile in his
  pocket after his death and it was one which cost him ten pounds from Asda. There were few contacts on it when she’d checked it: Domino’s Pizzas, The Happy Duck Chinese takeaway, Andrew,
  work, herself, but no record of Julie, nor any texts.

  ‘Obviously, I’ll give you some time to get your things together before you leave the house. You can have the furniture,’ said Julie. ‘A month okay with you?’

  ‘What?’ said Carla.

  ‘The house. Obviously it’s mine now.’

  ‘My house is yours?’ Now it was Carla’s turn to laugh, but Julie wasn’t smiling. Her granite features were set in a very serious expression.

  ‘Martin’s house. It’s in his name, I do believe. My husband’s name.’

  Martin’s house was indeed in his sole name. He had inherited it from his mother the year that Carla had met him and they’d never bothered to change the name on the deeds, or write
  wills. After all, they had no children and what was his was hers as a married couple . . . except that she was now finding out that it wasn’t.

  Then Julie said a sentence that made Carla’s stomach lurch.

  ‘That house is our son’s rightful inheritance.’

  Son. Our son.

  ‘Do you have a child?’ Carla stammered. ‘With Martin?’

  ‘What do you think this is – wind?’ said Julie, flicking open the two buttons on her coat and sticking out a surprisingly prominent stomach. ‘I’m five months gone.
  And yes he’s Martin’s. And they’ll never see each other because of you and your fucking dressing table.’

  Carla’s Martin had said he didn’t want children. And because she loved him, she had sacrificed her desire to be a parent for his wish not to be.

  Through her tears, Carla could see that Julie was savouring each twist of the knife. It was sick, cruel.

  ‘You’re enjoying this aren’t you? How can you? I didn’t know any of it.’

  Julie’s small sharp eyes hardened.

  ‘Because he should have died with me, not you. Because if he hadn’t been heavy-lifting your tatty furniture, he wouldn’t have had a fucking heart attack and left me. Because
  you arranged his funeral and not me. Because I had to find out about my husband’s death from a story in yesterday’s bleeding newspaper.’ She opened her bag again, pulled out a
  page torn from the Daily Trumpet and proceeded to read it.

  ‘“Paper salesman dies suddenly trying to shift wife’s hand-painted furniture from garage into house”. How’s that for a snappy headline?’

  Carla gasped. ‘I didn’t even know it was in the newspaper.’

  ‘They reported the wrong funeral time and the wrong church. And they said that Martin was seventy-four. And that his grieving widow was called Karen. I’ve been ringing no end of
  churches and funeral parlours this morning trying to find out what’s bloody happening.’

  She wiped a tear that fell from the corner of her left eye and despite everything, Carla felt a too-kind surge of sympathy welling up within her for the older woman. If what she was saying was
  true then what a terrible shock she must have had too.

  ‘Julie . . .’

  Julie snarled at the pity in her voice and stabbed her finger at Carla. Her momentary lapse in composure was over. ‘Don’t you dare feel sorry for me. And don’t you think
  you’re going to take his ashes. They’re mine. He was my husband and I fucking want them. Every single one of them.’

  And with that, Julie Pride and her posh black handbag, her swingy coat and brazen red shoes clipped out of the vestry and boldly walked down the aisle. Carla listened to the sound diminishing,
  heard the heavy church door crash shut and then realised that her body didn’t have a single clue how to react.




  Chapter 4

  As Shaun McCarthy drained the last of the coffee from his cup, he watched the woman with the spiky dark brown hair tip her watering can over the brightly coloured flowers
  sprouting from the boxes in front of the teashop windows and thought of the cover of an old Enid Blyton book he had once had, with an elf on it. That’s what she reminded him of: a
  fragile little creature with wings hidden under her bright blue pinafore dress. He was too far away to hear, but he bet she was humming as she watered the plants. And smiling. She was always
  smiling, as if she had been born with a natural upturn to her lips. Ms Leonora Merryman. One of those infuriating people for whom life was filled with confetti, sparkles and fairies, no
  doubt. Her glass wasn’t just constantly half-full but fizzed out coloured sprinkles as well. He suspected that despite being around the mid-thirties mark, she would have a collection of My
  Little Ponies in cabinets at home.

  Still, it didn’t matter. As long as she paid her rent for the shop on time, he’d be equally happy as she was, if not as outwardly smiley; and there was no reason other than business
  for their paths to cross. She was initially on a six month lease, although he had given her one month gratis in exchange for decorating the place, because she had wanted to do it herself and at her
  own expense. He suspected that she would terminate the lease at the end of the period rather than renew it. He’d hardly seen any customers in there since it opened a month ago and surely she
  needed footfall through the door to make a living? Any idiot knew that. Still, he’d been fair on the rent seeing as she was the first of the businesses in this quadrangle of shops to open up:
  Spring Hill Square. The second unit was finished – although the least said about that, the better – and they had now started on the third. The other four units weren’t finished
  but there had been a few enquiries about them. He’d said no to the couple who wanted to open a sex shop. He was, after all, a good Irish Catholic boy with guilt and honour issues, as well as
  being a savvy businessman.

  The Teashop on the Corner. ‘It’s a sort of literary café,’ she had told him. No doubt Leonora (‘Oh do call me Leni’) thought she was in
  Oxford or St Andrews, and the erudite and scholarly types would be queuing up at her door every morning demanding their skinny lattes. He wondered if he should be the one to inform her that they
  were actually in a small backwater outside Barnsley on land which had been a real shit tip until Shaun had bought it to turn into his empire. He’d had to demolish an old wire factory and
  level the ground, which had cost a small fortune; but he hoped it would be worth it, cashing in on the increased trade which passed by en route to Winterworld, a Christmas theme park only a few
  miles down the road.

