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Prologue

N.b Transcript fallen loose from Nicole’s file.

JD: Tell me something interesting about yourself Nicole, something I don’t already know, that made you feel good.

Nicole: Interesting and good? I’m stumped. (Noted that interviewee started doodling flowers on the paper in front of her.)

JD: There must be something. Your book covers such a short period of your life.

Nicole: I once won a competition for designing a charity card for old people. My picture was in the paper and I was given a set of oil paints.

JD: When was that?

Nicole: When I was seven.

JD: Oh…right. Anything else charitable? When you were older perhaps.

Nicole: A sixteen-mile bike ride, or was it eighteen? But that’s the whole point – I am boringly ordinary. What happened was extraordinary. But I am normal.

JD: Normal?

Nicole: You sound like Maddy now.

JD: Your best friend? I was merely going to ask your definition of normal. Okay…Try outrageous then.

Nicole: Arrested for shoplifting.

JD: I meant outrageously funny. Are you trying to sound bad?

Nicole: I was fourteen. It was a game with a group of friends. Badly influenced.

JD: Your games seem to have a habit of backfiring on you.

Nicole: I’m not bad enough to justify someone preferring me dead. I know I’m far from perfect. But then who is? I used to enter beauty pageants…is that any use?

JD: I want to come back to someone wanting you dead later. But did you win any of the pageants?

Nicole: Runner-up to the girl who went on to win Miss UK. Suppose that makes her interesting and not me.

JD: You must have been sure of yourself to parade around in a swimsuit?

Nicole: I guess I was more like the pony stood in a line of thoroughbreds. These days beauty pageants aren’t worth the effort are they? It was different in the 80s though.

JD: Why do you say that?

Nicole: (Note that interviewee started doodling bees around the flowers.) Do you think therapy works?

JD: You’re answering a question with a question. Why do you ask that?

(Noted that interviewee raised her eyebrows.)

Nicole: I spent a fortune sitting on cheap bean bags trying to rationalise a fear of failure.

JD: Are you saying you think therapy is a waste of time and money?

Nicole: I’m saying I was right to have the fear.

JD: Tell me why.

Nicole: If you treated a man for a fear of bees only to find later that he’d died from a single sting, would you not conclude that he was right to feel afraid? His instincts were right.

JD: Or he was unlucky.

Nicole: Unlucky is a convenient explanation.

JD: I’m not sure where you ar—

Nicole: I should have been saved from the sting, and not the fear of it. I was right to feel afraid of failure because something, somewhere deep inside me knew what was to follow failure would be painful. What I mean is, even if it makes me insane to say it – this was always going to happen the way it did.

JD: You could have destroyed the book.

Nicole: Why on earth would I do that? It was the most challenging thing I’ve ever done – it did my head in some days trying to get it right. And even if I did burn it, it would still exist in me – it wouldn’t disappear. At least this way I have a remote chance…(Interviewee stopped speaking.)

JD: A remote chance of what Nicole? The truth?

Nicole: If only. The path to truth is riddled with lies we can’t get through. Can we take a break?






CHAPTER ONE
February 2008

I felt Richard looking over my shoulder and I shuffled in my seat. As I did, I caught a glimpse of the inappropriate skinny jeans I was wearing with a tan leather jacket; the magazine I was reading wasn’t big enough to block my legs. This had to be the worst Valentine’s Day ever.

I sighed, cursing the fact that I hadn’t had time to get changed. The elegant decor could have almost fooled me into thinking I was sat in some posh hotel reception. But this was no holiday. At least Richard was wearing an expensive handmade suit – one of us being respectably presented was marginally better.

‘What are you reading?’ he asked.

‘It’s an article about stalking.’

‘Stalking?

‘Couldn’t really stomach the Business Matters magazines, and there’s no Cosmo knocking around. This psychology journal was the most removed I could fi—’

‘So what does it say?’

‘You don’t want to think about it either then,’ I said, raising my eyebrows.

He never showed nerves. His nickname at work was the unoriginal, lack of creative input –Iceman.

‘No…not really,’ he admitted.

I didn’t know whether his admission made me feel better or worse. Probably worse – it made it right for me to feel unsafe. I sighed again. ‘It’s talking about all of the different types of stalkers. Apparently, there’s the love obsessed, simple obsessed, the delusional erotomanic, even the borderline erotomanic.’

I took a breath. At least this stopped me from thinking about it, ‘…the vengeful, resentful and rejected. The narcissistic, psychopathic, sociopathic and the schizoid.’

‘They’ve got a lot of options then,’ Richard said, flippantly.

‘A police detective is going on about them not really having a clear profile for cyberstalkers, and the problem is, they can be living anywhere…as in you don’t know where they are. Did you know the average stalker’s a 38-year-old male, no job, bit of a loner?’

‘No.’

‘Look – they’ve even drawn a photo-fit of one – don’t you think he looks evil? You’d spot one a mile off.’ I turned the magazine in Richard’s direction, forcing his attention.

‘Yeah, suppose he does look a bit weird.’

‘They reckon stalkers have usually suffered an emotional loss about six months before they start doing it. It is stuff like relationship breakups, people dying or basically losing anything important to them that can trigger it. Don’t you think that’s quite sad? …Richard…you’re not listening to me.’

‘Mmmm. You need to put that magazine down…David and James are heading this way.’

We all stood in silence.

The only noise came from the mechanics of the lift as it made its way to the third floor. We’d got the pleasantries over and done with downstairs and I was already missing the magazine I’d been clinging to.

David and James both stood a whole head above Richard. They made me feel small. And like Richard, they were wearing suits. The discomfort of my clothes was increasing by the minute: they definitely smacked of loser in this place. Then my memory reminded me of a harsh fact: I’d managed to lose one million pounds. In a solitary pile of twenty pound notes this was about the height of a double-decker bus. That would also be twice the height of the lift space we were standing in. Whatever it amounted to placed end to end or in a pile it was one hell of a lot of money to a working-class girl like me.

I grew up in an industrial and mining community where career choices back in the 80s amounted to not much more than shop assistant, typist, or spending your days sewing gussets onto tights in a factory.

One million pounds is life-changing money, and I’d lost it.

