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Benwell, Newcastle upon Tyne, 1978

‘Look at yersel’! Ye’re such a fuckin’ saddo.’

Jude was standing in the bedroom doorway, her face fixed in a mean sneer. Dawn could see the red freckles on her nose, the pale, ugly eyebrows, the clogged mascara. She wondered for a moment why Jude didn’t paint her eyebrows black, too, to match the lashes. There again, there wasn’t much point. She’d always be hideously ugly whatever she did.

Dawn turned away from her sister and back to the exercise book on the end of her bed. She didn’t have a desk; she had to kneel on the floor.

‘Was the collapse of the Weimar Republic inevitable?’ she read. She picked up the black Biro again and put the end in her mouth. She always did that; it helped her think.

She heard Jude leave her position in the doorway and pad in bare feet across the tatty blue carpet to her side of the room. The thought of Jude’s feet made Dawn feel sick. Jude hardly ever cut her toenails, which were long, yellowish and dirty, with bits of red chipped nail varnish that had been there for months. Dawn didn’t know how Jude’s lover boy could stand them. There again, it wouldn’t be her feet he was after. Dawn didn’t like to think about that, either.

Jude started opening her bedside drawers and banging things around, humming loudly. Dawn wanted to cry. It was so unfair. The essay was due in tomorrow and she’d been enjoying writing it. Mam would be home from work soon, then she and Jude would have to help get the tea, though Jesus knows what they were going to eat. Chips and that disgusting tinned ham again probably.

‘Please, Jude,’ she said, ‘can Ah just finish this?’

Jude stopped banging. Dawn waited for something, more sneers, but nothing came. The silence was almost worse than the humming and banging. It was creepy.

She looked up to see Jude leap from her bed on to Dawn’s and then on to the floor. Jude was still in her school uniform, though she’d taken her tights off and her rolled-up navy-blue skirt was so short that you could see right up her fat white legs to her dirty grey knickers.

Dawn sprang to her feet, whipped her essay away from the end of the bed and hugged it to her chest. ‘Ye nearly trod on me work.’ Her whole face felt hot.

Jude smirked, turned her back and started fiddling with the things on Dawn’s bedside table: her travel clock in the shiny brown case; the little pink flowery porcelain pot in which she kept the two pairs of gold studs that she’d bought with her paper-round money.

Dawn winced. Her bedside table was precious. It was white and plasticky and it wobbled but it was hers, her own private property. Jude had no right to touch it. She kept her diary locked up in the top drawer and her watch, given to her two years ago on her tenth birthday by Nana, in the bottom. ‘Double figures!’ she’d written on the card in big, bold letters. ‘With lots of love to my special girl.’ She’d kept that, too, and the case with ‘TIMEX’ on it that the watch had come in.

Jude had Dawn’s school photo in her hand now and was poking her finger in some of the faces, laughing. ‘Look at the conk on that!’

‘Give me that,’ Dawn said, trying to grab the photo back. But Jude was taller – though Dawn was catching up fast – and held it above her head out of reach.

‘Ahh, little Dawn in her hockey photo,’ Jude teased. ‘At her posh grammar school.’

Dawn jumped on the bed and made another lunge for the photo, but Jude had it behind her back now. Dawn wondered, for a second, why she cared about it so much. She was only in the B-team. But she was so happy when they picked her. It showed that she wasn’t just good at essays, she was OK at sport, too. And she wanted to go on a hockey tour with the other girls. She’d hardly ever been off the estate, let alone out of Newcastle. She wouldn’t tell them that, though.

‘Give it me, ye big fat cow,’ Dawn muttered again. ‘It’s mine.’

‘Ye’re just a stupid little girl with ye stupid little hockey,’ Jude taunted. ‘I’m gonna rip it up.’

Dawn’s head was throbbing, ready to explode. The photo was probably doomed one way or another. She jumped off the bed, reached out and seized two great clumps of her sister’s long, ginger hair and pulled as hard as she could.

‘Bitch,’ Jude shrieked, dropping to the floor and pulling Dawn down with her. Jude was kicking and squirming but Dawn held on tight. She was almost enjoying this.

‘Get off!’ Jude yelled again. ‘I’ll fuckin’ kill ye.’

Dawn couldn’t see the photo. Jude wasn’t using her hands to defend herself so she must be clutching it. She was so hard.

‘I’ll only let go if ye give it me now,’ Dawn screeched, yanking viciously on her sister’s hair again. Good job she’d got Mam’s thick fair mop, not Jude’s pathetic, orange wisps.

Dawn felt a sudden sharp pain. Jude’s foot in her stomach. She fell back, winded. Jude was on top of Dawn immediately, sending her crashing backwards. She started thumping and scratching, her knees digging into Dawn’s sides. Jude was much heavier. Dawn knew that she couldn’t beat her with brute strength alone.

She was on her back beside the bed. She registered the frayed pink base of the bed-frame, which sagged in the middle. There was a gap between it and the floor and she could see the outline of various objects hidden away underneath in the dark.

Anything precious that Dawn couldn’t put in the bedside table went there: her Monopoly board; her shoes for best. If she put them in the small, rickety wardrobe that she shared with Jude they wouldn’t last long.

Jude was straddling her, thumping up and down on her stomach as hard as she could. Her long nails scraped down Dawn’s cheek, making her eyes water. She snapped them shut in case Jude decided to gouge them out; she wouldn’t put it past her.