  Ms Merryman had had a lot of furniture delivered. He kept seeing the vans turning up and men carrying it in. He’d peered through the window a few times when she’d gone home. The
  walls were now delicate shades of cream and shell pink and around three edges of the room were runs of glass cabinets full, from what he could tell at first glance, of paper and pens and other
  items of stationery. The central space was taken up with six round tables, cream-painted ironwork, three with four heart-shaped-backed chairs around them. It was all very pretty and girly and
  French-chic. He gave it another two months before she did a moonlight flit and he turned up on site to find her and her fancy furniture all gone.

  She was smiling. Again. He could see her lips curved upwards as she turned to one side. That sort of constant chirpiness irritated him. What the hell was there to be so cheerful about, anyway?
  Everyone he knew was complaining about it being the crappiest spring in history. Sub-zero temperatures without let-up ever since November, even snow on May Day Bank Holiday. Only now, in mid-May,
  was the sun attempting to blast through the clouds with its rays; but bright as its beams were, they were half chilly too.

  Leni turned without warning and caught him staring at her. ‘Mr McCarthy!’ She waved. ‘Hello there. Have you got a moment?’

  Shaun cursed himself for not averting his eyes quickly enough. ‘Sure,’ he said, grumbling under his breath. He strode over to the pretty teashop and nodded a man-greeting.

  ‘Good morning, Mr McCarthy. The square is really coming together now, isn’t it?’

  ‘Yes, it is,’ he said, thinking, Did she call me over just to ask me that? He had neither the time nor the inclination for idle chit-chat.

  ‘I hope you don’t mind me mentioning that the tap in the teashop sink has a leak. It’s just a small one but I don’t want it to get any bigger.’

  ‘I’ll get my tool-bag and come back in a couple of minutes.’

  ‘Thank you.’

  The tearoom was invitingly warm and smelt delicious when he walked in.

  ‘I’ve made a jug of vanilla hot chocolate. Would you like one?’ Leni smiled at him.

  Shaun hadn’t had time to stop for lunch and was both hungry and thirsty in equal measures. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

  ‘Cake?’ She pointed to two glass domes on the counter. A dark brown cake sat under one, a lemon cake under the other. They looked good but he passed. He’d mend the leak and
  then get quickly off before she started talking girly things to him. Rainbows and teddy bears and how to make cupcakes.

  She poured him a mug of chocolate with a swirl of cream on the top and stuck a flake in it.

  ‘New recipe,’ she said. ‘For when all the crowds come.’ Her eyes were sparkling with mirth.

  He humphed inwardly.

  ‘Do you think they will?’

  ‘Of course,’ she smiled. She had white, even teeth, he noticed. ‘I’ve had someone in who has been back three times so far for lunch. A Sikh gentleman. He’s bought
  two pens from me as well.’

  Wow, you’re just months away from retiring on the profits, thought Shaun, digging his wrench out of his bag whilst taking a swig of chocolate. The cup had a large ginger cat on
  it.

  ‘Miaow.’

  For a moment, Shaun thought the cup had made the noise.

  ‘Now Mr Bingley, you get back to your bed and stop being nosey,’ said Leni, bending down to a huge ginger cat who had wandered over and was sniffing around Shaun’s bag. She
  lifted him up, turned him around and he toddled off to where he had come from.

  ‘Are you allowed that thing in a café?’ asked Shaun, wrinkling up his nose.

  ‘I don’t know,’ said Leni. ‘But he’s staying. Chocolate okay?’

  ‘Er, yeah,’ said Shaun. Environmental health would be swooping down on her very soon, he reckoned. Surely cats and cafés didn’t mix?

  ‘Is it too thick? Does it need more milk in it, do you think?’

  Dear God, thought Shaun. It was a cup of hot chocolate, not an entrant for Masterchef.

  ‘It’s fine,’ he said, tinkering with the tap. He noticed her apron was patterned with covers of old Penguin books but the pocket at the front was an orange sleeping cat.
  She’s added that herself, he thought. And made a good job of it. She looked the arts and crafty type. He could imagine her making her own rugs at night in a house full of
  shelves of books.

  Shaun liked books and read a lot at home in the quiet evenings. He didn’t like cats particularly, but then he had never had much contact with pets. He didn’t do emotional ties.

  ‘What happens to the cakes that you don’t sell?’ he asked, bending to check the cupboard underneath the sink for leaks.

  ‘I drop them off at the homeless shelter,’ replied Leni.

  ‘But soon there won’t be any left to take. I have every confidence this little place will be booming. Anyway, selling tea is just my folly. The shop is the real business of
  course.’

  And that’s just as heaving, Shaun muttered to himself.

  ‘Most of my orders come from the internet,’ Leni expanded, as if hearing his thoughts. ‘I’m very busy ordering and packing up what I’ve sold during the day when the
  teashop is empty. So you don’t need to worry about your rent, Mr McCarthy.’

  And she laughed and he thought that the sound it made was like that of a tinkly bell.

  ‘There, it’s done,’ he said, throwing the wrench back into his bag. He drained the cup of the last dregs of chocolate. It tasted like melted-down biscuits and would keep him
  going for another hour or so before he stopped for a sandwich. He could have done with another, if the truth be told. He had no doubt that if he asked for a fill-up, she would have obliged –
  with another smile – but that would mean more small talk and Shaun McCarthy wasn’t in the mood.

  ‘Thank you,’ said Leni Merryman. ‘Do I owe you anything?’

  ‘No,’ he said, waving the suggestion away. ‘All in with the rent.’

  ‘Well, you know where I am if you want to give me some custom,’ Leni tilted her head as she spoke.

