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			Dedication

			To Tina LaVenture, my wonderful mother-in-law.

			And Michael too!

			With my love and thanks for everything.

			(Next time you do our garden for us, 

			could we have the Trevi fountain, please?)

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			‘Come on, come on, late as usual.’ Waiting on the porch, Ash Parry-Jones tapped his watch as Cleo and Will hurried up the graveled path. ‘Better get in there and grab a seat. Place is filling up fast.’

			Like it was an Elton John concert or something. Cleo paused to straighten Ash’s wonky yellow-and-grey striped tie. ‘Don’t nag. And I can’t believe you’re wearing this shirt.’

			He looked offended. ‘Who are you insulting?’

			‘You.’ She gave his collar an affectionate tweak. ‘Stripes and swirls don’t go.’

			They found somewhere to sit in a pew on the left-hand side of the church. As the organ music played and Will studied the order of the service, Cleo composed herself. Of course it was a sad occasion—it was the end of a life, after all—but as funerals went, it had to be one of the cheerier ones she’d attended.

			Then again, as deaths went, Lawrence LaVenture’s had been better than most. It may even count as enviable. As Lawrence himself had been fond of remarking, the family name was descended from the French word for lucky or fortunate, and he’d taken enormous pleasure in living up to it. And what rakish seventy-three-year-old widower, given the choice, wouldn’t want to go as he had gone, following a sublime meal and a bottle of delicious St Emilion, in bed with an attractive blonde many many years younger than himself?

			Mind you, it had given the poor woman he’d hired for the evening a bit of a shock. One minute they’d been having a high old time together, getting up to all sorts of naughtiness. The next, she’d come back into the bedroom carrying the bottle of Cognac and two glasses Lawrence had asked her to bring upstairs and there he’d been, collapsed back against the goose-down pillows, stone dead.

			Peering around the church, Cleo whispered, ‘Do you think she’ll turn up?’

			‘Who?’

			‘The woman who was with him when he died!’ Who had actually technically killed him, when you thought about it. ‘I want to know what she looks like.’

			‘She’ll be the one in the black leather basque,’ Will murmured. ‘Stockings, garters, spike-heeled stilettos…’

			Cleo dug him in the ribs, then slipped her arm through his, grateful to him for having come along. Will had never met Lawrence LaVenture, but she’d wanted him with her today and he’d obligingly taken the afternoon off work. He even knew why she’d asked him and hadn’t laughed, for which she was grateful. Meeting Will Newman in a nightclub three months ago had definitely been one of the happier accidents in her life. She’d been nudged from behind in a crowded bar in Bath, her drink had splashed over his sleeve, they’d got chatting as a result… and what a result it had turned out to be. Will was handsome and charming, hard-working and intelligent… basically, he was perfect in every way. Her Mr Right had finally come along and she couldn’t have been happier about it.

			‘Could be her.’ Pointing helpfully to a roly-poly woman in her sixties, squeezing into an already full pew across the aisle, Will said, ‘There’s a high-class hooker if ever I saw one.’

			‘That’s Effie Farnham from Corner Cottage.’

			‘There’s a studded leather whip hanging out of her handbag.’

			‘She breeds Cairn terriers. It’s a dog’s lead.’

			‘Are you sure?’

			‘Trust me, Effie’s not the whippy kind.’

			‘You never know. Under that coat she could be wearing something completely outrageous.’

			OK, this definitely came under the heading of Too Much Information. Thankfully, before Cleo could start picturing Effie in a tasseled thong, distraction was provided by the arrival of Lawrence’s family. Well, such as it was. She held her breath and watched as the three of them made their way up the aisle, two ancient creaking older sisters swathed in politically incorrect fur and supported by silver-topped ebony canes. And between them, matching his pace to theirs, Johnny LaVenture.

			He was looking smarter than usual in a dark suit and with his habitually wayward black hair combed back from his forehead. For a split second, he glanced to the left and their eyes met, prompting a Pavlovian jolt of resentment in her chest. She couldn’t help it; old habits died hard. Then Johnny looked away, carried on past, and took his place between his ancient aunts in the front pew.

			Cleo bent her head. OK, don’t think about him now. Just concentrate on the funeral. Lawrence might have been an off-the-wall character, fond of a drink and, well, various other lusty pastimes, but he’d been entertaining to have around. They were here to celebrate a life well lived.

			After the service, everyone huddled up against the icy wind and made their way across the village green to the Hollybush Inn where food had been laid on and the drinks were free, as stipulated in Lawrence’s last will and testament. For so many years a cornerstone of the pub, he knew how to guarantee a good turnout.

			Ash, catching up with Cleo and Will, rubbed his hands together and said cheerfully, ‘All went off pretty well then. I really enjoyed that, didn’t you?’

			And still he was managing to make it sound like an Elton John concert. Cleo said, ‘You’re not supposed to enjoy funerals. Next, you’ll be giving it five stars on Amazon.’

			‘Actually, that’s not a bad idea. We could do it on the show, get the listeners to call in with reviews of their favorite—’

			‘No you couldn’t. That’s just wrong. Oh God, look at my heels.’ As they reached the entrance to the pub, Cleo leaned against one of the outdoor tables and used a tissue to clean away the clumps of mud and grass. ‘Did you see me sinking into the ground while we were standing around the grave? I thought I was going to tip over and fall flat on my back.’

			‘That’s why I didn’t wear mine.’ Ash nodded sympathetically. ‘You know, you’re looking good today. Scrubbed up well. Even if you don’t deserve a compliment when you think of all the grief you give me.’

			‘It’s not grief. It’s constructive criticism. Which you badly need, by the way.’ Having more or less cleaned her heels, Cleo lobbed the muddy tissue into the bin and adjusted her narrow cream skirt. Of course she was looking good—hadn’t she put in a whole heap of extra effort making sure of it? But that was pride for you. It was also the reason she’d dragged Will along for the occasion. When you’d spent your teenage years being mercilessly teased and humiliated, you didn’t want to turn up to meet your tormenter looking like a… a donkey. You felt compelled to prove to them that you weren’t still a complete loser, not to mention capable these days of bagging yourself the kind of boyfriend any girl would be thrilled to… well, bag.

			And here he was, standing just inside the entrance to the pub, greeting everyone as they came in, and gravely receiving condolences in return. Oh well, on an occasion like this, at least he wouldn’t call her—

			‘Hello, Misa.’ Dark eyes glinting with amusement, Johnny gave her hand a cross between a shake and a squeeze. He may even have been about to lean forward and plant a polite kiss on her cheek but she pulled back before that could happen.

			I can’t believe he just called me that.

			‘Hello, Johnny. I’m sorry about your dad. We’ll all miss him.’

			‘Thanks. I guess this village is going to be a quieter place from now on.’ His gaze flickered over her and the smile broadened. ‘You’re looking very well.’

			Damn right I am. Turning to indicate Will, Cleo said, ‘This is my boyfriend, Will Newman.’

			‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ Will said politely as they shook hands.

			‘Thank you. So, Misa, gone and got yourself a new man. Excellent.’ Evidently pleased with his play on words, Johnny said, ‘From what I hear, the old ones haven’t been much cop.’

			See what a nightmare he was? Cleo quelled the urge to retaliate with something cutting; it would hardly be seemly, after all. Plus, dammit, she couldn’t think of anything fast enough. Instead, she turned away. When they were safely out of earshot, Will said, ‘I see what you mean. Why does he call you Misa?’

			All the old emotions were rushing back. Only someone whose teenage years had been similarly blighted could possibly understand how it felt to have been picked on nonstop.

			‘Oh, it’s a hilarious nickname. I used to work hard at school, pay attention in class, ask loads of questions, answer them too. One day, I was so excited about knowing the answer to a really difficult question that I stuck my hand up and yelled, “Me, Sir!” Well, everyone practically wet themselves laughing. And that was it: I was stuck with it for the next three years of school. I was officially Teacher’s Pet. Some of the other kids thought my name actually was Misa.’

			‘And he’s still calling you it, all these years later.’ Will jerked his head in Johnny’s direction.

