
[image: cover missing]


About the Book

Meet Eve: 4 kids, 1 hectic job, 2 complicated exes and a lot on her mind.

Like, is sex with the vet better than no sex at all?

Is she too old to shop at Topshop or dye her hair pink?

Are violets the new geraniums?

What the hell is in the fridge for supper?

And, most importantly of all, has she let the love of her life get away all too easily?

A fabulous read. A sexy read. A Carmen Reid. 
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Chapter One 

‘NILS.’

‘Yes?’ 

‘Nothing. I’m just trying it out. Nils . . . Nils,’ she repeated slowly, resting her head back against his arm and feeling dangerously close to falling asleep, right there in the middle of the afternoon. This was so good. How come she had forgotten how good this was? 

Eve turned and smiled at the broad, freckled face beside hers on the pillow. ‘It might be quite fun to do this all again some time,’ she said, already with a little stomach flip replaying the best bits in her mind. 

‘Yes please,’ he answered, in the Dutch, butter-melting-on-toast accent which had landed her here in the first place. 

He rolled onto his side and propped his head up with a hand to take a better look at her. So pretty in the way he thought of as totally English: skinny as a whippet, perfect nose, thin lips, hair too blond, too long and scruffy, nails . . . endearingly, the worst he’d ever seen. Had she been digging with her bare hands? 

Without another word, just smiling, he ran a fingertip slowly, slowly from her chin to her belly button. 

‘You’re very nice naked,’ he said. 

‘Likewise,’ was her answer and she moved in close so they were pressed up against each other. ‘And now I know you’re a natural blond,’ she teased, moving her fingers down his chest to the damp curl of hair at the very base of his stomach. 

He put both arms round her, squeezed her tightly and she felt herself sighing with relief. This was OK. It was good. It was fun. She was going to be all right. She was going to be able to move on. 

She heard a vigorous scratching and turned out of the hug to see one of her grey cats sprawled over the bottom of the bed, pawing at its ear. 

‘So they should make a full recovery?’ she asked Nils. 

‘A week of the drops and there shouldn’t be any more problems. But I hope you’ll call me anyway.’ 

Because Nils was her vet, well, the cats’ vet. She’d known him for almost a year now. They had laughed and flirted in his surgery, and she had been to his above-the-practice flat twice before for an elegant blue and white cup of scalding coffee. But this was the first time she and the cats had charmed their way into the plain, tidy bedroom which she was looking at properly now: white walls, white sheets, dark wooden furniture neatly stacked with books and clothes and shoes, a bed which had creaked, groaned and wobbled quite alarmingly all afternoon. 

There was one big window, framed with masculine green-striped curtains, and filled up with the bare branches of a cherry tree. It was a clear, early February day, but the sunlight slanting in through the window was lukewarm. 

‘South facing,’ she said, prompted by her own thoughts, ‘You could grow all sorts of exotic stuff in windowboxes . . . chilli peppers, tomatoes, basil . . . I could plant some up for you, if you like.’ 

‘Windowboxes?’ he replied. ‘This is what you mad Englishwomen do instead of sex, isn’t it?’ 

‘No! I have sex . . . sometimes. Occasionally.’ But you couldn’t really call one afternoon of sex in three years ‘occasionally’, could you? Three years!! How had this happened? 

‘I’m a busy girl,’ she said. 

‘I know.’ 

‘I have four children, two exes, a full-time job, two cats, one garden, a very messy flat and an old car . . .’ She counted this all off on her fingers then gave a shrug . . . As if that little summary did her weird and intricate past any justice at all. But just how much would a new lover want to know about her children and their histories? Denny, aged 22, Tom just turned 20 (not to mention their long-lost dad), then Anna, nine, Robbie, two, and their father Joseph. The complicated one. The man she’d most loved, most hated, most wanted, most pushed away. She twiddled at Joseph’s ring, still encircling her fourth finger. No, a new lover would particularly not want to hear about him. 

‘You are busy,’ Nils agreed. ‘But I’m very glad you took an afternoon off.’ 

‘Do you think your receptionist suspects us?’ She twined a leg round his and registered all the interested stirrings going on between them. 

‘How could she? I didn’t even suspect us,’ he said. 

‘Oh, but I did.’ There was a throatiness to her delicious giggle which he hoped meant they were going to start all over again. 

He put his warm coffee-tasting mouth over hers, rolled her on top of him and she felt another big surge of interest. Whoa. Light touchpaper and retire. 

‘Like riding a bike’ were the words popping up somewhere at the back of her mind. It may have been three years, but you didn’t forget how to do this. His tongue was now exploring places he was making it very difficult to feel shy about because she felt turned on, touched, brushed against from fingertip to toe. 

