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The Yorkshire Pudding Club

Three friends fall pregnant at the same time. For Helen, it’s a dream come true. For Janey, the timing couldn’t be worse. Elizabeth doubts if she can care for a child. But soon the women find themselves empowered by unexpected pregnancy.

The Birds and the Bees

Romance writer and single mum Stevie Honeywell has only weeks to go until her wedding when her fiancé Matthew runs off with her glamorous new friend Jo. It feels like history repeating itself for Stevie, but this time she is determined to win back her man.

A Spring Affair

‘Clear your house and clear your mind. Don’t let life’s clutter dictate to you. Throw it away and take back control!’ When Lou Winter picks up a dog-eared magazine in the dentist’s waiting room and spots an article about clearing clutter, she little realises how it will change her life . . .

A Summer Fling

When dynamic, power-dressing Christie blows in like a warm wind to take over at work, five very different women find themselves thrown together. But none of them could have predicted the fierce bond of friendship that her leadership would inspire . . .

Here Come the Girls

Ven, Roz, Olive and Frankie have been friends since school. They day-dreamed of glorious futures, full of riches, romance and fabulous jobs. Twenty-five years later, things are not as they imagined. But that doesn’t mean they have given up.

An Autumn Crush

Four friends, two crushes and a secret . . . After a bruising divorce, Juliet Miller invests in a flat and advertises for a flatmate. Along comes self-employed copywriter Floz, raw from her own relationship split, and the two women hit it off. Will they help each other to find new romance?

White Wedding

Bel is in the midst of planning her perfect wedding when disaster strikes. Can she hold it all together and, with the help of her friends and a mysterious man she meets unexpectedly, turn disaster into triumph?

A Winter Flame

Eve has never liked Christmas. So when her adored elderly aunt dies, the last thing she is expecting is to be left a theme park in her will. Can she overcome her dislike of Christmas, and can her difficult counterpart Jacques melt her frozen heart at last?

It’s Raining Men

Best friends from work May, Lara and Clare are desperate for some time away. So they set off to a luxurious spa for ten glorious days. But when they arrive at their destination, it’s not quite the place they thought it was . . .

The Teashop on the Corner

Spring Hill Square is a pretty sanctuary away from the bustle of everyday life. And at its centre is Leni Merryman’s Teashop on the Corner. Can friends Carla, Molly and Will find the comfort they are looking for there?

Afternoon Tea at the Sunflower Café

When Connie discovers that Jimmy, her husband of more than twenty years, is planning to leave her for his office junior, her world is turned upside down. Determined to salvage her pride, she resolves to get her own back.

Sunshine Over Wildflower Cottage

New beginnings, old secrets, and a place to call home – escape to Wildflower Cottage with Viv, Geraldine and Stel for love, laughter and friendship.

The Queen of Wishful Thinking

Lewis Harley has opened the antique shop he always dreamed of. When Bonnie Brookland walks into Lew’s shop, she knows this is the place for her. But each has secrets in their past which are about to be uncovered. Can they find the happiness they both deserve?

The Perfectly Imperfect Woman

Marnie has made so many mistakes in her life that she fears she will never get on the right track. But when Lilian, an eccentric old lady from a baking chatroom, offers her a fresh start, she ups sticks and heads for Wychwell. But her arrival is as unpopular as a force 12 gale in a confetti factory . . . Will this little village in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales accept her as one of their own . . . ?
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Paul’s Gift

On 6 April 2018, my friend Clair’s much loved husband Paul King died suddenly of an undetected brain tumour. Paul left behind a young daughter, Sammy aged twelve, and an even younger son, Bob aged nine.

Paul King gave people more precious gifts than Santa, because – in the actual words of his wife – ‘He was an organ donor (the silly arse signed up twice!) He saved four lives the day after he died. The kids are referring to him as a hero – they are very proud.’

From the official letter sent to Clair from the NHS Blood and Transplant Authority:


‘A gentleman in his late twenties who had been on the transplant waiting list for almost eleven years has received a kidney transplant. The other kidney has helped a gentleman in his mid-thirties who had been on the waiting list for around two months.

A gentleman in his late sixties was able to receive pancreas islets which are the cells that help the body to produce insulin, this will undoubtedly improve this gentleman’s quality of life.

A lady in her early thirties was able to receive a liver transplant thanks to Paul’s generous donation.

You and your family also kindly agreed to tissue donation which means that Paul was able to donate his heart tissue and eye tissue. Unlike organs, tissues are stored for a period of time before being matched and allocated to suitable recipients. As a result of this we are unable to provide you with any further information about those that will benefit from Paul’s gift at this point in time. However, further information may be available in the future.

I hope that this brings you some comfort and that you feel proud of the difference Paul has made to others through the gift of organ donation.

Thank you once again and please know that Paul’s gift can never be underestimated.’



Clair couldn’t believe it when the nurses told her that still so many bereaved relatives refuse to donate their loved ones’ organs when they could be used, as Paul’s were, to give life to others – what a waste. It has been a great comfort to Sammy and Bob that their dad lives on in others and not just in them.

What is no longer of use to you can be of so much use to those in need. It takes a few minutes to do what Paul did and sign up to become an organ donor, making the decision yourself, taking the onus from those grieving, letting doctors and nurses act quickly. All you need to know is on here www.organdonation.nhs.uk

Be a hero like Paul King.

1971–2018



At the moment when a child is born,

a mother is born also.

ANON




THE FIRST

TRIMESTER



The Daily Trumpet would like to apologise to the Reverend Derren Cannon of St Thomas the Doubtful church, Rothsthorpe and his wife Mary. In the article ‘At Home with the Cannons’ on Thursday there was a grammatical error. It should have read, ‘Mary Cannon sits with her feet on the comfortable old pouffe. Her husband, Derren Cannon, rests in his armchair’, and not ‘Mary Cannon sits with her feet on the comfortable old pouffe her husband. Derren Cannon rests in his armchair.’ We apologise unreservedly to Revenant and Mrs Cannon.




Chapter 1

‘Crackers, that’s what this business is,’ cackled Gill Johnson. A joke she had made every week since she had joined them; a joke she never tired of and which the others still laughed at because it had gone beyond corny to be reborn as ‘kitsch’. The owners of The Crackers Yard, Joe and Annie Pandoro, groaned every time it was said, but they’d miss it when they didn’t hear it anymore. Gill was counting down the days to her retirement, when she would be leaving them to live in sunny Spain.

‘Oh shut up and get stuffing,’ snapped Iris Caswell, the eldest of the workforce at eighty-five. She made a selection of ‘oof’ and ‘eeh’ sounds whenever she rose from a chair, and every joint she possessed creaked like an old ship, but if the rest of her were as fit and nimble as her fingers, she’d have been running the Grand National every April.

‘I’ve forgotten what I was saying,’ said Annie, eyebrows dipped in deliberation.

‘How the menopause is robbing you of your memory,’ Iris reminded her, tying a ribbon into an expert bow around the end of a cracker. ‘You just got on with it in our day. You didn’t go broadcasting you were sweating like a fat lad in a cake shop. You mopped your brow and carried on pegging out the washing.’

