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            On the third day out I get it, the sea

            Is not one thing, it constantly transforms

            Itself, and in unthinking majesty

            Tapestries horizons with sun or storms.

            So then lying now, rocking to and fro

            On its soothing and gentle amniotic swell

            I loosen thoughts of home, and let them go,

            And my shipwrecked heart can start to heal.

            What promise for me, what spirit salve

            When unanchored here I find at last,

            Something has shifted, giving me resolve

            To let hope aboard, jettison the past.

            The sea has given me a chance to live,

            And leads us maybe to a safe harbour, love.


            The Voyage Out by James Nash

          

        

      

    




  

    
      
    


    Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed by the things that you didn't do than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the safe harbour. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover.


    Mark Twain
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    Prologue


    People always remember the winters of their childhood as being as white as iced Christmas-cake tops. They recall their journeys to school as being trapped inside a giant snow-globe, recently shaken. Likewise they remember their long-ago summers as hotter and brighter and longer than they ever were. The sun switched on its light in May  all 950 watts of it  and didnt even begin to fade until all the rusty, crispy leaves had dropped from the trees in late September. Indeed, whenever four women thought back to a certain afternoon twenty-five years ago, they pictured the shapes in the clouds as more defined, the sky impossibly blue and the sun the colour of a massive sherbet lemon. The grass they lay on was more velvet than itchy, and no one remembered sneezing because their hay fever had been triggered off.


    Full of Cornish pasty and lumpy school gravy, four fourteen-year-old girls reposed on the grassy bank in their red and grey regulation uniforms and looked lazily up at the sky.


    That one looks like a squirrel, said Ven, pointing to a white mass of cloud.


    Eh? Where the hell are you looking? replied Frankie.


    There. Ven stabbed upwards with her finger. That bit there is its tail and the big round thing is its head.


    Oh yeah, said Roz. I sort of see what you mean, but you have to admit that it does look more like a squirrel which has just been run over by a tractor. Aw, look  theres a heart. She sighed, making the others groan.


    Has it got I love Jez Jackson by Roz Lynch written across the middle of it, by any chance? laughed Olive.


    It might have, said Roz bashfully, or as bashfully as she could manage as the thought of Jez Jackson glided into her brain. Three years older than her, he lived across the street and was skinny and lithe and never acknowledged her. He was the Boy from Ipanema and made her heartbeat rev up whenever she spotted his Marc Bolan perm.


    That one looks like a cloud, said Olive.


    Oh, very funny! snorted Roz.


    No, I mean like a proper cloud in a cartoon. Flat at the bottom but bobbly on top. By the way, did you know that Zeus was the God of Clouds?


    Ooh, whos been paying extra attention in Classics, said Frankie, poking Olive in the ribs. Swotty Olive Lyon, thats who.


    Give over! chuckled Olive.


    Im surprised she pays any attention in Classics, said Roz. Shes always too busy looking into Mr Metaxass eyes.


    Thats a big lie. I am not! refuted Olive, but laughing too because it was true and her friends knew it was.


    I reckon youre going to move to Athens, Ol, and become a Greek bride. Youll change your name to Aphrodite and live off vine leaves. They love blondes out there, apparently. Youre worth at least a couple of camels, said Frankie.


    They dont use camels as currency in the Med, dafty, said Roz.


    Oh whatever, Frankie returned with a sniff. She sat up and swished her long black sheet of hair behind her. Olive, the most-a bellissima fruit in the world-a, she said, affecting an accent very similar to Mr Metaxass sexy Greek one. How juicy the olive is. I just want to eat her . . . er . . . it all up in-a one-a bite.


    Olive was giggling and blushing and trying not to think of snogging Mr Metaxas. His Mediterranean tan, black hair and huge brown eyes had done their fair share in helping to kick-start her adult hormones. She often went to sleep thinking of him calling her Olive in the same way he did in class. Out of all the crap names her parents could have called her, Olive had always seemed by far the worst. If only her parents had called her Olivia which was far more posh and acceptable. But Olive! It was the name of the frumpiest woman ever in On the Buses. Mr Metaxas always managed to make it sound so romantic and rich, though.


    That one looks like a ship, said Frankie.


    Ooh yes, it does, Roz said, agreeing with her for once. God, I wish I were on a ship now having a nice holiday. Ive got double Classics this affy.


    So have I , smiled Olive wistfully. She was the only girl in the school who looked forward to it, apart from a couple of spotty, brainbox types in the year above who were aiming for Oxbridge. Paraclausithyron, she added with a sigh, making it sound more like a sexual act than a Greek motif.


    Whats that when its at home? asked Frankie, who had double Spanish and wouldnt have liked to have swapped. She had a natural flair for languages. Her family were Italian and she was already bi-lingual and on course for being tri-lingual.


    An entreaty at a closed door, said Olive, still in her half-dreamlike state. When a lover is outside appealing to be let in.


    Ven chuckled. What do you know about not letting randy Greeks in the door? Youd let them all in, you romantic saddo.


    It costs thousands of pounds to go on a ship for your holiday, I heard, said Olive, trying to wean her thoughts away from Mr Metaxas. At least thats what class show-off Colette Hudd had told her when she was queening it with her holiday photos aboard a Cunard ship. Her dad owned a secondhand car lot and was absolutely loaded. She got dropped off at school every morning in a Rolls-Royce and out of school wore proper jeans with labels on them like Brutus Gold. Not like Olive, whose mother bought all her clothes from Littlewoods. Olive and her parents had never holidayed further than Skegness in a caravan. Hot water and an indoor toilet would have been a luxury, never mind a flaming cabin with a porthole.