She could even hear herself groaning in a strange out-of-body kind of way: ‘Yeah. Yeah. Ohhhh . . . More . . .’ More? That was the problem. More. She’d done it now. She’d reactivated the sex button and now she was going to want Nils morning, noon and night. And really, as she kept telling herself, she was TOO BUSY. 

‘What?’ His head ducked up from under the duvet and her eyes snapped open. 

‘What?’ she asked but suspected she’d said that last bit out loud. 

‘You’re feeling dizzy?’ 

‘No, no. Fine.’ What was the etiquette here? Did you just say ‘carry on, please’? 

‘Are you sure?’ 

‘Of course I’m sure.’ 

He was holding himself up on his arms over her and she had to have a little squeeze of his hard, blond biceps, ‘You’re lovely,’ she said and meant it. He was. In a totally different way to . . . oh no, don’t go that route . . . never mind . . . concentrate please on the muscular vet who is licking and breathing against the side of your neck, whose fingertips are tracing, circling there, there . . . oh yeah . . . 

She wrapped her legs round him and he was inside again. No sex for three years then three shots in one afternoon. Was this a record? It was certainly an overdose. And how was she going to explain away the growing stubble rash on the side of her face? 

But she was very pleased that she had decided to give in to her growing conviction that Nils van der Hoeven should probably be the one who was going to help her make the transition from separated to single to back out there again. She had made the appointment for the cats – which did actually have sore ears, she hadn’t deliberately infected them or anything – but she had booked in for the end of the vet’s day, hoping that he didn’t have much else planned and wondering if she could still remember the slightest thing about seducing men or at least letting them know it was OK to go about seducing you. 

So that was how she’d ended up in Nils’s little consulting room scooping her cats onto the table in a way that just happened to make a silver G-string pop up over the top of her tight combat trousers, and when she turned round she could see his gaze was straying, as intended, to the cleavage Wonderbra-ed up underneath her slinky pink cardigan. 

‘Ear infection, I think.’ She had run an armful of jangling bangles through her hair and smiled glossy lipstick at him, thinking she was maybe overdoing this a little. He had examined them carefully and the two fat ladies – as she thought of the cats now – had purred and sat still for him. 

‘I’ve been away, so I don’t know how long they’ve been like this,’ she’d said. 

‘OK . . . so, where have you been?’ he’d asked in the accent which had a strangely hypnotic, unzipping effect on her. 

‘Oh nowhere interesting, visiting family out of town.’ 

‘Nowhere interesting . . . hmmm . . . my most interesting client says “nowhere interesting”,’ he’d teased. 

‘And what makes you think I’m so interesting?’ she’d smiled at him. Ah, standing there in the beam of his warm, amber eyes was like basking in the sun. She’d felt so happy and relaxed, she’d had to fight the overwhelming desire to start taking her clothes off right there and then. 

For a moment, all she’d been able to think about was sex on the disinfected linoleum floor with the cats watching and a waiting room full of pensioners with constipated dogs and moulting budgies tut-tutting about the delay and wondering what the rhythmic banging noise was. 

God, Eve get a grip. She’d tried to click that daydream off. 

But he was so nice and solid. The rolled-up sleeves of his white coat revealed chunky forearms dusted with freckles and golden hair and she couldn’t help picturing the strong, golden-downed body underneath the coat. She’d looked up at his face, big jaw, blond and brown tousled hair in a messy pudding bowl kind of thing. He was gorgeous. And at least 35-ish . . . not too young. Still inexplicably single? 

‘Well,’ he was answering the question she’d now completely forgotten about, ‘I still don’t know why someone like you is wearing an engagement ring, dressing like a teenager and living alone with children and cats in this part of town. I think it is probably a very interesting story . . . huh?’ 

‘Well . . . maybe. I like it here,’ she’d smiled back, answering the easy part of the question. 

‘I do too.’ 

‘And anyway, why is anyone single?’ Big smile, little flick through hair. ‘Are you still single?’ 

‘Yes.’ This said decisively as he crossed his arms over his broad chest and squared up to her: ‘I’m nearly finished for the day. Would you like to come up for some coffee?’ 

‘Of course. I’d have invited myself, if you hadn’t asked,’ she’d confessed. 

‘Really?’ 

She’d gone back to the waiting room with the cats, feeling almost breathless with the suspense. Surreptitiously fluffing her hair, hoiking up the cleavage and tugging down the combat trousers, she’d wondered if she still had any idea how to do this: let someone know you wanted just a little bit more than their friendship. Not too much more – just a little bit. 