Dawn was hurting so much that she could hardly feel it any more. She wondered if she was going to die. She managed to pull her left arm out from underneath Jude’s right leg without her noticing and slid her hand under the bed, reaching round until her fingers felt something rubbery: the end of her hockey stick?

‘I hate ye,’ Jude was saying. ‘I’ll always hate ye. Ye think ye’re so fuckin’ clever but ye’re not. Ye’re so ugly no lad’ll ever want to shag ye. Ye’ll never get a job neither. Ye’ll end up cleaning toilets just like me mam.’

Dawn inched her fingers along the stick until they felt wood. Then she managed to drag the whole thing towards her so that it was close enough for her to lever it round in an arc until it was lying beside her.

Dawn’s head was pounding and she was gasping for breath. She squeezed her eyes open and registered Jude’s pink, sweaty neck, her heavy, jutting jaw as she bounced up and down. Dawn managed to raise her head a couple of inches off the floor and the second that Jude looked down she spat as hard as she could. Bingo! The spit landed on Jude’s cheek and dribbled down, leaving a disgusting foamy trail.

Now she’d be for it.

Jude’s eyes flashed. ‘Ye’ll be sorry for that.’ She grabbed Dawn’s head in both hands and banged it up and down, up and down on the carpet. Dawn wanted to be sick. She knew she had to get out fast or Jude probably would kill her.

Still clutching the hockey stick, she mustered just enough strength to wriggle on to her side, knocking Jude off balance. Jude toppled sideways, hitting her head on the bed, and lay sprawled on the floor for a second, her skirt up round her middle, her revolting fat stomach spilling all over.

But she rallied surprisingly quickly. She twisted, put her hands on the floor and started to pick herself up. Dawn could see the photo underneath her, all crumpled and torn. She didn’t have much time. She sprang to her feet, picked up the hockey stick in both hands and brought it down on Jude’s body with all her force.

One, two, three. Jude screamed, curling into a little ball, pulling her arms up to protect her head. Dawn wanted to laugh. She felt so good, mighty, powerful. Made a change.

She took a step forward, closed her eyes tight and brought the stick down again: one, two, three. It made a dull thudding noise. Jude deserved it.

Dawn lost count of the number of times she struck. When her arms started aching she stopped and opened her eyes. Jude was no longer screaming and thrashing around. Good, it had obviously hurt. Dawn paused, took a step forward and then hit one more time without looking. ‘One for luck.’

There was a funny sound, a sort of gurgle, like bath water going down the plughole, then a sigh. Dawn dropped the stick and looked down. Jude was lying on her side now, her eyes staring, her hair spread around her in a knotty orange mess, her mouth open. Something seemed to be oozing from the side of her head and nose on to the tatty blue carpet. Blood?

Me mam’s gonna kill us.

Dawn squatted down. ‘Jude?’ There was no reply.

She gave her sister a shake. ‘Jude? Stop funning, will ye? We’re gonna have to clear this lot up quick before me mam gets back. We’ll get wrong...’

Jude’s shoulder looked a bit weird, sort of wonky. And her ear was bleeding. Dawn sat back. She needed to think about this.

She noticed the frayed edges of the carpet round the scuffed skirting board and the faded brown duvet cover, all rumpled and falling off the end of the bed. She saw the dirty cream walls with stickers and crayon marks on them and the ends of the thin, pale pink curtains fluttering in the summer breeze where the window was open.

All these familiar things. The room seemed so quiet.

Her hands reached up to her mouth. She jumped, startled. Someone was screaming, shattering the silence. It was a high-pitched scream. The hairs on her arms prickled, but she didn’t know where it was coming from. Not from Jude. She was sleeping.

There were noises outside the window. Voices. A key turning in the lock: Mam getting back from work; people coming upstairs.

‘Oh my God!’ someone shouted. It was a man. The screaming went on, boring into her unconscious, making her brain hurt. The hockey stick was still on the floor beside her. She looked at her hands, stared at them. They were covered in blood.

Then Dawn realised she was the one screaming, saying the same thing over and over again: ‘I didn’t mean to, honest to God, I didn’t mean to.’

What was she talking about?

Then there were hands on her. Someone was lifting her up.

‘Call an ambulance... get the coppers.’

Who were these people? What were they doing? Everything was weird.

Someone was carrying her downstairs into a car. It wasn’t Mam. She wanted Mam. Where was she?

Then she blacked out.


Chapter Two


[image: Image]


London Borough of Richmond upon Thames. Present day

‘“The handsome face of Spiculus, turned brown by the sun, moved closer to hers. Cornelia had an overpowering urge to run her fingers through his thick, dark locks. His lips were dangling there, like ripe cherries...”’

There was a cough. Evie stopped reading and looked up from the page. She sighed. There was an unwritten rule that no one should speak until whoever was reading out loud had finished. But this was the third interruption in as many minutes.

‘Did you want to say something else, Pamela?’ Evie asked. It came out slightly more sharply than she’d intended. After all, the whole idea of the writing group was that it was supposed to be friendly and collaborative, not confrontational: the last thing Evie wanted was to get into an argument, and with Pamela of all people.

Pamela, who was sitting up ramrod straight in the front row, nodded. The half-moon glasses slid down her long thin nose a little further. Evie hoped they’d drop off.