    Well all have to go on a cruise one day and pick Ol up a husband with brown eyes and garlic-stinky breath, said Roz, flicking the grass off her long legs. When were all old and rich.


    Not too old, said Olive. I wont get a husband if Im all hunched up and wrinkled with a stick.


    Frankie thought of the beautiful English teacher at school, Miss Tanner. She was everything Frankie hoped she would grow into one day  curvy, husky-voiced and confident. Thanks to all the secret fags she smoked, she was almost there with the voice. And she knew Miss Tanner had just turned forty because Frankie had been asked by Mr Firth (French) to stay in at break and make a birthday card for her because Frankie was pretty good at Art too. It was obvious to everyone in the school that English and French were having an entente cordiale. And him not even thirty yet. Way to go, Miss Tanner!


    Forty would be a good age. Well all be rich and gorgeous by then. Well have to go on Vens birthday though because shes the only summer baby, decided Frankie.


    Okay, lets do that then, said Olive. She held her hand out for the others to put theirs on top of it and seal the deal. They did, and it was now set in stone that on 24th August, Venice Smiths fortieth birthday, they would be on the sort of ship that made the one Colette Hudd showed off about look like a blow-up dinghy.


    The ship-shape cloud had morphed into a big white mess now. The end of dinner bell sounded and Roz, Frankie and Ven grimaced at each other. Only Olive had a spring in her step as she headed back towards the school building, her heart full of dreams of being a bride carried away to a lush, sunny island in the middle of a wine-dark sea.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 1


    Twenty-five years later


    What about this one then? Roz said, holding up birthday card number eighteen.


    Olive took the card and read the outside of it aloud. What do you call a forty-year-old woman who is single? She turned to the inside for the punchline. A lucky bitch. What a surprise  another man-bashing joke from Roz. She handed it back with a pained expression. Its quite funny, I suppose. But I cant say Im rolling around on the floor laughing.


    Its only a card  you dont need to wet your pants with hysteria, tutted Roz. Its relevant on the age forty and the single-status front though, dont you think?


    As well as relevant to you on the I hate men front, thought Olive, though she wasnt snipey enough to say that. Instead she decided, Im going for a sentimental one. Something like this, and she held up a sweet flowery card with a nice friend verse.


    Huh. Ideal if you like slop. Dont get me a card like that for my fortieth, Ill throw up.


    Oh, I shall, teased Olive. Ill get one with little kittens on the front and a long verse about what a wonderful person you are.


    Youd better buy me an accompanying bucket as well then, said Roz. Oh sod it, Im getting this one otherwise Ill be here all day. What are you going to buy her as a present?


    I havent even thought about it yet, replied Olive. Im not as organised as you. I bet youve got your Christmas presents bought and wrapped already.


    Not all of them, sniffed Roz. Olive knew she wasnt joking. Shed probably have all their fiftieth birthday cards bought and written by this November.


    Maybe Ill get her a hamper, mused Olive.


    A hamper? What sort of hamper?


    One with TENA Ladys, Werthers Originals and a nasal hair-trimmer in it.


    Roz tutted. I thought you were being serious.


    I am, twinkled Olive, leaning in to impart her secret. Actually its not that much of a joke these days. Dont tell anyone, but I stuck the trimmer that Davids cousin got him for Christmas up my nose and it started making all sorts of zzzing noises. Scared me to death. I never thought the day would come when Id have to trim nasal hair or wax my face.


    Dont talk to me about facial hair, said Roz. If I didnt get mine ripped off at the salon every couple of months Id be walking around like Rolf Harris.


    Olive chuckled as they made their way to the till. She knew Roz would wake up out of a coma to put her make-up on. She wouldnt pull the wheelie bin out unless she was wearing mascara, even though she didnt need to. Roz had a gorgeous face with slicing cheekbones like the top models in magazines.


    Ol, do you fancy clubbing together and getting Ven something between us for her birthday? Roz suddenly asked.


    Yes, Im up for that. Thirty quid each  is that enough?


    Its more than enough. Are you sure thats okay with you, though? Roz didnt say can you afford that amount? although thats what she meant. It was no secret that Olive was permanently skint. She had cleaning jobs all over the place but a nest full of big cuckoos with ever-hungry mouths ready to devour the wages she earned.


    Its my mates fortieth birthday and its important she has a nice present, said Olive firmly. Especially one whos had such a crap couple of years. Losing both a mother and a father within thirteen months had really brought Ven very low. Then, if that wasnt enough, her rotten stinking husband declared he was off with a floozy, divorced her and was awarded half of everything she had  including the money her mum and dad had been putting away for her all their lives. And just to kick her whilst she was at her lowest, a few weeks after her Decree Absolute came through, she was made redundant from her job. Bad luck always came in such big chunks, unlike good luck, Olive thought.


    They walked up the hill and down into the shopping arcade, throwing ideas for suitable fortieth-birthday presents at each other until they reached the Edwardian Tea Room. Already sitting at a table inside, Ven waved heartily at them through the window.


    Wotcher, girls, she called as they joined her. Vens face had always fallen naturally into a big dimply smile, but today she was grinning like a loon and her dimples were as deep as Grand Canyons.


    Whats up with you? said Roz, noting it. Lost a Ryvita and found a cheesecake?


    Nope. Im just happy to see you. Lets order straight away cos Im parched.


    My usual, said Roz.


    Ditto, added Olive.


    Three nutty honey lattes, two pieces of cappuccino cake and one slice of lemon drizzle, please, Ven said to the waitress who came over. Smiles seemed to be oozing out of her.


    Whats the matter? Have you been on laughing gas? asked Roz.