  ‘I’m not a visiting-coffee-shops sort of person,’ said Shaun. ‘Too busy. I only build them.’

  She chuckled as if his gruffness amused her. ‘Well, thank you anyway.’

  Shaun lifted up his bag and walked back through the teashop. It was a shame it was always empty of customers because she’d done it up really well. He dragged his eyes along the glass
  cabinets as he passed them. They were filled with gifts – quality gifts – cufflinks made from old typewriter keys, tiny silver charms in the shape of books, gift tags made from book
  pages: romantic books, he presumed, seeing as the word ‘Darcy’ was ringed in red. All quirky, fancy things that literary types would go gaga over – himself excepted, of course. He
  might enjoy reading books, but he had no use for a tie-pin silhouette of Edgar Allan Poe.

  Between the last cabinet and the door was a long pinboard studded with postcards sent from all over. He spotted one from Madrid, one from Kos and one from Lisbon.

  ‘What’s your online shop called?’ he asked.

  ‘Book Things. Nice and simple. You have a lovely accent, Mr McCarthy. Is it Northern or Southern Irish?’

  ‘Northern,’ said Shaun.

  ‘My daughter Anne was born in Cork,’ said Leni. ‘She wasn’t due for another two—’

  Shaun’s small-talk alarm went off. Time to go.

  ‘Thanks for the chocolate,’ he said, taking hold of the door handle. ‘Must get on and earn a living.’

  ‘Of course,’ said Leni with an understanding nod. ‘Busy lives.’

  Busy lives indeed, thought Shaun. He liked his busy life. He liked filling his head with his work and his business and his books at the end of the day that stopped him thinking about
  his years in Belfast and his earlier days in Londonderry which still haunted him, thirty-four years on.

  Leni bent down at the side of the ginger cat curled up in his basket.

  ‘Oh Mr Bingley,’ she said, giving him a rub behind his ear which set him off purring. ‘I wish Anne were here to see this. She’d love it here, wouldn’t she? She
  will love it, won’t she?’




  Chapter 5

  After Julie had left, Carla had sat in the vestry like an animal which had been stunned before being slaughtered. She was shivering but it was only partly because of the cold,
  still air of the room. Her body was in shock down to the bones and was vibrating to drum up some heat and comfort. It wasn’t working. She couldn’t remember hearing the door open and the
  Reverend Duckworth entering. Not until he covered her shoulders with a throw did she become aware of his presence. It was heavy and velvet: maybe one of his vestments. She sat there for a few
  minutes, absorbing the warmth it afforded.

  ‘Cl-Shall I direct people onwards?’ he asked softly. ‘The cl-Ship next door I do believe?’

  ‘It’s fine,’ said Carla, surprising herself by standing because she didn’t think she still had a spine. It felt as if it had been ripped out of her. ‘I’ll do
  it.’

  The Reverend Duckworth squeezed her hand and she felt him willing her strength. He was a nice man. A kind man.

  She pulled in a long lungful of the chilled vestry air, let go of the warm hand lending support to hers and pushed the material from her shoulders. She strolled out into the church, forcing a
  smile onto her lips, unstable as it was, and addressed the pews of mourners more slowly and calmly than she would have thought possible.

  ‘I apologise for the disturbance to the ceremony. Please make your way to the Ship next door where refreshments will be waiting for you.’ She focused her eyes on Andrew. ‘I
  know some of you have travelled a long way so please, join me.’

  People rose and started to file out, whispering to each other, the subject matter obvious. Carla couldn’t blame them. She would have been the same had she been out there observing all
  this. She wondered how many of them would ask her what was going on, how many times she would have to tell the same story. She couldn’t do it. She didn’t want to be put on the spot.

  ‘Wait!’ she shouted on impulse. Everyone turned to her and she momentarily lost her nerve. She didn’t so much forget what she was going to say, because she hadn’t planned
  anything. She opened her mouth and let the words make their own exit in whatever order they happened to come out.

  ‘You’ll all be wondering what that was . . . what happened. It appears that Martin had another wife. That is as much as I know, so please don’t ask me for details because I
  don’t have any.’

  The church was filled with gasps.

  ‘Please, today, let’s just say goodbye to the Martin we all knew and . . . loved.’ She stumbled over the word. It had been true until half an hour ago.

  She hoped that would stop any questions. Fat chance. Five seconds later, Andrew was at her side.

  ‘What do you mean he had another wife?’

  ‘Well, he had another wife,’ said Carla, shrugging her shoulders. ‘That woman in the red shoes apparently was Julie. His first wife. The one he never divorced, as I found out
  today. That makes me the “other wife”, I suppose.’

  ‘That was Julie?’ Andrew pointed towards the back of the church, as if she was still there, hiding behind the large arched door. ‘Blimey, she’s changed. She was a great
  big fat lass the last time I saw her. Long brown hair. Teeth like an abandoned graveyard.’

  Carla suddenly felt full of anger and frustration which needed to be vented. In the absence of Martin she turned to the nearest thing she had to him – his cousin.

  ‘Why did no one ever mention her to me? I didn’t know he’d been married before,’ she snapped, her voice carrying more wobble than aggression.

  Andrew shook his head and his great jowls flapped.

  ‘They were just kids. They were met, married and separated within a year. I’d forgotten all about her if I’m honest. Still, I would have thought Martin should have mentioned
  it.’ He raked his fingers through the little hair he had left. ‘And you say they never divorced?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘How does that leave you?’

  Carla sighed. ‘Up a certain brown smelly creek without a paddle, I imagine.’

  ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said. ‘I honestly didn’t know he hadn’t divorced her. Who gets married to a second woman when you’re not divorced from the
  first one?’