‘Someone was on the telly saying women should wear badges with the letter M on them to highlight to the known universe that you were going through the change.’ Gill’s wry burst of laughter made it plain what she thought of that idea. ‘What next? “I” badges for incontinence so you don’t have to wait in toilet queues?’

‘I’d have one of those,’ said Iris. ‘These days, when my bladder shouts, “Jump”, I have to shout back, “How high?” ’

‘Well I’m not wearing a badge,’ decided Annie, packing all the crackers her ladies had completed into a box. ‘Even if I did, it would need to be P for perimenopausal.’

Her husband Joe poked his head out of his office. He was a man who loved to banter with women, but sometimes he felt the need to exit certain conversations and go and make some tea. Women’s talk often terrified him and he was incredibly grateful to have been born a man.

‘What on earth is perimenopausal?’ he asked.

‘It’s when you’re so worried you’re menopausal, you have to open up a bottle of Babycham,’ chuckled Gill, queen of the terrible jokes. Joe’s head disappeared back into the sanctuary of his office, not understanding the punchline at all. Some things didn’t translate properly into his native Italian.

The Crackers Yard was on a small industrial estate between the villages of Higher Hoppleton and Maltstone. There were also some offices there, a paint and wallpaper shop, a wholesaler for stationery products, a pet store and Bren’s Butties, a sandwich shop that served them all and did a roaring trade. Their own unit was mid-sized with a ground floor and a mezzanine above. The front half of the lower floor housed the huge, expensive cracker machine that glued in the snap then rolled and closed the crackers for the very large orders and the guillotine for cutting the paper and card. There was an area reserved for storing the boxes of crackers that were ready to be shipped out and shelves of all the beautiful sheets of paper that came from Switzerland. At the back there was a small kitchen, the toilet and an office for those times when some privacy was needed, or when Joe needed to escape the conversation if it became too much even for his banter-hardened Neapolitan ears. There were two tables for hand-rolling the more expensive crackers, shelves full of snaps and novelties, hats, mottos and ribbons and a long central table where Gill and Iris sat stuffing, constructing and ribbon-tying. The mezzanine floor was used as a showroom for all their past commissions. If any clients preferred to come to the factory rather than for Joe go to them, this was where they’d talk shop and make deals. For such a tall, impersonal building it was surprisingly cosy, but then the products made there and the people who made them oozed good feeling and fun, which made a huge contribution to the buoyant atmosphere.

Fifteen years ago, Joe Pandoro had been a business consultant and Annie an accounts manager, both unhappy in their jobs, both wishing they could plough their energies into working for themselves, and had gone searching for a concern they could buy off the peg. They bought ‘Cracker Jackie’, as it was then, as a company run aground. They hadn’t known a thing about the cracker industry and Jackie hadn’t been helpful. They made a loss for two years, broke even on the third and made a bigger than expected profit in year four. Since then, they’d had an impressive year-on-year growth. Workers had come and gone but with the steady crew of Iris and Gill on board, somehow everything had fallen into place. The business had flourished to the extent that the Pandoros had orders coming out of their ears and they needed to take on more staff, not lose them to the charms of the Costa del Sol.

‘My body is all over the place. Just when I think I’ve had my last period and I throw all my things out, along comes another one,’ Annie sighed, putting a lid on a full box of crackers and taping down the edges.

‘So don’t throw them out,’ said Gill. ‘Sod’s law you’ll stop having periods if you’ve got a year’s supply of sanitary towels clogging up your cupboards.’

‘I hadn’t had one since the middle of last year,’ said Annie. ‘Then a fortnight ago . . . bingo.’

‘I used to be ever so heavy in that department,’ said Iris, shaking her head as a less than savoury memory visited her. ‘Those belts we had to wear. And rubber slips.’

Gill nodded. ‘The curse of a woman. My mother threw a pad at me one day and said, “Do you know what this is, Gillian?” I hadn’t a clue. Then she told me that for one week of the month I couldn’t have a bath, couldn’t wash my hair, couldn’t stir eggs, couldn’t do this, couldn’t do that. I was bloody terrified.’ She visibly shuddered. ‘Best thing that ever happened to me, the menopause. I wasn’t sorry to say goodbye to my monthlies. I’d had my kids and . . .’

Her voice withered and she wished she could have rewound time by a few seconds and not said those words, because she might have done her duty by Mother Nature and produced another generation – and so had Iris – but Annie hadn’t been so blessed. And the end of her periods signified a goodbye to her ever-dwindling hope of being able to do so. Her window of opportunity had closed and the bolt on it was about to drop.

Iris noticed the awkward lull in the conversation and came flying to the rescue.

‘And a fond farewell to a sex drive,’ she said. ‘Dennis and I settled into a nice pattern of a game of Scrabble and a hot chocolate before bedtime instead. Kiss on the cheek and we were asleep in five minutes. It’s overrated, sex. It’s for the young ones.’

Annie didn’t comment on that. She and Joe might not have been at it like the rabbits they once were but they were still pretty much in tune with each other in that department. Their lovemaking had been particularly tender recently, as if they realised they were entering another phase of their lives and wanted to give and take comfort from each other as recompense. Last night, for instance. A goodnight kiss had blossomed into a very long snog and then hands had started to wander. They’d both had a better sleep afterwards than any game of Scrabble and a cup of Galaxy’s Frothy Top might have induced.


Chapter 2

Eve Glace looked out of the office window at all the noisy activity going on. A few years ago this vista was merely a flat piece of boring landscape with a lot of spruce and fir trees growing at one end of it. Now it was a theme park devoted to Christmas. Winterworld had been her mad great-aunt’s concept. Evelyn Douglas had been an old lady with a penchant for cats and Mr Kipling cakes, but only when they were on special offer. No one knew that she’d been a genius on the stock market and bought a plot of land from a desperate landowner that she planned to turn into her own personal North Pole. ‘A theme park in Barnsley?’ far too many had scoffed. But once upon a time, Alton Towers had been a mere hunting lodge with a big garden, so the scoffers could carry on scoffing because Winterworld was built, up and running and fantastically popular. Visitors had started to come from abroad now and the feedback received was terrific. Every year the park shut for a few months so that work could be carried out that would make it even bigger and better than before. They were in close-down at the moment, slogging madly behind the public scenes to make Winterworld ever more magical and special. There were more than enough places to eat in it now: lovely cafés and an ice-cream parlour with the most amazing flavours. There was an enchanted woodland where hidden machines made sure it could snow every day of the year. There was Santapark, packed with rides for the little ones and an ice rink and a small animal enclosure full of reindeer and llamas, white ponies and rescued Snowy owls and a hop-on, hop-off train that had a mind of its own and refused to bow to any engineering tweaks. The big concept for this year was for a bathing lagoon. It was a two-year project that Eve had pushed to finish in one – utter lunacy. The builders had found a natural spring near the Christmas tree plantation and it seemed the perfect place to put the lagoon that her aunt had outlined in her original plans. As soon as her site manager Effin Williams had agreed it could be done, Eve had given him the go-ahead to start it. As her Aunt Evelyn would have said, there’s no excitement in a comfort zone and she should know. She’d found fun in turning eccentricity into an art form, but sadly her corset-busting freedom had come too late to see her ideas through to completion. The attraction was to be called after her: Lady Evelyn’s Lake. Eve wanted it to appear as bewitching as if it had been a feature of a fairy forest.

