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      1. Trapped in the Doll’s House

      
      
      Christmas Day was just two days away and London was shivering in the coldest December for thirty years. Nobody could remember
         a winter that had been so disruptive or where the sky had been so relentlessly grey. Windows were running with condensation,
         radiators were rattling with fatigue, and worn-out boilers everywhere were giving up the ghost. Fresh snow was falling all
         across the city and by mid-morning it was six inches deep, but thankfully it was dry and fluffy rather than icy and slippery
         and treacherous. Snow-covered gardens sparkled like spilt sugar in the weak morning sunshine.


      
      Emily’s trusty little car crunched slowly up the pristine driveway to the Diamond residence. She noticed a meandering set
         of tiny paw prints near the front gates. Emily supposed that Mr and Mrs Diamond must have a cat. That was good, she thought
         to herself. A nice shot of a pampered, contented cat curled up in its cosy basket always went down well with the readers.
         Finally, she turned a corner in the driveway and saw the house itself. It was set in a small clearing amid a cluster of snow-laden
         evergreen trees.


      
      ‘Oh wow, it’s so, so beautiful,’ she said softly, though there was nobody there to hear her. She parked the car a little way
         back from the house, careful not to make any ugly tyre tracks near the front door. For this house was so amazing it would
         surely make the cover of their next Christmas issue. Arabella would be delighted. She always liked to have the prettiest Christmas
         cover in the industry.


      
      Quickly Emily checked her make-up in the rear-view mirror and then opened the car door. A blast of icy wind went rushing straight
         up her nostrils and she sneezed loudly several times. The inside of her nose was suddenly alive with angry prickling and soon
         she was sneezing non-stop. Blinking rapidly, she felt a layer of mascara melt into her eyes. They began to sting fiercely
         and go red at the edges.


      
      ‘Perfect timing,’ she said. ‘This is all I need. Trying to take some decent photographs and conduct a vaguely interesting
         interview in the middle of a sneezing fit.’


      
      Emily closed the car door again and began to dab at her nose and eyes with a clean tissue from the glove compartment. Her
         skin was snow white and her lipstick was an easy-to-wear bronze. Emily didn’t slavishly follow the latest fashion trends so
         there was no fake tan or dark-red lips for her. Everyone in the London media was obsessing over their looks these days, but
         so far Emily had remained relatively immune. This was not just because she was usually fairly easy-going but also because
         she didn’t have the money to indulge the fashion-loving aspect of her nature. She had big soulful green eyes with hazel flecks
         in them, and hair the colour of dark chocolate that she wore in a simple ponytail. Her only concession to high fashion was
         a glossy fringe that she set on a large roller every night before going to bed. She was tall and slim and a girlish thirty.


      
      ‘Right, that’s enough of your silly antics,’ she said, holding another tissue to her nose until it had warmed up a bit and
         she stopped sneezing. Just as she was contemplating adding a slick of mascara to her watery eyes, the front door of the house
         opened and a tall, good-looking man wearing a white crew-neck sweater and immaculate white cords waved out at her. With his
         healthy pink skin tone and the kindly twinkle in his eyes he looked a well-preserved fifty. He also looked a bit like a sweet little snowman in those all-white clothes, Emily
         thought to herself. She opened the car door for a second time and tested one boot on the glistening drive.


      
      ‘You found us without too much trouble, then?’ the man said cheerfully.

      
      ‘Yes, no trouble at all. Mr Diamond, I presume?’

      
      ‘Yes, do call me Peter. And you must be Emily?’

      
      ‘Indeed I am, and what a truly fabulous house,’ Emily said, stepping out of the car at last, her camera bag and handbag looped
         over one arm. ‘Your email didn’t do it justice, Mr Diamond. It’s just heavenly. I really love it. No, please don’t come out.
         I’ll just take a shot here of the outside of the house before anyone walks on the snow.’


      
      ‘Okay, carry on, just knock when you’re ready,’ he said, closing the door softly again.

      
      And Emily did love the house. Tall and narrow, it looked almost regal standing here in its own grounds. Four storeys high,
         and everything that could be painted white had been: house walls, garden walls, window frames, front door. There was a pretty
         carriage lamp hanging above the door and a small potted lemon tree on either side.


      
      ‘It’s just like a doll’s house scaled up to life-size,’ Emily said suddenly.

      
      Perfectly proportioned, beautifully presented and so self-contained, it felt as if the building were alive in some way, and
         expecting her visit. She took a few dozen shots with her digital camera and then rang the doorbell. By this time her nose
         had gone so numb that the sneezes were frozen inside it.


      
      ‘We have a pot of tea and some freshly baked mince pies all ready for you,’ Mr Diamond said, opening the door at once.

      
      ‘Thank you, how lovely,’ Emily replied, stepping gingerly into the hallway and shaking the man’s hand warmly.