‘Do lips really dangle?’ Pamela enquired. She made it sound like an innocent enough question but the expression on her face gave her away: she was smug, no doubt about it, delighted to have found fault. She really didn’t have the right attitude.

‘And why on earth don’t you say hair rather than locks?’ Pamela went on. ‘Nobody says locks in real life.’ She scanned the rest of the group for approval.

The ten or so others sitting in front of Evie glanced at their feet, embarrassed. Several cleared their throats.

At last Tristram raised a hand. ‘Let, erm, er...’

‘Evie,’ someone stage whispered.

I’ve only been coming here for four years.

‘Evie, of course,’ Tristram continued, straightening his tie. ‘Let Evie finish, please.’

Pamela sniffed.

Tristram was self-appointed chairman of the St Barnabas’s Creative Writing Group, so called because of the church hall where they met each month. But members didn’t hold him in particularly high regard.

For a start, he was forever going on about the army and his old boarding school, wasting valuable time. And being rather hard of hearing, he tended to get the wrong end of the stick, too. At least he’d had the good sense to intervene now, though. It was really bad manners of Pamela to have jumped in like that. She should have waited till the end.

Evie felt crushed. She couldn’t help it. She was trying so hard to finish The Roman’s Wife, her historical romance. It wasn’t coming easily to her and she knew that she was making a lot of mistakes. But it was her dream to get published one day and, let’s face it, we all have to dream.

The only person whose writing Pamela seemed to have any respect for at all was Becca, and Becca already had a high-powered job. Writing was just a hobby to her. It really wasn’t fair.

Evie looked down at the page again and tried to find the spot where she’d left off. Suddenly a voice piped up from the back of the hall: ‘Well, I think “lips dangling like ripe cherries” is rather a nice, sensual image.’

It was Nic, confident, outspoken Nic, who could always be relied on to leap to Evie’s rescue at moments like this. Evie peered over Pamela’s stiff helmet of grey hair into the rows beyond and smiled at her friend.

Nic beamed back and did a furtive thumbs up. But Pamela had the bit between her teeth and would not be constrained. She gave a bitter little smile.

‘It’s, ahem, a bit of a cliché though, isn’t it?’ she said.

Evie saw Nic look down at her lap and start to flick furiously through a book. ‘Hold on a moment,’ she said, her blond bob quivering. ‘Here we are. It says in my dictionary that a cliché is “a phrase or word that’s lost its original effectiveness or power from overuse”. Well, how often do people talk or write about lips dangling like ripe cherries?’

There was silence.

‘Precisely,’ Nic said triumphantly. ‘So I think Evie’s perfectly justified in choosing the simile, even if you may have heard it once or twice before.’

Pamela’s lips pursed, her mouth set in a thin, jagged line. Evie found herself wondering for a moment if she’d ever kissed anyone, really kissed them – a proper snog. She guessed not. There was nothing ripe and cherry-like about Pamela’s lips. In fact she didn’t really have any.

Neil, now, was a different matter. He knew how to kiss. His kisses were sexier even than making love. But when was the last time he’d kissed her? She scrabbled around her mind, like someone desperate to recall the blurred face of a long-dead loved one.

But Neil wasn’t dead. Oh no. He was giving all his kisses to someone else. Evie felt a stab of misery. She straightened up, pulled down her shoulders, forced herself back to the present. No point dwelling on that. She must look forward to the future. Everyone said so.

‘Shall I continue?’

Tristram waved his hand grandly. ‘Of course, of course.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘Good Lord, you’d better get a move on, too. It’s half past nine. When I was at boarding school it was lights out at half past nine every night even in the sixth form. Of course we all read under the blankets until Matron came and smacked our bottoms and confiscated our torches.’

No one laughed.

Carol, a woman in the second row who was probably in her late fifties, clicked her tongue. ‘He’s such a bore, isn’t he?’ she said loudly, flicking her straggly, shoulder-length grey hair off her face. Tristram didn’t seem to hear.

Pamela scraped back her chair theatrically and turned away from Carol. The two women must be of a similar age, Evie guessed, but they could hardly be more different. While Pamela was outwardly genteel and damned only in snide, veiled terms, Carol had a wild, anarchic, tell-it-as-it-is streak.

She was quite batty, of course. She rode her bicycle in all weathers and wore ancient cardies covered in cat hair. There was always a faint whiff of something about her, too – cat pee? Evie didn’t like to think about it.

Pamela, on the other hand, favoured neat slacks and twinsets and never had a hair out of place. She smelled of Yardley Lily of the Valley eau de toilette spray. She could scarcely bring herself even to look at Carol, let alone speak to her, and made no secret of the fact that she thought her a fool. But Evie rather liked Carol. She was eccentric but there was also something deep about her.

Evie caught Nic’s eye and found herself starting to giggle. She sucked in her cheeks. She was aware of a few other titters coming from different parts of the room, like the beginnings of a Mexican wave.

Carol, picking up on the atmosphere, threw back her head and roared with laughter herself. ‘It’s all right,’ she snorted, showing off a set of yellowy, stained teeth, ‘the old fool’s deaf as a post.’

‘God, I need a drink,’ Nic whispered as she, Evie and Becca pushed open the heavy wooden doors of the church hall and stepped out into the night.

‘Me too,’ Evie agreed. ‘I’m sorry but I loathe Pamela. She’s a mean cow. It’s not as if she’s God’s gift to writing either. She’s got such a gloomy outlook on life. Her writing makes me want to slit my wrists.’