  I can’t blame Andrew, thought Carla. It wasn’t a subject that would normally have raised its head when you mainly kept in touch via the medium of Christmas cards. Martin hadn’t
  really liked Andrew all that much. Then again, Martin hadn’t really liked anyone that much. He’d taken being anti-social to an art form.

  ‘I need a large drink,’ Andrew said, taking hold of Carla’s arm. ‘I suspect you do as well.’

  And he led her out to the Ship, where Carla endured all the ‘sorry for your losses’ she was offered, attempted to ignore all the gossip happening around her and tried her best to get
  through the next hour without throwing herself on the carpet and screaming out her pain.




  Chapter 6

  ‘Honestly, Molly, this house is far too big for you to manage. Gram and I do worry about you.’

  Molly’s daughter-in-law, blonde, buxom Sherry Beardsall, angled the teapot over Molly’s cup, topping it up to full, whilst launching into what had become, over the past weeks, an
  all-too-familiar speech. ‘I mean, what do you really need with three bedrooms?’

  And Molly answered as she always did, with a timid smile. ‘Well, it’s not really all that big.’

  Molly wasn’t half as daft as Sherry thought she was. She wasn’t taken in by the mask of concern that Sherry wore over her heavily powdered face because this conversation
  always steered towards the words ‘Autumn Grange’, just as surely as if it had been a destination programmed into a sat-nav.

  The house was too big for Molly, although it wasn’t a fraction as large as her sister’s next door. Margaret lived in a very old, grand house with six bedrooms and a small
  lake in the grounds. Her husband Bernard had inherited The Lakehouse from his parents and it was he who’d had Willowfell built for Molly on their land many years ago. Houses in the village of
  Higher Hoppleton commanded a greater price with every passing year. Molly’s house, with no mortgage on it, was worth a ridiculously pretty penny and her son Graham and his wife Sherry were in
  an unobstructed line to inherit it.

  ‘Here, have a slice of cake.’ Sherry cut them both a piece of sponge. ‘I won’t give you too much to start with,’ she simpered, handing Molly a slice which was half
  the size of her own. Sherry shoved the cake into her mouth and devoured it in two bites. Cream and icing sugar stuck to her red lipstick and when she dabbed it away with her serviette, the colour
  strayed over her lip-line. She looked like she had blood, rather than make-up, on her mouth.

  Molly nibbled delicately at hers, not really wanting to eat cake, and certainly not with Sherry, who had begun these Tuesday morning visits a few weeks ago out of the blue. The attention she
  paid to her mother-in-law had gone from nought to sixty and Molly knew there had to be a reason for it. She doubted it was money because Graham had his own business; he and his wife both had flash
  cars and a new-build double-fronted house painted monstrous pink and yellow. But whatever Sherry wanted from her, it hadn’t raised its head properly yet; it remained shrouded in gifts of
  cake, small talk and subtle mentions of Autumn Grange.

  Sherry usually started by alluding to how Molly was getting on a bit and how worried Gram and she were that she was coping okay.

  Graham, although Sherry always called him Gram, obviously wasn’t that concerned because he seldom visited; only when he had to, at Christmas, birthdays and Mother’s Day
  – unless they happened to be on holiday in their Greek villa. He left all the social stuff to his wife, a woman named, by no coincidence, after a drink that was sickly-sweet and best
  encountered in small quantities once a year at Christmas.

  ‘I mean you’ve still got a bedroom reserved for Gram and he isn’t likely to sleep in there again,’ chuckled Sherry.

  ‘No,’ replied Molly with a sigh of resignation. She didn’t want him sleeping in it either, if the truth be told. She wanted her little Graham, her baby in there. The one she
  had had before his father had moulded him into his own mini-me. She wanted to reach back into the past and take her baby boy and run, run with him so that Edwin couldn’t ever find them.

  ‘It’s far too big a house for one person. Gram and I do worry that the housework will get on top of you. And that you don’t have a turn on the stairs . . .’

  Sherry was still going on, still trying to convince Molly that she was an eighty-eight-year-old invalid reliant on incontinence pads and mashed foods instead of a sixty-eight-year-old competent
  woman. Why would she need sheltered housing at her age? She was perfectly capable of negotiating a staircase and pressing a button on a washing machine. Physically she was fine; mentally –
  well, her memory was starting to fail a little. She’d had a few incidents recently of forgetting where she had put things. She’d misplaced her silver compact which was usually in her
  handbag and an antique gold pen which she had bought herself as a fiftieth birthday present. And harder to explain, she had lost a small Royal Doulton figurine of a lady. It was a rare one too, an
  early one. She had thought it was safe on a shelf in the second bedroom with five other collectable figures. But it wasn’t there any more. It had been a present from Harvey, her second
  husband. The man whose wedding ring she had ripped off her finger when she found out about his affair. And he’d had the cheek to take the ring with him when he left.

  She hadn’t mentioned to Margaret that Sherry had been visiting every week because her sister would have marched right up to her daughter-in-law and asked what her game was. Margaret
  didn’t trust Sherry or Graham as far as she could have thrown them – and that wouldn’t have been very far with their combined weight of over fifty stone. Margaret could smell a
  rat before its parents had even conceived it. And Margaret was fiercely protective of her sister.

  In the womb, Margaret had taken the lion’s share of any bravery on offer, leaving her twin with crumbs of it. Margaret didn’t like Sherry and she liked her nephew even less and stuck
  in the middle, Molly didn’t want to stoke any more fires of dislike between them. She loved Margaret and it hurt her that she had no time for Graham – and that the feeling was
  whole-heartedly reciprocated.