			‘He was the one who came up with it in the first place.’ Cleo cringed at the memory. It went without saying that she had never once put her hand up in class for the rest of her time at school, had stopped asking questions and paying attention to the answers. OK, maybe she couldn’t blame everything on Johnny LaVenture, but he certainly hadn’t helped. Her teenage hormones had been all over the place, she had fallen in with a wilder group of girls, and her grades had slipped badly as a result. When her GCSE tests had been a complete car crash, she’d felt an almost perverse sense of pride at their awfulness. See, look at me, look at these abysmal grades! Here’s the proof that I’m not a Teacher’s Pet anymore!

			‘Poor baby.’ Rubbing her shoulder in jokey consolation, Will said, ‘Want me to beat him up for you?’

			‘Yes, please. Except you’d better not. It’s his dad’s funeral, after all.’ Plus, although Cleo didn’t say this bit out loud, Johnny was bigger than him and had always been pretty athletic. It would be frankly embarrassing if he were to reduce Will to a slushy pulp. Still, it was generous of Will to have offered.

			An hour and a couple of drinks later, the party had begun to warm up; everyone had begun to relax and Cleo’s skin had stopped prickling every time she glanced over at her nemesis. Was it stupid to still feel like this? Maybe, but she couldn’t help herself. It was thirteen years since they’d been at school together. She had left at sixteen and plunged into the first of many jobs. Johnny had stayed on to take his A-levels—ha! now who was the swotty teacher’s pet?—before heading off to art school. After that, he’d moved to New York, returning only occasionally to Channings Hill to visit his father, although Lawrence had evidently kept him updated on the subject of her less-than-dazzling successes on the boyfriend front. You’d have been more likely to spot Elvis around the village than Johnny in those days. Meanwhile, through a combination of hard work and socializing in all the right places, he had begun to make a real name for himself with his wire-constructed sculptures. When it came to the luck of the LaVentures, he’d inherited his share too. As time went by, the sculptures grew and so did Johnny’s reputation, culminating in an exhibition during which every last one of the larger-than-life-size pieces had been snapped up by the billionaire owner of a chain of casinos. Overnight, Johnny became a recognized name, a celebrity in his own right with a stunning supermodel girlfriend to match. And Cleo, reading about his star-studded lifestyle in magazines, discovered a level of resentment she’d had no idea she was capable of experiencing, because it was all just so completely and utterly unfair. If a nice person experienced something wonderful, you were delighted for them and rejoiced in their success. But for all this to have happened to someone who so profoundly didn’t deserve it… well, where was the fairness in that?

			Will checked his watch and said apologetically, ‘I have to go.’

			‘Of course you do. Thanks for coming.’ He had a work meeting in Bristol to get back to, followed by a squash tournament this evening. Cleo hugged him, kissed him quickly on the mouth, and said, ‘I’ll see you on Friday.’

			‘Can’t wait. Will you be all right here?’

			‘I’ll be fine. I’ve got my big sister to look after me.’ Abbie, fifteen years older and light years more sensible, was over by the bar chatting to some neighbors.

			‘Well, make sure she does. No pole dancing,’ said Will. ‘No chatting up handsome men.’ He indicated a couple of whiskery, ancient farmers huddled over their pints in the corner.

			‘Good luck with the squash competition.’ Cleo gave him another kiss.

			‘Thanks. I’ll be over after work on Friday.’ Wiggling his fingers at her as he moved towards the door, Will said, ‘Bye.’

			‘Or I could come to you,’ Cleo offered, ‘if it’s easier.’

			‘Hmm, you know what? I think I’d rather stay at your place.’ He smiled and pulled a you-know-why face; the two friends with whom he shared an untidy flat in Redland were the boisterous, heavy drinking, perpetually-up-for-a-laugh types whose presence wasn’t exactly conducive to a romantic atmosphere. Will, reluctant to subject her to their ribald remarks, had explained that it wouldn’t matter so much if she were just a casual one-off fling, but she wasn’t; she was way more important than that.

			Hearing this had caused Cleo’s heart to expand with hope. Crikey, just imagine where she and Will might be in a year’s time. She watched him leave and exhaled happily. Will Newman. Cleo Newman. He really could be The One.

			Then her skin started prickling again and a voice behind her said, ‘So that’s the boyfriend, is it, Misa?’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Was her blood actually physically heating up or did it just feel that way? Cleo kept herself under control and nodded. No need to react and give Johnny the kick of knowing the effect he had on her; she was so much better than that.

			‘And now he’s run off and left you?’

			‘He had to get back to work for an important meeting. He has a very responsible job.’

			‘He does? Good for him.’ Johnny sounded amused.

			How did he manage to make even those few words sound as if he was making fun of her? Cleo marveled at his talent. Logically, she might know her own lack of further education wasn’t his fault, but deep down inside, it still kind of felt that way. She loved her job at Henleaze Limos, but who knew; if her schooldays hadn’t been blighted, she might have gone on to do anything. The sky could have been the limit… she could have become, God, an astrophysicist!

			Well, she might have wanted to be an astrophysicist. Whatever that involved. Physics, presumably, mixed with… possibly… Astroturf.

			‘So is this Will New-Man the love of your life?’

			See? Even now he was making fun of Will’s surname. How would he like it if she called him Lahhh-Venture?

			Instead, taking the moral high ground, she said easily, ‘Maybe. It’s all going very well at the moment. How about you?’

			Johnny grinned and pulled a face. ‘Not so great. Temperamental creatures, women. They can be pretty hard work.’

			They. Just to let her know how popular he was, subject to the attentions of hordes of besotted females. Cleo smiled politely, registering lack of interest, and said, ‘What’s going to happen to Ravenswood?’

			‘Sell it, I suppose. If I can.’ Johnny shook his head. ‘Just stick it on the market, ASAP. Not the ideal time, of course, but you never know. Someone might come along and see the potential. And it’d be great if we could find a buyer before Christmas. There’s an opportunity to bag the apartment below mine if we can get a quick sale. I could turn it into a fantastic gallery.’ He stopped and looked at her. ‘Why are you asking? Might you and your chap be interested in putting in an offer?’

			Oh yes, that was so on the cards, what with Ravenswood being a seven-bedroomed, detached house with a garden bigger than a football pitch. Although when it was that size, you didn’t call it a garden; it was referred to as the grounds.

			‘I could mention it to Will.’ And start buying extra Lotto tickets. ‘How much will you be asking?’

			He shrugged. ‘I’ve got a couple of estate agents coming over tomorrow to look the place over and come up with a valuation. I’m pretty out of touch, but somewhere around two and a half, at a guess.’

			Two and a half million pounds. Cleo envisaged the number, all those zeros rolling across the paper if you were to write it down. Did Johnny have any idea what an inconceivably huge amount of money that was? And the casual way he said it, as if it were completely normal…

			Ah well, maybe she and Will would give it a miss after all. ‘Well, good luck. I’ll leave you to get on.’

			As she made to move away, he said, ‘This chap of yours. Does he work in private health insurance?’

			‘What? No! Why?’

			‘Just curious.’ A smile lifted the corners of Johnny’s mouth. ‘He just looks as if he might, that’s all.’

			Ooooooh…

			‘Oh dear, look at you.’ Abbie greeted her sympathetically. ‘I saw you talking to Johnny. Been getting under your skin, has he? Here, have a sip of my Malibu.’

			Cleo could always rely on her sister to make her feel better. Abbie was looking lovely today, her fine honey-blond hair falling in waves to her shoulders and her gentle face glowing thanks to the subtle application of makeup she generally didn’t wear but liked to save ‘for best.’ 

			Then again, sisterly sympathy only went so far. ‘I’ve got a better idea. Why don’t I have my own drink? Seeing as Lawrence is paying. Which means Johnny is. In fact, let’s make it a great big one. Dry white, please.’ Cleo signaled to Deborah behind the bar. ‘Lovely, thanks. Honestly, he doesn’t change, does he?’ She knocked back some much-needed wine. ‘Two and a half million pounds he’s going to be asking for his dad’s house. He wondered if Will and I might like to make him an offer. And he’s keen to get it sorted before Christmas because he wants to buy another apartment in New York and turn it into a gallery. I mean, does he even care that Lawrence has just died? As far as he’s concerned, it’s a nice little windfall coming along at just the right time… God, it’s enough to make you spit.’