‘I know,’ Nic agreed. ‘But don’t let her get to you. You just keep at it. I love the way you describe how Neil – er, sorry, Spiculus the gladiator is suddenly seeing your heroine in a totally different light. It’s as if he’d never looked at her – really looked – before.’

Evie pretended not to notice Nic’s slip of the tongue. It’s true, she did find herself thinking of her husband whenever she described Spiculus, Cornelia’s dishy love interest. But she’d tried to make them different. For instance, Neil had dark-brown hair while Spiculus’s was black. And the novel was set in Rome in 60 BC, for heaven’s sake, not London suburbia.

She hugged her cardigan around her. It was only September, but the evenings were getting chilly.

‘Hey, gurrrls!’

The women swung round. It was Russell, another member of the writer’s group. Russell was small and slight, with pale skin, longish, thinning black hair and a wicked sense of humour. He had written several rather difficult literary novels, all unpublished.

‘Going for a beverage?’ he asked, starting to unpadlock his bike, which he’d chained to a bike rack just beyond the church hall.

Evie smiled. ‘Fancy coming?’

Russell shook his head. ‘Nah, I should get back.’

‘How’s the job?’ Evie enquired. ‘Any interesting tales to tell us?’

Russell worked in a genito-urinary clinic or, as he preferred to put it, he was a ‘willy-and-fanny doctor’. He could be deliciously indiscreet.

‘Wee-ell,’ he said, cocking his head on one side and fastening his helmet. ‘We had a newly pregnant woman and her husband in the other day. They were terribly worried because he’d lost his wedding ring in an awkward place and they were afraid it might strangle the baby.’

Evie squealed. ‘So what did you do?’

Russell grinned. ‘Oh, I just fished around a bit and got it out. It wasn’t difficult. Then I gave them a quick anatomy lesson and showed the husband how to do it himself next time. Bob’s your uncle!’

Nic guffawed. She had a surprisingly loud, dirty laugh for someone so small; she was only about five feet three and tiny with it, like a sparrow. ‘God, how embarrassing. Don’t you find it embarrassing when people do things like that?’

Russell shrugged. ‘I’m used to it. I’ll tell you about the bloke with the penile piercings next time – if you’re good.’

‘Oooh, yes,’ Becca giggled. ‘Where exactly—?’

Russell put his hand up. ‘Gotta shoot.’ He swung a canvas bag over his shoulder and climbed on his bike.

‘See you next month,’ Evie called out as he pedalled off down the street. ‘Lovely man,’ she went on, turning to the others. ‘What a job, though. Wouldn’t suit me. Shall we go to the Swan? It’s not exactly glamorous but at least you can get a seat.’

‘Good idea,’ Becca replied, in that rather precise way that she had of talking, as if she were reciting lines. ‘Don’t let me stay too long, though. I’ve got a plane to catch in the morning. I’m hoping to clinch a multi-million-pound deal with a company in San Francisco.’

Evie whistled. Why wasn’t she clinching multi-million-pound deals rather than fretting about how she was going to pay the gas bill?

Something had definitely gone wrong somewhere.


Chapter Three
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The women strolled along the main road in the direction of the station before turning left down a narrow, cobbled side road which led to the River Thames. The pub, about halfway down, was set back slightly from the other buildings and had an old-fashioned-looking sign with a painted swan outside.

Inside there was just one dimly lit room and a few elderly men were propped up on bar stools in the corner. They looked up and stared when Becca, Nic and Evie strode in.

‘God, you’d think they’d never seen a woman in here before,’ Nic whispered.

Becca smirked. ‘Praps they think we should all be at home washing the dishes and ironing shirts.’

Evie grinned up at her. At five feet ten, Becca was by far the tallest of the group. She had long, slim arms and legs but she wasn’t model-perfect. She was a typical English pear, with a small bust and wider hips that she tended to disguise by wearing long jackets. She was very attractive, though, rangy, with a long, thin face that was interesting rather than beautiful, and a surprisingly small, upturned nose.

‘Ironing, what’s that?’ Evie quipped.

‘Evening, ladies, what can I get you?’ The young barman gave them a pleasant smile.

Nic pushed forward. ‘Red or white?’ she asked, turning to the others.

‘White,’ they chorused.

‘A bottle of Pinot Grigio,’ Nic said with an air of authority. ‘Actually, make that two.’

Evie started to protest. ‘We’ll never—’

‘It’ll be last orders soon,’ Nic interrupted, pointing to the large square silver watch on her thin wrist. ‘They’ll stop serving.’

They sat round a wooden table near the fireplace. Nic filled three glasses nearly to the brim and smiled. ‘I’m quite relieved there wasn’t time for me to read what I’d written. I dread to think what Pamela would have made of my paltry offerings.’

Evie took a sip of wine. ‘How’s it coming on?’

Nic grimaced. ‘I reckon it’s the most unthrilling thriller ever. I read the first few chapters again the other night and decided it was a pile of poo.’

Becca put her glass down. ‘Don’t be so hard on yourself, I’m sure it’s not.’ She smiled. ‘You should let Evie and me take a look sometime. We’ll give you constructive feedback.’

Nic shook her head. ‘Thanks, but to be honest I’ve really not made much progress. For some reason I keep fannying around, finding other things to do and not getting down to it. I’ve started going for runs in the park and taking loads of time out for swims and walks with the dog. Dizzy’s exhausted and the pair of us have never been fitter but the book’s just languishing.’