  ‘Gram and I drove past a lovely house yesterday,’ said Sherry, casually, sweetly. ‘I said to Gram, “Isn’t that a beautiful building?” An old mansion. I
  couldn’t believe it when Gram said it was Autumn Grange. I never realised it was so beautiful. I’d love to show it to you.’

  Here we go, today’s mention of Autumn Grange, thought Molly. She sipped her tea with her eyes down. She didn’t need to go and visit Autumn Grange – she knew it
  already. It was the old Woolstock mansion on the edge of Ketherwood which had been converted half into sheltered housing flats, half into an old people’s home. Ketherwood was the least
  desirable location in the area, dominated by a sprawling depressed sink estate. Not even Alsatians ventured out alone in Ketherwood. Molly, Margaret and Bernard had visited an old friend in there a
  few months ago. It had been a grand old building in its time and though the façade remained impressive, inside it was shabby and tired, with a pervading air of school dinners that had
  lingered in their nostrils long after they had left.

  ‘I don’t think I’ll bother,’ said Molly, noticing Sherry’s top lip tighten slightly. ‘I’m not one for looking at old buildings.’

  ‘I’ll just go to the toilet, if I may,’ said Sherry, taking two attempts to rock to her feet. She was a thick-waisted woman with an enormous bust that would have permanently
  tipped her forward had her backside not given her some ballast. Still, she had been a good wife to Gram . . . Graham, a great support to him. And, best of all, Graham seemed to love her,
  really adore her. Once upon a time, Molly had feared he wasn’t capable of love. He had always found it so hard to form attachments. At school he had no real friends, and he’d been a
  loner at college. Molly had wanted to believe that it was because he was so very bright, and the super-intelligent sorts often had a problem socially, didn’t they? But deep down, though she
  fought against admitting it to herself, she knew it was because Graham Edwin Beardsall was inherently unlikeable.

  Molly heard the tell-tale creak of the third bedroom floor upstairs, the one where she kept her computer and all her paperwork locked away in her desk. She’d lived in the house long enough
  to recognise every groan and whisper the wood made. Was Sherry in there and if so what was she doing? She wished Margaret were here. Margaret had the effect of citronella on flies where Sherry was
  concerned.

  As if by blessed magic, Margaret’s head poked around the door. ‘Only me, darling. Is the kettle on?’

  ‘It’s always on for you.’ Molly leapt up from her seat to get out a cup for her twin sister. They had been identical in looks until their early teens when Molly lost weight and
  Margaret found it and suited it, so it stayed. Molly had remained dainty and thin – too thin, Margaret told her often, and bossed her into clearing her plate whenever they ate together.
  Personality-wise, Margaret had always been bossier, bolshier and more confident. Those qualities had propelled her career forwards to the top of the nursing tree, whilst Molly’s gentler, less
  ambitious nature had served her well as a doctor’s receptionist in the small local village practice.

  The other way in which they differed was Margaret’s secret gift. Although it had been more of a curse to her.

  Margaret wafted the air in front of her nose. ‘What is that smell?’

  It was Sherry’s perfume. Cloying and thick, it welded itself to the insides of nasal passages. The army could have used it as a replacement for CS gas.

  Margaret noted the large, gaudy leopardskin handbag and paired it to the smell pervading the room. There was only one person she knew who might carry around a bag like that. Barnsley’s
  answer to Bet Lynch with a thyroid problem.

  ‘Not alone, I see.’

  ‘Sherry’s upstairs.’

  On cue, the toilet flushed and Molly thought she must have been mistaken about the bedroom. Sherry was in the bathroom after all.

  ‘Sounds like a herd of elephants,’ said Margaret, as Sherry’s leaden footsteps began to descend the staircase. ‘I’m presuming the diet hasn’t
  worked.’

  Molly held a finger to her lips. ‘Behave,’ she warned.

  ‘Fee fi fo fum . . .’ said Margaret, mischievously, winking at her reproving sister.

  ‘Oh, hello Margaret,’ said Sherry, re-entering the room. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

  I’ll bet, thought the twins in mental unison.

  ‘Hello, Sherry,’ smiled Margaret. Molly knew it was her fake smile because she was baring her teeth and she never did that with her genuine smile. ‘How nice to see you again.
  How’s the family?’

  ‘Very well, thank you. Gram is working hard as usual and Archie is in his second year at university now.’

  ‘What’s he studying?’ Crab-torturing? Genocide?

  ‘Sociology.’

  Sociopathy more like, thought Margaret.

  ‘He’s a brain box. Just like his father,’ said Sherry proudly.

  ‘I’ve forgotten what they both look like,’ said Margaret, holding on to that scary smile which looked as if it had been fixed by rigor mortis. ‘I don’t think Graham
  had started puberty the last time I saw him.’ And had it been up to me, I’d have drowned the little bugger before he got to it as well.

  ‘Ha ha,’ laughed Sherry. ‘I think our wedding came after puberty. He’s very busy. He wishes he could spend more time with his mother, of course. C’est la
  vie. I hardly ever see my little Archie, either.’

  ‘Lucky you,’ whispered Margaret under her breath. Archie was as much a mini-me of Graham as Graham was of his father Edwin. A selfish blighter put on this earth to serve his own
  interests and sod everyone else. Archie made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up, not that she had ever admitted that to her sister. Even as a little boy, there was something about him that
  made his father look like St Francis of Assisi by comparison – and that was no mean feat.

  ‘Well, I’d better get back home then and polish my brasses,’ said Sherry, sliding her coat from the back of the chair. The coat looked expensive. It had a plush satin lining
  and a gold chain inside the collar to hang it up by. ‘I’ll see you very soon, dear.’ She bent over her mother-in-law and kissed her cheek, leaving a red-lipsticked imprint. She
  blew a kiss towards Margaret. ‘So nice to have seen you again, Margaret. You look well.’