I forced my head to stay down.

We made our way into a small meeting room with a round mahogany table at its centre. Just like the foyer it had a sense of class with all of the messy paperwork from the previous tragedy tastefully hidden from our view. It was the type of room expected from a company connected to the law.

‘Sit down and make yourselves comfortable while I buzz through to Andrea to bring in the papers,’ David said, in his quiet, but self-assured manner; he had an air of intelligence that unnerved me. ‘I appreciate that this is very emotional for you both, these are always difficult situations, but I think you’ve made the right decision,’ he continued gently, as though we’d declined chemotherapy, after being told we were terminally ill. As partner of his firm, he’d probably delivered those words many times over.

‘Well, it could be worse. At least it’s only a secondary business that’s going down,’ Richard said.

I too was so thankful that Richard still had his other company in financial services – people have to have insurance.

‘This must be hard for you, Nicole. Richard has told me how much effort you have put in over the last six or seven years.’

‘Yes it is very hard,’ I agreed, but I didn’t want to elaborate any further.

I didn’t need sympathy. Sympathy wasn’t going to help me stay strong in the meeting.

I forced a smile but quickly lowered my eyes – I could feel all three of them staring at me, as if to measure my emotional response.

I will not cry, I told myself and dug my fingers into the palms of my hands to distract me whilst I blinked hard.

‘Would you like me to request tea or coffee for you both?’ David continued, in an attempt to fill the awkwardness until Andrea came back with the papers.

‘No, I’m fine, thank you.’

Richard declined too.

Andrea, a twenty-something, with her whole career still ahead of her, entered the room. She was dressed head-to-toe in black with her dark hair pulled sleekly back. She swiftly handed the papers to David – the papers which were within minutes going to be terminating my career. I shuffled uncomfortably in my seat. David took a minute to read through them, double-checking his assistant’s work, before allowing her to leave. She closed the door quietly behind her.

‘Okay, Nicole as director and main shareholder, I need to run through these with you and explain exactly what you can and can’t do from this point onwards. These are the legal documents assigning control of your company over to us. As you already know, any money paid into Ilex Drapes and the second company, as of today, has to be paid into the Client Holding Account – which has been set up this afternoon. Any previously ordered goods, which come through the door, cannot be accepted. We are now acting in the interest of the creditors, and our job is to not make their position any worse. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ I confirmed. He’d made me sound like a criminal, and my memory, once again, reminded me that I’d lost one million pounds.

‘Over the next few weeks we need to work out which curtains and soft-furnishings have already been manufactured and are waiting to be fitted, and which orders can still be made. We also need to work out the costs involved, like staff wages, to again make sure that we are not further jeopardising creditors. The factory will remain open until we know your exact position, but the showroom will have to close immediately. I plan to send James in to work with you again for a few weeks. Are you happy with that arrangement?’

‘Yes,’ I said, silently glad it was James. I’d got quite used to having him around in the past week, and at least I didn’t have to get to know another stranger. James smiled politely, acknowledging his delegated role. I quickly looked away so not to catch his eyes.

David continued to talk. ‘We need to get the debtors’ money in, then go through all the assets and get things sold off – do you both understand all of that?’

We nodded and I was amazed that my brain was actually taking in everything he was saying.

He then went on about the sale of the fixed and floating assets and relinquishing the lease on the showroom – the lease issue being aimed more at Richard than me.

‘And another thing…we need to get these documents down to court tomorrow, first thing. We have to get appointed as the Official Administrator, before the bank appoints their own – it’s really a race against time. Can you meet us at the court first thing tomorrow?’ David asked me.

‘No I can’t – I’m in London with Mum and Dad,’ and I turned helplessly to Richard. ‘I have to go to London, it’s William’s birthday treat, I can’t not go with him – he’s going to be all of seven for God’s sake.’

‘It’s fine – I’ll do it,’ Richard offered.

‘I’m off tomorrow, too.’

‘Are you? Have you booked some time off then, James?’ questioned David in a –this is news to me tone.

‘Only tomorrow, I’m going to Leeds for the weekend,’ he confirmed. With his girlfriend? I wondered.

‘Oh right – that’s fine. I’ll get someone else to run down to the court with Richard then and it means that Nicole, you will have to speak to all of the Ilex Drapes staff on Monday. Is that okay with you?’

‘Yes, that’s going to be fine,’ I lied. The thought of telling all the staff they were soon to be out of a job pricked my eyes, more so than the thought of the customers who would lose their deposits.

Images flashed before me: staff busy cutting fabrics, sawing head rails, drilling into window frames, helping customers browse through sample books – people going about their day, oblivious to what was about to come; I was playing a futile God.

I dug my fingers into my palms. Any harder and I would fetch blood. I knew that I only had to hold myself together for a few more minutes.

‘Okay, that’s good,’ David said, after taking a slow glance at the papers. ‘One final thing, all the company records will need boxing up and inventories carried out. Now…we can get someone else to do that, but it is expensive. Are you able to do that, Nicole?’

Am I able to do that? My head repeated his words. Of course I’m going to be able to do that. It’s not like I’ve got any other bloody thing to do now is it? Not now you’re taking my company, my third child, my baby…that you are going to rip apart and destroy, my inner voice screamed, but one simple word fell from my mouth:

‘Yes,’ I said quietly.

‘Right, so if you could sign here…’ and he slid the papers in my direction, passing the pen to my right hand.

I hesitated, switched it to my left and signed my name.

Outside, the air in the city felt heavy. I had taken my turn in the rotating doors to emerge into a world that looked the same: people rushing about, buildings towering and cars fighting for limited parking imposed by the council. It was exactly how it was when I had entered the offices an hour before. But my world was different now and there was no spinning back through those doors. I wanted to sob, but now that I was free to do so, the tears wouldn’t come.

Over one hundred cardboard boxes were stacked against the far wall of the factory.

I placed the remaining payroll documents into the last one but held a file back for a second or so, leafing through it. My name wasn’t listed in it – I’d never even been paid for all my efforts. That was supposed to happen later.