‘I have wine too,’ he’d said as she followed him up the stairs to his flat. ‘Maybe you’d prefer a glass of wine.’ 

‘Yeah, if you like or ketamine? You know, the horse tranquillizer: apparently that works much faster.’ Oh my God, I’ve clearly gone insane. 

They were in the hallway now and he’d turned to look at her with amusement. 

‘Sorry, why am I making jokes about horse tranquillizer? Just shoot me now. I mean – I don’t mean you shoot horses . . . well probably you do . . . but only when you have to.’ This wasn’t exactly easy was it?

But Nils had smiled at her a little too broadly, as if he’d been trying not to laugh, then added: ‘There isn’t much call for shooting horses in Hackney. Do you want to let your cats out? They can wander about.’ 

She’d bent down in the dim little hall to unclip the latch on the basket and when she’d stood up again, they’d kissed. 

That was it. So easy she couldn’t really work out how it had happened. Bend down, cat latch, stand up and kiss. 

And they must have both decided at the same time because she met him halfway, mouth on mouth. At first they were kissing lip to lip, then so tentatively, tongue on tongue. 

Only when it had started to happen had she realized just how much she’d wanted this. A kiss . . . kissing . . . God, she had been starved  of kissing. She’d wrapped her arms around him, not wanting to let him stop, her very turned-on Dutchman . . . in a white coat . . . which smelled of Dettol . . . Several fantasies rolled into one. 

She’d felt her bra ping open at the back and his hands on her bare skin, shyly moving to her breasts. The excitement of doing this with someone new was so intense, it was close to terror. A different face, a wider, softer mouth, a whole new island of person to work her way around. She’d groped for the buttons on the starchy white coat and began to undo them, needing to have him warm and naked against her. 

‘Yeeeeeouwl!’ He’d stood on a cat, but who cared? 

Oh, he did, obviously. 

‘I’m so sorry.’ He’d let go of her and followed the cat into the bedroom. 

‘She’ll be fine.’ Eve, thick-voiced, went into the room too, her arms folded over her undone cardigan and bra, to watch him give the cat a quick check over. 

‘You must stand on cats all the time, in your line of work,’ she’d joked. 

‘My line of work,’ – which came out ‘vuuuerkk’ and almost made her knees buckle – ‘is trying not  to stand on cats.’ 

Then he’d gone to stand very close beside her, hoping he hadn’t killed the moment, as well as very nearly the cat. 

‘Where were we?’ she’d said, wrapping hands around his waist, hooking her fingers into the belt loops of his cords and pulling him up against her. 

‘Remind me,’ he’d said, leaning in, moving his mouth onto hers, running his hands through her hair, circling against her neck and shoulders until the possibility of taking off every shred of clothing and getting into bed with this strange, new man was becoming very real. 

She let him undo the top button of her trousers, then he sat down on the bed and pulled her down beside him. Pushing back the insistent thoughts that this wasn’t Joseph . . . this was a new . . . a first . . . she’d let him peel back her clothes and move his mouth down, skimming over cold nipples, soft stomach and arched hip bones until he was there; tasting, touching, insistent and persuasive. And despite her whispered reservations – ‘No . . . no . . . not . . . quite . . . just . . .’ because this felt so intimate and strange – it had become irresistible and she had slowly lowered her guard, closed her eyes and wound the unfamiliar curls round her fingers, opening to the flickering touch, the breathing, the steady rippling of underwater waves and – no!  – she was going to come before she’d even undone his zip, she realized as it happened, with a quiet juddering. 

Nils had stood up then and undressed, unselfconsciously, not breaking her gaze as she’d watched. He’d taken off his shirt and T-shirt, then he’d unbuttoned his trousers and pulled them off along with his trunks and socks. He had a square, strong body, as golden-haired as she’d expected, surprisingly freckly, but quite spectacularly attractive. 

Unable to take her eyes off him, she’d waited naked on the bed – heart jumping in her chest – for him to fit on a condom and come back. 

When he moved inside her, she’d had to bend her knees up and put her heels onto his buttocks to make room. But it was perfect to feel small, to feel as if she was clinging to this great bear of a man for dear life. She’d held on, felt his size and warmth and managed to keep at bay all the tearful thoughts welling up. 

He was going to come quickly too. She’d felt him make the momentary effort to slow and hold back, but then with a gasp he’d given in and collapsed down against her. 

Later, they’d had much slower sex with talking. What Joseph had always called mantra sex. (Except, she wasn’t supposed to be thinking about him.) 