    Nope, Ven said. Nothings up with me. Absolutely nothing at all.


    Okay, conceded Roz. So, have you made up your mind where you fancy going for your fortieth-birthday celebrations? Shall I book us a Chinese banquet at the Silver Moon, an Italian at Bella Noche or a curry at the Raj?


    Flaming heck, Roz, Ive got five weeks until then, laughed Ven.


    Shes obsessed, tutted Olive, shaking her head in exasperation. Anal, totally anal.


    I want to get it booked, Roz explained. Honestly! Whats wrong with that?


    So my choices are egg fried rice, korma or spag bol. How our plans have shrunk over the years, laughed Ven. Remember being on the school playing-fields and planning that cruise we were all going to have when we got to forty?


    Aye, well, we were young and daft then, said Roz. If you remember, I was going to be a PA for an international businessman and travel the world on private jets, not work for an old sow in a boring bank. It was no secret that Roz hated her administration job in a town centre bank, and despised her pernickety, frumpy boss  Mrs Hutchinson  even more.


    Aye, and we were all convinced we were going to be multimillionaires by the time we were twenty-five, added Olive. Oh, if only she still had all those dreams packed tight in her heart like buds ready to flower into giant blossoms. She had managed to live out only the one  spending a single summer on a Greek island  but the rest had rotted from neglect. God, it seems another lifetime away  the four of us lying on the grass in our grey, white and red uniforms, looking at shapes in the clouds.


    She felt Roz bristle at the memory of them being a four. However much she had reconstructed history and reclassified them as a three, to Olive and Ven they would always be a quartet. The Fabulous Four.


    Would you still go on a cruise if you could? Ven asked.


    Course I would, said Roz with a humph. In fact, Ive got a spare five grand in my purse. Why dont I nip into Thomas Cooks right this minute.


    But if you did have a spare five grand . . .


    Id get a new bathroom, Roz counter-interrupted. But I havent, so thats the end of that one.


    Id go on one, sighed Olive. I havent been abroad for twenty years. She thought back to that summer, swimming in water that was as blue as Paul Newmans eyes, harvesting olives, tasting fruits that had been kissed by the sun.


    Yes, well, we arent fourteen any more with heads full of stupid dreams, said Roz, with that bitter tone they were so used to hearing in her voice these days, but it still had the effect of a cold shower on the conversation for a while.


    Eventually Olive broke the silence. Do you fancy a surprise party? she piped up, which made Ven laugh and Roz roll her eyes and say, Thats a grand idea, Olive. But lets not mention it to Ven. We wouldnt want her to GUESS WHAT WED GOT PLANNED.


    No, I dont fancy a surprise party, thank you, Ven told them. I have an idea what I would like, but I need to do a bit of arranging first.


    Like what? asked Olive. Conversation broke off for a minute whilst the coffee and cakes arrived.


    Never you mind, said Ven, tapping the side of her nose and picking up her fork. But let me just say that my moneys on an Italian meal.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 2


    On the bus home, Olive was all wrapped up in that revisit to a precious memory of them all at school on the playing-field, lying in the sun, Frankie pointing to the sky and saying, That one looks like a ship.


    And Roz saying that she wished she were on a ship instead of psyching herself up for double Classics with Mr Metaxas.


    Mr Metaxas. Olive smiled to herself as she thought how she always turned to mush whenever he said her name. He made it sound like something earthy and desirable. Then five years later she was to meet a man with the same smouldering Greek accent who didnt only make her name sound beautiful and succulent as sunshine embodied into fruit, but he made her feel beautiful and ripe and ready for the plucking.


    Her smile grew a little wider when she remembered herself aged fourteen. Then, shed thought anyone over twenty-four was ancient. And people at forty were only fit for sitting on deckchairs reading books about jam-making, if their cataracts allowed them to. Her younger self had never considered that at thirty-nine her spirit wouldnt have aged a day, even if her body had. In her head she was still that same skinny, leggy lass who loved rounders and had posters of the Police up on her wall. Olive, Ven, Roz, Frankie. The Fabulous Four. They had even nicked their thumbs with Vens dads razor-blade and sealed their friendship in blood after seeing it on a film because apparently it would bind them together for life. Well, that obviously hadnt worked. Everything was a right old mess now.


    Olive got off the bus at her stop, crossed the road and walked down the back alley opposite to the house where she lived. She never thought of it as home, because it wasnt. It was her mother-in-law Doreens home. Home was a place for which she would choose the carpets and the wallpaper. She was a lodger at number 15, Land Lane. It was not her home and she suspected it never would be.


    She pushed open the front door and stepped inside.


    Olive, is that you? That screechy female voice dragged her kicking and screaming back from warm memories of girlhood into the dull chilly present.


    Yes, its me, Olive said, slipping off her eight-year-old raincoat and hanging it up next to Davids work jacket. Although the word work was pushing it a lot. She couldnt remember the last time hed done a full days labour. She wasnt sure he ever had, come to think of it.


    Did you get my corn pads?


    Yes, Doreen.


    Doreen Hardcastle shifted her bulk in her specially wide wheelchair so she could straighten all the gold cushions around her. She looked like a very fat queen on a reinforced sturdy throne. Except instead of a crown on her head there was a helmet of tight curls, thanks to over-zealous perming by the mobile hairdresser who came once every eight weeks with a bag full of rollers and some stinky setting chemicals.


    Ive been sat here for ages watching the same channel. The batteries have conked out in the remote. Doreen Hardcastle huffed with some annoyance. And Ive run out of pop.


    Wheres David? asked Olive, falling into automatic sorting-Doreen-out mode and going to the drawer for a pack of AA batteries.