Eve had been expecting her aunt to leave her something like a locket in her will, not the onus to build a fantasy world, in conjunction with a crazy half-French stranger whose name translated to ‘Jack the Ice-cream’; a twerp of the highest order who kept his phone in a SpongeBob SquarePants sock. A ridiculous, insane, little-boy-trapped-inside-a-grown-up whom she’d hated on sight. Then a spell had been cast upon her, allowing her to see beyond the bouncy puppy image he projected and deep down to the heart of the man which was solid and brave and beat in time to her own. She had fallen in love with him and he had married her, as he had promised he would on their very first meeting.

She could see Jacques out of the window, matching Effin for dramatic gesticulations. Eve had thought Effin a strange one in the beginning. Brilliant at his job, he ruled his workforce with a rod of iron, a wand of fairness and a lot of Welsh profanities. His half-Welsh, half-Polish team all took him in their stride and, in time, Eve had come to realise that they wouldn’t have wanted to work for anyone else.

She watched Effin and Jacques now playing out a regular scenario: Effin screaming that his workload was too much and he was going to walk out and Jacques telling him that he’d help him pack up all his tools. It had happened at least once a week this year, but she’d started to worry that Effin might actually carry out his threat because of her ridiculous expectations. There was a new film out in June called, coincidentally, Winterworld, starring a drop-dead gorgeous A-list actor by the name of Franco Mezzaluna. Eve had joked to Jacques about the possibility of inviting him to open their new attraction and just when they’d decided their chances lay between none and sod all, Franco’s PR office had rung up and volunteered his services without having to be asked. Aunt Evelyn had engineered that from above, they were all convinced of it. And if Aunt Evelyn had a hand in it, then everything was going to work out fine.

Eve saw Effin’s murderous expression cave in to laughter at something Jacques had said. Her husband could charm the robins out of the Christmas trees. There wasn’t anyone that Jacques couldn’t get on with: he could talk sensibly with banks, he could bargain with suppliers, he was patience itself with the elderly, eloquent and friendly with the press and a second Doctor Dolittle with the animals they had in the park. But he was really on his level with kids. Eve’s goddaughter Phoebe adored him, probably because he was such a big kid himself. He had a Basil Brush alarm clock, a Superman dressing gown and the ringtone on his phone was the Scooby Doo theme tune. Bonkers – wonderfully bonkers. Children thought he was Santa with a modern-day makeover. Even little babies stared at him from their prams as if he were a creature not of this world.

With that in her mind, Eve went over to pour herself a cup of coffee from the percolator at the back of the office, an area guarded by a huge stuffed elk called Gabriel that had once belonged to Aunt Evelyn.

‘What’s he like, my husband, Gabriel?’ Eve asked the bauble-wearing elk. She often talked to him when they were alone. He didn’t answer back but his expression was always one that suggested he was contemplating. ‘What’s he like with kids?’

He should have his own, said a voice rushing at her from left field with such force that she felt it knock her sideways. It was a sentiment she agreed with because Jacques would make a wonderful father. But when? They were too busy for children, the park took up all their energies. Still, she wasn’t yet forty and people were having their families later and later these days; so not now, but one day. When they had some time.

Wait for some time and it might never come said that same voice, and she couldn’t be sure because it was so fleeting, but it didn’t half sound like it belonged to an old lady.


Chapter 3

Palma Collins paused before alerting the inhabitants of number 15, Ladybower Gardens to her presence, because she could hear the argument going on within the walls from the bottom of the path. She loitered outside for a few moments, allowing time for the heat to leave the words; which she hoped would happen quickly, so she could do what she had to do and then get on her way.

Tabitha Stephenson had just called her husband a ‘first-class prick’. Christian batted back with a ‘condescending cow’. At least neither of them could be prosecuted under the Trade Descriptions Act.

The button for the doorbell was directly under the aspirations-of-grandeur ‘Stephen’s Hall’ nameplate. Okay, so it might be one of the larger detached houses on the estate but it was hardly Downton Abbey. Tabitha had given her a guided tour on their first meeting in the early part of the new year to show her the grade of house the child would grow up in. Like a proud estate agent she had introduced Palma to her two reception rooms, study, country house-style dining room with egg-and-dart Lincrusta border, not to mention the eighteen-foot-long pergola and the stunning Arctic cabin in the garden. Now, that really had made Palma’s jaw drop to the floor. You could keep the octagonal conservatory, the hot tub and the his and hers en-suites, each with a bidet, but the Arctic cabin – oh my. One day she hoped she would be rich enough to afford one of those, though it was highly unlikely. What she soon would be – with any luck – was getting paid a lump sum that would change everything, even though it wouldn’t be anything like the amount needed to give her the indulgent lifestyle the Stephensons enjoyed. It would, however, get her away from the gutter, and that would do for now.

Stephen’s Hall was magazine perfect and full of shine: shiny chrome kitchen units, shiny cupboard fronts, shiny glass tables and shiny wooden floors. Palma wondered how Tabitha would cope with sticky baby fingerprints dulling all the surfaces. Not very well, she concluded, but that was hardly her problem. Once the baby was born, Palma wouldn’t think of it or the Stephensons again. Duty done, wish them all her best, and forget.

She’d hoped she would have been pregnant by now because the sooner it happened, the sooner those nine months would be over and the sooner she could get on with her life, but her last two periods had come along as regular as clockwork. Third time lucky, she said to herself as she extended her hand towards the bell, but held back from contact because the argument was still raging on.

The top part of the front window was slightly ajar, something the couple inside had obviously failed to notice. ‘She’ll be here in a minute, Christian, so shut the fuck up,’ Palma heard from within. ‘You shut the fuck up,’ Christian returned.

Silence reigned for a count of three and Palma took that as a cue to finally announce her arrival. The doorbell released the grand tones of Big Ben’s chime whilst she arranged her facial features into her best ‘just-got-here’ expression, one that was smiling in greeting and had absolutely no prior knowledge that seconds ago the Stephensons had been ripping into each other like savage dogs.

Tabitha opened the door looking glam as always, even in jeggings and jumper. One of those baggy tops that make thin women look fabulous and fat women look like a bombed sofa.

‘Ah, Palma, come, come,’ Tabitha said, shiny white teeth on full display, ushering her in. ‘Here we are again.’

‘Yep,’ said Palma. Here we are again.

‘You are still taking the folic acid aren’t you? No tea and coffee. Plenty of water and seven-a-day fruit and vegetables.’

‘Yes, Mrs Stephenson,’ said Palma. Same question, same answer, same lie. She was taking the folic acid but though she had cut down on tea and coffee, she wasn’t cutting them out altogether. It was bad enough not having alcohol. As for seven fruit and veg per day . . . dream on, love.

‘Christian,’ Tabitha shouted to her husband. ‘Palma’s here.’

As usual she pronounced it Pal-ma. ‘It’s Palma, as in the capital of Majorca,’ she’d once said, but Tabitha persisted. She was one of those women who pretended to listen to you when there was actually cling film over her ears, Palma had rapidly come to realise that.

Christian appeared in the doorway wearing Armani jeans and a T-shirt with the Lacoste name and a super-size crocodile emblazoned across the front so one was in no doubt it was designer gear. He dressed down better than anyone she knew dressed up. ‘Hello, Palma.’ At least he pronounced it correctly.