      
      She thought she felt his arm flinch slightly when their hands locked, and a brief flicker of anxiety passed across his narrow,
         blue eyes. But the moment passed and then he smiled again, the corners of his eyes folding up into very attractive crow’s
         feet. There was something warm and reassuring about this man, as if he would be good at looking after a woman. Emily could
         usually sense when someone had a kind heart. She had always had a sixth sense about people, and a feeling for whether or not
         she could trust them. It was a useful talent to have when she worked so much with strangers. Emily’s special talent had only
         let her down badly once; she really hadn’t seen the end coming to her relationship with her ex-fiancé, Alex. But then there
         were a lot of things about Alex that she had chosen to overlook during their years together. So she really couldn’t blame
         her instincts for failing to protect her from Alex; she’d never given them a chance to rally against him in the first place.


      
      ‘I expect you’ll want to take a picture of the tea things before we tuck in?’ Mr Diamond added, pulling Emily out of her reverie.

      
      ‘Yes, I always like to get a shot of the teapot if there’s a brew on offer,’ she smiled.

      
      The carpet inside the house was the purest white. Up the stairs and in the rooms on the ground floor all was a sea of perfect
         uninterrupted white. Everywhere was vacuumed smooth with no footprints or vacuum tracks visible. Emily supposed they must
         have a special technique of backing out of the rooms as they cleaned. Emily had a white carpet in her bedroom back at the
         flat, but the walls were navy blue so the effect wasn’t nearly as ethereal.


      
      ‘I love your home, Mr Diamond,’ she said brightly. ‘The light is so soft. It’s like Narnia in here.’

      
      And it did feel like Narnia in the Diamond house. Even the walls were white, and there were few pictures – instead delicate
         Venetian mirrors reflected back the light from the white-painted furniture, the collection of glass candlesticks on the hall
         table, and the massive glass chandelier hanging up on the landing. Heavy drapes muffled any sound of distant traffic.


      
      ‘Thank you very much,’ the man said brightly. ‘It’s all my wife’s doing. And do call me Peter, please. My wife’s name is Sarah;
         well, of course, you know all this already from my email. Now, would you like that tea?’


      
      ‘Lead the way. Are you regular readers of Stylish Living?’ Emily asked.


      
      ‘We never miss it. It’s the highlight of our month.’

      
      Emily nodded. She didn’t doubt what Peter said was true. In the ten years she’d worked for the magazine she’d met hundreds
         of people who lived for their homes rather than just in them.


      
      ‘Hello, you must be Sarah?’ Emily said as they went into the conservatory kitchen together.

      
      A beautiful woman in her early forties was standing by an exquisitely laid table. Even the white linen napkins had been carefully
         folded into miniature swans.


      
      ‘Yes, I’m Sarah,’ the woman said. She was dressed in a white shift dress, with her long blonde hair pinned up.

      
      Emily could sense that both this lovely man and his beautiful wife were very nervous about her visit. She got out her camera
         and began clicking immediately. From experience she knew that most people relaxed a little when the shoot got under way quite
         quickly. The light was just right in this all-glass extension and the snow-covered garden outside was the most romantic backdrop possible to the white china on the
         table.


      
      ‘It’s our wedding anniversary today,’ Peter said brightly. ‘It was snowing the day we got married too. A real blizzard it
         was. I had flu. We had to walk the last mile to the church because the wedding cars got stuck in traffic. I arranged this
         photo shoot as a surprise for Sarah.’


      
      Sarah blushed as Peter took her hand and kissed her on the cheek.

      
      ‘That’s lovely,’ Emily said, taking a quick shot of the couple as they held hands by the massive fridge. ‘Okay, that’ll do
         for now.’


      
      The three of them sat down at the pedestal table and Peter began to pour tea while Emily smiled encouragingly at both of them
         and got out a notebook and pen.


      
      ‘Not a tape recorder, then?’ Peter asked.

      
      ‘No, I prefer shorthand,’ Emily said, helping herself to a mince pie and a spoonful of cream. ‘It’s less intimidating, isn’t
         it?’


      
      ‘Yes,’ Sarah smiled.

      
      ‘So first things first – what do you both do?’

      
      ‘I’m an accountant,’ Peter said shyly.

      
      ‘And yourself, Sarah?’ Emily asked.

      
      ‘I’m just a boring old housewife,’ Sarah said quietly, and her pretty smile faded away.

      
      ‘Nothing wrong with that,’ Emily said quickly. ‘This gorgeous house must take a lot of looking after. Have you any children?’

      
      ‘No, we haven’t,’ Peter said matter-of-factly.

      
      ‘Okay, so tell me when and why you bought this house,’ Emily said.

      
      ‘My wife fell in love with it the minute she saw it,’ Peter said tenderly. ‘Ten years ago it was. We got a bargain really,
         because there was so much work to be done. The whole place was derelict, but Sarah brought it back to life.’


      
      ‘How lovely,’ Emily said. ‘Now, shall we get those all-important pictures of your Christmas tree?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course. It’s in the drawing room upstairs,’ Peter told her. ‘Luckily it’s still got all its needles, even though
         it’s been up since the first day of December.’