I stood up and stretched out. The place felt so empty and cold – the heating was barely ticking over. The administrators had already sold off some of the assets: cutting tables, fabrics, components, all gone for peanuts to our local competitors; they’d descended on the place like vultures, delighted by our misfortune. My ten thousand customer database was gone as well; someone even bought our telephone number and gaps were starting to appear in the floor space.

Bitterness hit me: if only the other director hadn’t blocked me from moving his machinery and staff into ours as soon as we’d bought his company, and if only Richard had backed me instead of trusting a man to know better. After the director left I did move to one factory – I spent New Year’s Day dismantling machinery with my dad so it could all be transported here. But it was too late by then.

As I looked around me I could hear the ghostly memory of laugher, shouting, swearing and the constant buzz of sewing machines and saws. Of course, everyone had been gone for over six weeks now. It should have been the tears of their last day that I could hear – but I couldn’t. I wanted to blank them out, but every now and then those images would feverishly strike like the bolt of lightning that leaves you running for cover.

If I looked closely at the far wall I could still see the outline of stone fighting its way through the paint. It must have been a magnificent stained glass window when the building had been a chapel years before, but other than the high arched ceiling, that was the only trace of its past.

Perhaps that was the problem – we’d tried to gain profit from a sacred place.

There was a loud knocking and tugging on the main door.

I’d locked it because customers were still coming to the building, not realising we’d closed down. They’d obviously missed the tiny piece in the local gazette called “The Mystery of Ilex Drapes” – I had refused to speak to anyone at the paper after they discovered we’d gone. But I knew this knock would be the administrators – they had come to take the boxes away. I opened the door and let two young men in.

‘They’re over there, you can’t miss them,’ I said. ‘And I think you need these keys to lock up when you’ve finished. You can let me have them back later.’

‘What happened,’ asked the taller of the two.

‘Happened?’

‘I mean, what went wrong…with the company?’

I laughed at this directness. ‘Bad luck,’ I said. I couldn’t really be bothered to tell him everything. ‘Doesn’t your company fill you in on the small details?’

‘No…we’re trainees – the dogsbodies.’

There was a pause. He had a searching expression on his face. His colleague was already busy going through the boxes.

‘Okay, I’ll tell you. The bank wanted us to put another forty thousand into the business to remove a director from his portion of the bank guarantee. They’d given us two weeks to do it; otherwise they were calling the whole overdraft in. We’d already chucked too much at it…as in four hundred thousand.’

His eyebrows raised and he did a faint whistle.

‘Well – we didn’t put it in – which is why you’re here now. As I said…it’s all due to bad luck. That freak rain last summer – it killed off the conservatory market, which was big for us. Then Northern Rock went and bloody well crashed in November didn’t it? Just as people were coming off their fixed rates. People suddenly stopped spending and our sales practically halved overnight. It was scary how quickly it happened and I had a feeling that things weren’t going to get any better.’

‘That certainly was unlucky,’

‘Yep, as things stood we were never going to make the big profits like the accountants and so-called business experts said we would – they’d become an impossible dream.

‘So…what are you going to do now?’

‘Dunno. But not waste my time working stupid hours for nothing – that’s for sure.

‘At least it’s all over for you.’

‘Over? Are you kidding? There’s still a load of shit flying around. It’s far from over for us.’

‘I’m sorry I didn’t…’

‘No it’s fine…but I’m off now. I’ll leave you boys to it. Have fun – or at least try to.’

I took one last walk through the showroom. It looked drab without the lights on, but still elegant.

I ran my hands down the curtains and blinds that sat in their separate compartments. They were the only remaining evidence of all the hours of work and creativity I’d put in. I pulled the cord on one of the Venetian blinds, closing the slats. It was like lowering the eyelids on the dead.

Moments later, I threw the completed Statement of Affairs on the passenger seat of my car. Another gentle reminder that I’d lost one million – give or take a few pence.

Why hadn’t they just rounded it up?

I took one last look at the sign writing – Ilex Drapes – the first two letters were made to look like a pair of curtains with a slight wave. Ilex is Latin pronounced Eilex. Soon, no one would again ask me why I had chosen that name. With a shake of the head, I switched thoughts and cursed myself that it wasn’t Richard I was thinking about.






CHAPTER TWO
Three months later

‘You should sign up to Facebook – you’d love it! Honest.’

‘It really isn’t my thing. I’m not that sociable,’ I disputed.

I didn’t really know much about Facebook at that point in my life, other than that it was a social networking site. Back then I could easily have mistaken MySpace for a storage company and Twitter hadn’t even made a tweet on my radar in 2008. I’d only signed up to Friends Reunited because I’d lost a friend’s telephone number and, once I’d got it, I never returned to the site.

‘But that’s why you’d love Facebook,’ Maddy said. ‘You can be nosey and look at what people are up to, but you don’t have to be sociable. It’s so funny seeing how people have turned out; it’s amazing how many of the boys from my schooldays have gone downhill.’ She clipped her hair out of the way. I noticed the cool April sunshine was bringing out the red tones of her otherwise brown hair.

‘Social networking sites are full of psychopathic weirdos,’ I said, remembering the article I read in the Administrator’s offices.

‘Are you calling me a weirdo?’ she mocked, deliberately ignoring the psychopathic part.

We laughed, all three of us sitting round the table.

‘Okay, I might join – I’ll see.’

I was saved by the waitress who came to take our order. She took mine first and while she spoke to Maddy and Lorna I became aware of the goose bumps on my arms. I glanced enviably at the fellow diners who’d opted to eat inside the trendy restaurant on soft, cushioned chairs. That’s where I wanted to be; surrounded by sleek decor and photos of beautiful actresses and models – not looking at passing overweight shoppers with their heavy bags smashing against their thighs.

Maddy and Lorna’s bloody cigarettes, I silently cursed, wafting away the smoke that was heading in my direction, as they attempted to keep it away from the waitress. I scraped my metal chair across the cobbled stone, sending further shivers down my spine. This was my futile attempt to get closer to the patio heater; which would surely have failed to melt clingfilm if it had been lobbed in its direction.