‘Hello, Mr Stephenson,’ she returned. It was all very genial and normal until you knew that within five minutes Christian would be wanking into a jug, sucking it up into a meat baster and then she would be squirting it up her flue before lying back, pelvis tilted, legs up against the Graham and Brown wallpaper in their spare room, whilst sperm swam around inside her trying their best to locate an egg. All for five thousand pounds, which had sounded a small fortune when it had first been offered. She’d only get three of that, of course, the rest she’d have to hand over to Clint. He’d already got two hundred for brokering the deal. They’d get five hundred each upon confirmation of pregnancy and the rest nine months later, on handover day.

‘Up you go,’ said Tabitha, nodding towards the stairs. ‘You know the drill.’

Yes, she knew the drill all right. Shoes off and up the cream carpet, thirteen steps, down the landing towards the small bedroom at the end. Drawers off and wait patiently until Mr Stephenson had knocked one out and could hand over the tube of baby juice.

She heard Christian enter the room next to hers. The master bedroom: it had a small plaque saying so screwed onto the door. She tried not to think about what he was doing when it all fell quiet. Palma didn’t like him for a reason she couldn’t put her finger on. He was polite and very handsome but his smile was oily, his gaze too intense and the first time she’d met him he’d hung on to her hand a beat too long when they’d been introduced. Hardly enough to damn him to hell, but, still, he put her on edge.

It didn’t take more than a moment or two for Christian to collect the sperm. She expected him to hand it over quickly as usual and then retreat to let her get on with her side of things, but today he slipped inside the room, pushing the door softly shut behind him.

‘Tabitha is getting impatient,’ he said quietly, then held his finger up against his lip to shush what she had been about to say to that. ‘I know these things can’t be rushed, but we can always do it a more traditional way and lower the odds.’

It took Palma a few seconds to understand what he meant. It was only when he added, ‘I’d see to it that you had a good time,’ that the penny dropped.

‘We can’t do that,’ she said with a horrified gasp. ‘You’re married.’ Her instincts had been right; he was a lech.

Christian gave her his best expression of outrage.

‘Palma, we wouldn’t be making love, it would merely be a more . . . direct way of doing the job. Cutting out the middle man’ – he held up the baster – ‘the way nature intended these things to happen.’

Palma didn’t care if Mother Nature was onside with it or not, it was wrong with a big fat capital W.

‘No,’ she said firmly and snatched the baster from his hand. But he didn’t move.

‘Well, I do hope it works this time,’ he said. ‘If it doesn’t we may have to re-think the strategy. Tabitha agrees, in case you’re wondering.’

She didn’t ask what he meant, though a picture of Tabitha kneeling on the bed whilst Palma rested her head in her lap like Offred in The Handmaid’s Tale drifted across her hippocampus.

‘I should warn you that Tabitha is not the most patient of people, whatever impression she’s given you. She’s desperate – and desperate people do desperate things, Palma.’

She knew that. That’s why she was here.

‘I hear you,’ she said. ‘I’m doing my best.’

Then he did leave to let her get on with what she had to do.

If he had meant to make her feel expendable by telling her that, he’d succeeded. Christian knew she wanted this money badly. She’d made the mistake of telling them the first time they met how much she needed the cash in an effort to assure them that she would not back out of the deal, and in doing so had given a chunk of her power away.

Clint – the broker of this deal – had told her that Tabitha yearned for the child she couldn’t carry herself, though she hadn’t cried when Palma had twice rung to tell her that her period had come. Her tone had been more one of annoyance and frustration as they booked the next insemination date in their diaries. Then again, Tabitha wasn’t the type to cry and wail. Maybe she was keeping the cork tightly in the bottle of her despair and was so at the end of her tether that it was only a matter of time before she pimped out her husband to ‘do it as Mother Nature intended’, turning a blind eye – and a deaf ear – to the spare room ceiling as it creaked with a fast-increasing rhythm.

As Palma inserted the hard tube inside her, she wondered how much extra she would accept to have sex with Christian if it was offered. Desperate people did desperate things, as he so rightly said. And if she was desperate enough to rent out her body for nine months, it might only take a few dollars more to open up that road.


Chapter 4

‘Crackers, that’s what this business is,’ said Gill, chuckling cheerfully as she stuffed a dodgy-looking pink whistle into the open end of a sparkly cracker.

‘What’s crackers is you leaving us for a pipe dream,’ said Iris, sitting across the table from her and scowling.

‘Jealously will get you nowhere, Iris.’

‘I’ll not be jealous when you’re home this time next year crying that you’re missing your home comforts. And you’re sick to death of the heat.’

Gill snorted with laughter. ‘I’m going to live in Fuengirola, Iris, not in the middle of the Gobi Desert. There’s not much you can get over here that you can’t get over there.’

Iris thought for a minute, but the best counter-argument she could come up with was:

‘Snow.’

‘I hate the stuff,’ said Gill. ‘Get me on that veranda with a Pina Colada in my hand in the middle of December and I’ll be laughing.’

‘You’ll soon get bored.’

‘Trust me, I won’t.’

‘You’ll miss your Viv and your Sal. You won’t be able to nip off and go shopping to Meadowhall with them like you do now having one of your fancy Prosecco lunches,’ tried Iris.

‘They’ll be coming over for holidays. Plus our Sal’s moving to Cornwall in August. It’d take me longer to get to her if I stayed here than if I moved to the Med.’

‘You’re too old, for a start,’ said Iris. ‘What if you get taken ill?’

‘They’ve got hospitals, Iris. And they’re good ones. Are you trying to put me off going, because if you are, you’ve no chance.’

Iris got up from the table with a loud oof. ‘I’m going to the toilet,’ she announced in a gruff voice as if she was being forced to empty her bladder under duress. When she was safely out of earshot, Annie said, ‘She’ll miss you, Gill.’

‘And I’ll miss her,’ Gill replied with a small sigh, ‘We’ve been friends for a long time, but Ted and I don’t want to leave it any longer. His arthritis doesn’t bother him half as much there as it does here. We’ll be able to FaceTime each other though. Our Sally bought Ted an iPad for his birthday and he’s taken to it like a duck to water. Well, I say that but he very nearly did a Facebook live of himself sat on the toilet last week when he was fiddling about trying to find a bit of Dean Martin on YouTube. The whole world almost saw the struggle he was having with his motions.’

Joe smiled and lifted Gill’s cup up from the table. He was on drinks duty that day. In fact, he was on drinks duty every day.

‘And we will miss you too, Gill,’ he said. He’d come over to Leeds from Naples to study at the university when he was eighteen and fallen in love with Yorkshire and two years later with Annie. His English was fluent after all these years but his Italian accent was still very thick. Gill always thought he sounded like Rossano Brazzi, her favourite film star. It had taken her five months to fall in love with Ted when they first started courting. If he’d had an Italian accent like Joe Pandoro, he’d have had her at ‘Ciao.’

‘You all right today, Annie, love? You’re very pale,’ said Gill, studying her boss who was cutting up sheets of corny jokes to roll up with the hats.