			‘Is this a diatribe?’ Tom, Abbie’s husband, looked pleased with himself. ‘Ha, there’s a word I’ve never used before. But it is, isn’t it? Definitely sounds like a diatribe to me.’

			Cleo smiled, because Tom was looking so smart in his dark funeral suit and a bright blue shirt that matched his sparkling eyes. It always seemed strange to see him out of his work clothes of dusty polo shirt and jeans. Even his short brown hair had been given a trim in honor of Lawrence’s funeral. ‘Oh yes, it’s a diatribe. Some people just deserve one.’ She nodded and took another glug of wine.

			‘But you liked him once,’ said Tom.

			‘What?’ Cleo froze. ‘No I didn’t!’

			‘You must have done. If you didn’t fancy him, why would you have said yes when he asked you out?’

			Oh for crying out loud. To his left, Abbie was suddenly engrossed in a loose thread on her bronze shirt. Her heart beginning to thud in double-time, Cleo said, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

			Tom was actually laughing now, wagging a finger at her. ‘Come on, I know it was a while back, but you still did it. Johnny LaVenture asked you out at the school disco and you agreed, then—hey, mind my drink!’

			‘Tom.’ Abbie, who had given him a nudge, shot him a warning look. ‘Shut up.’

			Staring at them open-mouthed, Cleo said slowly, ‘Oh my God, you know about that? Both of you know?’

			It was her deepest, darkest, most shameful adolescent secret. All these years she’d kept it buried, telling herself that, OK, she’d made an almighty fool of herself, but at least her family didn’t know.

			Except… she looked from Abbie to Tom, then back again… it rather looked as if they did.

			‘Honestly, you’re such a blabbermouth,’ Abbie scolded.

			‘Hey, it was years ago.’ Tom’s grin spread across his face as Ash approached them. ‘What does it matter now?’

			‘What are we talking about?’ Ash, whose nosiness knew no bounds, looked interested.

			Cleo blurted out, ‘Don’t tell him!’

			‘The time Johnny LaVenture told Cleo he was crazy about her and she agreed to go out with him.’

			Brilliant, thanks a lot.

			‘Oh right, at the school’s end-of-term disco.’ Ash nodded solemnly. 

			Right, that was it. Ash had only moved into the village three years ago. Facing him, Cleo’s voice rose. ‘Does everyone know about this?’

			‘Well, yes. Although I thought it was supposed to be a secret. You weren’t meant to know that we know.’

			Cleo swallowed. What had taken place had been enough to mentally scar a girl for life. In fact, she was fairly sure it had mentally scarred her for life. She’d gone along to the end-of-year disco with no expectations other than drinking a few alcohol-free shandies, dancing with her friends, and having a fun time. When Johnny LaVenture had come up to her and asked to speak to her outside, she had initially refused, but he’d practically begged until curiosity had got the better of her and she’d eventually given in. Then, once they were outside, Johnny had haltingly confessed his true feelings for her. He’d only teased her so much, it transpired, to cover up the fact that he really liked her, but now he could no longer hide how he really felt. And as he’d been telling her this, his beautiful dark green eyes had gazed beseechingly into hers, his trembling hands had stroked her shoulders. Cleo, hypnotized by the declaration and scarcely able to take it in, had leaned back against the rough exterior wall of the girls’ changing rooms and been unbelievably moved by the admission; he must have been plucking up the courage to say this for months.

			Then, Johnny had falteringly asked her out on a date the following week, and although she didn’t really want to go out with him, she’d known she couldn’t refuse. It would shatter his confidence. Sixteen-year-old boys had easily bruised egos; it would be too cruel to turn him down… just one trip to the cinema, then she’d gently suggest that they’d be better off as platonic friends…

			So she’d smiled up at Johnny and said yes, of course she’d go out with him, and at the back of her mind, she had also taken great satisfaction in the knowledge that Ha, all the bitchy girls who’d sided with him and called her Misa would have to be nice to her now.

			It had been a heady moment, the kind of turnaround any downtrodden sixteen-year-old could only dream about, but it had actually happened and it felt… God, it felt fantastic! Not only was everything going to be all right from now on, but she hadn’t retaliated, poked fun at him when she could so easily have done, or said something mean. And now he looked as if he was about to kiss her. Well, one little kiss wouldn’t hurt, would it? To be honest, she could use the practice. Tilting her face up to his, Cleo closed her eyes, encouragingly puckered her lips, and waited for—

			A snort of laughter directly above her head wasn’t what she’d been waiting for, but it was what she heard. Followed by a chorus of muffled giggles, a scuffling noise, and the kind of clattering sound you’d get if someone standing precariously on the loo in the cubicle below the open window had just lost their footing and fallen off.

			Someone was eavesdropping. Several someones, from the sound of it. This was what the girls in her year were like. Not what you’d call mature. Still, did it really matter if they’d overheard? Putting out a hand to reassure Johnny, Cleo said, ‘It’s all right, don’t worry about them,’ and wondered why he wasn’t looking at her anymore.

			The giggles turned to shrieks of hysterical laughter and the head of Mandy Ellison poked through the open window. Crowing with delight, she opened her horrible big mouth and yelled, ‘Ha ha, I can’t believe she fell for it, you were brilliant!’

			Bewildered, Cleo turned to Johnny. ‘What does that mean?’

			Half-smiling and backing away, Johnny said, ‘Sorry, she bet me a fiver I couldn’t do it.’

			Everyone was scrambling up onto the loo seats now; along the row of windows, more heads popped out. Everyone was laughing harder and harder. As the realization sank in that she’d been well and truly set up, color flooded Cleo’s cheeks.

			Johnny shrugged and raised his hands, absolving himself from blame. ‘I never thought you’d say yes.’

			She was torn between wanting the ground to swallow her up and an overwhelming longing to burst into tears. ‘I only said it because I felt sorry for you!’

			‘Ha ha ha ha ha! Yeah, of course you did,’ jeered Mandy Ellison.

			‘It’s true. I don’t fancy him!’

			‘But you seriously thought he fancied you,’ Mandy sniggered. ‘Like that’s ever going to happen, Misa. Ha, you’ve just given us the best laugh we’ve had in months. And all for a fiver.’ As she said it, she grinned at Johnny. ‘Bargain.’

			By the time Cleo’s dad had arrived to drive her home, she’d been hanging around outside the school for over an hour. Inside, the disco was about to end.

			‘All right, love? Didn’t expect to find you out here waiting for me. Had a good night, have you?’

			How could she tell him? The last thing she wanted was her family feeling sorry for her. ‘Not bad.’ Buttoning up the hurt and humiliation, she said off-handedly, ‘Got a bit boring towards the end.’

			‘Oh, that’s a shame.’ Her dad gave her a teasing nudge. ‘But did you dance with any boys?’

			‘There wasn’t anyone I wanted to dance with. They’re just a bunch of losers,’ said Cleo.

			Now, here in the front bar of the Hollybush, the shame was every bit as acute as it had been all those years ago.

			Cleo looked at Ash, Tom, and Abbie. She said, ‘Who told you?’

			Ash shrugged and pointed at Abbie. ‘You told me, didn’t you? A couple of years back.’

			‘Tom told me,’ said Abbie, ‘straight after it happened.’

			‘Honestly, why do I have to get the blame for everything? Everyone was having a laugh about it in the pub the day after the disco,’ Tom protested. ‘Stuart Ellison told us about it. His sister Mandy was there when Johnny did it. It was just a bit of fun.’

			Cleo resisted the urge to rip every last freshly-trimmed hair from Tom’s head. So all this time she’d been the laughingstock of the entire village. And like one of those well-kept secrets you never imagine could actually be kept secret, she’d had no idea.

			What’s more—talk about adding insult to injury—the chances were that if you were to ask him about it now, Johnny himself probably wouldn’t even remember that evening at the school disco when he’d earned himself the easiest fiver of his life.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			The For Sale signs had been up outside the house for over a week now. Having instructed his solicitors to take care of everything, Johnny had flown back to the States the day after the funeral. Busy cleaning the windscreen of the Bentley she was due to take out again this afternoon, Cleo paused as, across the green, two cars slowed to a halt outside Ravenswood.