    Hes having a lie-down  his backs been playing up again. Doreens voice softened, as it always did when she was referring to her boys  David, her only child, and Kevin, the nephew who came to live with her at fifteen when Doreens unmarried sister died. Butter wouldnt have melted in either of their mouths.


    Ooh, our poor David. He does suffer with his back.


    Marvellous, thought Olive. Not only would she have to pander to her mother-in-laws whims, but she foresaw an afternoon of running up and downstairs as well after David, who would no doubt be groaning like a baby with croup. Then in four hours she would be off to yet another cleaning job when the rest of the world was getting dressed up to go out and celebrate their Saturday nights.


    Is that you, Olive? Olive heard a limp voice float down the stairs.


    Yes, Im back. She checked her watch.


    Can you give my back a rub, love? Im in agony.


    Ive a toenail thats digging into my slipper as well, said Doreen. When youve sorted our David out, nip it off for me, would you?


    Please, added Olive to herself. Not that anyone in the house ever used the word to her. That would have dangerously elevated her from slave status.


    Anything else before I go up and sort David out? she asked, turning on the bottom step.


    Aye, said Doreen Hardcastle. Cup of tea. Make it three sugars, but dont stir because I dont like it too sweet.


    Olive back-tracked to the kitchen and nearly tripped over a huge black binliner spewing out smelly jeans and pungent mens pants.


    Doreen, what are all these clothes? Olive called.


    Oh, our Kevins stopping here for a bit. Hes split up from Wendy for good this time. Can you make sure the spare room is all right for him when you go upstairs? Hes just gone back to get the rest of his stuff.


    Olive opened her mouth to protest, but what could she say? After all, it was Doreens house and she was just the skivvy who did the laundry, the cooking and all the cleaning.


    Sunshine seemed even more than a few million light years ago from Olives life.


    Hello, love. How were the girls? Manus gave Roz a kiss in greeting as she walked through the door. He noticed, as always, that her neck twisted in reflex so that his kiss would land firmly on the edge of her lips, not full onto them. He tried not to let his spirits dip, but these constant subtle rejections from Roz never got any easier to bear.


    Theyre good, said Roz. And send their love.


    Fancy getting a DVD out of Blockbusters and having a curry delivered tonight?


    Oh, er, which film? said Roz.


    Anything you want.


    Damn, thought Roz. He was making it hard to refuse. She knew he was being nice but she couldnt help being annoyed, because she was good at being annoyed with him  and pushing his boundaries.


    Not sure Im in the mood for a film. I might do the ironing and then get an early night. Whoops, thought Roz then. Not the ideal thing to say after a month without sex. She imagined Manuss brain starting to tick. But for the first time he didnt pick it up and run with it. He didnt say, Ooh, early night. Can I join you? Because if you kick a dog enough, eventually it learns. Instead he gave a conceding nod and said, Ah, no worries. It was just an idea.


    Roz felt the hard impact of a turning-point in their relationship.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 3


    The following Monday morning, Ven drummed her fingernails on the table as she prepared to ring that number. The notepad next to her was full of a weekends scribbles and crossings out. She had no doubt in her mind that what she was about to commit herself to was the right thing, so what was stopping her? The logistics of her grand plan were a nightmare; there were just so many points where it could all go horribly wrong. Really, she shouldnt think about it too much. Her head was already on the verge of exploding.


    She sipped at her coffee and noticed a chip in the edge of the mug. She should get herself some new ones. The kettle was on its last legs too. In the time it took to boil, she could fly over to Iceland, fill up a jug with water from one of those hot springs, and fly back home again. Replacing all the old and broken things around the house hadnt been a priority though, since being made redundant from her deputy-managerial position at Furniture for You when it fell into receivership eight months ago. It hadnt been the most scintillating of positions but the people she worked with had been lovely. Shed been doing a bit of rubbishy temp work since, until a permanent job came up, but it didnt exactly bring in enough money to go mad and splash out. Still, things werent that bad that she couldnt go and buy herself a few new badly needed cups, she smiled to herself.


    She herded her thoughts away from the state of her crockery and towards the job in hand. It was now or never. Ergo, it had to be now. Her hand reached out for the phone then shot back to her side.


    Oh sod it and just do it. Her dads favourite saying blasted into her brain. Hed used it when she was prevaricating about buying her first car, having her waist-length hair cut off, getting a kitten, buying her first house . . . She heard his gentle voice say the words again to her, then she heard her own voice repeat them aloud.


    Sod it and just do it.


    She picked up the phone and pressed in the number written down on her pad. Apparently Rozs boss at the bank was a right old bat but very active in the WI and always on the lookout for donations, which was a good bargaining point. A womans plummy voice answered after three burrs: South Yorkshire Banking Services, Margaret Hutchinson speaking.


    Hello, Mrs Hutchinson, began Ven. I understand you are Rosalind Lynchs boss. I wonder if I might have a word with you about her.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 4


    The alarm went off and after seven shrill beeps, a barely conscious David kicked his wife in the calf, his long toenail digging uncomfortably into her skin.


    Olive, wake up. Your alarms going!


    His voice dragged Olive from her sleep. She had been swirling in a bright blue sparkly sea, which she didnt want to leave. Her hand came out and connected with the snooze button, not that she would be able to find her way back into that dream in the nine minutes she had until the beeps went off again. As soon as her eyes had opened, it had disappeared for ever.