Smoking wasn’t the only thing that made me the odd one out. Maddy and Lorna preferred not to work; they were happy to be stay-at-home mothers. Which, actually, I was thankful for, because, without my business, at least I had some friends to socialise with during the week. And there was a part of me – despite being reluctant to admit it – that was quite enjoying the time I spent with Maddy and Lorna, without having the pressure of work hanging over me, or our kids under our feet, which was how it usually was.

‘God, I love Steve. Who else would put up with me?’ Maddy said as she switched her phone off and dropped it into her Prada bag. I hadn’t bothered listening to her call, so I didn’t know what had provoked her comment.

Probably got him to leave a job and drive back from Glasgow or somewhere equally ridiculous for the school run.

I watched her slide her cigarettes out of the way as the waitress placed the food on the table. I wasted no time digging my fork into the buttered potatoes, surprised by how hungry I actually was.

‘You’re both really lucky. You’ve both got it much easier than me,’ Lorna managed, after elegantly guiding a piece of salmon down her throat.

Neither Maddy nor I would even attempt to argue this one with Lorna; we would fail miserably: Lorna’s millionaire lifestyle had been whipped from under her feet after her husband’s company collapsed and the house repossessed.

Still not knowing what to say, I turned my attention back to Maddy. ‘Well…Steve’s not going to go off with someone younger is he?’ This was my pretend bitchy tone because I knew what her comeback would be. It’s something Maddy and I had always done to entertain each other and Lorna sometimes looked horrified by the mock offensive remarks we made.

‘No, because I am the younger model,’ Maddy fired back, even though she was adamant that aging didn’t bother her.

This confirmed yet again my long-held suspicion that she was bothered, but it would be literally over her dead wrinkled body before she’d ever admit it. Eighteen years younger than Steve, she was officially the younger model, like I with Richard, who was twenty-four years my senior.

‘I do know what you mean though, Lorna,’ I softened my voice. ‘I’m a disorganised pain in the ass and drive Richard mad, but he would do anything for me,’ and I said it as though it was the first time I’d ever stated this fact.

‘Anyway, how did you two get together? You’ve never told me, not properly,’ Lorna asked, in a more serious manner.

Lorna, out of the three of us, acted like a grown-up woman. She was a stunning-looking woman with chiselled bone structure, but she once said that having hit forty she was too old to pull off the girly thing.

That meant I had three years left to nail the maturity issue.

I slowly chewed on a piece of bread in an attempt to buy some time, while I thought through the best way to explain Richard to Lorna. What she really wanted to know was how I had made the transition from working for him, to shagging him, to living with him.

‘He approached me at the work’s Christmas party,’ I started off nice and easy. ‘I did know he was married.’ There was no point in denying that bit; I think she already knew that much from the way Maddy had always sounded off about it. ‘But he said he wanted me, and that he had wanted me since he saw me training in the gym. That’s why he’d given me a job.’ I was fully aware that it was no excuse, and I felt Maddy’s disapproving blue eyes on me but I ignored her and carried on. ‘I was really attracted to him, it was the ex-RAF pilot thing, plus his brain – he finished the FCII in half the required seven years and still came top in the country, and the fact that he’d built up a business off his own back. Oh…and he did have a very nice red two-seater sports car at the time with cream leather seats, it was gorgeous.’ It would have been daft to deny the lure of a Mercedes SL that was probably worth more than my parents’ house at the time, and there was a playful part of me that wanted to throw it in for Maddy’s benefit.

‘Gold digger…’ Maddy delivered on cue. It was a term we’d thrown at each other many times before, so there was no malice behind her words. She carried on eating – she heard it all before anyway.

‘I suppose that, as an employee, I was slightly in awe of him. It’s that power thing, isn’t it?’ I offered this as both an attempt to defend my weakness and because the things that attracted me to him are the very same things that now make me proud of him. I shifted uncomfortably; I could feel myself shrinking into my chair as though trying to disappear leaving only my voice behind. I hated telling the story because it always made me feel like the scheming bitch from hell. ‘The worse thing is, having a relationship with him, with no commitment, suited me at the time. I was planning to give up my job, return to full-time study, and was sick of relationships getting in the way of plans.’

Although I said ‘relationships’ that was a slight exaggeration – there had been a few men before Richard, but was only really referring to one previously screwed-up relationship that I’d been in when I’d started working for him.

‘I suppose at twenty-two I was naive enough to think that we would have a bit of sexual fun, I’d go off to university and he would stay with his wife. Everyone knows that married men never leave their wives - so no harm done…right? Wroooong! Five per cent do leave their wives.’ I said it as though I was acting as my own prosecution and defence. ‘Anyway, he told me he wanted to leave her – to be with me – so I chose a university where I could commute and still be with him. He did go back to her a couple of times. But anyway the rest is, well just is…’

I had cut my story short – conscious that I was the one doing all the talking, which was unusual for me. I was usually quiet, which was sometimes misconstrued as my being aloof rather than shy – according to Lorna.

Before they could criticise me, I started again; talking about my affair with Richard had reminded me of my recent secret crush on someone. It wasn’t that I’d been thinking much about the man in question anymore, but controlling my feelings over the crush had made me start to think a lot about the only other time in mine and Richard’s history where I had secretly been attracted to someone else and spent several years hiding how I felt. It was life’s events, which helped him simply drift further into my past. He was like the unopened box of chocolates that sits at the back of the cupboard fleetingly popping up on occasions when you’re not even looking for them and, somehow, this box of chocolates had managed to make its way to the front of my cupboard again.

‘Do you know when I worked for Opus on that year placement,’ I said, as a statement, not a question.

‘Opus? Ahhh…the job with the wanker boss – the nightclub owner, the band man – that job?’ Maddy asked with her fork held in the air like a child’s hand raised in a classroom.

‘That’s the one,’ I said.

I’d often told her about Alf; a big fat lump of lard and the most arrogant bloody pig on the planet that I had to work for as part of my degree. I’d been placed in the marketing department, which was situated at the back of one of his clubs, and I still felt claustrophobic when I thought of that drab, windowless office. But, strangely, I had loved the job and the people. It also had the buzz of occasionally meeting a new star, old star or fading star at the bigger events. But there was someone I liked in particular…

‘There was a guy there who I was really attracted to. He was the lead singer of one of the bands that Alf managed. He was from New York.’