			It wasn’t nosy to watch them, was it? It was being neighborly, making sure the place wasn’t about to be burgled. Although it had to be said, the couple emerging from the maroon Volvo didn’t look like your archetypal burglars. And the other chap, even from this distance, was visibly an estate agent. Of course, where Johnny was concerned, it would be just typical that the first people to view his old family home would fall in love with it at first sight and buy it on the spot.

			Cleo was kneeling across the Bentley’s back seat vigorously vacuuming under the driver’s seat when someone pinched her bottom.

			‘Oof!’ She collapsed, rolled over onto her side, and pointed the vacuum nozzle like a pistol at Ash. ‘Don’t do that.’

			His eyes danced. ‘Can’t help myself. If I see a cute little backside sticking up like that in front of me, I just have to pinch it.’

			He was home from work. The downside of hosting a breakfast radio show might be the inhumanly early starts, but the upside was that it was all done and dusted by ten o’clock and he was back at Channings Hill by eleven. Switching off the vacuum cleaner and picking up her polishing cloth, Cleo said, ‘Pass me the beeswax. How’d it go today?’

			‘Bloody brilliant. If you’d bothered to listen to it, you wouldn’t have to ask.’ When it came to his radio show, Ash’s modesty knew no bounds. Since taking over the breakfast slot three years ago, having been poached from a smaller commercial station in London, he had conjured a seventy percent increase in listening figures. He was the star of BWR, much loved by his ever-growing audience. As well as local listeners, fans from all over the world were now tuning in to hear him online. On his show, he exuded confidence, wit, and irresistible charm. Women and girls of all ages adored him and Ash played up to this, reading out his fan mail and regaling listeners with indiscreet stories of his wild, testosterone-fueled, Hollywood-style love life.

			In reality, out of the studios, his confidence melted away. Actually, that wasn’t true; in the company of friends, people he knew, he was fine. But plant a new and attractive woman in front of him and Ash completely lost it every time. It was like watching a dementor suck the life out of him. Along with the vanishing confidence went the easy wit and charm, their places usurped by clunky awkwardness as, in front of the astonished audience’s very eyes, Ash Parry-Jones shed a dozen years and reverted to being a cripplingly shy, overweight, and unattractive teenager. And no amount of cajoling could snap him out of it, though Cleo had certainly tried. As Ash himself freely admitted, success was the best revenge and, career-wise, he’d achieved that in spades, but it would have been nice if he could have undergone the kind of physical transformation achieved by Brad Pitt when he’d guest-starred in Friends as the once-fat dorky one from school.

			Sadly, this hadn’t happened to Ash. He may have lost some of the excess weight that had haunted his adolescence but there was still plenty left; he would never be lithe. His solid frame was always going to be chunky. His hair was fairish, messy, unremarkable. And looks-wise, he had the kind of face that gave the impression of having been put together using leftovers—a wonky nose, double chin, wayward eyebrows, and slightly asymmetric ears. Cliché it might be, and again Ash was the first to point it out, but his was a face perfect for radio. Of course there were photos of him on the internet for those curious enough to track them down, but the vast majority of his listeners had no idea what he looked like. Which meant that girls attracted enough to his radio persona to deliberately seek him out, ended up getting a terrible shock.

			‘I couldn’t listen to your show. I was on a job,’ said Cleo.

			Ash raised his wayward eyebrows. ‘On the job?’

			‘A job.’ She flicked the polishing cloth at him. ‘It was really sweet, actually. A married couple celebrating their golden wedding anniversary. Their children clubbed together to send them on a fantastic holiday as a surprise present. And this morning, they thought they were being picked up by an ordinary taxi.’ Clients like these, thrilled and excited to be taking possibly the first ride of their lives in a limo, were the kind Cleo loved the most. They made up for the silent high-flying businessmen who took the service for granted, the ear-splitting racket generated by over-excited children leaving junior school for the last time, and having to control groups of wildly inebriated women having bachelorette parties. This morning’s lady, bless her, had burst into tears in the back of the Bentley. Through the sobs she’d hiccupped, ‘Oh my days, whatever did I do to deserve a family like mine? I’m the luckiest woman in the world!’

			‘And just think how much more they’d have enjoyed the journey if they’d been allowed to listen to my show.’

			‘You never give up, do you? You’re nothing but a ratings tart. If you want to be useful,’ said Cleo, ‘you could make me a cup of tea.’

			‘Excuse me.’ Ash tapped his chest. ‘This is a future global superstar you’re talking to.’

			‘Nice and strong, not much milk, two sugars.’

			He ambled inside, returning five minutes later with the mugs of tea. Classily, he’d given her the one featuring the bikini-clad woman whose bikini disappeared when the mug was hot. As Cleo settled herself on the wall separating their adjoining front gardens from the road, the three visitors emerged from Ravenswood. They stood chatting together for a minute before the estate agent jumped into his car and with a cheery wave drove off. The remaining couple surveyed the village before climbing into their Volvo, the tall man opening the passenger door for his alarmingly spindly-legged wife.

			‘Do you think they’ll buy it?’ said Cleo.

			‘Might do. She looks like a flamingo.’ Ash narrowed his eyes. ‘Not to mention a Radio 4 listener.’

			The immaculate maroon Volvo pulled away in stately fashion, made its way past the pub, then, instead of turning left out of the village, carried on around the green towards them at a menacing ten miles per hour. Watching it, Ash hummed the theme tune to Jaws.

			Up close, the woman looked even more like a flamingo, her eyes dark and beady, her nose a beaky hook. She needed to tilt her head back in order to gaze down it at Cleo and Ash.

			‘Morning. Live here, do you?’ The eyes registered disapproval of the naked lady mug. ‘We’ve just been to view Ravenswood. Seems like a quiet enough village. Are people generally happy to live here?’

			‘Happy?’ Ash said good-naturedly. ‘They’re ecstatic. So you’re interested in the house, then?’

			The woman pursed her narrow lips like a VAT inspector. ‘Possibly. But we need to know more about Channings Hill before we make any decisions. My husband and I like peace and tranquility. Is this a quiet village?’

			‘I wouldn’t say quiet, exactly. We have our moments,’ said Ash. ‘It’s just… normal.’

			‘What does that mean?’ The woman’s husband surveyed him intently. Cleo wondered what it must be like for the two of them, being married to each other.

			‘Not too many people have parties,’ she explained. ‘It’s more kind of… unstructured noise. Like the teenagers on their motorbikes… they’re good kids really, they just don’t think about the noise when they’re racing round the green.’

			The dual intake of breath was audible. The woman shuddered and said, ‘Motorbikes?’

			Lady Bracknell would have been proud.

			‘Not all of them,’ Cleo rushed to reassure her. ‘Some just have mopeds. But it all stops at midnight.’

			The man’s eyes bulged. ‘The estate agent didn’t mention anything about this.’

			‘I’m not surprised! But the rest of the village is great.’ Cleo nodded with enthusiasm. ‘Fantastic pub, loads going on there. You’ll make loads of new friends in no time, especially if you’re into karaoke!’

			The Volvo left the village a lot more speedily than it had arrived. Ash reached for Cleo’s hand, gave it a smack and said, ‘You are a bad, bad girl.’

			‘Don’t care. I didn’t like them. That woman looked as if she wanted to peck my eyes out.’

			‘If you’ve put them off, that estate agent’s going to hunt you down and shoot you.’

			OK, that was something she hadn’t actually thought of. Cleo shrugged. ‘They wouldn’t have fit into this village.’

			‘And it’s nothing at all to do with wanting to muck things up for Johnny LaVenture.’

			Goddammit, how did Ash do that? Putting on her most wounded face, Cleo said, ‘That’s a terrible thing to suggest.’

			‘But a great opportunity to get your own back. He’s desperate for a quick sale. You’ve probably stopped that happening. Just how fond of your kneecaps are you?’