    She was no longer swimming with dolphins, but in bed with a whale. In jokes, wasnt it the woman who was supposed to make the major claim on the space? David slept like a man on a crucifix, arms spread out leaving barely a sliver of bedspace for his wife. Olive tried to stretch. Her back was playing up at the moment which was probably caused by vacuuming all the stairs in Mr Tidys five-storey house. She was half-crippled by the end of her Monday, Tuesday and Friday hours there. She hated that house; it had a horrible cold feel to it  a permanent Monday-morning feel. She kneaded hard at her lower back and wished she could just pull the duvet over herself and stay in bed and rest. She fantasised about David not being there and having the whole five-foot width available to starfish her limbs.


    David snored so loudly he woke himself up fully and rolled over onto Olive.


    Ow! she shrieked. A few more degrees and he would have squashed her flat as a pancake.


    Ow, he echoed, rubbing his spine. Are you still here? Have you overslept?


    No, Im just psyching myself up to get out of bed, replied Olive. My backs hurting a bit.


    Hmmm, I know that feeling well, yawned David. I hardly slept a wink last night, mine was so bad.


    Olive fought down the retort rising inside her. Hardly slept? You were snoring like a machine for at least eight hours. And no doubt, he would go back to sleep for another eight, as soon as she was up and out of the house. But then he shifted position and groaned and sounded in such genuine pain that she fell instantly into dutiful-wife mode.


    Would you like me to give you a bit of a rub before I go to work? she asked.


    Oh yes, he said, flipping quickly over onto his front and sighing with anticipation.


    Olive reached for the tub on his bedside cabinet and scooped the cold gel out, warming it up between her own hands before applying it to Davids back. He shivered with delight as she worked her thumbs into his skin, trying to find the muscle under the fat as he fired instructions at her. Higher, lower, shoulders, left a bit, right a bit . . . and all the while, her own aching back groaned in protest.


    There, she said eventually as the snooze button went off again and called an end to her ministrations. Thatll have to be it for now. Ive got to be at Mr Tidys by eight.


    Hang on, squealed David. You cant leave me like this! He rolled over with the agility of a man whose back had just been dipped in the water at Lourdes. Then he pointed to his very stiff erection.


    Come on, Olive. He tried pulling her on top of him. Sort me out.


    I cant, she protested through her teeth as the bed gave an almighty creak. Your mother will hear.


    Give me a blow job then. Im only a couple of sucks away.


    And afterwards he had the cheek to ask her to bring him up a cup of tea before she went for her bus.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 5


    The usual for me.


    Ditto.


    Three nutty honey lattes, two pieces of cappuccino cake and one slice . . .


    . . . of lemon drizzle. The waitress finished off Vens sentence. She had taken the same order so many times she could have reeled it off in her sleep.


    Thank you, laughed Ven.


    They were sitting in their usual Saturday-afternoon fortnightly haunt, the Edwardian Tea Room. For once theyd got the coveted table in the corner. When the waitress had gone, Ven turned to Olive. She looked to have aged five years in the two weeks since she had last seen her.


    Sure you dont want another shot of espresso in yours, Ol? You look knackered.


    I am knackered, said Olive, unable to stop the yawn that followed her words.


    Even though the friends only met for coffee once a fortnight, they kept in regular contact by phone and text, so they knew that Davids cousin Kevin had now moved in and was as dependent on her cooking/washing/arse-wiping duties as the other members of the Hardcastle clan. Kevin usually managed to migrate from one womans flat to anothers when his transient sexually-fuelled relationships ran out of steam, but for the first time he had been unsuccessful and needed a place to lay his head and stink the house out with his dirty underwear.


    I cant understand why you put up with all of them, said Roz. Id tell them where to go.


    Its not my house though, is it? Ive got no say in who stays.


    Ive been telling you for years to put yourself down on a list for your own council house, snapped Roz.


    David wouldnt leave his mum alone in her state.


    Roz bit back the retort. She was convinced, as was Ven because theyd talked about it on many occasions, that Doreen Hardcastles poor crippled bad legs were, in fact, capable fat lazy legs. She was far too happy to let Olive run ragged after her and charge her rent for the privilege. Roz wanted to shake some sense into Olive every time she saw her. There was being soft, then there was being Olive. Try and let Manus treat her like that and see what happened!


    Ven gave Olive a kind smile. She was too selfless by half, was Olive. She didnt have it in her to say the word no. She couldnt wait to put her plan into operation and give Olive the break of a lifetime.


    By the time the cake and coffee had arrived, Ven had started to do that deep-dimple grin thing again. Her mouth was curved upwards so much, the ends were nearly joined at the top of her head.


    Are you on drugs? Roz commented.


    Im high on life, winked Ven.


    I knew it. What is it? Heroin?


    Cappuccino cake is all the drug I need, Ven said, and she took a big forkful as if to prove it.


    Three weeks to your fortieth, sniffed Roz, ignoring her frivolity. Have you booked that Italian for your birthday like you said you were going to? Or do I have to do it?


    You are so anal, said Ven. A total control freak.


    One of us has to be, said Roz. If it wasnt for me, wed end up having a few bags of chips at home for your big milestone. Anyway, Im guessing you havent done anything about it yet, so I will, when I get home.


    Actually, theres no need. I have booked my do, so there. Ven nodded imperiously.


    Where? The Bella Noche?


    Nope.


    So, come on  where then? huffed Roz. Honestly, its like pulling teeth with you sometimes.


    Ven put down her fork. This was her moment. She was centre stage with a captive audience and the full spotlight of its gaze upon her. She was bubbling so much with anticipation she could barely get the word out.


    Venice, she grinned.


    Oh, for Gods sake! Rozs fork clattered down. Right  I give up. Im trying to sort out your big day and youre playing silly buggers . . .


    Im not joking, cut in Ven. Im going to the place of my conception  Venice  for my fortieth birthday.