‘So how come you’re still single?’ she’d asked Nils. 

‘British girls aren’t into vets,’ he’d told her. ‘Too much exposure to All Creatures Great and Small  at an impressionable age. They’re always thinking about where my hands have been and am I sure  I’ve washed them.’ 

‘Yeurgh,’ she’d giggled. 

‘I don’t know,’ he’d added, a little more seriously. ‘Probably just haven’t met the right person, yet.’ 

‘I’ve always wanted to have sex with a Dutchman,’ she’d told him then. 

‘Why?’ 

‘Because you’re all so liberal, nothing’s supposed to shock you and I was hoping you’d have lots of good ideas.’ 

‘I see,’ he said switching positions and explaining that he was from one of the tiny Protestant, Puritan Dutch islands where he went to church six days a week until he turned 19 and left for vet school. 

‘Ah.’ 

‘But that doesn’t mean I haven’t got some good ideas and, please tell me you’re going to come soon . . .’ 

‘Oh yeah . . .’ 

‘It’s almost five o’clock, isn’t it?’ she asked him now, trying to move her head up from the pillow. ‘I really have to go.’ 

She got out of bed, retrieved her tiny pants and then lay flat on her back on the floor. Raising her hips with her hands, she swung her legs up into the air, then down past her head to touch the floor on the other side. 

‘What are you doing?!’ he asked, sitting up to watch. 

‘Just stretching out my back,’ she said, smiling, looking surprisingly comfortable. 

‘Isn’t that dangerous?’ 

‘The plough? No, not when you’ve been doing yoga for as long as I have. Since before  the Nineties,’ she added, but then wished she hadn’t, she didn’t really want to remind him that she was, well . . . call it a few years older than him. 

She held the position for several minutes, then unfolded herself and began to pull on her clothes. He asked if she would like to make another ‘appointment’. 

This was the part she wasn’t so sure about. 

‘I’ve got a lot on . . . and little people to look after. I really don’t know . . .’ she trailed off. 

‘Do you want to see me again, Eve?’ he asked, from the seriously rumpled bed. 

‘Yes. I just . . .’ 

‘Shh!’ he held a finger against his lips. ‘It’s OK. No rush. We’ll see how it goes.’ 

‘Thanks.’ She sat down beside him and put her hands up against his face to draw him in for a kiss. And to his surprise it was a kiss on the forehead, a slightly mumsy goodbye. 

‘What does this have to do with things?’ He held her left hand in his and put a thumb over the dainty emerald ring on her fourth finger. 

‘Oh, nothing . . . really. Just habit. We split up ages ago . . . you know that . . .’ She felt a flush of pink heat up her cheeks, and it annoyed her, making her blush even more: ‘But there hasn’t been anyone since. So this is . . . all new.’ 

‘No rush,’ he said again, reassuringly. 

‘I’m sure I’ll tell you all about it.’ She shot him a smile, did up her trousers, slid her feet into her shoes and picked up her cardigan. ‘But not today.’ 


Chapter Two 

AT 4P.M., MOST days of the year, Eve’s stint at the office ended, although work  didn’t. She sometimes didn’t think work ended until she sank into her bath at 10.30p.m. with a hefty glass of red wine in her hand. 

But 4p.m. was the changeover, when Probation Officer Eve powered down the computer, closed the files on the big kids for the day and turned back into Mummy Eve, who did food and homework and bath time, laundry and hoovering and all that other stuff for the next few hours. 

And today, Friday, was no different. Lap one, rush to the bus stop and catch the red double decker, which dropped her just a short walk from Robbie’s childminder. She always rang Arlene’s doorbell in short bursts of three so Robbie knew it was her and came hurtling down the corridor screaming with glee, ready to fly into her arms as soon as the door was opened. 

‘Hello, bunny,’ she said into his hair, as he clasped her fiercely round the neck. Eve and Arlene had their doorstep chat – what they’d done today, how he’d eaten, how long he’d slept – then Robbie climbed into his buggy and they whizzed down the road to collect Anna from her after-school club. 

Reunions with Anna were not nearly as gushy. Her tall, fair-haired daughter didn’t see them coming in because she was at the table pushed against the wall in the club room, doing her homework, completely oblivious to the chaos going on around her with other kids playing ping-pong and pool, jostling for goes on the Play Station. 

‘Anna!’ the club supervisor had to call several times, before Anna heard. Then she turned, flashed her mother a quick smile, turned back, finished her sentence, her sum, whatever it was she was doing and only then packed her books and jotters away, all neat and orderly, just like a mini executive sorting out her briefcase at the end of the day. 