My tone was resigned and Lorna’s eyes flashed, while Maddy perched herself in her chair in anticipation of what was about to fall from my mouth next. This was a story that she hadn’t heard before.

The man in question was Anthony Hope, and I’d never uttered his name to either of them or to anyone in recent years for that matter. I was attracted to him from the very first moment I saw him, which had been when I was sitting in the back of one of the company “people carriers” with two other colleagues. We were on our way to a promotional event and he just happened to be walking down the road. The driver pulled over to introduce us all to the new band member. Boyz2Blues, as they were called, were not big time pop stars – they were cover artists and played at various venues up and down the country.

The blacked-out window came down and there he was, standing there like he’d been framed. He probably couldn’t even see me squashed in the middle seat. He was tall, very slim, with good square shoulders and edgy-looking; dressed head-to-toe in black with skinny jeans. I think he had an earring, or male jewellery of some sort. His dark eyes were piercing and his shoulder-length, bobbed hair was tied back in a ponytail. Up until that point I would have always said that I hated men with longer hair; but it looked good on him. He was the opposite of Richard, who had been silver-haired since his twenties and looked distinguished, and he wasn’t like the clean-cut pretty boys – as my mum always called them – that I had always gone for before Richard either.

There was just something about Anthony Hope – he looked like the ultimate bad boy.

‘Go on then,’ Lorna urged.

‘He had plenty of girlfriends – though he did stick with one for a while. But he once had a conversation about me with Richard at one of Alf’s mansion-based parties. I was leaning on one of the French doors in Alf’s kitchen and Richard and Anthony were side-by-side on the terrace; just outside my earshot. But then Richard shouted over to me that Anthony had said he was a lucky man.’ I felt silly even saying that to Maddy and Lorna. ‘Anthony was grinning at me,’ I added.

I remembered grinning back at him, feeling myself falling into one of those prolonged eye-locks, staring into unfulfilled expectation. Even now, all these years on, I recall having to reluctantly pull myself out of it, hoping that Richard didn’t suspect I was attracted to Anthony. I didn’t say it to Maddy and Lorna, but I did remember Richard saying to me: ‘He fancies you. You don’t fancy him do you? He is an attractive guy, I could understand it if you did.’ Richard went on to ask me the same trick question several times that night.

The waitress placed the tray of extra tea we’d ordered onto the table and briefly broke my confession. Lorna started sorting out the milk and sugar and her blonde hair fell forward, hiding her facial expression from my view, which was probably just as well. Then the waitress left.

‘He was grinning at you…so what?’ Maddy asked.

‘I am trying to explain. Anthony used to have to come in and rehearse with the rest of the band a couple of times a week and it was my job to take refreshments to them. I was forever trying to be dismissive of him; trying to kid myself that I didn’t find him attractive…I always ended up tongue-tied when I spoke to him.’

‘You mean you wanted to be tongue-tied with him,’ Maddy said and then laughed with Lorna.

‘Ha, ha…but there was just something about his voice, his smile and the way that he spoke to me that made me melt.’

Maddy nearly choked on her tea.

‘It was like I knew him, yet I didn’t really know anything about him.’ I was conscious that I was sounding really dreamy which was why Maddy was struggling to take me seriously.

But that’s how it was, although I didn’t say it to Lorna and Maddy; for some reason I felt connected to Anthony. He always managed to make me smile.

I also felt protective of him, which was not a role I usually took in relationships.

Most of what I knew about him had been learned from others, but I hated it when people made snide remarks about him. Behind his confident exterior I could see glimpses of someone who seemed lost and not really sure where he was going and yet he also appeared to be a deep, literate, thinker. Occasionally I would see him sitting alone, reading a novel of some sort an hour or so before he was due to start rehearsing. The erudite titles would always catch me by surprise. Maybe my instinct to protect was simply because he’d not long arrived in the UK and was such a long way from home – I didn’t know. Richard certainly didn’t need me to protect him – Richard was the one who made me feel safe, until recently.

I sighed. ‘Anyway since I left the job I’ve no idea what happened to him. I presume his Visa ran out and he went back home. Thing is, because I never got involved with him, I would still want him, even if I saw him today. It’s weird isn’t it, that once you break up with someone you look at them and wonder what attracted you to them in the first place. But with him it will never be like that, because it never got off the ground.’

‘But why?’ Lorna said it as though it should have been the easiest thing in the world to have done back then.

‘There were loads of reasons why I didn’t and couldn’t pursue him, Lorna. He would have hurt me for sure. I think I was always the one he couldn’t have because I was with Richard. If he’d had me at the time, I’m sure I’d have been like the others: dumped and heartbroken. Even in his late twenties, he’d still got a lot of living to do before settling down. It’s all hypothetical anyway, even if he had had a thing for me, he would have moved on and long forgotten me – I was always going to be the loser out of the two of us.’

Maddy and Lorna looked slightly shocked or surprised by my confession – I couldn’t decide which. But they hadn’t seen it coming. With a shake of the head Maddy brought us back to reality.

‘You see, that’s what I mean about Steve and Richard,’ she said in her singsong voice, spoken at her usual higher than average speed. ‘We know that we can trust them and that they’re not going to hurt us; they will always be there for us…I need a cigarette.’

‘I do know what she means though. I think there is the “what if” in everyone’s past,’ Lorna politely defended.

But having had a severe case of verbal diarrhoea, I wasn’t sure the Anthony Hope confession was such a good idea.

At least I’d had the sense to keep my mouth shut about my other crush.






CHAPTER THREE

Blue, our weimaraner was digging around in the soil surrounding the evergreen shrubs. I put my pen down and stared out of the window into the June sunshine; the gaps in the ivory shutters meant that I could see most of the garden and our field beyond. The expanse of mature trees, hawthorn hedges and the sound of birds singing reminded me how lucky we were to live in the English countryside. Our home was a three-storey new build, but it was unusual because of all the land that came with it.

The parasol was still out from Elyse’s third birthday a couple of Sundays ago, and was gently flapping in the breeze. The wooden chairs were still in a state of disarray on the patio area; staring at them reminded me that they needed sanding down again – something I always did because Richard could never be bothered with it. Even the parasol has spun a hole this year which dad said looked like the work of mice.