Evie laughed, revealing a big gap between her front teeth. ‘I know what you mean. It is hard to get down to it even though once I’ve cleared the decks and made space in my mind to write, I absolutely love it. But hey, running sounds fab. I wish I could join you but my stupid boobs would get in the way.’

Evie glanced down at her ample chest. She was a 34DD. Neil had never complained but to her, they were the enemy. She’d always envied women like Nic and Becca who could wear T-shirts in the summer and strappy little dresses with no bra and look so free and chic.

Becca shook her head. ‘Honestly, Evie, all you need is a good sports bra.’

‘Too right,’ Nic chipped in. ‘I wear two – and a support top as well. Workmen used to shout “they’re bouncing well” even though I’m not exactly voluptuous. Not any more.’ She leaned forward, glancing left and right to make sure that no one else was listening. ‘Guess what?’

Evie and Becca bent over, too; their three heads were practically touching.

‘I’ve had Botox,’ Nic whispered conspiratorially.

Evie stared. ‘You haven’t?’

‘No!’ said Becca rather loudly. Nic’s glare made her wince. ‘Sorry.’

Nic nodded. ‘I’m surprised you haven’t noticed. It’s not like either of you to miss a trick. There’s this woman who does it really cheaply. She’s a trained nurse – I think. I couldn’t resist.’

Evie frowned. Cheap Botox didn’t sound great. ‘Where did you have it done?’

‘Ealing.’

‘No, you moron, I mean where on your face?’

‘Oh.’ Nic pushed her blond fringe up. ‘Here... and here... and here,’ she said, pointing to her forehead, the gap between her pale eyebrows and her crow’s feet, except that she didn’t have any and her forehead looked baby smooth.

‘Hmmm,’ said Evie disapprovingly. ‘You didn’t need it. It’s injecting poison into you. Gross.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘What does it feel like?’

Nic thought for a moment. ‘Well’ – she put her elbows on the table and cupped her chin in her hands – ‘I like the fact that the lines have gone but I can’t move my forehead at all.’ She tried to frown, by way of demonstration, but nothing budged.

Evie giggled. ‘That must feel weird.’ She and Becca practised wrinkling their foreheads a few times to check that their muscles were in good working order.

‘And there’s another thing,’ said Nic. She looked embarrassed. ‘One eyebrow seems to be higher than the other.’

‘What?’ said Becca and Evie in unison. They peered at Nic more closely.

‘Look,’ she said, indicating. Her left eyebrow did, indeed, seem to have a more pronounced arch than the other.

Evie snorted; she couldn’t help herself. ‘It doesn’t show,’ she lied.

Nic glowered. ‘Oh yes it does. And I’ll have to wait three months now for it to wear off.’

‘Good job you’ve got a fringe,’ Becca said seriously.

‘You could always try covering one of your eyebrows up with foundation and painting a new one on to match the other,’ Evie said helpfully.

‘Or just shaving them both off and starting again,’ Becca added.

Nic shot them a look. Her lips had gone very thin and slot-like.

‘Er, how’s your journalism going?’ Evie asked, changing the subject quickly.

Nic’s shoulders relaxed. The others took a deep breath. ‘I’m stuck doing a piece on the best potties for Mums magazine at the moment.’ She managed to raise her eyes ceilingwards despite the frozen forehead. ‘I do get some turkeys.’

Becca frowned, lifted her eyebrows and frowned again, just to be certain. ‘Best potties?’ she said. ‘Why don’t you tout yourself round, try to write for some different publications? Now that Dominic is older you must be fed up with writing about toddlers.’

Nic took a slug of wine and topped everyone up. Evie admired the coloured bangles around her wrists that jangled when she moved.

‘It’s all right for you’ – Nic shrugged – ‘you’re so dynamic. If you want something, you just go for it. But I’m no good at freelancing. I hate having to hustle for work. Mums gives me lots of features and I can practically do them standing on my head so it makes sense for me to stick with them. Anything for an easy life.’

Evie glanced at Becca, who looked irritated. She knew why. Becca was a ‘can do’ person who had no patience with defeatism. Becca opened her mouth to tick Nic off, but closed it again. Evie took a deep breath. She wasn’t satisfied with Nic’s explanation either but the conversation was moving on.

‘Talking of potties,’ Becca said, ‘Tom insisted on throwing out James’s old buggy the other day. It was getting in the way of his golf clubs. It made me feel quite sad. I realise how little I took James out in it.’

‘But you had weekends with him when you weren’t working,’ Nic insisted. ‘You shouldn’t feel guilty.’

Becca sighed. ‘I know, but I do.’

Evie suddenly felt her eyes filling with tears. They’d been doing that a lot recently. ‘God, it’s so difficult,’ she sighed. ‘Here am I not doing much work and feeling guilty that I don’t bring in more money and that I’m a bad example to my kids, while you’ve got an amazing job and you’re fretting away about neglecting yours. Why can’t we get it right?’

Becca shrugged. ‘Don’t ask me. But I wouldn’t call it an amazing job. It pays well but they buy you body and soul.’ She thought of something. ‘That reminds me. I’ve got this colleague at work, Moira, whose daughter’s getting married. I told her you designed wedding dresses. Shall I give her your number?’ Her eyes were shining.