Anna allowed herself to be kissed on the cheek by Eve, but nothing more than that. Then she bent down to kiss Robbie hello, all sweetly condescending and so self-possessed for a nine-year-old. 

‘So tell me all about it,’ Eve said when they were back outside, and the last fifteen-minute stretch home was full of school news and a little girl’s gossip. 

There was that house, she couldn’t help noticing as they walked past, the big one on the corner, shabby and unloved, with the wild garden. Someone had finally put it up for sale. 

It was close to 5p.m. when they were at last back at the little two-bedroomed basement flat which had been Eve’s family base for over ten years now. 

Opening the front door was always such a relief: all three of them loved to be home. Anna rushed to her room and Eve carried Robbie into her bedroom so he could sit on the bed and watch her slip out of the work suit into jeans, a bright top, woolly socks and a decrepit old pair of Birkenstocks. That was when she finally felt like her proper homebody, Mummy-self again. 

She took out her earrings, brushed through her hair and tried to feel a tiny bit recharged for the final laps of the day ahead of her: suppertime, homework, Joseph handover, baths and bed. 

‘What are we eating tonight?’ Anna called from next door. 

‘Soup, salad, bread and cheese,’ Eve answered, knowing this was not exactly a break with routine. 

‘What kind of soup?’ 

‘Carrot and lentil,’ she answered, not expecting to hear a groan in reply. This was one of her more popular numbers. 

Anna came into the room, dressed in sensible chinos and a white long-sleeved T-shirt. She found her mother’s taste for sequined hipsters, splashy tops and bead jewellery hard to relate to. 

‘How’s it going?’ Eve asked but before Anna could reply, Robbie somersaulted straight off the bed and landed in a wailing heap on the wooden floor. 

Once they’d both cuddled him up and patted him better, Anna replied with an: ‘OK, surviving, trying to keep within my own boundaries and not get too involved with all the children stuck in the toddler stage in my class.’ 

‘Hmmm,’ Eve nodded, knowing from experience it was best not to get too caught up in a pop psychology conversation with Anna; it would only end with cries of: ‘You just don’t want to understand!’ 

Occasionally, Eve would worry if it was normal to have a nine-year-old who was desperate to be a psychiatrist and who spent most of her spare time reading psychology manuals. But, hell, what was normal? Best not to spend too much time wondering about that. 

While her youngest children had supper – Robbie breaking all his bread into pieces to float it ‘like ducks’ on the soup and Anna having to cry because she blobbed the bright orange onto her T-shirt, ‘and it will never  come out’ (theatrical wail) – Eve tried to take a call on the kitchen phone from her eldest son, Denny. 

‘Have you met Tom’s new girlfriend yet?’ Denny was asking above the increasing kitchen cacophony. 

‘Yes. Isn’t she lovely? I’m cheering from the sidelines,’ Eve said because this was beginning to look like Tom’s first big romance. He’d always had girlfriends but no-one really serious until now. When she’d met Deepa, just a week ago, she’d seen the thrilled friendship between them and felt so happy for him. And Deepa was lovely: an attractive, intelligent medical student, full of fun – like Tom – but ambitious too, which was interesting because Tom was laid back, never took anything too seriously, was determined to be a carefree, software-designing surfer boy for as long as he could. 

‘I know,’ Denny was agreeing. ‘No idea what she’s doing with Tom.’ 

‘Denny! He’s getting it together,’ Eve said. ‘His job is working out OK. His finances are improving.’ Eve had limitless understanding for her kind, but chaotic, second son. 

‘But not his taste in clothes,’ Denny added. 

‘Well . . . maybe Deepa will help him out. It’s early days. How about you?’ she asked, trying to ignore Robbie’s discovery that he could ping soup across the table with his spoon. ‘How’s work going?’ 

‘Fine. Big job next week hopefully, fingers crossed. And Patricia’s well too.’ 

‘Good.’ Then Anna took a direct soup hit. 

‘I have to go,’ she said to deafening shouts of ‘Mum! Look what he’s done!’ 

‘You do,’ Denny laughed. ‘Give them a cuddle for me.’ 

‘See you soon. Are you OK?’ she added quickly. 

‘I’m fine.’ 

‘OK you two . . .’ She headed to the plastic-table-clothed war zone with paper towels. ‘He’s still stuck in the toddler stage,’ she reminded a tearful Anna. 

‘Can we have the yoghurt now, Mummy?’ Robbie looked up at her with the most heart-winning, charming smile he could muster. 

‘Yes, yes, just a minute.’ She wiped everything and everyone down a bit, then plonked a fruit yoghurt in front of Anna and prepared for the evening debate with Robbie. 