I called Blue back to the house before he wrecked any more plants then turned my attention to my studies glancing miserably at the pile of accountancy books to my right. This was my new work alternative until I could think of what I did want to do career wise. It wasn’t like I hadn’t done my share of exams in my time either: I already had a performing arts degree and a masters in journalism. To call me lost was probably more accurate than to say that I was well on my way to becoming a professional student, but the mountain of mundane study felt overwhelming as I’d wrongly surmised that getting the first exam out of the way would spur me to knuckle down to the next one.

Facebook was open on the Log In page, but since signing up to the site, I vowed it wouldn’t detract from my studies.

Normally the light, colonial feel of the room made me feel fresh and alive, but it wasn’t working today; instead it felt oppressive and isolating. I contemplated taking a break and doing something else constructive like tidying up, but then glanced around at the vast stone floor, the dining chairs covered in un-ironed shirts, and the dusty paw prints on the leather sofas and changed my mind.

I looked at the time on the laptop; it said 13:01 – that meant I had a good few hours before Richard was home to cram in some decent study. I thought about opening the windows to let a breeze into the garden room but couldn’t think where Richard had moved the tiny keys for the safety locks, so instead I opened the lounge window. While I was in there I plumped up a few cushions on the sofa, another diversion tactic.

Several hours later after being engrossed in my studies I felt warm again and noticed the breeze had stopped filtering through. The time on the laptop said 16:00. That meant the day was past peak heat, so I went to check the lounge window. It was closed again.

I studied the window. It wasn’t possible it could close and the catch be firmly back in place. I opened and closed it several times over as though to prove my theory. If a strong breeze had forced it closed, the long metal catch would still be sticking out.

I looked round the lounge. Blue was on the sofa watching me with intrigue – his head was cocked on one side. I thought back to when we were burgled a few years earlier, the whole reason we’d got a dog, even if he was useless. But this was the opposite way round – back then the burglars had opened the window; not closed it. They didn’t even shut any of the drawers they had gone through. In fact, the house had looked like a poltergeist had been through it at the time.

I checked around downstairs: the TVs were still all in their place and nothing had moved. There was no evidence of burglary or even entry of any sort. I was baffled and ran my hands through my hair, pulling it away from my face and sighed. I called Richard.

‘Have you been back to the house, creeping around and closing the lounge window without telling me?’ I asked.

‘No. I’m on my way back from work and going to get the kids from school like I said I would. Why?’

‘It’s most likely nothing, but I opened the lounge window earlier and now it’s closed.’

‘Perhaps the wind blew it shut.’

‘No. Not possible.’

‘Has the gardener or window cleaner been, or Mick-The-Cleaner, has he done it?’

‘No, of course not – it’s not any of their days to be here, and besides you can’t close the window properly from the outside.’

‘You must have dreamt that you opened it.’

‘I haven’t been to sleep; I’ve been studying all afternoon.’

‘Well I don’t know then.’

‘Me neither, but I can’t see any evidence of anyone being in the house.’ I looked round uneasily as I said it.

‘I’ll be home soon. Relax. I definitely think you’ve fallen asleep and dreamt you opened it. You are studying too much. You could have got over tired.’

He was probably right, I was just being silly. I let him go so he could focus on driving while I walked back in to the lounge for a final look. It was then that I remembered that I also plumped up the cushions after I opened the window. The cushions were still plump.

Despite my initial good intentions with Facebook I noticed that Maddy and I were increasingly substituting texts, for Facebook messages. This morning, whilst still damp from my early shower, I double-checked that she hadn’t posted anything first thing which altered arrangements for meeting up for breakfast. While I was on, I quickly accepted a few more friend requests from old school friends I hadn’t seen in two decades, but I didn’t have time to look at what they’d been up to. It seemed like the whole world had cottoned on to this thing while I’d been oblivious. If it wasn’t for Maddy I’m pretty sure it would still be missing my radar. Considering some of the people who had signed up, it still seemed strange to me that James Darnell and Anthony Hope hadn’t joined as far as I could see.

I switched the laptop off, re-adjusted my towel and headed upstairs to finish getting ready.

The bed was still unmade, and my damp towel soon lay crumpled on the floor, blending into the pale cream carpet. I stood in front of the wardrobes in a dilemma – they were full of clothes but I had nothing to wear. I cursed myself for falling into this so-common female trap. When I was small I would watch Mum get herself in a state over her clothes. I vowed back then that it would be something I would never do as an adult; whatever I put on, I would wear with confidence. Now I wasn’t working I’d got used to not having to think about what to wear: jeans, combats and vest top, hair back and be done with it.

But today I was feeling the pressure to make a little more effort, which had no logic to it either – it was only breakfast, I reminded myself.

I pulled on my high-waisted, straight-leg jeans, grabbed a white shirt and dressed it up with a long sleeveless cardigan; one I’d bought and never worn. I grabbed some matching grey beads and I stood in front of the tall mirror that was fixed to the inside of the wardrobe door. I turned to the left, then right, glanced over my shoulder and concluded it wasn’t working; the look wasn’t me. It worked well with my blondish hair, but it looked smart, too smart as in well-dressed 50-year-old, even when I removed the beads! The problem was the weather – despite the June heat wave, we were back to a cool July.

I know…where’s that little dogtooth, charcoal skirt?

I wanted to get at least one wear out of the cardigan to justify its purchase. I knew that it was in there somewhere. I made my way through the hangers, thinking I really needed to sort my wardrobe out. It seemed ridiculous that we had a bedroom the size of a double garage with fitted wardrobes all down one side and it was still a disorganised mess; but I had things in there from when I was eighteen.

Aaargh that bloody phone, I cursed before picking it up to hear Richard’s voice.

‘The kids went in okay,’ he said chirpily. Richard always did the morning school-run because it was on his way to the office.

‘That’s good…’ I waited for him to explain why he was calling.

‘Don’t you want to talk to me?’ his voice was still calm. Richard’s voice was always calm. He had a quiet, authoritative voice, typical of a barrister or surgeon and perfect for his job. Even in an argument his voice remained quiet but in firm control, whereas as mine always lost it – along with my head.