Evie made a face. ‘I don’t know. Thanks for thinking of me but I’ve already got a dress on the go. I’m not sure I can take on anything else right now.’

Becca tipped her head on one side and looked at her friend closely. ‘But I thought you wanted more work?’

Evie groaned. ‘I do – and I don’t. I’m so confused. To be honest I’d bite somebody’s hand off to go back into a job instead of working for myself. I like being around people. I miss the stimulation so much. But I’ve been out of the fashion world so long, I’ve lost confidence. Besides, the kids have been through so much, I couldn’t go waltzing off to work and leaving them.’

She ran a finger round the rim of her glass. ‘I’d love to set up my own shop, but it’s such a gamble and you need capital. And then I think, What on earth am I saying when I can’t even cope with having more than one dress to make at the same time? I must be mad.’

‘Stop agonising and just get on with it,’ Becca said. ‘Being negative will get you nowhere.’

She sounded sharp. Evie bit her lip.

Becca must have noticed. ‘Things still hard with Neil?’ she asked more gently.

Evie tried to smile. ‘Ish.’

Nic topped up her glass again. ‘It’ll get easier but it’s going to take time. Is he still dropping round a lot?’

Evie nodded. ‘Almost every day. I don’t know which is worse: the days when I see him or the days when I don’t.’

Nic pulled a face. ‘I’d like to strangle him, Evie, really I would.’

Becca rummaged in her handbag, took a hankie out and blew her nose. ‘I’ve got a cold coming.’

Evie noticed her hair. It had been blow-dried completely smooth. ‘You’ve been to the hairdresser’s.’ Becca was always having her hair done.

‘You’re observant,’ she said. ‘I nipped out at lunchtime.’

‘Nice,’ Evie fibbed. She hated Becca’s hair. It was thick, straight and nearly black – to match her perfectly arched eyebrows – and parted rather severely at the side. It didn’t do her justice. It was obviously dyed and looked so unnatural against her pale skin.

Evie had wanted to say something for ages, ever since the three had met at ante-natal classes nearly ten years ago when they were expecting their boys, but she’d never dared.

Maybe the wine was giving her courage. ‘Have you ever thought of trying a slightly lighter shade?’ she asked tentatively. ‘I’ve always thought you’d suit light brown, or even—’

‘I agree!’ Nic chipped in rather too eagerly. ‘What colour are you really? I imagine...’

Becca’s look stopped them both in their tracks. She could do that. ‘I like this colour.’

Evie swallowed. ‘Of course, it’s lovely.’

‘Yes, lovely,’ echoed Nic.

The bell rang, punching a hole in the awkward silence.

‘Time, please,’ the barman called.

Becca rose.

Nic squealed. ‘Look, we’ve left nearly a whole bottle of wine. What a waste!’

‘You paid for it, you take it,’ Evie insisted, picking the bottle up and passing it to Nic. ‘It’s a screw top. You and Alan have it.’

Nic winked. ‘If you insist.’

‘Mind how you go, ladies,’ one of the men shouted after them.

Nic turned and shot them one of her most dazzling grins.

She’s so gorgeous, Evie thought, and she really doesn’t know it.

She and her friends wandered out into the night.


Chapter Four
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Evie fiddled with the front-door key, gently nudging it in and out of the lock trying to find the right position. Damn. It was playing up again. What if this time it had properly broken and she couldn’t get in? At least the children were home but she didn’t want to ring the bell and wake them.

Finally, after more twisting and turning, the key slid into its appointed grooves and the door creaked open. Evie found herself thinking for the umpteenth time that she really must get someone to fix the mechanism.

The overhead lamp in the hall cast a dingy glow. It was a lovely, wide hall with a high ceiling and elaborate cornicing, but the unflattering light seemed to emphasise all the bad bits. The wooden floor had long since lost its polished sheen and was now scuffed and worn, and there were dirty marks on the walls.

Evie’s eyes fell on the thin crack, running almost from ceiling to floor, on the left-hand wall by the mirror. She couldn’t help herself. There was a new sheet of plain paper over the crack in a nondescript, off-white. You could tell it was new because the paint was brighter and cleaner than the rest. It was obvious that it had been slapped on to try to hide what was behind. Only it hadn’t worked. The crack had come through again.

It depressed Evie. She remembered how worried she’d been when the crack had first appeared, fearing subsidence or some other major problem. She’d begged Neil to investigate, or at least to let her pay someone to do so, but he’d refused, insisting he’d do it himself – when he had time.

Eventually, fed up with her nagging, he’d gone out one Saturday morning and bought a roll of wallpaper and some glue from a DIY shop. It had taken him about half an hour to plonk a sheet over the crack and another half-hour to paint it. The paper looked dreadful, all bobbly. A botched job. And he knew it. Evie was upset, she’d have to live with that, but Neil really didn’t care.

‘Do it yourself if you don’t like it,’ he’d snapped.

Well, the penny had finally dropped. It had taken her all those months to face up to the truth and now it was staring her right in the face: he didn’t care about the house because he didn’t love her any more. She’d tried so hard to ignore the signs: the bad temper, the never wanting to go out with her on their own, the longer and longer working hours, the turning away from her at night.

It was several months more, however, before he’d sat her down on the shabby sofa in the sitting room and told her that he’d fallen for someone else. The way he’d spoken, you’d honestly have thought that it was her fault.