      
      ‘I can’t wait to see it,’ Emily said. She was also secretly eager to get a peek into all the other rooms. She never got tired
         of looking round other people’s houses.


      
      ‘Let’s go up,’ Peter said, showing the way.

      
      Sarah remained sitting at the table as Emily followed Peter up the stairs and into the drawing room. He switched on the tree
         lights.


      
      ‘Well, that’s just splendid,’ Emily said, awe-struck at the sight of a ten-foot Blue Spruce covered in hundreds of white lights
         and handmade fabric love hearts.


      
      ‘My wife did it all,’ Peter told her proudly. ‘She hand-stitched every one of those little hearts. She’s so creative.’

      
      ‘She could be a stylist, you know,’ Emily said softly, clicking the tree from every angle. Again, everything in the room was
         white, elegant and perfectly arranged.


      
      ‘This house truly is the most amazing home I’ve ever set foot in.’

      
      ‘You are too kind.’

      
      ‘No, really, your wife has a genuine flair for interior design. I’m not just saying that. She ought to be a professional stylist.’

      
      ‘Sarah was an interior designer,’ Peter said sadly. ‘She was one of the best in London at one time.’

      
      ‘I see,’ Emily said, though she didn’t quite see.

      
      ‘I thought your boss might have heard of her?’

      
      ‘Well, I’m sure she has.’

      
      ‘You don’t have to say that.’

      
      ‘Arabella probably meant to mention it to me,’ Emily faltered. ‘She’s terribly absent-minded about names. I mean, I’m sure
         she would have come herself today if she’d put two and two together. Arabella loves to meet the real talent as well as the
         celebrities, and the regular readers, of course.’


      
      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Peter said gently. ‘People tend to forget someone when they’ve been off the radar for more than six months.’

      
      ‘Tell you what, I’ll ask Arabella if she knows Sarah,’ Emily offered. ‘Maybe they can have lunch sometime?’

      
      ‘No, really, it doesn’t matter.’

      
      ‘Look, I’m very sorry if any offence has been caused.’

      
      ‘Dear me, no, there’s no offence taken. It’s just that Sarah is acutely agoraphobic, I’m afraid,’ Peter said, turning his
         back to Emily and gazing out of the window. ‘She never meets anyone for lunch any more.’


      
      ‘Oh dear …’

      
      ‘Yes, well, that’s life, I suppose,’ he said.

      
      ‘I had no idea anything was the matter. She seems so … I mean, what happened?’ Emily said before she could stop herself.

      
      ‘My wife was physically assaulted in an underground walkway near a Tube station. That’s what happened.’

      
      ‘Oh, how awful. How absolutely awful for her,’ Emily said, not knowing what else she could say. She discreetly put her camera
         away.


      
      ‘Some evil lowlife punched her to the ground and stole her bag and keys. Pulled the jewellery off her hands and cut her quite badly. He was a determined sort of chap by all accounts. It could have been much worse, I daresay, but some people
         came along and scared him off. Sarah was in too much shock to ask for help so she just staggered all the way home. Five miles
         it was, and then she waited on the doorstep for me to come home from work. She hasn’t left the house since.’


      
      ‘I’m so sorry. When was that?’

      
      ‘Nine years ago, just when the structural work on the house was nearing completion. I asked my company if I could work from
         home for a few weeks until she got her nerve back, but she never did. She had to give up her own work. The stress of getting
         around London on her own was just too much for her.’


      
      ‘Well, I suppose it would be.’

      
      ‘And we decided as the years went by not to have any children. It would have been too difficult, as you can imagine – to bring
         them up without Sarah ever leaving the house.’


      
      ‘Indeed, yes.’

      
      ‘I rarely go out myself any more,’ he added in a faraway voice. ‘It upsets her so much to be here by herself. And she doesn’t
         like anyone else but me to keep her company.’


      
      ‘But I’m sure you must be able to get help? Surely there must be all kinds of help for people with agoraphobia nowadays?’
         Emily asked, her nerves beginning to jangle. She wondered if she had enough pictures already for a ten-page feature, or if
         it would seem terribly rude of her to ask Peter for a swift look around the rest of the house. Emily needed some upstairs
         pictures for her feature, otherwise Peter’s hopes of having their house in the magazine might come to nothing.


      
      ‘We’ve tried medication, counselling, neurolinguistic programming, cognitive behaviour therapy, hypnosis, exposure therapy, an organic diet – and even healing crystals – but nothing
         helps.’


      
      ‘That’s just terrible … and to think it was all the result of a random robbery.’

      
      ‘Listen to me telling you all our woes. I wasn’t planning to reveal any of this. But I thought it would give my wife a boost
         if she could see her handiwork in print one more time. She used to get so excited whenever one of her projects made it into
         a glossy magazine. Please don’t say anything to Sarah about this. She’s so embarrassed about her illness. That’s the crux
         of the whole problem, really. If only she could accept that people would be sympathetic, I’m sure she could begin to go out
         again.’