‘See,’ said Joe, turning to his wife. ‘She noticed it too.’ Then he addressed Gill. ‘I told her she looked pale but she doesn’t listen to me.’

‘I’m fine, really I am. Really,’ said Annie, but there was a weariness to her voice that belied her insistence.

‘You’re working too hard.’ Gill declared, deciding that was the cause of her pallor. ‘Haven’t you got a replacement for me yet?’

‘We haven’t had anyone show any interest at the job agency,’ said Annie.

‘Apart from those who’ve applied to show they’re looking for work in order to keep their benefits, but don’t want the job at all,’ added Joe, waving his hand with a flourish. ‘I don’t want someone like that.’

‘Well you’d better look for two people because Annie looks as if she’s ready for dropping,’ said Gill.

‘I’m not sleeping properly,’ Annie admitted to her.

‘It’s your age. I was terrible when I hit fifty,’ said Gill.

‘Oy, I’m forty-eight, cheeky,’ Annie threw back with a laugh.

‘The menopause is a bugger. Hit me like one of those big balls they knock down buildings with.’

‘I’m going in the kitchen,’ said Joe. ‘I don’t want to listen to all the lady talk.’

‘Coward,’ shouted Gill and didn’t believe him at all. Mention the word tampon to Ted and he’d cough, blush and then announce he needed something from the shed, but Joe knew as much about herself and Iris as their doctors did. She would miss the Pandoros. Though she’d only known them a few years, it felt as if it were forever; but in a good way. And this job – constructing crackers on little more than a basic wage – might not have looked much on paper, but the banter was first class, the day flew, the kettle was always on and both Joe and Annie were kindness itself.

‘There’s a bug going round, you know, Annie,’ she said. ‘Iris’s daughter had it. Knocked her stupid for a whole fortnight.’

Iris appeared, waddling back to the table rubbing her hip.

‘I say, Iris, your Linda’s had a bug hasn’t she? I’m just telling Annie.’

‘A bug and a half,’ said Iris. ‘Sick as a dog and white as a sheet she was. She lost half a stone in weight in the first week alone.’ She sniffed and cast a sneer at Gill. ‘You’d better get used to that weight loss with the water over there in the Costa del Diarrhoea.’

‘Oh shut up, Iris, you’re talking tripe.’ Gill suddenly remembered the story she had to tell. ‘Eh, I tell you what’ll take your mind off me flitting off to paradise. Have you heard about Brenda Lee?’

‘The singer?’ asked Annie.

‘No, Brenda Lee from Canal Street,’ said Gill. ‘Brenda Lee with the funny eye. Iris’ll know who I mean.’

Iris thought for a minute. ‘Doug Lee’s wife?’

‘Well, widow if you’re going to be factful. She’s marrying a Turkish barman with one of them big beards called Mehmet. Her family are trying to get her sectioned.’

‘Why has he called his beard Mehmet?’ asked Joe, bringing in a tray of mugs and winking at Iris.

‘He’s called Mehmet, not his beard, you pillock. And he’s half her age and a bit extra.’

‘People in Yorkshire are pazzo. Crazy.’ Joe was grinning and Gill thought he looked like a film star when his lovely teeth were on display. Even better than Rossano Brazzi.

‘She said she’s never had as much sex.’

Iris made a choked sound.

‘It’s true,’ went on Gill. ‘Up against the wall, in the back of the car . . .’

‘You sound like Doreen Turbot,’ said Iris, referring to their mutual friend who had eventually married the love of her life forty-plus years after they’d split up. ‘When she first got back with Vernon, she’d have made Christian Grey blush.’

‘Mehmet chucks her round the bedroom by all accounts. He’s a bricklayer by trade.’

‘Give over, Gill Johnson. Geoff Capes couldn’t chuck Brenda Lee around the bedroom. She must be forty stone.’

Annie was laughing so much she was almost crying now. Together Iris and Gill were the funniest double act she’d ever come across. The laughs would be thinner on the ground when Gill moved to the Costa del Sol. And she’d badly needed some laughter these past months as the door on her biggest dream was slamming shut in her face.

‘Mind you, I like Turkish food,’ said Gill, who would never have moved to a place with unfavourable cuisine. ‘We like a nice kebab. Chilli sauce and salad,’ and her tongue snaked out and licked her lips.

Iris shuddered. ‘You don’t know what’s in those things. Pigeons, dead dogs . . .’

‘Oh, Iris, stop,’ said Annie, revulsion bleeding into her laughter.

‘It’s true. Me and our Linda watched a programme. They put all sorts in. Eyeballs, connective tissue, ground-up—’

Annie’s hand clamped over her mouth as the contents of her stomach rose up inside her like a freak wave. She set off running to the staff toilet at a pace that would have had Flo-Jo trailing in her wake.

‘You mark my words, Joe. It’s that bug that’s going around,’ said Gill to Joe.

Joe nodded. He hadn’t told Gill and Iris that Annie had thrown up quite a lot over the past couple of weeks and had totally lost her appetite. He didn’t tell them that he was very worried about her because that’s how it started with his mother and she too refused to go to a doctor because she was scared of what he would find. And when she eventually did go, it was the worst of news.


Chapter 5

Eve and Jacques were stealing some rare time to have a coffee in their office together, and Eve needed all the coffee she could get at the moment. They barely saw each other during the day at work because Jacques liked to be hands-on outside, especially now that the reopening of the park with its swanky new attraction was less than ten weeks away. Everyone was working ridiculously hard and stupidly long hours to get it all ready. It had been madness trying both to build the lagoon and extend Santapark in one single season, but they couldn’t stop now. Eve didn’t even want to think how much they were going to end up paying their staff in overtime.

Jacques, Eve joked, was seeing far more of Davy MacDuff than he was her. Davy was an old friend whom he’d set on, forcing Effin to accept him into his workforce, which hadn’t gone down too well. Davy had been in Jacques’ military unit but he’d had difficulty adjusting to civilian life and had been through a rough couple of years. He’d needed a job and that’s where Jacques had been able to help. Davy was there with them now, summoned by Jacques, to check that he was settling in.

‘Are your digs okay?’ asked Eve, nudging a plate of biscuits over to him.

‘The digs are great, Eve, thank you,’ replied Davy, reaching for a Kit Kat. ‘Very comfortable. I’m grateful to you both for this, you know.’

He said it every time he met with them. Jacques waved his words away. ‘You’d have done it for me if the situation had been reversed.’

‘Don’t kid yoursel’, pal. I wouldna have forced Effin on my worst enemy,’ said the big Scot, biting down on his biscuit. ‘He calls me “the haggis” and thinks I don’t know about it.’

Eve hooted, but then Davy made her laugh a lot. She thought he was quite damaged when he’d arrived here a couple of months ago and he hadn’t smiled much or cracked any jokes back then, but the park had worked its magic on him already.

‘Effin’s bark is worse than his bite, trust me,’ said Eve. ‘He’s an absolute softie really.’

‘I’m not quite sure that he’s my greatest fan, but I’ll win him round with my Scottish charm in time,’ replied Davy, with an accompanying expression that implied he doubted his own words.

‘Maybe it’s a rugby thing,’ Eve suggested.

Jacques added to that. ‘Effin is rather passionate about his rugby. One of his sons used to play for Llanelli.’ He’d picked up on the tension between the two men from day one, admittedly more from Effin towards Davy than the other way; but they were both good people and he figured they’d come to realise that from working together.