‘Who have we got today?’ Robbie asked gleefully. 

She looked in the fridge: ‘James, Thomas, Annie or the Fat Controller.’ After months of resistance she had finally cracked and bought the Thomas the Tank Engine themed yoghurts and now she was enslaved. He only ever wanted to eat the Henry one. Really she should just wash out the Henry pot, refill it with normal yoghurt and slap the foil back on. Why did she never remember to do that? 

‘But I want Henry,’ came the little wail now. 

‘Oh no, Thomas is going to cry.’ Eve made sobbing noises into the fridge. ‘Eat me Robbie, eat me,’ she said in a silly voice. 

Anna was rolling her eyes. 

Finally Robbie relented and let her spoon the pale pink goo into his mouth. 

After supper, she jammed the plates, cups and bowls into the pocket-sized dishwasher Denny and Tom had bought her for Christmas, and went into the sitting room with the children. 

She flicked on the lights the room needed even in the middle of the day because it was below pavement level with a green curtain of ivy and clematis over the two small windows. 

Eve liked the underwater green effect. She’d decorated with pale apricot paint, a saggy secondhand sofa, bookcases, stained-glass shaded lamps and ropes of white fairy lights. The wooden floor, like all the others in the flat, she had painstakingly sanded, smoothed, nailed down, fillered and varnished herself. There were no curtains on the windows because the trellis of leaves was enough. 

Like every other room in the flat, the sitting room walls were covered in all sorts of interesting things: posters, paintings, Denny’s family photos blown up, and lots of home-made art – framed bright blue handprints, salt dough trees, painted and glazed, glitter dinosaurs, dip dyed handkerchiefs, even a pink tulle baby’s dress in a frame. It was a quirky collection begun way back when Denny and Tom were small. 

Robbie hopped onto the biggest sofa and began rearranging the cushions. Eve slotted the Thomas the Tank video into the machine, hit play and lay beside him, curling herself so he had space to sit in the bend of her knees. 

Anna unpacked her books and settled down at the table behind the sofa. This way, Eve could help with homework without having to prise herself up again. 

The clonky theme tune started up and Eve felt her eyelids hover. She wondered how long she could just ‘rest’ them shut before Anna had a question or Robbie poked her in the face. 

Barely fifteen seconds later, she got her answer: ‘What’s six times eight again?’ Anna asked. 

‘Well, what’s five times eight?’ she asked back. 

‘Forty, so plus eight, forty-eight.’ 

‘Well done. Are you all packed, by the way?’ Eve asked just as the doorbell rang. 

‘Is it Daddy?’ Anna’s face lit up. 

‘Better go see.’ Eve uncurled from the sofa and caught herself arranging her hair. Oh good grief. And there were the strange tummy flutterings along with the surge of tension Joseph always managed to provoke in her. She wondered if it was going to feel different to meet him today now that she had taken such a big step, had started to see someone else . . . properly. 

She had never expected maintaining civil friendliness with Joseph to be easy. They had been together for seven years and she had loved him all the way. They’d had Anna together and several years of the kind of happiness you could never, ever regret, but things had begun to fall apart well before Robbie arrived. 

In fact, Eve had called it off and moved Joseph out for what surely had to be the final time just a few months into the pregnancy. What had gone wrong? She would only ever explain it as ‘He changed’, which didn’t really begin to describe the whole complicated set of circumstances but made it easier for her to cope with. Now, she considered herself still heartbroken and more than a little suspicious of new men, but determined not to be bitter, and some day to be able to get over it – as Joseph appeared to have done without too much problem. 

So here they were: apart, trying to be civil and parenty, trying to ignore all the unresolved, difficult feelings still breaking out between them. 

In some ways it had been easier when the father of Eve’s two older boys, her husband Dennis, had left. He’d done the melodramatic, clean break, disappearing act. It might have been shocking and hell to adjust to, but at least there hadn’t been all this confusion and toing and froing and on-ing and off-ing and having to try and be friends for the sake of the children. 

‘Hello, Joseph.’ She stood up and smiled as he came into the room. 

‘Hi, Eve.’ He did a quick stoop and brush of the cheek kiss. No, despite the afternoon of wild abandon with Nils, there was still a something, a little tiny rush . . . a jolt . . . when he did that. It annoyed her so much. And no, it was still hard to keep her eyes off him. But maybe she wasn’t alone here. He was tall and muscular slim with dark eyes and thick, black hair. Plenty of women found him a pleasure to look at. 

‘Hello Jofus,’ Robbie was saying from the sofa. 