      
      ‘Yes, I understand.’

      
      ‘But she won’t believe me. So you will be discreet in your write-up?’

      
      ‘Yes, of course I will. And I’m pretty sure my editor will want to put your fabulous home on the next December cover – if
         you’re still interested in the project?’


      
      ‘Yes, please go ahead with the feature. I just worry about what Sarah will do if anything happens to me. That’s what keeps
         me awake at night nowadays,’ he said in a flat voice.


      
      ‘I’m sure she’ll get better one day. Just as suddenly as she became, well, like this …’ Emily said hopefully.

      
      But Peter Diamond just shook his head, as if he’d never heard of anything so unlikely. Then he turned to Emily and told her
         to go round the house taking shots as she pleased, and that he’d see her downstairs again when she was finished.


      
      Emily looked at her watch and shivered. What had seemed like the most perfect house in the world only thirty minutes ago now seemed like a luxury prison.

      
      ‘Trapped in some sort of giant doll’s house,’ Emily whispered to herself. ‘That’s what they are. Not that I’ll be mentioning
         any of that in the feature.’


      
      She took one more look around the majestic drawing room and hurried on up to the next floor to look for one master bedroom
         and one deluxe bathroom shot. Then she made her way back to the ground floor and said goodbye.


      
      ‘Can I email you if I need any more information?’ she asked, pulling on her coat in the hallway.

      
      ‘Certainly,’ Peter said warmly. ‘You still have my email address, yes? Thanks for coming, Emily, and a very merry Christmas
         to you.’


      
      ‘Goodbye, Sarah,’ Emily said, kissing her briskly on the cheek and then shaking Peter warmly by the hand, ‘and a very merry
         Christmas to you both.’


      
      ‘Goodbye,’ Sarah said. Already she was retreating into her shell.

      
      It began to snow again as Emily did a three-point turn and headed back to the magazine’s offices. She was halfway there before
         she even remembered about the cat. There’d been no sign of a basket, but in a house that big she could easily have missed
         it.


      
      ‘The poor man,’ she said to herself. ‘That gorgeous house … such a beautiful wife too … and yet he must be in agony.’

      
      She switched on the radio for company. ‘Hey There Delilah’ by the Plain White T’s was just beginning. By the time the song
         was finished Emily was close to tears. And not just for Peter and Sarah Diamond trapped in their doll’s house. She was sad
         for herself too, and for her poor mother and father back home in Belfast. For all the mistakes they had made – the chances they had missed – and because she had decided
         not to go home for Christmas, yet again.


      
      ‘Would you stop it, you great big stupid eejit,’ she said to herself. She switched off the radio and wiped her eyes with the
         back of her hand. ‘Stop that sentimental old nonsense and get a hold of yourself. You’re thirty years old; you’re not seventeen
         any more.’


      
      Arabella was smoking a cigarette on the rickety old fire escape when Emily got back to work.

      
      ‘Did the shoot go all right?’ Arabella asked when she came inside. ‘It’s freezing out there. Don’t be cross with me, Emily.
         I only had two puffs, I swear to you.’


      
      Emily took one look at Arabella’s petite frame shivering violently in a fur-trimmed cardigan and felt very protective of her.
         So what if Arabella was a bit of a drama queen with her cigarettes? Pretending everyone was always on at her to stop smoking!
         She was the nicest boss possible in every other respect. ‘Okay, then, I’ll say nothing. And the shoot went fine; more than
         fine. It was a super house and I think we’ve found our next Christmas cover, actually.’


      
      ‘Good work – let’s see.’

      
      ‘Look, there …’ Emily said, showing her boss some pictures on the camera.

      
      ‘Okay, you’re right, what a lovely house. Emily, you’ve got some fabulous pictures. Good girl. Well done. Yes, that’s definitely
         our next December cover – either the house itself or the Christmas tree.’


      
      ‘Thank you, Arabella.’

      
      ‘What were the owners like?’

      
      ‘Lovely couple – Peter and Sarah Diamond.’

      
      ‘Never heard of them. Are they anything special?’

      
      ‘He’s an accountant and she used to be a top stylist, apparently.’

      
      ‘Was she? Oh dear, I can’t say the name rings a bell.’

      
      ‘She doesn’t get out much nowadays,’ Emily added.

      
      ‘Is that right?’ Arabella said, only half listening now. She was still scanning through Emily’s photographs. She was not interested
         in the owners – not really.


      
      ‘Fancy a decent coffee?’ Emily asked.

      
      There was a Starbucks next door.

      
      ‘No, thanks. I’m far too nervous to enjoy it. We have our IVF thing this evening. You know? The meet and greet part? I want
         to have a relaxing bath and make myself all calm and positive.’