  ‘So do you,’ smiled Margaret, teeth still exposed.

  And with that, Sherry exited the room, leaving a fug of scent and hairspray hanging behind her in the air.

  Margaret wafted the smell away from her before it contaminated her lungs.

  ‘What is that perfume? Zoflora? She must have put a bucket on. And a full can of Silvrikin.’

  ‘She’d just come from the beauticians.’

  ‘Were they shut?’

  ‘Naughty Margaret,’ chuckled Molly.

  Margaret reached for a biscuit. ‘I suppose it’s too much to ask why Graham hasn’t been to visit you in months.’

  Molly shrugged her shoulders. She hadn’t seen her son since Mother’s Day, and then it had been a rushed ten-minute visit. ‘I sometimes wonder if he remembers I
  exist.’

  Margaret bit her tongue on what she’d been going to say. She leaned over and put her arm around her sister instead. ‘I’m sure he does. You raise them, teach them to flap their
  wings, then have to stand and watch when they fly off to their own lives. That’s a mother’s duty.’ Except in Molly’s case, she’d never really had the chance to raise
  him. Margaret doubted it would have made much difference though. Graham was intrinsically rotten, the way his father was. He wouldn’t have turned out well if he’d been raised by an
  abbey-ful of Julie Andrews in a jolly singing nun ensemble. ‘We ask them not to look back once they’ve left the nest and it breaks our hearts when they obey us.’

  ‘That’s not what Melinda is like.’ Molly’s reply was weighted with sadness.

  ‘Boys are different, love.’

  Margaret injected as much tenderness into her voice as she could, although she hated her nephew with a vengeance, ever since her six-year-old daughter had run in screaming that her
  twelve-year-old cousin was trying to hang their cat Claude with her skipping rope. Margaret had given him the spanking of his life and they’d loathed each other ever since. Claude had been so
  traumatised that Bernard was the only other male he would tolerate afterwards. Graham had only invited her to his wedding because his auntie Margaret had a few bob and he was banking on a big
  present, she was sure of it. He hadn’t got one though.

  ‘Darling. I’ve got something to tell you,’ said Margaret, changing the subject. ‘It’s about our holiday this year. We’re taking a cruise. We leave in just
  over a fortnight, on the first of June, and we’re back on July the seventh. It’s all very last minute. I’m sorry.’

  Molly brightened up instantly. ‘Oh are we? I’ve always wanted to . . .’

  There was something about her sister’s expression that made her words dry up.

  ‘Ah,’ she guessed at it. ‘I’m not going, am I?’

  ‘Oh love,’ said Margaret, softly. ‘Bernard has found a cancellation that we can’t turn down and booked us on a leg of the world cruise for our Golden Wedding. Just the
  two of us, for once. Are you dreadfully upset?’

  Molly shook her head wildly. ‘Don’t be silly, Margaret. I’ve been on holiday every year with you for a quarter of a century. I think you’re overdue a little couple time.
  You must go, and of course I’m not upset.’

  ‘Just for once. You will be all right, won’t you?’

  ‘I should think I’ll manage,’ smiled Molly, gulping back a throatful of tears. She had never been apart from her sister for anything like as long as that. Margaret was likely
  to come back and find her in Autumn Grange with her beloved Willowfell sold and the proceeds transferred to Graham’s bank account, if that’s what he and Sherry were after.

  ‘Bernard was worried about how you’d take it,’ said Margaret, squeezing Molly’s hand. ‘He says he’ll make it up to you and we shall all go on a cruise
  together next year.’

  ‘Ooh, now that is something to look forward to.’ Dear Bernard, thought Molly. She had been looking for her own Bernard Brandywine all her life. Twice she thought she had
  found him and twice she found she hadn’t.

  ‘Come and have lunch with us,’ said Margaret. ‘Bernard is cooking coq au vin. And we’ve just had a case of ice wine delivered. I think we should test it to make sure
  it’s a good year.’

  ‘Oh well, that’s convinced me,’ said Molly. ‘I’ll be over soon then. I want to put some sheets through the wash.’

  Margaret returned home and Molly went upstairs to strip her bed as today’s warm breeze was too good to waste. The door to the third bedroom, which was always kept shut, was slightly ajar.
  She’d been right, then. Sherry Beardsall had been snooping around in there after all.




  Chapter 7

  Margaret’s long drawn-out sigh as she walked through the back door into her kitchen answered her husband’s question before he had even asked it. He put his
  broadsheet paper down on the table.

  ‘She didn’t take it well, I gather? Poor Molly.’

  ‘Molly took it very well, actually,’ said Margaret, sitting down with him. ‘She gave us her absolute blessing to go.’

  ‘Why the long face, then?’ said Bernard, reaching across the table to put his hand on hers.

  ‘Sherry Beardsall was there when I went in.’

  ‘Sherry? What was she doing there?’

  ‘I don’t know, but I don’t like it. I smell a rat.’

  ‘Maybe, just maybe, she didn’t have an ulterior motive. Maybe she called to see how Molly was,’ Bernard suggested.

  ‘And maybe I’m the Shah of Persia,’ said Margaret. ‘No, the Beardsalls don’t do anything out of the goodness of their hearts. Sherry was up to something, you mark
  my words.’