‘His niece is a striking-looking girl,’ said Davy after a slurp on his coffee.

Jacques raised his eyebrows. ‘Now you are treading on thin ice. You might think you’ve been in a war zone, my friend, but that’d be nothing compared to what would happen if you made a move on one of Effin’s own.’

Cariad ran the ice-cream parlour. She was twenty-two with long black hair, big brown eyes, a figure to die for and the sweetest nature. Effin guarded her like a giant Rottweiler.

Davy threw back his head and laughed. ‘I might ask her out. I wouldn’t have to do anything to kill Effin if I did. I could stand back and watch his head grow purple and blow clean off his shoulders.’

Eve was only half-joking when she wagged her finger and warned Davy to steer clear. She liked Davy but he’d eat Cariad alive. He was as worldly as she was innocent.

‘I think I’ve got under Uncle Effin’s skin a wee bit. I’m putting him off his game,’ said Davy. ‘I did hear that he seems to have been making quite a few mistakes since I turned up. I think he’s noticed the timing too and blames me for all the mishaps.’

‘Never. Effin Williams does not make mistakes,’ Eve argued. She wouldn’t have believed that.

Davy held up his hands in a pacifying gesture. ‘Only what I heard on the Welsh-Polish grapevine. Don’t shoot the messenger, Missus.’

‘Oh, not you as well,’ groaned Eve. She’d been saddled with that nickname since the very early days of working with Effin’s men. They called Jacques ‘The Captain’ and she got ‘The Missus’. It was grossly unfair. ‘Anyway, what mistakes?’ She flashed a look at Jacques who was doing a terrible job of feigning innocence. ‘Jacques?’

‘Er . . . the S fell off the Santapark sign after Effin was supposed to have secured it.’

Eve’s eyebrows shot up her forehead. ‘You don’t mean the massive S on the Santapark sign? The enormous heavy one that could have killed someone if it dropped from that height?’

‘Yes . . . that’s the one.’

Eve made a strangled noise of horror. ‘Jacques, why didn’t you tell me?’

‘Because I’m trying to save you from worrying about something that I’ve dealt with,’ Jacques answered her. ‘It fell, it didn’t hit anyone—’

‘Thankfully,’ Eve exclaimed.

‘Yes, thankfully, but all is calm, all is bright now,’ he carolled.

‘So what else has Effin been doing?’

‘Nothing really.’

Eve wasn’t taken in. ‘The word “really” totally cancels out that “nothing”, Jacques.’

Davy jumped in. ‘It wasn’t anything much, Eve. He’d filled up his spare fuel can with petrol instead of diesel. Nearly poured it in his car. Silly mistake. Happens to lots of people.’

‘Not to Effin it doesn’t,’ said Eve.

She needed another coffee and they were out of milk. For the past few days she had been so tired she wondered if she’d been bitten in the night by some strange bug that had delivered a dose of sleeping sickness and taken away all her energy. She’d drunk coffee after coffee in an effort to prop herself up but it hadn’t worked. Their quietly efficient assistant Myfanwy, in the office next door to the left, would have some spare. Effin had the office next door to the right but she wasn’t sure she wanted to see him at the moment.

‘Going to get some milk, I’ll be back in a few minutes,’ Eve announced.

After Eve had closed the door behind her, Davy continued to stare at it as if he could still see her through it.

‘Sorry about the Effin thing. I shouldn’t have brought it up and caused that slight domestic.’

Jacques shook his head. ‘Don’t worry about it. I shouldn’t have kept it from her.’

‘Eve looks tired,’ Davy went on.

‘I’ve told her, though I didn’t quite use those exact words because I’d like to keep my genitals intact,’ Jacques said to that. ‘But she won’t take any time off. I tell you, Davy, I’ll be glad when the lagoon is finished. It would have been easier to build a pyramid. The more natural you want something to look, the harder work it is.’

Davy laughed softly. ‘She’s a great girl and you are so good together. I need a good woman, Jacques. I want some of what you’ve got. I’ll pass on managing the theme park but I’d like a place to call home and it’s braw around here. I’d quite happily settle and put some roots down, make a few children and hope the boys inherit my stunningly handsome looks.’

Jacques smiled. ‘That’s the news I was hoping for. And its warmer than Glasgow.’

They chinked their mugs together in a celebratory toast.

‘So when are you and your good lady going to start producing little copies?’ asked Davy.

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Jacques. ‘One day. When Eve’s ready. I’d have them tomorrow but it’s not me that will have to carry them, is it?’

‘I might start sooner rather than later,’ said Davy, stretching the cracks out of his back. ‘Cariad MacDuff. Rolls off the tongue, doesn’t it?’ and he narrowed his eyes mischievously.


Chapter 6

Déjà vu. That’s what they called it when you felt you’d been here before but hadn’t really, Palma mused as she stood on the doorstep of Stephen’s Hall, finger on the doorbell and about to depress. Except she had been here before, listening to the heated interlude between the Stephensons escaping through the front top window that didn’t close flush. The only difference was that the names were getting nastier. Tabitha and Christian were trading ‘c’ words this month, as well as ‘f’ ones. She could have rung the bell and cut it off but it amused her to listen for a while, to aurally witness the dynamics of their relationship. Then she wished she hadn’t, because this didn’t sound like a loving couple ready to accept a baby into their lives. Then again it could be argued that not having a baby was putting an undue strain on their marriage and as soon as she put one into their waiting arms, all their troubles would disappear. Her first thought had a louder voice though and she didn’t like that one bit.

She pressed down on the button and the doorbell sounded, instantly freezing the battle within. Tabitha appeared at the door seconds later with her perfect swishy honey-blonde hair and trim fatless figure, welcoming smile pinned in place on her face but there were bags under her eyes that her thick layer of Clarins foundation and her Touche Éclat couldn’t disguise.

‘Ah, Pal-ma. Do come in. Fourth time lucky, I hope.’

Same routine. No ‘would you like a coffee’, only shoes off, up the stairs and into the end bedroom, knickers off and wait whilst trying not to think about Christian jacking off to a dirty mag in the master bedroom with the ornately carved four-poster. She wondered what sort of publication would best work for him: one full of boobs, she guessed. Not hers, which were a respectable B cup, but huge ones like Tabitha’s. They were false, Palma knew, because she’d seen Tabitha in a vest top with no bra underneath and her knockers stuck out like twin zeppelins. They were far too big for her tiny frame, hard and unnatural-looking. Palma wondered how she’d convince people she could breastfeed with them, then stopped wondering because – again – not her problem.

The familiar knock at the door. And in walked Christian with his baster.

‘Here you go,’ he said. ‘All nice and warm for you.’ He closed the door slightly to give them privacy. ‘I saved it up this time so there’d be plenty.’

Palma tried not to retch.

‘Tabitha bought a kit from a witch on the internet,’ he whispered. ‘I reckon this is the batch that will do it.’ He pointed the baster at her like a magic wand distributing a spell. Which it would be, if it worked.

‘Thanks,’ said Palma, reaching out for it but he withdrew his hand.