‘Yes, errr…no – I’m trying to find a skirt,’ I continued, as I rattled through the hangers with the phone balanced against my shoulder. ‘Ha – I’ve found it but I haven’t got time to talk…I’m meeting Maddy in a minute…you know that I am.’

‘Okay, I’ll go then, see you later and…enjoy your breakfast,’ Richard had now gone from calm chirpy to calm dejected.

‘Will do. Thanks, see you later.’

‘Love you.’

‘Yeah, love you too. Bye,’ I said, feeling bad that I’d cut him short. Richard always phoned me, he probably phoned me three or four times a day, always had done. But he was calling now because he was trying to gauge me. A few nights before, he started discussing things that filled me with shear dread. I recalled the tail end of a conversation I’d caught in Maddy’s kitchen recently. It had been between Richard and Lorna’s husband Bruce, but I’d listened in after having a playroom door slammed in my face after the kids’ game of dob had got way out of hand. But he’d said then: ‘Lawyers are still running up ridiculous legal fees for the sixty thousand balance payment for that company we bought back in July, we all lost out, but they still want my blood, and the bank want the hundred grand overdraft paying off; there are still issues with relinquishing the lease on the showroom…they’re all still on my back.’ I knew about the financial bits and pieces, it was the ‘want my blood’ and ‘all still on my back’ that had bothered me. Obviously everything was getting on top of him. But I couldn’t tell him how I felt about his latest suggestion. I certainly didn’t want to start another argument over why he’d bought that second company – what was done, was done.

I still couldn’t get my head around the fact that someone in Richard’s position; working in financial services, had no knowledge of the financial storm that was coming. He had access to insider financial journals that the rest of us don’t get to see. So I knew I was being a bit quiet about it all, and I knew that it was bothering him. But I felt that explaining how I felt was only going to make things worse.

I did one final check on my reflection, with the skirt on I’d gone from fifty, to borderline schoolgirl, but I didn’t think the skirt was too short, not with my knee-high boots. Anyway, I was going to be late, so it had to do. I fluffed up my hair to get some bounce in my bob, then left.

I parked my car in the lay-by that was supposedly for drop-offs only and took my chance on a ticket to save time. St. Byrke-Crale was a tiny picture-postcard tourist trap and most of the residents went back generations. I walked past the quaint gift shops, chocolate shops and boutiques before getting to Gossips that stood right in the heart of our town. The smell of coffee, cakes and fresh pastries hit me the second I opened the tiny door.

I ordered myself some tea, sat at one of the pine tables dressed in white linen. Gossips was slightly old-fashioned, but charming. I slid the wild flowers and china salt ‘n’ pepper pots out of the way and got myself comfortable with an old edition of Heat magazine; the choice of available magazines had always puzzled me on the basis that most of its customers, apart from us two, were elderly or recently retired – which is probably why it was so relaxing. It was free from career-bragging social climbers who were only interested in what people can do for them and every conversation requiring an ego filter.

I sat and waited for Maddy to arrive, desperately trying to prevent my skirt from riding up my thighs and disappearing altogether. When she eventually turned up she said that her morning had been chaotic and as she talked to me her mobile was still firmly clamped to her ear.

Maddy was permanently stressed these days because of her own legal mess. She and Steve were subjected to a dawn raid about a year or so after I met her. But one morning I received a phone call from a clearly distraught Maddy. I thought she was going to say something had happened to Henry, her son. In between sobs, I managed to decipher that she and Steve had both been arrested. She had been released on bail and Steve, twenty-four hours later, was still being questioned.

The day it happened she’d opened her door to be greeted by uniformed police officers with a warrant. I didn’t really understand all the charges, but the police document was about a centimetre thick and listed a load of companies I’d never heard of. It also made references to the Proceeds of Crime Act, fraud, money laundering and frozen assets. Steve had got himself involved with a gang who had all been simultaneously arrested. Maddy and Steve in a state of paranoia even had their house swept to see if any bugs were present.

Even months after the arrest, we still didn’t dare say much in their kitchen because she was convinced that the cooker extractor fan was bugged. But there was still no clear date for a trial. It felt like Maddy’s charges would eventually be dropped and that her arrest just happened so that Steve could not move his assets around.

‘What’s up with you?’ Maddy said, finally letting go of her mobile. Her narrow, heart-shaped face looked more strained than usual and I didn’t really want to burden her with my crap.

‘Nothing,’ the false spring in my voice pinged in my ears and her eyebrows raised – evidence that she heard it ping too.

‘Aargh. Okay! Richard says he’s thinking about retiring,’ I could feel my eyes rapidly welling up. I closed the magazine, placing it back on the side as a means of distracting myself and hiding my expression.

‘I know, he’s told me.’

‘Told you?’

‘Yeah, because he says you won’t talk about it.’

‘I can’t,’ and I headed straight for the sugar packets in the centre of the table, twiddling them through my fingers to avoid meeting her eyes.

‘Why can’t you?’

‘I just can’t.’

‘Of course you can.’

‘I can’t.’ This time I stared at her defiantly but the terrier had its rat, and it was slowly but surely going to torture it, whether it liked it or not! That was the problem, that despite only knowing each other for four years, we had become very close as friends after William and her son Henry became best friends. They were both at the same private school. But Maddy and I pretty much hit it off when we found out that we had both been driving round in our twenties in Mercedes SLK sports cars. But Maddy knew better than anyone else how to work me.

‘All right, I had a crush on James; our Administrator.’

‘Yeah, I know you did.’

‘What do you mean, you know I did, I never told you?’

‘I could tell, the way you just dropped his name into every conversation.’

‘God…this gets worse.’ I felt my face flush.

‘Anyway, what’s that got to do with Richard retiring?’

‘Everything.’

‘Everything? ’

‘All right…if Richard retires, although I’m very much over the James thing and…I didn’t realise he was only twenty-one!’ I’d now gone from stubborn silence to rambling. ‘Anyway…I don’t know if he fancied me, it wasn’t like he could have ever got involved with me, as it would be unprofessional and compromising. He was the oldest-looking 21-year-old I’d come across anyway. He had a girlfriend and was really bright and focused on his exams and career. Most 21-year-olds are out getting hammered all week aren’t they?’