    She looked at the two blank faces across the table and giggled inwardly at their expression, which said, The womans mad. Then she took a breath and delivered the best bit.


    And youre both coming with me.


    Very funny, said Olive, through a mouthful of lemon drizzle sponge.


    Hang on and listen, Ven continued. I did a competition ages back and the company rang me a couple of weeks ago to say Id won a holiday.


    Get away! said Olive.


    I fully intend to, said Ven.


    What competition? What did you have to do for it? demanded Roz.


    I had to think of a slogan for Figurehead Cruises.


    What did you send in?


    We are The Sail of the Century, beamed Ven proudly.


    And you won a holiday for that? scoffed Roz. Bugger off.


    Honest. I won a sixteen-day cruise for . . . three. On their new ship  the Mermaidia. She dragged her handbag off the floor, opened it and scooped out a folded brochure. Look, three thousand one hundred passengers, swimming pools, bars, cinema, restaurants, ice-cream parlour, outdoor cinema, a spa . . .


    A cruise? For sixteen days? gasped Roz.


    Flaming heck, said Olive breathlessly as she looked at the pictures of the opulent interior to the ship. It looked like a five-star hotel. Six even. Possibly ten.


    We leave two weeks tomorrow  the sixteenth of August. Weve got five hundred pounds each spending money up front to get kitted out, and all our onboard credit will be paid for  providing we dont go mad and buy some Van Goghs at the onboard art auctions.


    Is this for real? gulped Roz.


    One hundred per cent for really real, replied Ven. She reached into her bag, pulled out two folded-up cheques and handed them to her dumbstruck friends.


    This is a cheque from you! said Olive.


    Durr, tutted Ven. Ive banked the cheque they sent me and this is your share.


    Im not sure I would get time off at such short notice, said Roz, more quietly now that she was actually starting to believe Ven wasnt pulling a strange, sick joke on them. That old bitch Hutchinson wouldnt let me off work if Id died in the night.


    Well, thats where you are wrong because yes, she would. I conspired with Manus then rang her up and booked it as holidays for you.


    Rozs eyes opened so far her eyeballs nearly rolled out. You. Are. Kidding?


    No, I wanted to make sure this went without a hitch. Sorry, Ol, I couldnt do the same for you. Conspiring behind Olives back with David would have been a no-goer. He wouldnt have let her off the lead. Plus, Olive was self-employed and so permission wasnt really an issue to get past.


    Well, Manus certainly can keep a secret, mused Roz aloud. Which is surprising, given his past history of blurting them out.


    I love Manus, said Ven, ignoring the caustic jibe. I wish I had a man like him at home.


    Hes a sweetie, added Olive, thinking of his lean muscle and comparing it with Davids big wobbly beer belly.


    Roz just shrugged. She knew that Manus was a good-looking man, even if she didnt outwardly acknowledge it. She also knew that she was blessed to have found someone who was so kind and patient, whom her friends loved, who worked hard, who ticked all the boxes. Rough and ready, no airs or graces, rocker-blond hair, kind eyes and a very fit athletic frame. She often wished she were one of those wild creatures who could just dive on their man and take them there and then on the staircase. Like Frankie would. That thought sent a bucket of cold water splashing down on any rising sexy thoughts of Manus.


    Youll have to cancel your cleaning jobs for that fortnight, said Ven, turning to Olive.


    I wish, said Olive with a frustrated exhalation of breath. It would be lovely, but you know Im going to have to let you down, dont you?


    You cant, said Ven. We always wanted to do this and now weve been given the perfect chance to. Its fate. I knew that if I won, the dates would be tight  it warned you about that in the rules, that there wouldnt exactly be a lot of lead-up time  but you cant turn this down, Olive. I wont let you.


    Ill have a think, said Olive. But it was obvious to them all that it was something she was just saying to get Ven off her back.


    Where does the ship go to? said Roz, still in shock. Manus never mentioned a word about planning this behind her back. Was he trying to get her out of the way? She didnt let the possibility that he might be doing this for her sneak past her more negative deductions.


    Malaga, Corfu, Venice, Dubrovnik, Korcula, Cephalonia . . . Ven left a long gap after that port and looked expectantly at Olive. Olives head snapped upwards as Ven knew it would. Then on to Gibraltar for the last port.


    Where does the ship leave from? said Roz.


    Southampton.


    Southampton!


    Yes, but dont worry, its effortless. We pick up a bus in Barnsley that takes us directly to the shipside  its all included in the prize. Once our cases are loaded onto the bus, we dont see them again until theyre outside our cabins. And if the bus gets held up for any reason, the ship waits for us. Simple and stress free.


    Bloody hell, said Roz. Youre deadly serious, arent you? I need a wee before I wet myself.


    Go on and get one then, said Ven.


    Im going. Roz got up and wandered off to the back of the caf where the toilets were.


    What if I said to you, take Frankie instead of me, whispered Olive, when Roz was out of sight and earshot. Much as I would love to come with you, how can I leave David and Doreen for a fortnight? They wouldnt cope. They fall to bits when I go shopping to Morrisons for an hour.


    Frankie and Roz on holiday together  without you to help me stand between them? Are you serious? Ven raised her eyebrows to their maximum height.


    Dont you think its all such a shame? said Olive. One stupid snog and so much ruined. And we could put it all right, if we just told


    Ven held her finger up and said sternly, No, it was up to Frankie how she played it, not us. Whatever you or I might have thought.


    She made a very wrong call, said Olive. And Ive told her that on many an occasion.


    And you think I havent? Ven replied. But at the time, what else could we do but agree to what she asked?