			‘Oh come on, somebody else’ll come along and buy it. Somebody a million times better, then you’ll be glad I did it. Anyway,’ said Cleo, jumping down from the wall and handing back her empty naked lady mug, ‘Johnny’s in New York, so how’s he ever going to find out?’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 4

			Something had happened; Abbie’s stomach was in knots and she didn’t know what to do. Maybe if she had more experience with relationships, like her younger sister, it would be easier to cope. (Although Cleo called herself a walking disaster and, before meeting Will, hadn’t had much luck with men at all.)

			But when you’d been married for twenty-three years to a cheerful, uncomplicated, completely relaxed man who had become withdrawn and distant practically overnight, it turned your whole world upside down. There was no getting away from it: Tom had the air of someone with a terrible secret. What’s more, he was refusing to admit that anything was wrong, which only made it worse. Usually sunny-natured and able to joke about anything, he was like a different person now. When she had broached the subject again this morning, he had given her a look she’d never seen before and had ended up snapping at her to stop going on, before letting himself out of the house.

			It was terrifying. Abbie had spent the last three days eaten up with fear. Since he was a man, top of her list of suspicions was the possibility that, health-wise, Tom knew there was something seriously amiss. Had he discovered a lump? Visited the doctor and been given terrible news? This was her number one fear. Number two, and a suggestion that until this week she would have dismissed as utterly unthinkable, was that he was having an affair. But Tom’s behavior had veered so wildly out of character, maybe it wasn’t unthinkable after all. And didn’t they always say the wife was the last to know? Oh God, what if he was seeing another woman? Sleeping with her? What if it was someone she knew… the affair had been going on for years, but now her rival was wanting more, putting the pressure on him, threatening to tell everyone in order to force him to take action… dump that boring wife of his and start a new life with her… maybe she was already pregnant…

			Snap went the stem of the pink and gold glass apple in her hand. Bugger, and these were the expensive ones, three pounds fifty each.

			‘I don’t believe it. Another one.’ Des Kilgour, who owned the garden center, spotted the broken Christmas ornament as he loped past. ‘I bet it was that little kid in the red coat, he was over here just now—’

			‘It wasn’t; it was me. I broke it.’ Tempting though it was, Abbie knew she couldn’t let an innocent four-year-old take the blame. ‘It just snapped in half. I’m really sorry.’

			‘Oh hey, that’s all right, don’t worry about it.’ Seeing that she was upset, Des backed down at once. ‘No problem, accidents happen.’ He paused, raking pale fingers through his reddish fair hair and surveying her with concern. ‘You OK, Caz?’

			Abbie nodded, determined to keep it together. Des had always had a bit of a soft spot for her, which was why he wasn’t yelling blue murder now. But he was a good boss, even if it did drive her nuts that he insisted on calling her Caz.

			‘Sorry, I’m fine. It’s just been one of those days.’

			‘Well don’t break any more, will you?’ He gave her a jovial pat on the shoulder. ‘Those apples don’t grow on trees!’

			Good boss, terrible stand-up comedian. Summoning a half-hearted smile, Abbie said, ‘I won’t.’

			‘Anyway, it’s nearly six o’clock. Tom picking you up?’

			She shook her head. ‘He’s working late tonight.’ Or busy having sex with his mistress, you never know.

			Please don’t let him have a mistress…

			Des’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. ‘I can give you a lift home if you like.’

			It was kind of him to offer, but Abbie shook her head again. The garden center was only a mile from home and the walk would do her good.

			‘Right then, I’d better get on. And you cheer up, Caz. It might never happen, eh?’

			All her life she’d hated that expression. What if Tom had fallen in love with another woman? What if she was young and fertile and he did want to have babies with her? Abbie busied herself sorting the jumbled-up Christmas decorations into their respective color-coordinated compartments. What if everything she most dreaded was happening now?

			***

			You knew you’d got it bad when you tried to cook for someone and pretended it was the kind of thing you did all the time. Uncorking the wine and pouring herself a glassful—just to check it was all right—Cleo huffed her bangs out of her eyes and wondered why she was doing it again. Except she knew the answer to that; it was like seeing a dress in a glossy magazine, rushing out to buy it because it looked amazing on the model, then somehow expecting it to make you look like her too. And this was all Nigella’s fault. She’d watched the programs. Nigella had made preparing a three-course meal look soooo easy. Tricking her, Cleo, into believing it was and, in turn, casually inviting Will to come on over after work and telling him she’d cook dinner for him.

			And yes, at the time the words had been spilling gaily out of her mouth, she truly had believed it would happen. She’d believed she could do it, that it was actually within her powers to dazzle Will with her culinary capabilities to the extent that he’d realize she was indisputably The Perfect One for Him.

			Well, that had been the plan. Instead of which, she was surrounded by chaos, lumpy cheese sauce, worryingly odd-tasting chicken, and incinerated parsnips.

			‘Everything OK?’ Will wandered into the tiny, blue and white, eclectically furnished kitchen, clearly wondering if they were going to be eating before midnight.

			‘Fine, fine, I’m just… getting everything together…’ Frantically stirring the sauce, Cleo wondered how on earth you were meant to get the lumps out. ‘Won’t be long now!’ It was one of those sauces that was too thick to sieve. It would just sit there refusing to go anywhere. But if she tried using the vegetable colander the smaller lumps would slide through. The only way to do it was going to be by using tweezers and picking them out one by one, which was going to take ages…

			‘What are those?’

			‘Parsnips.’ She knew she sounded defensive. How were you meant to get the fat ends cooked without burning the pointy ends anyway? How did Nigella deal with triangular vegetables?

			Eyeing the cheese sauce, Will said valiantly, ‘The chicken looks nice.’

			Oh God, the chicken. It had tasted too salty so she’d counteracted it with sugar, then that had been frankly weird so she’d added a coating of satay paste, but the sweetness had still been there and now it was all hideously reminiscent of peanut toffee with a renegade dash of Worcestershire sauce. And garlic. It was no good, she couldn’t let him taste it, the look of horror on his face would be too much to bear. She was going to have to confess. Taking another glug of wine, Cleo shook her head and said, ‘You know what? I’ve made a—’

			The crash of the door knocker stopped her in her tracks.

			‘Who’s that?’ said Will. ‘Have you invited someone else for dinner?’ There was a note of hope in his voice, as if having another person here to help eat the food might not be a bad thing.

			‘No. It might be carol singers.’ Equally glad of the reprieve, Cleo went to the front door and opened it.

			Yeek, not carol singers. Standing on the doorstep, wearing a Barbour with the collar turned up against the cold, was Johnny LaVenture.

			‘Cleo, I’d like a word.’

			Cleo wavered; whenever people said this, she experienced a wild urge to shout ‘Kittens!’ or ‘Brassiere!’ or ‘Nincompoop!’ But he didn’t look as if he’d find that amusing. In fact his expression was bordering on grim.

			‘Fine.’ She stood her ground, wondering what had brought him here. ‘I thought you’d gone back to the States.’

			‘I did. And now I’m here again. What’s that diabolical smell?’

			Cheek. Then again, he had a point. The broccoli she’d cooked earlier was still sitting in a pan on the hob, waiting to be covered with the cheese sauce just as soon as she worked out how to de-lump it. Offended, she said, ‘It’s dinner.’

			‘It’s burning.’ Stepping into the house without even being asked, he headed past her through to the kitchen.

			‘Excuse me!’ Cleo bridled with indignation as she followed him. The cottage instantly seemed smaller with Johnny in it. He’d better not leave mud on her cream hall carpet.

			‘Bloody hell, can’t you smell it?’ Johnny went straight to the stove, picked up the blue enamel pan of drained broccoli and dumped it in the washing-up bowl in the sink. A mushroom-cloud of steam instantly enveloped the kitchen, along with an ear-splitting hiss.

			‘That gas ring wasn’t supposed to be on.’ Defensively Cleo blurted out, ‘I thought it just smelled horrible because it was broccoli!’

			He tilted the still-steaming pan towards her. The broccoli florets were blackened and stuck to the bottom. Oh well, at least it meant she didn’t have to wonder any more how to get the lumps out of the cheese sauce. Raising an eyebrow at the half-charred parsnips, the sauce, and the chicken quarters, Johnny said to Will, ‘Are you seriously going to eat that?’