      
      ‘Right, of course. Good luck, Arabella. I’ll be thinking of you.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Emily. Can you load those shots and I’ll have a proper look at them next week?’

      
      ‘Sure.’

      
      ‘And can you finish the write-up for that barn conversion in Surrey? I know I said I’d do it, but I was on the phone to our
         advertisers all morning.’


      
      ‘Of course, it’s no problem.’

      
      ‘Thanks, Emily. You’re just brilliant.’

      
      Then Arabella collected her coat and bag, and swept out of the office in a cloud of Coco Chanel and stale cigarette smoke,
         leaving Emily alone with her thoughts.


      

      
      
      
      
      2. Emily’s Wardrobe

      
      
      When Emily got home from work that evening she was in a contemplative mood. There was no sign of the snow melting and little
         hope of the temperature creeping above zero. Her third-floor apartment in a Twickenham town house was delightfully bohemian
         in the summer months when the sun came streaming in through two large dormer windows. But in the depths of winter it could
         feel positively Dickensian with its exposed ceiling joists and wooden floors. And compared to the Diamond house (which Emily
         would now forever think of as the Doll’s House) it was nothing but a draughty old attic. Not that she was grumbling about
         where she lived; she definitely wasn’t. Some of her contemporaries had had to move back in with their parents because they
         could no longer afford to rent a place to live and pay off their debts at the same time. Luckily, with careful budgeting,
         Emily was just about able to keep on top of her own finances. She had a roof over her head and she was more than grateful
         for it.


      
      She switched on the lights on her own Christmas tree, a white artificial fir with several glass angels hanging on it. The
         sitting room was painted a calming shade of cream, and looked reasonably pretty with several plump sofa cushions embroidered
         with teacups and roses.


      
      ‘But where am I going?’ she asked her reflection in the mirror above the tiny faux fireplace in the sitting room. ‘What will
         become of me?’


      
      Would she end up as just one more homesick Irish immigrant, hurrying along the streets of London with a half-pint of milk
         in a Tesco carrier bag? No longer remembered back home in Ireland? But never really belonging in London either? Well, she
         thought sadly, what did it matter? For she was never going home to Ireland again, was she? There was nothing in Ireland to
         go back to any more. There never had been, really.


      
      ‘This flat could do with a good clear-out,’ she said to herself, more to keep her own thoughts at bay than anything else.

      
      The flat was actually spotless, but to Emily’s expert eye it was still far from perfect. She prepared some coffee and then
         settled down in front of EastEnders with a fleece jacket over her jeans and vest, and her laptop balanced on her knees.


      
      ‘Right,’ she said firmly.

      
      She’d order a pizza and browse the sales pages of John Lewis for some homely bits and pieces. And then she’d do some serious
         de-cluttering. For what was the point of buying new rugs and lamps and maybe a couple of side tables if the effect was going
         to be ruined by the accumulated junk and possessions of several years? And wasn’t that the whole point of living on soup and
         baked beans all the time? So that she could afford the occasional splurge on a takeaway pizza?


      
      By midnight she had filled several cardboard boxes with unwanted gifts, unread books, unworn clothes and unwatched DVDs. Most
         of her clutter had been donated by Arabella, she realized, for Arabella’s hedge fund manager husband was incredibly wealthy
         and Arabella thought nothing of spending several thousand pounds on gifts every Christmas. She also gave Emily lots of things
         she didn’t want or need any more. And that was how Emily had ended up with several complicated kitchen gadgets she’d never used, some designer shoes
         that were too nice for any place Emily ever went, some signed books and modern art prints she had no interest in, and eleven
         special-occasion hats. She really ought to sell it all on eBay, Emily thought to herself, but she didn’t want the worry of
         Arabella finding out. It would really hurt Arabella’s feelings and might even ruin their friendship. So Emily set the boxes
         neatly by the front door and vowed to take them all to the charity shop at the end of her road. That little place, what was
         it supporting again? Was it a hospice of some sort? Or was it for homeless dogs? Anyway, it didn’t matter, she decided, because
         all charity shops were in support of something good. She washed her plate and cup and put them back in the cupboard. The pizza
         box she added to the recycling basket.


      
      Then Emily brushed her teeth, set her fringe on its large roller and climbed into bed.

      
      ‘Some day that thing will be thoroughly de-cluttered too,’ Emily said, looking over at the large antique wardrobe in the corner
         of her bedroom. ‘Some day I’ll be in just the right mood to give it a proper clear-out.’


      
      The wardrobe had been the inspiration for the decor in Emily’s bedroom, even though she never opened its doors any more. The
         navy-blue walls and the white carpet made the wardrobe look as if it were standing outside in the snow on a winter’s night.
         Emily didn’t know why this idea pleased her so much; it just did.