    I wish Id said something, sighed Olive. I know what Frankie was trying to do, but it wasnt fair on any of us to keep quiet. It was a first-class cock-up.


    Yes, well, hindsight is a wonderful thing, but were stuck with it, Ol. Things have been left far too late to change, said Ven. Can you imagine the fallout if the truth came out now?


    Yeah, I suppose youre right, Olive conceded with a slow, sad nod of the head.


    A lifetime of friendship smashed up because Frankie and Manus had once kissed. Guilt-ridden, he had confessed to Roz and it had destroyed her already fragile trust in men. The others knew that Manus had been trying for four years to put things right, but good luck to him, because he was fighting an army of ghosts from her days of being married to the serial adulterer Robert Clegg.


    I wish something would happen to make everything okay, Olive went on. Thats what Id wish for your fortieth birthday. The four of us all together again with our heads full of nothing but laughs. Like we were when we were kids.


    Me too, said Ven. She opened her mouth to go on, but shut it at the last. This had all been in the lap of the gods from day one. She had to keep her trust in them to carry on the good work.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 6


    On the bus home, Olive studied the cheque for five hundred pounds. Not that she would put it in the bank. Ven had given her this money to buy some cruise-worthy clothes and she had taken it home with her to shut her enthusiastic friend up, but she wouldnt be going with her on holiday. How could she go? Even if by some miracle she found herself on board, she would be haunted by pictures of Doreen struggling to cope. Doreen wasnt paralysed, she could walk a little, but it was so hard for her that a wheelchair was necessary. Who would wash her mother-in-law and put her to bed? She couldnt have her own son doing it, even if his bad back allowed him to lift her. She would spend a fortnight away from them not sleeping for worry, and be scared stiff what she would come home to. A dead old lady in a wheelchair, who had reached in vain for a glass of water that might have saved her before tumbling to the ground? And a man at deaths door in his bed, spine contorted in agony, unable to rise, even to answer the dying pleas of his mother? No, she wouldnt be going.


    And how could she go back to Cephalonia? How could she return to that island and risk losing the perfect picture of it that she carried with her always? Tanos would no longer be the tiny unspoiled village she recalled. It would be a disco and karaoke-bar-filled horror story by now, because it was too pretty not to be commercialised. Going back there would remind her too painfully of the one dream she had managed to live out  flying off and working in a bar one hot summer twenty years ago. When she was young and brave and free to go where she wanted in that small window of opportunity  when she was Lyon by name and Lion by nature. Then the guilty feelings had set in, taunting her that she shouldnt be gallivanting about having a good time when she had aged parents to look after. So she had torn herself away from the island, back to her familiar life of drudgery, to be charmed by David Hardcastle and his fancy ambitious talk. No, she couldnt bear to go back. Although her heart had never left.


    As Olive stepped into her mother-in-laws fag-smoky house and saw the mountain of ironing awaiting her before her shift cleaning the offices up the road, she felt the weight of duty on her shoulders and her eyes filled up with tears. Talk of this cruise had stirred up too many muddy waters inside her. Or rather, azure-blue waters with gentle waves, little fishes and a salty Greek tang.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 7


    Manus dragged his hands down his face in despair. He couldnt believe hed got it wrong again. But here was his partner bollocking him for helping to arrange for her to go on a free cruise with her mates.


    I didnt suspect a thing, Roz had thrown at him.


    But that was the idea, love!


    Quite the little secret-keeper, arent you? she sniped.


    Manus shook his head slowly and resignedly. He didnt want to fight again. Hed had four years of fighting with this woman whom he loved so much. It crushed him that he couldnt get through to her. They rarely made love these days, and even when they did he felt that she was just going through the motions so she had an excuse not to do it again for another few weeks. Her orgasms were mechanical, a bodily response to stimulation. He could make her come, but he couldnt reach her mind  he knew that. Hed prayed that the walls around her heart would start to crumble, but they just got stronger, more impenetrable. Still though  like a fool  he kept on trying, but he was so tired. He didnt know how much more he could be pushed away, but he darent say that because she would take it and run with it. He could hear her now: Yes, I knew youd end up leaving me like that first prick. Youre all the same. The first prick being her ex-husband, who ran off with Rozs pregnant cousin. She had idolised him and their deceit had crippled her. It had been a hard slog to get her to trust men again, but Manus had been hooked from the first sight of this tall, slim woman struggling with an iced-up lock on her car outside a supermarket, seven long years ago. He had moved in on her like a white knight and made her promise to come out to dinner with him as his fee.


    Yes, she had softened towards him through his intense courtship, because he had battered down her defences with his romantic offensive on her, determined to show her that men could be faithful, but my God, it was hard work. Then hed stupidly had to fall from grace and kiss her best mate. Years of building up her trust undone by a three-second weak moment of weakness when, after yet another row with Roz, his own hunger for warmth and comfort had met with the same from Frankie. And if that hadnt been idiotic enough, he had thought it best to confess it to her because he had promised never to lie to her. Oh boy, shed never let him forget it. He couldnt have been more vilified if hed had an orgy with her whole office, her two stepsisters and her mothers Standard Poodle. Not once had he made any excuse for his action that night. He wouldnt have tried to hurt Roz by telling her how desperate he sometimes felt for a crumb of kindness, love or affection from her. The fault was his and he would have to bear the consequences.