			Wonderful though it would be if Will were to punch Johnny in the face, there was the danger that he might agree with him instead. Cleo said heatedly, ‘Hang on, I don’t remember inviting you into this house.’ It might not compare with Ravenswood but it was her home; it was where she’d grown up and she loved every cozy, crooked, cottagey inch of it.

			‘No?’ Johnny looked at her. ‘Well, do you remember talking to the couple who were interested in buying my house?’

			Oh. Bugger.

			‘What?’

			‘Don’t pretend you don’t know. Come on, I didn’t come over here to sample your cooking.’ Pityingly, he shook his head. ‘I spoke to the estate agents. Then I called the couple who’d been put off after talking to someone in the village. Before that, they’d been really interested.’ His eyes glittered. ‘Until they heard about the gangs of Hell's Angels we have marauding around this village every night.’

			‘And you’re saying Cleo told them that?’ Will was defending her at last. ‘I don’t think she did, you know.’

			Honestly, why couldn’t he have defended her when he was supposed to?

			‘Well I’m sure you’re right,’ Johnny drawled. ‘It’s just that when I asked them to describe the person they’d spoken to, they said it was a girl in her late twenties with magenta streaks in her hair and a big freckle under her right eye.’ He paused. ‘So you can see why I’d jump to conclusions.’

			Cleo sensed Will’s shock.

			‘OK, so it was me.’ She defiantly straightened her back. ‘But you should have seen them. They wouldn’t have fit into the village at all.’

			‘And I expect you thought it would be fun to piss me off,’ said Johnny. ‘Well congratulations, you managed it. If I don’t find another buyer before Christmas, I’m going to lose that apartment I’ve been trying to buy. So the reason I came over is to ask you not to do it again. Because, trust me, I don’t find it funny.’

			And that was it. He turned, he left. When the front door had closed behind him, Will gazed across the kitchen at Cleo.

			‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.’

			Oh God, a man with morals. ‘I just hate it that he always gets everything he wants.’ She heaved a sigh. ‘Are you shocked and disappointed? Have I blotted my copybook and let myself down?’

			A slow smile began to spread across his face. ‘I’ll forgive you.’

			Phew, thank goodness for that! And while they were on the subject of confessing their faults… ‘There’s something else,’ said Cleo. ‘I’m really bad at cooking.’

			‘You don’t say. I’d never have noticed.’ Grinning now, Will moved towards her. ‘Come here and give me a kiss. Who wants to eat vegetables anyway?’

			‘Or chicken. That’s awful too.’ Between kisses, Cleo said, ‘We can get something to eat at the pub. What are you doing?’

			His hands had slid under her top… whoops, and now he was unfastening her lilac satin bra.

			‘Bed first,’ Will murmured in her ear. ‘Pub later.’

			The smell of scorched broccoli had pretty much spoiled her appetite too. Wrapping her arms around his neck, Cleo said happily, ‘That sounds like an excellent idea to me.’

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 5

			Abbie, lying beneath a layer of bubbles in the bath on Saturday evening, was listening to a problems phone-in on the radio. Hearing about other people’s difficult lives and dilemmas was meant to be taking her mind off Tom but it wasn’t having the desired effect. He’d gone away for the weekend on a fishing trip with a couple of friends from work. Allegedly. Then again, the trip had been arranged months ago, so maybe it was true.

			She no longer knew what to think. His friends might be in on whatever his big secret was and be covering for him. Every time she thought of Tom with another woman, Abbie’s heart gave a lurch of fear and nausea rose in her throat. Then shame kicked in when a sweet lady on the radio broke down in tears because her husband had died and the doctors had just given their profoundly disabled son six months to live. Faithful or not, at least Tom was still alive. Oh God, unless he too had had terrible news…

			‘…And now we have Eric on the line,’ said the female radio presenter. ‘Welcome, Eric. What’s your problem this evening?’

			‘Um… well, it’s been a problem for years.’ Eric sounded incredibly nervous. ‘But up until now I’ve always managed to keep it under control. The thing is, I don’t think I can do it anymore. I can’t keep it a secret from my wife. I love her, you see. I hate having this… this thing between us. I’ve got to come clean, but I’m so scared I’ll lose her. I mean, what if she can’t handle it?’

			‘Eric, you sound like a caring husband to me. And very well done for having plucked up the courage to make this call.’ The presenter’s tone was lovely and soothing, like honey being drizzled over warm toast. ‘So why don’t you tell me what your secret is?’

			Abbie waited. He’d had an affair with his secretary. Or he’d gambled away the family’s life savings. Or he’d murdered his mother.

			‘Um… the thing is, I’m a transvestite,’ said Eric. ‘I’ve been cross-dressing for the last twenty years.’

			Is that all? Abbie exhaled with disappointment. After the anguish she’d been going through, she’d be ecstatic if Tom broke down and admitted that the reason he’d been acting all weird lately was because he liked to wear women’s clothes. God, Eric’s wife didn’t know how lucky she was.

			‘Oh Eric, can I tell you something? This is actually a lot more common than most people realize. Many, many men secretly put on their wives’ dresses or take pleasure in wearing silky knickers under their work clothes.’

			‘I do that.’ Eric sounded relieved. ‘I’m a company accountant. If people knew what I was wearing under my grey suit… well, I’d never let that happen. I just want to share it with my wife.’ Unable to help himself, he added proudly, ‘And it’s all good stuff, you know. Nothing cheap, no man-made fibers. One hundred percent silk from La Perla.’

			‘Oh Eric, La Perla’s lovely. You have great taste.’ The presenter was filled with admiration for him. ‘But it must be tricky, keeping it all hidden from your wife.’

			‘It is, it’s a nightmare. I have to wrap them up in polythene and hide them in the loft, in the bottom of a box of old curtains. And I just can’t do it anymore… I want my wife to know what I do and still love me. My dream would be for the two of us to go shopping together.’ Eric sounded wistful. ‘But what if she finds the idea repulsive? What if she wants a divorce?’

			Abbie put down the bath sponge and sat up, two things hammering through her brain. First, highly unlikely though it seemed, what if Tom was a transvestite? When they’d been invited to a fancy dress party a couple of years back, he’d gone as a drag queen! It had never occurred to her that he might have done it because he longed to wear a blond curly wig, full makeup, and a turquoise satin evening dress in public. Even if he had resembled one of Cinderella’s Ugly Stepsisters and his leg hairs had poked through his fishnet tights. And secondly, until now it hadn’t occurred to her to search for clues. Which just went to show how completely… well, clueless she was. If she hunted through the house, who knew what might turn up? 

			And what was she waiting for? Anything would be better than this awful not knowing. With a swoooosh, Abbie hauled herself out of the bath, dried herself, threw on her dressing gown. Then, hair dripping, she ran into their tidy, pale green bedroom and pushed up her sleeves. Here first. Office next, where Tom kept all his paperwork. And if neither of those threw up any clues, up the ladder into the loft with the spiders and the dust. OK, if she were Tom with something incriminating to hide, where would she hide it?

			Forty minutes later, she found it. Just as she’d been about to give up on the bedroom, there it was. In Tom’s sock drawer, of all the unimaginative places. She almost hadn’t even bothered to look somewhere so obvious. But the moment she heard a crackle of paper and her fingers closed around the folded-up envelope, she knew this was what she’d been searching for.

			Now the nausea came in waves, getting stronger and stronger. Trembling, Abbie pushed the drawer shut and sank down onto the edge of the bed. Oh yes, this was it, no doubt about it. A blue envelope, first class stamp, postmarked eleven days ago. Tom’s name and this address on the front, written in a female hand. If this was from his mistress, she’d taken a risk sending it. Unless that was the whole point and she was pushing for the secret to come out.

			Abbie closed her eyes. Once you knew something, you couldn’t un-know it. Her life was about to change forever.

			Right, here goes.