‘We’ve got nothing to talk about any more,’ he’d said, refusing to meet her gaze. ‘You’re so wrapped up in the children, whereas Helen has an interesting career and really understands my work.’

Helen, of course, had every reason to understand his work, being a nurse at the hospital where he was a consultant obstetrician and gynaecologist. She was also twenty-five, childless and beautiful. Neil had always liked beautiful women.

Ironically, he was the one who’d persuaded Evie to give up her job thirteen years ago when she had Freya. He’d said that she could always go back to designing and making wedding dresses when the children were older.

Evie felt a painful lump in her throat. She tried to swallow it down. It was so cruel. She felt washed up, discarded like an old shoe.

She dropped her keys on the hall table and caught sight of the white envelope, still unopened, addressed to Mr Neil Freestone. She must remember to give it to him next time he dropped by. Tomorrow, probably.

She tugged off her coat and threw it over the banisters. Kicked off her shoes too, and left them there in an untidy pile along with the others. At least she had Nic and Becca – and the children, of course. He couldn’t take them away from her. She swung round, glanced at herself in the mirror and smoothed down her fair hair, which had been blown out of place by the wind. She wasn’t bad-looking, really. But her eyes were sad.

She felt the tears welling again and bit her lip. If she could only hate him. Then it would be easier. Instead, she hated herself for hoping like some stupid, lovestruck fool that he’d change his mind. She stuck her tongue out at her reflection and turned away. She was tired, that’s all. She needed to sleep. She’d feel better after a good sleep.

There was no sound from upstairs, which was a relief. Michael was supposed to go to bed at 9 p.m. on weekdays and Freya no later than ten, but when Evie went to check on her she was often awake still, chatting to her friends on the computer. No wonder she found it so hard to get up in the mornings.

Evie didn’t like leaving Freya to babysit – she’d only just turned thirteen – but there wasn’t a lot of choice. Money was tight now. It was either that or not go out.

She tiptoed into the kitchen and turned on the light. That empty feeling in the pit of her stomach had returned: a strange, gnawing sensation. It wasn’t hunger but she needed to fill it. She opened the fridge and peered inside. There were yoghurts, milk, cheese and a piece of old quiche on a plate covered in clingfilm.

She pulled out the quiche and took a bite. It was so cold that it hurt her teeth and the cheese tasted sharp. She pulled a face, wrapped the clingfilm back over the plate and shoved it in the fridge again.

She got a glass of water, turned out the light and padded upstairs, past the hole in the wall made by Michael’s cricket ball. Seven years they’d lived in this house and how long had the hole been there – five? She’d had such big plans when they’d moved in, too. It was her dream home: Victorian, with six big bedrooms and a large, south-facing garden. But it had needed a lot of work even before the kids had given it a battering and Neil hadn’t been prepared to pay.

Evie shivered. She’d felt so angry and frustrated. She simply hadn’t been able to understand his attitude. What a fool! It was all so clear now she knew that he’d started seeing someone else and didn’t know how much longer he’d be around. She felt herself sway slightly. She closed her eyes and steadied herself on the handrail.

The bathroom door was open on the first floor and the light was on. Someone had left a wet towel on the lino. She bent down to pick it up. There was scum around the bath, too, and hairs on the soap in the sink. She put the soap on the edge of the bath and brushed her teeth quickly. She’d do a big clean-up tomorrow.

Across the landing, Freya’s room was in darkness. Evie poked her head round the door and waited until she could hear her daughter’s soft breathing, in and out, in and out. She felt a rush of love – her big girl. Freya was such a support, always asking if she was OK. Evie pulled the door to gently.

Michael, in the next room, had left his radio playing quietly. For company, probably. Even at nine years old he still didn’t like it when his mother went out. She tiptoed in and turned the music off, taking care not to wake him either.

Evie went up another small flight of steps to the third floor in the attic and her heart gave a little skip as she entered her own bedroom. It was the one place that she’d managed to decorate before Neil left and it was gorgeous: her haven. She’d chosen a thick, coffee-coloured carpet and a queen-size bed with a squishy brown suede headboard that was really comfortable to lean against when she was reading.

There were full-length, cream silk curtains across the bay window with a motif of trellis and classical vases overflowing with flowers. She’d taken ages choosing that curtain fabric. It had cost a fortune but it was just right – cool and elegant without being boring. And she’d gone for lots of silk scatter cushions in different greys, browns and creams.

The rest of the ramshackle house made Evie’s head ache, but her bedroom felt peaceful and soothing. The only problem was that Neil was no longer there to share it with her.

She slipped off her clothes, dropped them on the dumpy little armchair in the corner and pulled on her white cotton nightie. Then she climbed into bed and grabbed the phone beside her. She knew the number off by heart.

A deep, throaty voice answered immediately: ‘Zelda speakin’.’ She didn’t sound surprised even though it was midnight.

‘Hi Zelda, it’s Evie, Evie Freestone.’

There was a pause.

‘I hope it’s not too late?’

Evie heard the sound of a match being lit. Another pause. She knew Zelda smoked. She waited.

‘Of course not, darlin’,’ the voice came back at last. Zelda had a distinct cockney twang. Evie could almost smell the tobacco smoke wafting through the handset. ‘What can I do for you?’

Evie badly wanted to pour her heart out but she didn’t know where to begin. ‘I’ve just come home from an evening out with friends,’ she started. ‘We went to a meeting then for a drink...’