      
      She switched off her bedside lamp, curled up into a tight ball and waited for sleep to come. But despite the long drive that
         morning to the Doll’s House and all the editing work she’d done in the afternoon (and the pizza that she’d eaten) she could not sleep. Emily sat up in bed and stared at the imposing wardrobe in the corner of her bedroom. A huge thing, it
         was part of the fittings and furnishings in Emily’s rented flat. Emily suspected the waxed oak wardrobe might be worth a lot
         of money because it had some very intricate carving and a bevelled mirror on the door front. But no doubt it had been so difficult
         getting it up three flights of stairs in the first place, the landlord had just decided to leave it there. And Emily had promptly
         filled it with all the things she didn’t wear any more. The very day she’d moved in, she’d filled it to the brim and turned
         the key in the lock. And in doing so, she’d also put an awful lot of painful memories into hibernation.


      
      ‘Is this why I feel so stuck? Have I got too much emotional baggage? And too much physical baggage stuffed into that thing
         over there?’ she asked herself. Her voice sounded very small and vulnerable in the witching hour between midnight and one.
         ‘Is that why I never go on dates any more? Why I never make plans for the weekend? Why I never go home for Christmas?’


      
      She suddenly felt alone in a way she never had before.

      
      ‘But this is what I wanted. This is it,’ she reminded herself. ‘This is my life. This is the path that I chose for myself.
         Remember that. An independent, single girl working in magazine publishing in the coolest city in the world – with no ties,
         no responsibilities, my own car, my own flat and my own rules.’


      
      The wardrobe stood solid and silent in the corner, not giving her any clue as to what she should do next.

      
      ‘Isn’t it a pity the wardrobe isn’t haunted or something?’ Emily said then. ‘I bet it would have a few interesting stories
         to tell …’


      
      She got out of bed and ventured across the soft white carpet in her bare feet. Her fingers fastened around the tiny bronze
         key in the door. It felt icy cold to the touch. Emily could detect the faint aroma of ancient beeswax. Maybe she could reach
         in and take one thing out? Just one single, solitary item – any item at all. And she could add it to her pile of boxes for
         the charity shop and she’d be one step closer to becoming unstuck? But her hand remained frozen and the impulse passed.


      
      ‘I can’t do it,’ she said. ‘Not yet, not yet.’

      
      And so she went sadly back to bed and forced herself to go to sleep.

      
      In the middle of the night Emily’s mobile phone began to ring.

      
      ‘Hello?’ She yawned.

      
      ‘Emily, it’s me. Are you awake?’

      
      Well, she was now.

      
      ‘Arabella, are you okay? What on earth’s happened?’

      
      ‘Nothing’s happened, but I’m really fed up. It’s David. He didn’t show up for the IVF appointment.’

      
      ‘Are you serious? Did he have to work late?’ Emily asked, sitting up in bed.

      
      ‘He sent me a text to say there was an emergency in their Hong Kong office, but I didn’t believe him.’

      
      ‘No? Why didn’t you?’

      
      ‘Instinct, Emily. Just a woman’s instinct.’

      
      ‘So did you have the consultation, anyway?’

      
      ‘No, I was far too upset to go ahead with it on my own. I ran out of the place in floods of tears when I got his text. They’ll
         think I’m crazy now. They’ll probably ban me from having IVF.’ Arabella began to sob down the phone.


      
      ‘Arabella … you poor thing. Is David not there with you now?’ Emily asked.

      
      ‘No, we had a massive fight. He said he couldn’t bear to spend one more Christmas with me. He said I was obsessive and nagging
         and he couldn’t stand it any more.’


      
      ‘He said that? But that must have been terrible for you, coming on top of the missed consultation and everything.’

      
      ‘Oh, I went berserk. I lost my temper and slapped his face. He’s gone to a hotel, but he won’t say which one. And he’s switched
         off his mobile phone. I’ve been crying for hours.’


      
      ‘Arabella, I’m so sorry.’

      
      ‘That man. He’s been so difficult recently.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’ Emily asked, pushing a strand of hair out of her eyes and trying to see her clock in the dark. She could
         never remember her phone showed the time.


      
      ‘He snaps at me constantly. He has no sympathy for me when my period arrives each month and I cry because I’m not pregnant
         yet. He used to send me flowers and take me out for dinner and spoil me with chocolates and perfume and little gifts on my
         pillow, but not any more.’


      
      ‘Well, maybe it’s the recession? Maybe he’s distracted by work?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ Arabella admitted. She rarely asked David specific questions about his work.

      
      ‘He’s responsible for an awful lot of money, isn’t he?’

      
      ‘Yes, though it’s not all that high-risk any more, I don’t think. They mostly handle property portfolios these days in his
         department. Of course, David saw the crash coming and recession-proofed his assets while everybody else was still swilling
         Bolly in the strip clubs. I could throttle him, actually, for not coming to the clinic. I felt so humiliated. No wonder I’m not pregnant yet if this is his attitude. I’m not sure he even wants to have a baby with me any more, to be honest.’


      
      ‘I’m sure he does, Arabella. I’m sure you’re just imagining it because things have been pretty stressed lately. Look, are
         you okay on your own or do you want me to come over and keep you company? It’d be no trouble for me to nip over.’