  Her lip pulled back over her teeth when she thought about the Beardsalls – past and present. She understood why the young twenty-year-old Molly had fallen for the tall, well-built charmer
  and older man Edwin Beardsall. She had wanted to find her own guardian angel, as Margaret had found hers in Bernard. Edwin Beardsall had whisked pregnant Molly up the aisle before she had a chance
  to breathe; and when Bernard had to step in and rescue her poor sister from the violent brute a year later, Edwin had refused to let her take the baby with her. He could prove Molly was mentally
  unstable, he said. And even Bernard with his legal connections couldn’t win against Edwin and his family’s old-established masonic ones. Molly always maintained that growing up with
  Edwin and Thelma, his old bat of a mother, had ruined young Graham. Margaret was more inclined to think that young Graham was a bad lot from the off, and her intuition had always been spookily
  accurate. Even if he had been allowed to live with his lovely sweet kind mother, Margaret doubted that Graham Beardsall would have turned out any differently to the way he had.

  ‘I wish Molly had found her Bernard Brandywine,’ said Margaret, savouring the warmth of her husband’s hand on top of her own.

  ‘What a lovely thing to say,’ replied Bernard, smiling at her. He was still able to make her knees go a bit weak at the thought that she was the sole recipient of that smile.

  He had been her knight in shining armour from the moment he laid eyes on her at the bus stop on her sixteenth birthday. Her umbrella had blown across the road and into Maltstone churchyard and
  he had chased it; a strapping nineteen-year-old on his first term break from a law degree at Oxford, climbing over the wall to retrieve it for her. She had been in love with him within the first
  five minutes and that love had only deepened over the years.

  ‘I think she’s been looking for someone like you her whole life,’ said Margaret, with a heavy sigh. ‘She thought she’d found you, both in that awful Edwin and in
  Harvey Hoyland. I only wish she’d married someone who had been kind to her. She deserved much better than either of them. Good God, even Graham has found a soul-mate. If there is someone out
  there for him, there must be someone out there for everyone.’

  ‘I always liked Harvey,’ mused Bernard, shocking his wife.

  ‘You what?’

  ‘Harvey. I always thought he and Margaret made a good couple.’

  ‘After what he did to her? Don’t be ridic—’

  Bernard held up his hands to quieten his wife. ‘I often wonder if they talked. I wish I’d interfered at the time, you know, taken Harvey to one side.’

  For once Margaret didn’t have a comment to make. She had always presumed that Harvey knew. That’s what made his walking out so extra cruel. She and her sister were close as
  twins could be, but there were some things that Molly would never talk about, not even to her.

  ‘What Harvey did was wrong, of course, but I don’t think we know the whole story. It was far too easy for us to bring down the protective curtain over Molly. I know it, and you know
  it, my love.’

  Margaret swallowed hard. Over the past twenty-eight years she had discarded all the warm memories of Harvey Hoyland making her sister the happiest she had ever been. It would have been disloyal
  to Molly to admit, even to herself, that she had liked him enormously and had felt an honest, genuine vibe from him. It was much easier to admit that her intuition was wrong on this occasion. After
  all, how could he have been a decent man when he walked out on Molly for a floozy barmaid with hair like a haystack and breasts that announced her arrival five minutes before the rest of her
  appeared?

  ‘We will all go somewhere warm for a week in October,’ said Bernard, changing the subject. ‘We will make it up to Molly with a lovely holiday. Wherever she wants to go, we will
  let her choose. Then next year we will take her cruising with us, as I said.’

  ‘That will be lovely, darling,’ said Margaret. She was such a lucky woman: she had her Bernard and their beautiful daughter Melinda, a vet working in a gorgeous part of the Dales.
  Molly had an unhealable broken heart and a son, daughter-in-law and grandson who made the Addams Family look like The Brady Bunch.

  Poor Molly.




  Chapter 8

  When Carla opened the door to the house she had shared for ten years with Martin, it didn’t feel like her home any more. It had been somehow transformed into a
  stranger’s domain in which she was an interloper of the highest order. She had expected to return to rooms full of reminiscences, happy ones that might lessen the sadness of the funeral day,
  of her newly-widowed circumstances, but every thought of Martin sliced into her like a knife and her eyes couldn’t bear to rest on anything. It was as if everything retained a poisoned
  memory. Even the kettle. He had made her a coffee the night before he died. What was going through his head as he waited for it to boil? How to tell her that he was leaving her? When to say the
  words? What words to say? She switched the kettle on and made herself a cup of tea. The mid-May sun was shining through the window, warming the kitchen, bathing it in a cheerful yellow cast as the
  light filtered through the lemon curtains, but Carla was frozen to the core and felt black and dead inside.

  She sat at the table and tried to draw some comfort from the heat permeating the cup. They’d had sex on the Friday before he died. He’d been really up for it, for a change.
  They’d eaten a delicious Chinese takeaway that she’d paid for as a treat, because he said he’d had a bad week sales-wise and wouldn’t hit his target. Oh God, the lies.
  He’d opened two bottles of Peroni for them and they’d sat in companionable silence watching a Poirot which she had recorded on the TV. Then they’d gone to bed and
  she’d known he was in ‘that mood’ because he had slipped between the sheets without his pants on and had sprayed himself liberally with the Joop she had bought him for Christmas.
  Carla had welcomed his attentions – although he was hardly Mr Foreplay and those ‘attentions’ were short and perfunctory. But if he was happy, she was happy. Satisfied, he slid
  off her and directly into a snoring contented sleep and Carla had cuddled up to his plump, hairy back.