‘If this doesn’t do it, we really will have to rethink the situation,’ he said, his voice low, faux-concern weighing down his groomed eyebrows. ‘Maybe if you want your money you should consider what I said. We can meet in private. Or your place. I’m only telling you this because she said that she might ask your man to find us another surrogate.’

Palma’s heart kicked in her chest. She needed that money. She needed the baby in order to get that money. And she needed his sperm inside her to get that baby.

Christian sighed in an almost apologetic way. ‘Look, would it be so bad if we gave her what she wanted so that you could get what you wanted?’ He waited for her response and when one was not forthcoming, his tone tightened slightly. ‘She’s already told me she doesn’t mind how it happens. Clichéd as it might sound, I really am thinking about you two more than I am myself in all this.’

Did he really believe himself, thought Palma, trying not to react. He was so full of shit it had given him a false tan.

‘Let me get on with it,’ said Palma, wondering how he couldn’t hear her heartbeat because it sounded like a set of Def Leppard’s drums in her ears. He smiled, just out of one corner of his mouth, a smug, I-know-I’m-going-to-have-my-own-way-on-this smile that made her feel even more nauseous than the contents of the baster did. He knew that there was only one person stinking of desperation in this three-way agreement and it wasn’t him or his wife.

•   •   •

Palma felt different on the way home. She couldn’t put her finger on why; she even considered that it was mere wishful thinking, but she dismissed that because she did feel different. Sitting with her hips tilted and her feet resting on the Stephensons’ expensively textured wallpaper, she willed those little tadpoles to search out her patiently waiting egg and start the ball rolling. She needed this pregnancy to happen now. She needed her periods to stop, for her to start getting fat, for her to wait out the nine months and then puff, scream and expel the cargo so she could get on with her life and not look backwards. There would be no tears or sentiment when she gave up the baby. Kids didn’t feature in Palma’s plans.

They shouldn’t have featured in her mother’s either. She didn’t see Emma Collins: they had no relationship, they’d never had one really. Palma had been born showing signs of drug withdrawal, that’s how much her mother had cared. Premature, jaundiced, needing a blood transfusion, Palma’s first days had been dramatic; she had to fight and at times it felt as if she’d been fighting ever since. Emma had two more children, both of whom were immediately given up for adoption – they’d been the lucky ones. It had taken social services until she was fourteen to remove Palma and place her into care and that was the last time she and her mother had seen each other. Neither of them had protested about it, and if that had taught Palma anything, it was that she wouldn’t have kids unless she were married to a kind man and living in a big house and able to afford nice things, which was unlikely but not impossible. The odds were weighted towards girls like Palma being trapped in a shit life; but those odds could be beaten. Nowhere was it set in stone that she had to end up as one of those who wore pyjamas 24/7 and existed between benefit payments. Taking advantage of a dodgy opportunity like this would at least allow her to leave the sink estate where she’d been raised before it was too late. The end would more than justify the means: she’d repeated that like a mantra to herself over the past few months.

It was peeing down with rain. Christian had offered to give her a lift and she’d refused it because she felt that being trapped in a car with him was a recipe for trouble; but it was falling like stair-rods now and she was soaked by the time the bus arrived. Once in the town centre, she had to catch the bus that dropped her off at the top of Edgefoot Hill because there was over half an hour wait for the Ketherwood Circular. She’d have to cut through the park, dark as it was, but she just wanted to get home the quickest way possible. If she stuck to the path where it was lit, she reckoned she’d be okay because it wasn’t exactly the weather for muggers.

To be on the safe side, she positioned the keys in her hand so that the short one was sticking out from between her knuckles and would make a mess of an eyeball if someone decided to have a go at her. Not that there was anything worth nicking in her handbag, which was a secondhand leather one from the charity shop. Some bags cost as much as mansions; she’d read about it in a magazine in the dentist’s waiting room. Hers cost a fiver but was attractively fat from its contents: a purse containing a cash card and about twenty quid in it, a lipstick, plasters, comb, tissues, ibuprofen, a few sachets of salt and pepper, a carrier bag, notebook and pen, sewing kit and a metal nail file. She liked to be organised and prepared for all eventualities.

As soon as she was home, she’d shut the curtains and watch the TV with the light off and pretend not to be in if Clint came round. He was getting impatient for his slice of the cake. He had suggested that he have sex with her to make it happen, in case Christian was a jaffa. God forbid that she’d bring an offspring of his into the world. Then again, six stupid bints already had.

There was a couple ahead of her hurriedly walking a tall, slim dog with long legs and at the sight of them her defences could take a rest from their high alert status. The dog was wearing a smart belted raincoat – it was better dressed than she’d been as a kid. One of her earliest memories was arriving at school in a sopping wet cardigan and one of the teachers going home at lunchtime to fetch her an old coat belonging to her own daughter. Yes, it was possible to feel shame at primary school. The couple took the right fork in the path that led up to the back gates whereas she needed to keep to the left. The path was well lit but there were a lot of thick bushes flanking it; her hand tightened around her key, her pace quickened.

She didn’t hear the man approach until he was almost upon her. Alarmed by the sudden sound of fast footsteps she turned and saw a figure running towards her, black hood obscuring his face. Her instinct kicked in, she stepped quickly to the right and so did he. They collided and, even though he wasn’t a large man, he hit her like a speed train, sending her careening to the ground.

‘Jesus, sorry,’ he said.

‘Take it,’ said Palma, kicking her bag towards him. ‘There’s nothing in it, so take it and piss off.’

‘Eh?’ said the man. ‘I’m out running love, I’m not a bleeding mugger. You barged into me, I was trying to skirt round you. Here, let me help you up.’

‘I can get up myself,’ said Palma, batting his hand away. Her shoe felt loose when she stood up and put it back on her foot properly. The cheap plastic had split down the side. ‘Oh bloody great. I’ve broke my shoe.’ Her beige coat wasn’t looking good either. She couldn’t tell in this light if it was scuffed or only dirty. ‘Flipping marvellous.’

‘Palma?’ The man asked.

Palma’s eyes flicked up to his face. She didn’t recognise him, though when he pushed his hood backwards off his head, there was something vaguely familiar about his eyes, as if they linked up with a very old dusty memory.

‘It is Palma, isn’t it? Palma Collins – it is you.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, warily. ‘Who are you?’

‘Tommy Tanner. We were in the same school. St John’s High.’

She knew the name instantly, not that it was a good sign. The Tommy Tanner who’d been in the same group for maths, English and science had left at the beginning of year nine to go to a youth detention centre.

‘Do you remember me?’ he asked.

‘Sort of,’ she said, still wary.

‘How are you?’ he said, grin now turning up the corners of his mouth.

‘Piss wet through with a knee throbbing like a bastard and with a broken shoe, if you’re asking,’ said Palma, cross at that grin. How dare he grin.

‘I am so sorry,’ he said. ‘I tried to get round you as fast and wide as I could because I didn’t want you to feel threatened.’ He pronounced it as ‘frettened’.

‘Well you did a great job,’ said Palma, brushing her coat with her hand. Luckily it didn’t look damaged and the muck would sponge off.

‘I’m a boxer now. British welterweight champion. I’m in training for my first defence which is why I’m out running at this time of night, if you’re asking.’

‘I wasn’t,’ came the dry reply.

He laughed. ‘You’re funny.’