‘Hello, buddy, how are you?’ He settled down on the sofa to speak to the son he saw so little of. He and Eve had agreed that Robbie would come with Anna on the weekend visits to Joseph’s flat in Manchester ‘when he was older’ but time had passed and so far neither of them had discussed when that would be. Each felt the other should make the offer first. It was just another little fly in the relationship ointment. 

Joseph stayed long enough to have a cup of tea and the handover chat: How were Anna and Robbie doing? How much homework should Anna take? What was she reading? And all the time Eve was watching him, noticing all sorts of little, personal things and he was doing the same. 

He’d been at meetings in town all day and his dark suit had that soft, perfect cut look to it of criminal expense, but he wore it casually with a black T-shirt and the world’s tiniest mobile phone clipped to the top pocket, the ear wire tucked round his collar. He had a new laptop computer. She saw the small, light bag at his feet. No doubt something very sleek and top of the range. He was doing well, turning into a wealthy, successful businessman. Just as she’d suspected . . . and hated. She never accepted any child maintenance from him, but made sure he put the money into an account for the children when they were older. She tried not to interfere with his lavish treat buying. 

Anna came back into the room with her small overnight bag. 

‘Are you sure you’ll get it into the boot?’ Eve asked because she couldn’t resist. She couldn’t remember what kind of car it was Joseph drove but it was the silliest, shiniest boy-toy ever and she loathed it. 

‘Miiiiiaaaaaoooow,’ Joseph said but smiled at her anyway. 

‘Any plans for the weekend?’ Eve tried out her ‘being civil’ voice again. 

‘Loads of plans. We’ll have a great time, won’t we, Anna?’ 

‘Yeah. Is Michelle around?’ 

Joseph and Eve felt their involuntary intakes of breath. You could always rely on nine-year-olds to bring on those awkward questions. 

‘She’s offered to make us dinner tomorrow, if you want.’ 

‘Better eat before you go, darling.’ Eve knew it was mean and evil and wicked, but she couldn’t help herself. 

Michelle, Joseph’s girlfriend was – and Eve was only going on photographic evidence and what Anna had reported here – one of those perky gym bunnies always engrossed in the current diet fad. At the moment, Michelle didn’t ‘do’ carbohydrates and apparently never even had so much as a mouthful of cake or chocolate or ice-cream or anything sugar-filled or fun because of the terror that she would just let go, let rip, gorge herself until her thighs ballooned, or her bottom burst or the seams of her latest designer outfit exploded. 

Some fun she must be, Eve consoled herself. 

‘Eve,’ Joseph warned, ‘Behave.’ 

‘Sorry.’ 

But then he couldn’t help adding: ‘At least Michelle can cook something other than lentils.’ 

Owww, oww, ouch: ‘Oh, please,’ she managed, hoping it sounded offhand and unwounded. 

‘Have you got plans?’ he asked then, maybe trying to make up for the dig. 

‘Yeah. I’ve got a date tomorrow night. Our new vet actually – a very nice guy.’ 

If Joseph was a surprised by this, he didn’t show it. She was studying him to read his reaction, but all that came was a smile and a polite-sounding: ‘That’s good, I hope you have fun.’ 

Yes I bloody well will  she told herself, surprisingly hurt at his lack of interest in this, the first ever date she was telling him about. I will eat, drink and be merry and bring him home for a sexathon and not think of you for one moment. Even though Nils hadn’t invited her for dinner or any sort of date and she had made this up on the spur of the moment just to annoy him. 

‘You’re going on a date? With the vet?’ Anna was asking. Oh no, now she had shocked the one person in the world she least wanted to: ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ She knelt down and said to Anna: ‘Honey, it’s just for fun. Robbie’s coming and we’re going to talk about the cats.’ See. This is why she hardly ever lied. It always got far too complicated. 

‘OK.’ Joseph picked up Anna’s bag and started on the goodbyes. 

‘Give Mummy and Robbie a kiss, Anna. It’s time to go.’ 

Robbie was in bed at 8p.m., cuddled into the bottom bunk with his bunnies, struggling to keep his eyes open as Eve read him a story. 

She ate a solitary supper with the radio on and afterwards forced herself to go round the house doing the bare minimum of chores – washing in machine, cursory sweep of kitchen floor, wipe of surfaces, armfuls of child junk into toyboxes. In the kitchen she filled up the bread machine and clicked it on, then chopped up vegetables and threw them into boiling stock to simmer. 

At least Michelle can cook something other than lentils, she couldn’t help remembering as she stirred her soup. God, Joseph. 