			She slid the sheet of writing paper out of the envelope. As she unfolded it, a photograph dropped to the floor. Her bare toes scrunched with fear, Abbie left it there and began to read:

			Dear Tom,

			OK, you haven’t been back in touch and you promised you would, so I’m writing again. Were you hoping that if you ignored me, I’d go away? Because I promise you, that’s not going to happen! All my life I’ve wondered who my dad was, and now I’ve tracked you down, I’m not giving up—no way. I’m glad you aren’t questioning it, by the way, or trying to say you might not be my father, but Mum says I do look a lot like you. Anyway, here’s a photo of me taken last year (during my mad hat phase!), so you can judge for yourself. I’m not too ugly, am I?!

			And I’m really sorry if it’s awkward for you with your wife but that’s not my fault, is it? Please ring me soon so we can fix a date to meet. You have no idea how desperate I am to see you! (Mum says hi and she’s sorry too, but you already know what she’s like!)

			Love,

			Your very keen to meet you daughter,

			Georgia

			Abbie bent down, picked up the photograph, and turned it over. As if any further proof were needed, Tom’s laughing, light-blue eyes gazed up at her out of a teenager’s heart-shaped face. A girl, beaming away, with Tom’s cheekbones and the unmistakable outline of his mouth. Tendrils of fair hair were escaping from her purple butcher-boy cap. She was wearing big hooped earrings and a white denim jacket.

			She wasn’t too ugly. She was beautiful. And she looked so like Tom it was ridiculous.

			Slowly, Abbie nodded to herself. So that was it; now she knew the truth. Tom wasn’t ill. He wasn’t having an affair either. But he’d had one, years ago. Her loving, straightforward, utterly trustworthy husband had been unfaithful to her, and his mistress had given birth to a girl who was now—understandably—desperate to meet her father.

			After everything they had been through together, it was like being stabbed in the stomach, over and over. Clutching her chest, Abbie let out a low-pitched broken wail of grief as her world crumbled. Now she knew, and she couldn’t un-know. Life would never be the same again.

			***

			The phone rang an hour later. Caller ID told her it was Des from work. Feeling utterly wretched, Abbie answered and mumbled ‘’Lo.’ Oh God, her throat was so swollen from crying she didn’t even sound like herself. Too late, she wished she hadn’t picked up.

			‘Caz? Is that you?’ Des sounded surprised.

			‘Yes.’ She cleared her throat, tried again. ‘Hello.’

			‘Listen, I’m here doing the rota, and Magda’s got her uncle’s funeral on Wednesday, so we’re short-staffed. Any chance you could swap your day off to Thursday?’

			‘Um… er…’ Her brain was like cotton-wool; he was talking about four whole days away.

			‘Are you all right?’

			‘Yes, yes… yes, I’m fine…’

			‘No you’re not. What’s wrong?’

			‘Nothing…’ The fact that he was being kind, sounding as if he really cared, was what finished her off. A huge uncontrollable gulpy sob burst out like a cannonball.

			‘Right, that’s it. Is it Tom?’ His voice rising, Des said urgently, ‘Is he beating you up?’ Like Superman, ready to swoop to the rescue.

			‘N-no, Tom’s not here. He’s gone f-fishing.’ Another involuntary sob escaped. Her face was tight and salty from all the tears.

			‘And you’re on your own? OK, don’t move, wait there. I’ll be five minutes.’

			‘No… you don’t have to…’ But it was too late, Des had already hung up. He was on his way.

			Abbie just had time to wash her face and gaze miserably at her piggy-eyed reflection in the mirror before the doorbell rang downstairs. If Cleo had been free, she would have asked her to come over. But Cleo was in Bristol with Will, and now that Des was here, she was grateful for the company… the urge to talk things through was welling up unstoppably like water in a garden hose and Des, a genuinely kind soul, would be a good listener.

			When she opened the front door he took one look at her face and exclaimed, ‘Oh Caz, tell me what’s wrong.’

			‘It’s Tom. He’s had an affair.’ As she led the way into the living room, Abbie saw it with fresh eyes. Everything was immaculate, because they had both always taken great pride in their house. From the pale yellow Colefax and Fowler wallpaper and matching curtains to the polished wooden floor and cream rugs, it was all perfect. She looked at the happy smiley framed photographs of her and Tom together, arranged on tables and window-ledges around the room. She tipped the nearest one over. ‘And a baby.’ Saying the word aloud caused her to shudder. Bang, went the next photo-frame, face down. ‘A daughter.’ Crack went the glass in the lovingly polished silver frame containing a picture of them taken on their wedding day. Oh yes, the happiest day of her life. ‘Called Georgia.’ Crash.

			‘Oh Caz, God, I’m sorry.’ Des looked appalled. ‘And she’s just been born?’

			Abbie shook her head, pulled the envelope from her dressing gown pocket and gave it to him. She watched him look at the photograph first, then read the letter.

			‘Jesus.’ When he’d finished, Des said, ‘This is pretty major. But she doesn’t say how old she is. Maybe it happened before you two got together.’

			‘Nice try.’ Abbie’s jaw ached with the effort of keeping the muscles rigid. ‘But it didn’t. We’ve always been together. Since we were fourteen, if you can believe that. Childhood sweethearts.’ The words curdled on her tongue; everything was spoiled now. ‘We lost our virginities together on my sixteenth birthday. All we ever w-wanted was each other, forever and ever, for the rest of our lives. Ha, and to think I actually believed that!’ Craaaacccckkkk, glass from the next frame shattered on the floor and she flinched as a shard ricocheted off her bare foot.

			‘Right, stop it. Come here.’ Grabbing hold of her by the hand, Des yanked her away from the glass. ‘You’re going to hurt yourself.’

			‘And you think I’m not hurt already?’ Hyperventilating with rage and grief, Abbie howled, ‘You can’t begin to understand how I’m feeling! Des, did you ever wonder why me and Tom didn’t have children?’

			There was bemusement in his grey eyes. It had clearly never occurred to him to question it. ‘No.’

			‘Well, it’s because I couldn’t have children. At all. Ever.’ Was she completely losing it now? Abbie didn’t care. Possibly not caring that she might be losing it was a sign that she really was. Dimly aware that Des was herding her away from the broken glass—oh great, now he was treating her like a mentally fragile sheep—she burst into tears and sobbed, ‘Which makes all this quite h-hard to bear, really, seeing as it was all I ever w-wanted in my life.’

			Superman took charge, guiding her firmly out of the living room and in the direction of the stairs. ‘Tell me where you keep your vacuum cleaner. Then go and get yourself dressed. You’re not staying here on your own.’

			When you were at the end of your tether and didn’t know what to do, being given clear, simple instructions was such a relief. Getting dressed, she could manage that. While the Dyson crackled and roared downstairs, slurping up splinters and shards of glass, Abbie pulled on jeans and an old oversized blue V-neck sweater. Everyone had always said she and Tom had the happiest marriage they knew, and she’d been gullible enough to believe them. Whereas behind her back, whilst she’d been feeling ridiculously happy and loved, Tom had kept the secret of his own infidelity. And once you’d had one affair… well, why stop there? For all she knew, he could have had dozens.

			It didn’t bear thinking about. So she didn’t. Having attempted to comb the tangles out of her hair, Abbie gave up and tied it back with a green scrunchie instead.

			Were you meant to vacuum up broken glass with a Dyson, or would it irretrievably shred the innards and render it useless?

			Oh well, she knew how that felt.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 6

			Des’s flat, above the garden center, was plainly furnished, decorated in shades of magnolia, and tidier than she’d imagined. He was being so kind. When he offered her a drink, Abbie said, ‘Wine please, white if you’ve got it,’ and Des said apologetically, ‘Sorry, I don’t have any wine. I could go to the pub and pick up a bottle, or there’s some brandy left over from last Christmas.’

			He evidently wasn’t a great drinker, which was no bad thing. In the narrow beige kitchen, discovering lemonade in the fridge, Abbie said, ‘Well… brandy and lemonade then, that’ll be fine,’ and didn’t have the heart to complain when Des, knowing no better, poured equal quantities of each into a half-pint beer mug.

			Actually, it kind of grew on you after the first few shudder-making sips. And the spreading warmth in her stomach was definitely helping her to relax. You could see why people in times of trouble turned to drink. Next to her on the faded leather sofa, in front of a real fire, Des was being a brilliant listener, nodding sympathetically, and being completely on her side. He didn’t interrupt, didn’t seem to mind that she was dominating the conversation, and passed the box of tissues every time she’d soaked another one right through.