  Until she heard the splash, she wasn’t aware she was crying into her cup. How much of the past ten years with Martin had been a lie? He’d had an affair in the first year of their
  marriage, a brief stupid fling that she’d found out about because he hadn’t been very good at covering it up. She had known without a doubt that if it ever happened again she would have
  seen it coming a mile off because he was rubbish at deception. But she hadn’t, had she? Somewhere in their marriage he had acquired a master set of duplicitous skills. But why? He had to have
  been unhappy to have started up another extra-marital relationship, didn’t he? What had she done wrong? She kept a clean house, cooked and washed for him, never gave him grief about being
  away from home so much with his job, always greeted him with affection when he came home on Fridays. She looked after herself, she was always clean, and nicely dressed. She might have been carrying
  a few extra pounds on her but she could still squeeze into a size fourteen and she was curvy rather than fat – her waist was ten inches smaller than her bust and hips, just as her Italian
  mother had been built. So why had he wanted to leave her for a woman he hadn’t seen for thirty years? Her mind wanted to rip apart the last year and scour it for answers to the questions
  which were banked up in her head but she knew if she let them, she would be drowned by them, destroyed by the sheer weight of his dishonesty.

  She felt as though she would never be able to sleep again. As soon as her brain was off its leash, it would begin its quest to dissect every single part of her life with Martin from the phone
  calls he made to her from ‘hotels’ when he was supposedly on the road to the ten days he spent ‘team-building’ playing golf in Scotland last October when he’d returned
  as brown as a berry and blamed a freak Indian summer up there. On Christmas Day, he had gone out for a lunchtime drink with ‘an old friend’ who had come over from Los Angeles and she
  hadn’t batted an eyelid when he came in at four p.m. apologising that he hadn’t been able to get away. And because she’d served up a very dried-out dinner, she hadn’t blamed
  him when he hadn’t eaten all that much. Had he had his Christmas dinner with her? Did the friend from Los Angeles even exist? He had never mentioned him before or after so what did
  that tell her?

  She hadn’t doubted a single thing he’d said to her. How stupid was she? He could have told her that he was late home because he’d been abducted by aliens and she would have
  believed him because she loved him and trusted him. She picked up her mug and then noticed it was one Martin had bought her. ‘World’s Best Wife’. He had given it to her on
  Mother’s Day. He always bought her some trinket on Mother’s Day because she didn’t have a child’s card to open. Something like a mug was supposed to take that pain away.
  She’d thought he was kind to do that.

  Carla launched the cup, still full of tea, at the wall with a primal scream. Then she watched the brown liquid roll down the pale-painted wall, which it would stain indelibly.




  Chapter 9

  ‘Ah, good morning, Mr Singh,’ said Leni, as the bell above the door jangled and the handsome Sikh gentleman came into the shop as immaculate as ever in a suit and
  dark blue turban. Leni thought he must have been a very handsome man in his youth. He had a generous mouth, large, beautiful dark eyes and thick eyelashes that any young woman would kill for.

  Pavitar Singh had just earned the title of her very first ‘regular’ and that thought made her smile inside. This was the fourth time he had been in the café now. They had both
  introduced themselves formally last week. He called her by her first name now, yet it didn’t feel right to call him by his.

  ‘Good morning, Leni. It’s a nice bright one.’

  ‘Rain forecast this afternoon, Mr Singh. So don’t hang out your washing,’ laughed Leni. ‘Now, what can I get for you?’

  ‘Tea. And what is the cake of the day please?’

  ‘Carrot and orange or chocolate and brandy. The latter is quite naughty.’

  ‘Oh,’ said Mr Singh. ‘That sounds very interesting. I think I will have to try the chocolate and brandy.’

  ‘Cream?’

  ‘No thank you. Now, what do you have new that I haven’t seen yet?’

  ‘The handbags,’ said Leni. ‘They’re made out of actual classic books. A present for your good lady perhaps?’

  ‘Alas, my beautiful Nanak is . . .’ Mr Singh raised his hands heavenward by way of explanation.

  ‘I’m sorry,’ said Leni.

  ‘No, no, don’t be sorry, it was ten years ago.’ Though it still hurt him, even after all that time, to say that she had gone. They should have been enjoying their retirement,
  seeing the world as they had planned, visiting their daughter in America. But Nanak’s car had been rammed by a drunken driver who had been celebrating his release from prison – for
  drunk driving. ‘My daughter loves handbags and she has always loved her books. That would be a perfect combination.’

  ‘Not just handbags, the wallets are new. And those gift money wallets. What else? Oh yes and those rocking desk ink blotters with the refill paper. Walnut. They’re from a retired
  craftsman in Maltstone who makes them himself.’

  ‘Oh my,’ said Mr Singh, hardly able to wait until Leni opened up the cabinet to show him. He handled the largest blotter with a reverence worthy of a rare religious artefact.

  ‘Beautiful, aren’t they? That one is the most expensive at fifty pounds. But you’re in luck. I’ve decided to try and drum up some trade by having special offer Tuesdays.
  Ten per cent off.’

  ‘I have to have it,’ said Mr Singh, his large chocolate-coloured eyes shining. ‘You understand of course.’

  ‘Oh yes, I understand. I totally get the stationery thing,’ nodded Leni. ‘Ever since I was a young girl I always loved nice stationery: pads, pens –
  couldn’t get enough of it. I thought I was the only one, until I read an article in a magazine about other people who love it too.’

  ‘And so you started this wonderful business,’ said Mr Singh, taking one of the handbags out of the cabinet. It was a large hardbacked book version of Pride and Prejudice
  converted into a proper purposeful handbag with handles and a red velvet lining inside.

  ‘That’s fifty pounds too,’ said Leni, not sure if he had seen the price tag. ‘Less ten per cent today of course.’

  ‘It’s very nice,’ said Mr Singh. ‘My little Siana would love this. Although she’s not so little any more. She’s a surgeon in an American hospital. Do you have
  a sturdy box, Leni? I think I would like to buy this for her birthday next month.’

  ‘I am sure I can find you a box, Mr Singh,’ replied Leni. ‘Is this the book you want? I have Wuthering Heights, The Hound of the Baskervilles, The
  Tenant—’
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