      
      ‘No, I’ll be okay. I’m looking through some old magazines and eating an entire apple pie.’

      
      ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come over? I don’t mind.’

      
      ‘No, I’ll be fine – and it’s snowing again too. The roads might be treacherous.’

      
      ‘Look, tomorrow is Saturday. Will we meet up for an early lunch?’

      
      ‘Were you not planning anything else?’

      
      ‘Not really, I’m just taking some stuff to my local charity shop.’

      
      ‘What stuff?’ Arabella asked. Not that she really cared. She just wanted to keep Emily on the phone for another little while.

      
      ‘Just some odds and ends,’ Emily said, beginning to perspire at the back of her neck. She always did that when she was nervous.
         ‘Nothing significant, just a few boxes of really ancient bits and bobs.’


      
      ‘Shall I come to yours tomorrow and give you a lift? My car boot is much bigger than yours.’

      
      ‘No, please don’t do that.’

      
      ‘But why can’t I help you, Emily? I’d like to help.’

      
      ‘I want to do it myself. It’s a Zen thing, I read about it in a magazine.’

      
      ‘What magazine was that? Are we missing a feature idea here?’

      
      ‘I can’t remember what the magazine was called,’ she said at once. ‘But the feature said it was very soothing for the soul
         to de-clutter one room or memory at a time, and to fill and seal one box at a time. You know, so you won’t feel wobbled by
         losing too much stuff at once?’


      
      ‘Yes, I see,’ Arabella said flatly.

      
      Emily thought she sounded rather put out, and she felt guilty all over again about giving away Arabella’s generous gifts.

      
      ‘You have to do it by yourself because it’s symbolic, do you see? It means you are responsible for de-cluttering your emotions
         at the same time. A lot of nonsense, no doubt, but you know me – I’m a sucker for these things.’


      
      ‘No, it all sounds very sweet. Although, personally, I’d settle for better storage. Please try and remember the name of that
         magazine, won’t you? I’d love to read the article in full.’


      
      ‘Okay,’ Emily lied. ‘Though I think it might have been an imported magazine, actually. Or a really old one I saw at the dentist’s.
         What will you say to David tomorrow when he comes home?’


      
      ‘I don’t know, I might go away by myself for a few days. I need to stop thinking about babies for a little while before I
         go completely mad.’


      
      ‘Do you think it’s wise to take off in the middle of a domestic?’

      
      ‘Yes, why not? If David can swan off whenever it suits him then so can I. I’ve got three days’ worth of spa vouchers in my
         handbag. So I can stay away for three days, if I fancy. Teach that husband of mine a lesson. He takes me for granted, that’s
         the truth of it. He thinks I’ll always be here for him – basically, because I always have been here for him.’


      
      ‘Well, that’s up to you, Arabella.’

      
      ‘Emily, that’s a bit of a lukewarm attitude, I must say. I didn’t expect you of all people to go and take his side. You sound
         just like my dreary old dragon of a mother, if you must know. She’s been telling me for years to take a career break and have
         a baby, or else David would leave me. She never listened to me when I told her that David didn’t want us to have children
         before we’d got a good whack of the mortgage paid off. But what would my mother know about anything? She describes my career
         as messing about with pamphlets.’


      
      ‘Look, I’m sorry. You know I’m completely on your side, Arabella. It’s just that I’m not very good at knowing what to say
         in these situations. And you know what happened with me and Alex, what a total and absolute fiasco that was. Right up until
         the wedding was cancelled, I thought he was the love of my life. Just goes to show you what a fool I am where love is concerned.’


      
      ‘You’re not a fool.’

      
      ‘Well, really, the last thing I should be doing is giving anyone advice on relationships.’

      
      ‘I think you’re very wise, actually,’ Arabella said kindly.

      
      ‘But I’d die if you took any heed of my opinion and then it turned out to be the wrong thing to do, that’s all,’ Emily said.

      
      ‘That’s okay, darling, I do understand. You’ve had your own troubles, nobody can say you haven’t. But it would help if you
         called David a selfish little toad every now and then – and used his full name too.’


      
      ‘Okay. Mr David Harrington is a selfish little toad. Fact.’

      
      ‘Ha! He is a toad, isn’t he? Thanks a million for your support. You know what, Emily? I know I’m a bit tipsy here but I was
         half considering just having an affair or even a one-night stand with a good-looking younger man.’


      
      ‘No comment, even though you’re my dearest friend. You’re on your own with this one.’

      
      ‘No, listen. We had all the tests two years ago, David and me. And there’s nothing wrong with me. And there’s nothing wrong
         with him. So I think it’s a Zen thing. You know, like in that magazine you were reading? I think we’re both too stubborn,
         too Alpha in our personalities. And that’s why our genes can’t combine. Because neither set of genes wants to make the first
         move.’


      
      ‘I’m not sure it works that way.’