As if he’d been worried about her cooking skills on evenings when the big boys were away and Anna asleep in her cot, and they had come into the kitchen for supper, watching each other eat by candlelight, absolutely certain of what was going to come next. 

She remembered him dripping salad dressing onto her warm, bare summer arm and licking it off all the way from her wrist to her shoulder, until she was sitting in his lap, tasting him, wanting him, but he was tilting back to look into the fridge and see what other props he could find. 

‘What about ice cubes . . . or butter? Oh . . . the classic: we have cream and  strawberries.’ 

‘Yes, please.’ 

He’d once invented some ridiculous smorgasbord of snacks to complement oral sex: taramasalata, cream cheese, slivers of smoked salmon. 

And sometimes he would tell her all the way through a meal what they were going to do afterwards, until they were so breathless they could hardly finish the food. ‘See this strawberry—’ he’d dip it into chocolate or hot caramel or cream and start to lick it with the very tip of his tongue, as she was imagining he would do to her nipple, her clitoris, the tip of her nose. 

‘Lucky strawberry,’ she’d say, not able to take her eyes from his face, wondering once again how she’d managed to land such an irresistible man. 

Why was Joseph so hard to get over? 

This was the question which could still wake her up at 3a.m. and make it difficult to get back to sleep. 

He looked  exactly like the man she’d been so in love with. But she just couldn’t believe what he had turned into. It was as if she was still, after all this time, expecting him to one day give up the executive position, return the car, the phones, the laptop and the gadgets, and appear on the doorstep all rumpled, delicious and studenty again saying ‘I’m back the way you want me, please let me in.’ Where had that person gone? The one she’d been so in love with? Was he inside there somewhere? Was there even the slightest chance she could lure him out again? Or had he disappeared completely? 

The two cats, winding and purring round her legs as she stood at the cooker, were fed and then it was time to go out into the garden. 

Eve slipped on her fleece jacket and heavy boots at the back door and went out, flicking on the outdoor spotlights, which lit up the green haven she had been working on since the day she’d moved into the flat. 

Over the years, her garden had evolved and taken shape. She’d started off tending the lawn and border arrangement she’d inherited, but soon she’d built up the confidence to change it into something much more interesting and private. She’d heightened the three walls around the space with trellises, so they were now eight-foot-high walls of ivy, then the lawn had been ripped up and replaced with winding paths of stone slab planted all around with tall shrubs and greenery in pots, dense bushes and fruit trees, so that slowly the garden had grown higher and more tangled, more secluded from the other houses all around. 

Now, it was like entering a secluded green world with something interesting to see in every corner. Pots in all colours, sizes, patterns and glazes, spilling over with every kind of plant: flowering bushes, roses, tall sculptural spiky palms, earthbound knotted alpines. Every space was filled: she had planted indiscriminately, coaxing whatever she could get her hands on into vigorous life. 

There wasn’t any plan. Rosemary, mint, parsley, lettuce – in winter, Brussels sprouts and cabbage – grew haphazardly on the edges of the big terracotta tubs, or in the spaces between the perennials, wherever she could find room. 

In the summer, tomato plants were trained up the sunniest wall alongside the sweet-smelling crumpled-up-handkerchief roses, the sunflowers planted especially for Robbie and the wild and untameable courgette plants. 

Her autumn bulbs were pushed into every available square centimetre of earth so that crocus, tulips, lilies, peonies, all sorts of multicoloured blossoms popped up unexpectedly from February onwards. 

At the end of the garden was a pocket-sized patio, surrounded by green and covered with a canopy of climbing roses and clematis. There was a comfortable wooden garden bench there, out all year, and at the very start of summer Eve would bring out the wrought-iron chairs and the large round table she had decorated herself with a detailed mosaic. Big containers full of scented stocks and pink geraniums would take up the rest of the patio space and when the weather was good, supper was eaten outside every night in the twinkly light of candles on the mosaic and strings of fairy lights wound through the flower canopy above. 

She loved not just to garden – to move among her plants watering, pinching off deadheads, trimming back shoots, pulling out the few stray weeds – she loved the garden. It was a place, a ‘living’ room which she had created. It was a private park for Robbie, a reading bower for Anna, an oasis for her, a clandestine place to sit, talk and eat with her friends; it was a magical extension to her life and she had made it almost all by herself with her own two hands. 

Tonight, she was picking off snails by torchlight and drowning them with some distaste in a bucket half filled with water. Still, this was a better way to go than the ones unlucky enough to be crunched under her boots as she walked about in the dark. She loved to be in her garden at night, feeling alone, but not lonely, feeling busy, but at peace. 
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