‘Nicole – I don’t really see you running off with a 21-year-old, it was just one of those things and you didn’t do anything did you? Please tell me you didn’t do anything?’

‘Lord no, he’s only a few years older than Richard’s grandson and to be honest I started to think of him as more of a precious gift that made closing the place down easier. But I haven’t really spoken to Richard much since Ilex closed, actually I think our only conversations the last year or so have been about Ilex Drapes, William and Elyse. I can’t talk to him about having a crush on James and I’m scared…’ I could feel my eyes fill again, so I went for the paper napkin as my emotional pendulum forcefully swung back to Richard.

‘Of what?’

‘That if Richard retires he’ll say that he can take over the main childcare role and then I can go back to work full time.’

‘Which is what you want? Don’t you?’

‘Yes…but no. I want to be at work but I want to be the one who is there during school holidays too. But it would mean that Richard would no longer be the Alpha male.’

‘What the fuck do you mean – Alpha male?’

‘Well…I’m scared that if he is at home, and I’m at work, that I’ll be attracted to someone else but in an environment where my emotions won’t be protected by circumstances…as with James. Okay – I am worried that I will fall into having an affair – that’s it, I have said it now.’

On the word ‘affair’ the tears went into freefall down my cheeks. The paper napkin was rapidly disintegrating between my fingers as I thought about the fear of managing to land myself into any more explosive situations.

‘But you can’t be with someone of sixty and expect them to not want to slow down?’

‘I know that. But retiring! That’s a word that takes away the hope. Does that make sense? Being together and building things together gives hope. But retiring – it’s like saying this is our life, and that’s it, we climb no higher – there’s no more fight left and life is about the fight.’

Despite my heightened emotion and tears, I was acutely aware that I was in a tiny confined space surrounded by elderly retired people, who would probably liked to have taken every last bit of strength in their failing limbs and give me a damn good punch.

‘I need a cigarette, let’s get some fresh air,’ Maddy said, whilst texting.

‘Okay, I just need to be a bit careful getting out of this chair, my skirt keeps disappearing.’

‘What? Let’s see?’ and her head dropped under the table.

‘Wow…that is short – hope you’re wearing pants?’

‘Of course, I’m wearing pants!’

I was grateful for fresh air. It would have been better without the cigarette smoke. But I was mostly grateful for being out of earshot of the fellow diners. I gathered myself a little, as I stood looking down at the back-door steps in the tiny stone courtyard. I rocked the sole of my feet against the edge of the step; feeling the pressure against it seemed to help somehow. Maddy inhaled her cigarette and exhaled as she adjusted her Gucci shoulder bag that matched her Gucci ballet pumps. ‘You’re right, you can’t tell Richard – but I know what you mean about hope and building things together.’

‘See, I told you.’

‘But you need to talk to him. There must be a tactful why of explaining how you feel? You don’t have to mention James. So what are you going to do?’

‘What can I do?’ I didn’t mean to be churlish with her – this wasn’t her fault.

‘I don’t know? Do you fancy a browse round the shops instead of breakfast?’

‘I’ll pay for the tea,’ Maddy offered as usual.

‘No…I’ll pay,’ we both hurled notes over the counter.

A few seconds out of the door and Maddy bumped into someone she knew but hadn’t seen for ages. This always happened because she’d lived most of her life here. I was still a stranger to the place and had so far made no attempt to get to know people. I said a polite ‘hello’ and then stood idly kicking my feet against the pavement, waiting for them to finish their small talk. Then a driver in a passing car beeped his horn at me a couple of times.

‘That skirt is way too short,’ said Maddy as she crossed over to me.

‘I know.’

‘I just want to go home.’

‘You promise to talk to him.’

‘I promise,’ I said. Fortunately for me, she’d forgotten to give me a timescale.

My first ever Facebook photo album felt like an achievement worthy of a diploma or at the very least a mention on my CV that I no longer wanted to think about. But I’d spent ages ferreting through old pictures that had been taken in the last decade or so – it had been far more entertaining than my study books. A few days after creating the album, I sat at the laptop flicking through it but stopped when I got to a picture I’d uploaded of Richard. His body looked good on it – strong and powerful. He had always worked hard to stay in shape. The fact he was wearing Speedos on the photo, had left it wide open for abuse from Maddy, Steve and a few other friends who had since left a string of comments, ripping it apart. I looked into Richard’s pale blue eyes on the picture. The fact I’d still not spoken about my fear to him was still sitting heavily on my conscience. A month had now passed since I’d promised Maddy I would raise the subject with him.

I clicked onto some of my other pictures, as a means of blotting it from my mind. There were loads of William and Elyse, a picture of me jumping over a fence on my pony and a graduation picture with my friend Sophie from University, which reminded me of her recent email where she’d managed to drop in the lines: “…you’re a Jack of all trades” her response to my accountancy exams, and “…we need to meet up before we’re both grey.” She would have been innocently clueless that her words were enough to make me want to pull my hair out when I read them. My other graduation photo was of me clutching a six-month-old William.

Making the most of my limited time, I casually browsed through the friends of an old colleague. I was looking to see if I could spot any more familiar faces or names; people were starting to feel like collectable items on the site.

And then I spotted him.

I must have searched around five-hundred Anthony Hope’s on Facebook before and failed to find him…until now. To me, there was only one Anthony Hope in the world, and this was the one. I looked at his tiny profile picture. He was pictured on a sailing boat – part of it was slightly out of focus in the background. Even with his New York Yankees baseball cap on I could see it was him; there was no doubt whose cocky smile I was looking at. I quickly sent a friend request through, and then decided that I’d better send an email because I wasn’t sure whether he knew me by anything other than my nickname – Little N. I sat looking at my screen, and suddenly I’d become electronically tongue-tied as I struggled to think of something appropriate to say. I waved my fingers over the keyboard like I was trying to dry my nails. Somehow it helped me think what to write.

To: Anthony Hope

Always wondered where you went to. Hope you are well…Love Nicole (But you probably remember me as Little N)

And…a few hours later…

Nicole is now friends with Anthony Hope.
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