      
      ‘And David’s so strange these days. He’s distracted all the time, checking his phone constantly for messages and worrying
         far too much about work, in my humble opinion.’


      
      ‘I’d really think twice before doing anything too dramatic, seriously I would, Arabella.’

      
      ‘But I’m thirty-seven, Emily. Time is running out for me. It’s a miracle the clinic even agreed to see me at all. Mind you,
         we’re willing to pay anything they ask – so maybe that helps a little?’


      
      ‘Well, listen, really and truly it’s your decision to make. I won’t breathe a word of this to anyone, you can be sure of that.
         And you shouldn’t tell anybody else either. Just in case David finds out you were even thinking about being unfaithful to
         him, and that leads to another argument. I’m sure you two will be madly in love again by this time tomorrow, in any case.
         You’ll probably be cross with me for calling him a toad.’


      
      ‘I don’t know if we will make up. I just keep thinking I should stop dithering and take affirmative action. The guy who works
         in our local petrol station is quite sexy.’


      
      ‘Is he gorgeous? What’s he like?’ Emily said, trying to inject some humour into the conversation.

      
      ‘He’s about nineteen years of age for starters. He’s got lovely firm arms in that red T-shirt they have to wear. I bet he’d
         have no trouble whatsoever getting a girl pregnant. I’d love to see him naked, actually. I haven’t seen a naked man in ever
         such a long time. You know, properly gloriously completely naked? I don’t count having a quickie with David, with his T-shirt
         on and his shorts around his ankles, as seeing a man properly naked. I want to be swept away, Emily, instead of just begging
         for crumbs.’


      
      ‘Oh, Arabella, what am I going to do with you?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. Last night I dreamed about the guy from the petrol station. I dreamed that I went straight in there – and propositioned
         him in broad daylight. Just told him I wanted a baby, and could he please oblige me? There was nobody around, and it was a
         gorgeous sunny day. So we just kissed and then lay down in the flower bed and got right on with it. And five minutes later,
         what do you know? I’m on my way to being a mother.’


      
      ‘You really are a closet hussy,’ Emily said affectionately.

      
      ‘I know, I know. But does it really matter who the father is? It’s only a little tadpole, when all’s said and done. Men are
         so arrogant, aren’t they? We women are the ones who have to suffer with IVF injections and morning sickness and epidurals
         and childbirth and C-sections and breastfeeding and bleeding nipples. All they have to do is make love to us.’


      
      ‘Yes, but what if David decides to have a DNA test done some day, if the baby turns out to be a gorgeous male model or is
         no good at mathematics? I don’t think he’d think it was just a tadpole – and not care whose. Men tend to care rather a lot
         about DNA, don’t they? I wouldn’t want him to walk out on you.’


      
      ‘I never thought of that.’

      
      ‘Lucky you have me, then,’ Emily said, ‘to do all the worrying for you.’

      
      ‘You’re so sensible, Emily.’

      
      ‘I know, it’s a gift,’ Emily said sarcastically. She wished she could be more carefree sometimes.

      
      ‘And also a curse. Am I right?’ Arabella said. She was nothing if not perceptive.

      
      ‘Yes, sometimes it is a curse,’ Emily admitted.

      
      ‘Look, I’ll try and get some sleep now. And when you’ve dropped off your Zen-box things to the charity shop tomorrow, will
         you call me? And I’ll meet you at the McDonald’s near your flat.’


      
      ‘Do you really mean that?’ Emily was incredulous. ‘McDonald’s? As in fried food?’

      
      ‘Yes, I fancy a dirty great double cheeseburger with pickles and fries and a strawberry milkshake. Sometimes I get tired of
         rabbit food and white meat and all the things that are supposed to help me conceive. I just want a good old burger dripping
         grease and melted cheese all down my chin.’


      
      ‘I know what you mean. I had a massive pizza tonight. Listen, Arabella, you must get some sleep now. I think a good night’s
         sleep would do you the power of good. See you tomorrow, then?’


      
      ‘Yes, call me when you get back from the charity shop. Yes?’

      
      ‘Okay. Goodnight, Arabella.’

      
      ‘Goodnight, Emily. And thanks for listening. It means a lot.’

      
      ‘Don’t mention it. What are friends for?’

      
      Emily stayed sitting up in bed for a while afterwards. She knew she would never get to sleep now that she was thinking about Arabella. And she was hungry again too. The pizza must have increased her appetite, she thought to herself. Pulling
         on warm socks and her fleece, she padded into the kitchen to prepare baked beans on toast. She might as well go back to her
         usual diet before she got a hankering for the fancy stuff. David and Arabella Harrington might be able to afford the finer
         things in life. But she definitely couldn’t. Not when she still had a cancelled wedding to pay for. An absolute fortune spent
         on a Vera Wang dress and all the trimmings – and all she’d got for her trouble was an anxiety attack in the church porch.


      
      Oh the shame of it …
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