			‘… We found out when I was seventeen. I had to go to the hospital and have all these tests done, then they told me I didn’t have a viable womb. And that was it, there isn’t anything you can do about that, is there?’ Having spared him the gory details, Abbie sank her head back against the slippery sofa cushions. ‘I just wanted to die. I thought Tom would leave me. Why would he want to stay stuck with someone who could never have children? Because even then, already, we knew we’d want to have them one day. But he was fantastic.’ Tears slid down her face and dripped off her chin. ‘He said it didn’t matter and he loved me too much to let me go. Of course, he forgot to mention that he’d be taking his mind off things by screwing other women behind my back.’

			‘It might only have happened the once,’ said Des.

			Abbie wiped her eyes. ‘And that’s meant to make me feel better, is it? You’re sticking up for him now?’

			‘No, no, I’m really not.’ Covering her hand, Des gave it a squeeze. ‘I don’t know how he could do it to you.’ He shook his head. ‘What about adoption? Did you never want to try that?’

			‘Oh, we did want to. We got married when I was twenty-one and started trying straight away. But everyone kept telling us we were too young to adopt, like we were being punished for it. And I couldn’t wait.’ Abbie closed her eyes as the painful memories of that time came flooding back. Cleo, their parents’ unplanned but happy accident, had been a lively seven-year-old then, and she had loved looking after her little sister, but it had only served to emphasize the gaping, baby-shaped hole in her life. ‘All I wanted was a baby of my own. Every day felt like a month, every month felt like a year, and they told us to come back in five years when we were more settled. Settled! And if you get upset when they tell you that, as far as they’re concerned it just goes to prove how unsuitable you are!’ The words were tumbling out of her now. ‘So we tried surrogacy but that was traumatic and it didn’t work… then we couldn’t face any more tries after that, so we saved up for a couple more years and investigated adopting from abroad instead. But it was all so complicated and hard, and I ended up getting into such a state that my doctor had to put me on tranquillizers. She told me I was obsessed, that it was taking over my life, and if I wasn’t careful I’d have a complete nervous breakdown. And that was when Tom said it had to stop. He put his foot down and told me he wanted a wife, not a gibbering wreck. He said the way things were going, we’d end up tearing each other apart. And you know what? After going through eighteen months of hell, it was almost a relief. We’d tried everything and nothing had worked. So we gave up and told ourselves we’d leave it for another four years. But then every time we started thinking about it after that, Tom saw me getting wound up all over again and said he wasn’t going to put me through it. And when I went along to my doctor in a state, she told me I wasn’t doing myself any favors, and that with my mental history I might not be considered suitable to adopt anyway.’ She paused, turned to look at Des. ‘So that was it. We drew a line, gave up for good, told ourselves that at least we still had each other.’

			He gave her hand another sympathetic squeeze. ‘I never knew. I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s not your fault.’ Frowning at the empty glass in her other hand, Abbie said, ‘Did I spill this?’

			Des smiled. ‘You drank it. Stay there, I’ll get you another one.’

			By the time he returned from the kitchen, Abbie was in tears again.

			‘Sorry, I don’t know where it’s all coming from.’ She fumbled for another tissue. ‘This must be the most boring night of your life.’

			‘Don’t be silly. We’re friends, aren’t we?’ He sat back down. ‘You’ve had a rotten thing happen and you don’t deserve it.’

			A rotten thing happen. Well, that was one way of putting it. But he was trying so hard to help. And it was comforting to know that he was on her side.

			‘I don’t know what to do.’ Abbie’s voice broke. ‘I still can’t believe he did it. I can’t believe this is h-happening… I just want to hurt him like he’s hurt me…’

			***

			Oh no. Oh God. The moment Abbie opened her eyes, the events of the night before came flooding back in technicolor detail. 

			Every single detail.

			Her stomach clenched with horror, she gazed at the unfamiliar curtains and felt the unfamiliar arm draped over her side, the warm breath on the back of her neck. How had she got herself into this situation? Except she already knew the answer to that. Fueled by the second half-pint mug of mostly brandy with a dash of lemonade, she had carried on ranting and raving while Des had been… well, lovely, really. Kind, patient, and endlessly understanding. Until finally she’d cried, ‘I mean, how would Tom like it if I did it to him?’ and Des had gazed wordlessly into her eyes until the penny finally dropped. 

			If she was honest, there had always been a frisson of attraction between them. Not that either of them would ever have dreamed of doing anything about it, simply because that wasn’t the kind of people they were. She was a respectable, happily married woman, and Des had respected that. 

			But now, after all this, well, why shouldn’t it happen? A combination of alcohol and the desire for revenge was what had propelled her to do it. She had leaned over and kissed him. That was all, just a kiss, but Des had responded with alacrity. They’d kissed some more and it had felt strange, but it was a way of getting back at Tom, so she’d carried on. Then, after a while in Des’s arms, the slippery leather sofa has become uncomfortable and he’d helped her to her feet, leading her through to the bedroom. By that stage, the alcohol had well and truly kicked in. Recklessly, she’d almost made up her mind to have sex with him. There you go, Tom, see how you like that. But when it came down to it, she hadn’t been able to see it through. Des had taken off his shirt, but by the time he attempted to unfasten her buttons, she was already shaking her head and pulling away, saying no, no, sorry but no. And to his eternal credit, he hadn’t pressed her to change her mind. He had stopped at once, comforted her when she started sobbing all over again, and told her that it didn’t matter, just being here with her was enough. Not long after that, overwrought and exhausted and unaccustomed to the alcohol she’d drunk, she’d fallen asleep in his arms. 

			Still fully clothed, thank God.

			Abbie blinked and shifted to the edge of the bed. Her mouth tasted sour and last night’s torrent of tears had left her eyes sore and gritty, as if they’d been sandpapered by a deranged carpenter. The clock on the bedside table showed that it was ten to six. Outside, the sky was still pitch black; it wouldn’t start to get light for another hour.

			‘Where are you off to?’

			Guiltily, she turned and saw that Des had been watching her. If last night had been embarrassing, this morning already felt worse. ‘Sorry, did I wake you? I need to get home.’

			‘You don’t have to. You’re welcome to stay.’

			He was her boss. She had led him on and nearly-but-not-quite slept with him. And he was still being kind. Feeling sick and dreading Tom’s return from his fishing trip this evening, Abbie said, ‘Thanks, but I want to go.’

			‘I’ll give you a lift.’ He began to throw back the duvet and she caught a glimpse of bare torso.

			‘No, no… really there’s no need.’ She backed hastily towards the door; anyone hearing a car at this hour on a Sunday morning could look out of their bedroom window and see him dropping her off.

			‘OK, I know you’ve got stuff to sort out with Tom.’ He pushed back his tousled reddish-fair hair with the flat of his hand. ‘But… I meant it when I said you didn’t deserve to be treated like that. You’re lovely… amazing…’ He saw her flinch and went on hastily, ‘Look, you can call me or come over whenever you want. Anything I can do to help, please, just say the word.’

			‘Right.’ Abbie nodded. ‘Thanks.’ If it wasn’t so tragic, it would almost be funny; they sounded so clipped and British, like something out of a 1940s black and white film. 

			He blinked. ‘Will you tell him about this? I mean, you spending the night here?’

			‘Don’t worry.’ As she shook her head, she saw the relief in Des’s eyes. ‘I won’t. It’s just between us. No one else is going to know.’ Awkwardly she added, ‘And you won’t tell anyone either?’

			Des’s expression softened. ‘Whatever you want.’

			‘Thanks. Well, bye then.’

			He cleared his throat. ‘I hate to ask, but will you be able to work Magda’s shift on Wednesday?’

			God, this was what he’d phoned up to ask her last night. If he hadn’t, none of this would have happened.

			‘Yes. Fine.’ Abbie nodded helplessly. She’d spent the night in Des Kilgour’s bed and nearly ended up having sex with him, and it was all Magda’s dead uncle’s fault.
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