Tears started to well in her eyes again and trickle down the back of her throat, making her splutter. She couldn’t finish. She hadn’t expected this; she hadn’t realised quite how upset she felt.

Zelda made a cooing noise. ‘There, there,’ she said huskily. ‘You had a nice evenin’ out and now you’ve got back to an empty house?’

‘Yes,’ Evie whispered. ‘Well, the children are asleep. I feel so lonely. I miss Neil so much. I don’t know what to do.’ The last words came out as a sort of wail. She reached for a tissue and blew her nose. There was a box to hand at the side of the bed.

‘Come now,’ Zelda said softly. ‘No need to cry. Would you like me to do a readin’?’

Evie felt her spirits lift. ‘Yes please. I could do with some good news.’

‘Shall I put it on yer usual card?’

Evie didn’t like to think what this would cost. At £1.50 a minute it wasn’t cheap. She’d already spent a fortune on Zelda but she was worth every penny.

‘Now close yer eyes,’ Zelda went on, ‘and concentrate very carefully while I make a connection.’

Evie sank back on the pillows and did as she was told. It was such a relief to put herself in someone else’s hands, not to have to think for herself.

‘Ah yes,’ Zelda said at last, ‘I can see why you’re upset. Someone wasn’t very kind to you today?’

Evie gulped. ‘No.’ She waited, ears pricked, for more.

‘A woman?’ Zelda asked.

‘Yes.’

‘An older woman – with glasses? I think I can see glasses.’

‘Yes,’ Evie repeated. ‘Pamela, that’s her name. She was horrible to me at my writing group. Picked my work apart.’

Zelda tutted. ‘Stay away from her, sweet’art,’ she warned, ‘she’s a negative influence. She has a bad aura. You must surround yourself only with positive people who’ll make you feel better, who’ll help you heal.’

Evie breathed in deeply and clasped the phone tighter to her ear. Zelda was so perceptive. She was always right. Pamela was no good for her. She took a deep breath. ‘What about the future?’ she whispered. ‘Can you see... will Neil ever come back?’

She had butterflies in her stomach. Was she making a mistake – pushing Zelda too far?

Zelda was silent for a few moments. It felt like an eternity. ‘No, darlin’,’ she said finally. ‘I’ve told you before.’

Evie’s brain started to swim. That sounded so definite. Surely there was some hope?

‘But you will meet someone else,’ Zelda went on. ‘Someone who’ll be better for you, a healin’ influence.’

Evie was surprised. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Quite sure. I can see him now. He’s travelled a lot, some sort of explorer perhaps.’

Evie was intrigued. ‘What does he look like?’

Zelda paused. ‘I can see quite a lot of hair, broad shoulders. He’s tall, yes, and good-lookin’.’

‘When will I meet him?’

‘Quite soon. In the next twelve months or so.’

Twelve months? That seemed a long time to wait. ‘Does he have children?’ It was unlikely that she’d meet someone without children at her age. Whoever it was would be bound to have a past.

Zelda made a sucking-in sound. She was having another drag. Evie was sitting straight up in bed now, all agog.

‘I can’t be certain, darlin’,’ Zelda continued. ‘But I think, yes, I think he has. I’m seein’ one or two children.’

Evie sighed. That would be complicated. But anything was possible. Blended families were so common these days.

‘What’s his name?’

Zelda coughed. ‘It begins with a T – or a P. Or is it a W? One of those.’ She paused. ‘The picture’s fadin’,’ she said suddenly. She sounded anxious. ‘I can see somethin’ else... oh!’

Evie was startled. ‘What is it?’

Zelda started to speak again slowly. Her voice sounded different, low and strange. ‘I can see blackness,’ she said. ‘Badness.’

Evie shuddered. ‘What sort of badness?’

‘Somethin’ terrible,’ Zelda went on, ‘hate, somethin’ wicked...’

She shrieked. Evie jumped and dropped the phone on the bed. Her heart was hammering. She wanted to stop listening but couldn’t. She picked the phone up again warily.

‘You must be careful,’ Zelda hissed. ‘Very, very careful.’

Evie waited, frightened. She knew not to disturb Zelda when she was in the middle of a trance. At last, however, she could stand it no longer: ‘What is it?’ she begged. ‘Who do I need to be careful of?’

‘I’m sorry, love,’ Zelda whispered. She sounded weary. ‘The connection’s gone. I can’t see no more. I shouldn’t have told you. Don’t worry about it; it’s not important. Just think about nice things, happy things now.’

Evie knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep after that. She closed her eyes but kept the light on and the radio playing. What did Zelda mean about something terrible? What if it were true? She wished that Neil were here beside her to comfort her. He’d tell her it was all a load of nonsense, there was nothing in it.

She tried to think positive thoughts about this strange but interesting other man that Zelda had mentioned. She painted a mental picture of his smile, his eyes, his hands. Their lips met, but it was Neil’s face she saw looking into hers, Neil’s hair that she felt beneath her fingers.

She pulled the pillow over her head and squeezed her eyes tight shut to blot out the image. The pieces of his face scattered, like a broken jigsaw. But as soon as she stopped squeezing, they started to re-form piece by piece. Soon her husband was right there in front of her again, laughing at her.

‘Just go away,’ she whispered. ‘Please leave me alone.’

But he wouldn’t.
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