Palma took a step and the pain shot through her knee. She swallowed the blasphemy.

‘What are you doing walking through the park at this time of night. It’s not safe,’ said Tommy Tanner.

‘You’re telling me,’ said Palma. ‘I’m trying to get home via a shortcut.’

‘That’s really daft,’ said Tommy. ‘They do drug deals behind those bushes. I thought everyone knew that.’

Palma did. Quite a lot of them were done by Clint, or your man as Christian called him. He wasn’t her man, she wanted to say to that, and never would be. She took another step and winced.

‘Do you want to lean on me?’ said Tommy. ‘I’ll see you home. Where do you live?’

‘Tollin Road,’ lied Palma. She lived a few streets away from it but she wasn’t going to give him her precise address. ‘And no, thanks, I’ll be okay in a minute or two.’ She flexed her leg, didn’t put a lot of pressure on it when she took her next steps. Tiny, cautious pin steps. It would take her months to get home at this rate.

‘Look, grab hold,’ said Tommy, holding out his crooked arm. When she didn’t he wiggled it and insisted. ‘Go on, I won’t bite.’ She expected him to add the old chestnut, unless you ask nicely and was pleasantly surprised when he didn’t.

Reluctantly Palma took it and Tommy started to walk at a pace conducive to her temporary disability.

‘That’s better, in’t it?’ he said. Then he looked at her and laughed, shaking his head. ‘Palma Collins. I used to fancy you like mad at school.’

Palma’s eyebrows made a small upward movement of disbelief.

‘Yeah, course you did.’

‘I did,’ Tommy persisted. ‘But you fancied Steven Bagshaw. I felt gutted when I heard that.’

Steven Bagshaw. She was suddenly back at her desk and mentally fist-pumping when Mrs Potter moved the class seats around and she found herself sitting next to him in tutorial. Cartoon hearts had pumped out of her eyes. She remembered smiling at him and seeing his eyes drag up and down her with disdain.

‘You remember some stuff, don’t you?’ said Palma.

‘I do. He’s dead, you know. Alkie and druggie. Died two years ago. I went to his funeral.’

‘Steven Bagshaw?’ Surely not. He was one of the posher kids. They lived in a big house and were stinking rich but his dad was a socialist and wouldn’t pay out for a private school, that much she could recall. Steven Bagshaw was on course to be a doctor or a vet. His dad used to hit him when he didn’t get As in exams, she also pulled that out of the memory bag.

They turned the corner into Tollin Road.

‘Which one is yours, then?’ Tommy asked.

‘It’s okay, I can see myself home from here.’ She removed her arm from his. ‘Thanks.’ Then she huffed a little as the word bounced around in her brain with a sarcastic echo. Thanks for what? Thanks for scaring the living daylights out of me and displacing my kneecap?

‘All right,’ said Tommy. ‘Well, it’s nice to see you again. After all these years, crazy that. I recognised your hair before anything else. It was always a bit mad. Looks nice pink, though.’

She had naturally pale blonde hair, like watered-down sunshine Grace Beresford had once said, and she’d always worn it short and punky. Four years ago she’d shaved it off, apart from a mid-strip that she’d dyed black during a short-lived Mohican stage. She hadn’t liked herself very much then. She was lost and alone and that’s when Clint O’Gowan had wormed his way into her drawers.

‘You can leave me now, I’m okay from here on. Nice to see you again, too.’

‘You don’t sound too convinced.’ Tommy chuckled and she was visited by a fleeting picture of him as a teenager: twinkly eyes, smile constantly on display. The face of a cheeky pixie.

‘See you.’ Palma turned and walked slowly away from him towards the last house on Tollin Road, trying to keep the limp out of her steps. When she turned to see if he was still loitering, he was. ‘I’m going in the back door,’ she called and turned the corner, then set off at a fast hobble to her first-floor flat in Beckett Street.

The last thing she needed was another bad boy in her life. Especially one who had known her before Grace Beresford worked her magic.

•   •   •

An hour later, she was getting undressed for bed when the doorbell went and there was only one person who rang it like that: an insistent, impatient pulse that could be translated as why am I ringing at all? This door should be open to me. Palma let out a long breath, by which time there had been more buzzing, like an extremely pissed-off wasp. She considered pretending she wasn’t in, but he’d only come back again so it was better to get it over and done with. She looked out of the window to see him staring up at her, arms outstretched, mouthing expletives at her for keeping him waiting.

She quickly slipped her jeans back on and fastened them up before pressing the door-entry button. She heard him crashing up the stairs two at a time. He burst in through the door because he was incapable of movements that weren’t jerky or exaggerated since he’d taken too much of the stuff he was supposed to peddle. The smell of weed pumped out of his skin, riding on his sweat.

‘What’s happening, then?’ he said, crossing to the fridge in the corner of the room and helping himself to a Vanilla Coke.

‘Well, it’s just happened and now I have to wait and see.’

‘Taking a bit of a time, isn’t it?’ he said, sniffing. His long skinny nose was destroyed inside and he sniffed constantly. A lot of people knew him better as Sniffer O’Gowan than Clint.

‘Well you can’t push nature,’ said Palma. ‘I’m doing my best.’

‘You fertile now?’

She knew where this was going.

‘Fingers crossed I’m already pregnant.’

‘If not, you can get your knickers off and I’ll make sure you are.’

He was only half-joking. If she’d as much as smiled at that, he would have taken it as a green light. She felt sick at the thought. She’d slept with him once and it had been the biggest mistake of her life because he figured that now the door had been opened, it wasn’t allowed to shut. It had taken a lot to fob him off, although she’d been helped by his being a guest at her Majesty’s pleasure for a year. Give Clint an inch and he didn’t just take a mile, but the road and the traffic lights as well.

‘Christian Stephenson has got a rare blood group and the baby will have the same, which they’ll find out when it’s born.’ It was a lie she’d thought of to use in case Clint suggested he act as surrogate for the father, just as she was acting surrogate for the mother. He’d swallowed it easily enough and wouldn’t have thought to check.

Clint pulled a thin spliff out of his pocket and lit it. She hated the smell of weed but she was too wary of him to tell him to put it out.

‘Well he can fuck off if he wants his money back if you’re not up the duff,’ said Clint.

He sat down heavily on the sofa and Palma sighed inwardly. She wanted him out of the house, not settling in.

‘Clint, do you mind, I’m going to bed early. I’ve got a headache.’

‘Fuck’s sake,’ he growled under his breath and pushed himself to his feet.

‘It’s a good sign though. You get headaches when you’re in the very first stages of pregnancy, when your body starts to change.’

She was lying again. She hated lying and more or less everything that had come out of her mouth since Clint walked in had been a lie, but his brain was too destroyed even to question if symptoms could manifest themselves within hours of fertilisation.

He crossed to the door then returned to her. He came so far up to her face that she had to take a step back. His breath smelled of smoke, weed and unbrushed teeth. ‘When you do a test, ring me. I want to know either way.’

‘I will,’ she said. ‘You know I will. Straight after.’

More lies.

His footsteps on the stairs made a heavy noise for someone so light, Palma thought. The outer door crashed shut and only when she saw him strolling away down the street did she feel her shoulders relax and realise how much tension she had been carrying in them.
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