    Now, for the first time, Manus Howard felt the hopelessness of his situation. Nothing he did could thaw Roz. She wouldnt talk to him openly about what happened that night with Frankie but would refer to it constantly in sarcastic asides. He stepped around her on eggshells, not even daring to mention if someone on the TV was pretty. And if his eye happened to stray unconsciously towards a female, especially a dark-haired one, when they were out together  all hell was released. He didnt feel they had moved one single step forwards in the past four years. And listening to Roz now, levelling at him that he might want her out of the way for a fortnight, when he just wanted her to have the holiday of a lifetime with her friends, well, he wasnt sure this was healthy for either of them any more. The sad truth was that it was killing him, and if the sight of him was still making her hate him so much, how could it be good for her either?


    Manus Howard was a big, hard man but there were tears threatening outwards now. He came from a dysfunctional family in Ketherwood, the roughest part of the town, and had fought his way out of the rut he was destined for  the dole and drinking too much. Hed worked hard all his life, had a profitable garage business and a bit of money in the bank. He had everything he wanted, but his bed was so cold  even with his woman in it. When he touched her, he felt like a client who had rented her body for an hour. Not that he dared say that either. He could imagine what argument she would make from that one.


    He sighed and his shoulders fell with the weight of despair on them.


    Roz, Im not sure how much more of this I can take. Maybe, his voice cracked and he coughed before continuing, maybe you should think about what you really want when youre on holiday.


    Maybe I should, said Roz, her clipped delivery masking the panic his words had kicked off inside her. Attack was the best form of defence. Maybe its a good thing that Im going away. I think . . . I think it might do us both good to have a complete break.


    Once the words were out, she wished she could pull them back into her mouth and swallow them. She didnt want to hear that Manus might agree with her. But he did.


    Aye, he said wearily. Maybe its for the best, Roz. The way he said her name was painful to hear; the word died in his throat.


    We shouldnt contact each other whilst Im away. At all, she pushed.


    Manuss head snapped up. Is that what you really want to happen?


    Dont you? said Roz, again with that defensive hard edge to her voice. Youve just agreed that we should go on a break!


    Manus opened up his mouth to stop this now and say that he didnt want to see the holiday as a break at all, but for once, his anger flared up and made a matching contestant for her own.


    Do you know, Roz, I think youre right. No contact, as we both agree then  hows that? Its fine by me. I think you need to seriously consider what you want in life and so do I, because this is crap. Youre not happy and its clear to me that I cant make you as happy as Robert obviously made you! Now, do you want me for anything because Im going back to the garage for an hour or so. I promised a customer that Id finish his van as soon as I could, and I need to do an oil change on it.


    For once Roz didnt give him a smart-mouthed reply. She watched him go, and hot, self-loathing tears rose up in her eyes and felt like spikes there. She wanted to fling herself at his back and tell him that she was sorry she was such a cow to him and really she knew it was that bitch Frankies fault anyway. Frankie had always been a forward piece. Manus wasnt. She suddenly wanted to feel her mans arms around her, his lips on hers, showing her once again that he loved her. But she had got so used to over-protecting herself.


    Once upon a time, she had laid herself wide open to Robert and he had trampled all over her. She couldnt go through pain like that again. However much she might want to open up to Manus, she had lost the keys to the door that was so tightly shut around her heart.


    Hearing Manuss car engine start up, Roz slumped down onto the chair behind her. She had finally managed to do it  push her sweet, loving, long-suffering man to breaking-point after four long years of trying. So why didnt she feel in the slightest bit victorious?




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 8


    Ven and Roz drove over to Meadowhall after work the following Monday. The sales were on and the shops were buzzing  a bit like they were inside. If only Olive had been there with them picking out holiday clothes, they both thought, with more than a little sadness.


    Aw, I hope Ol does come, said Ven.


    She wont, the silly, soft sod, replied Roz, picking up a blue bikini. She wasnt sure if she dared bare that much flesh in public though. Her stomach was as flat as an ironing board but she carried all the insecurities of a middle-aged woman whose first husband had run off with a skinny minx, even if that was over nine years ago and she was now living with a guy who would have savoured her whatever size she was, given half the chance. She put it back and plumped for a black all-in-one with a plunging neckline. She was proud of her bosom and would rather show some of that off than her stomach anyway. Out of the four of them, she had been first in the chest queue when God was giving them out. Ven, a close second, Olive just behind and Frankie way, way at the back of the same queue, with flat-as-a-fart AA cups. Froz as they used to call themselves, long before Jedward segued their names (or had even been born), could never swap clothes the way that Ven and Olive could, being of similar heights and builds. Roz was leggy, slim and tall, Frankie was short and on the plump side. Although Roz did once catch Frankie trying on one of her bras, having stuffed the cups with loo paper.


    Must be nice having tits, she had said, admiring her new pronounced profile in the bedroom mirror.


    It is  not that youll ever know! Roz had laughed. Theyd laughed a lot once, the pair of them. Froz.


    Roz shook her head and dragged her thoughts into the here and now. Why the hell am I thinking about her so much again, after all this time?


    I am sure theyd all cope without Ol for sixteen days, said Ven. I know for a fact that Doreen isnt as disabled as she makes out because I once saw her waddling from the shop on Warren Street with a packet of fags in her hand. She didnt look like a woman who couldnt get off her backside without assistance then. And Davids so-called bad back hasnt stopped him doing some sly pointing work on my neighbours gable end for some cash in hand. He didnt know I saw him, but I did. He was halfway up a ladder with a cap on but I would recognise that flabby bum hanging out of those jeans anywhere.


    Crafty buggers! tutted Roz. Have you told Olive?


    Ven nodded. She thought I was mistaken on both counts. She knows that David couldnt get up a ladder without the aid of a winch. Hes too good an actor. Takes after his mother, she added with a sniff.


    Roz shook her head. Who in their right mind turns down a free cruise?


    Shes not going to turn it down, said Ven decisively, fire in her sea-blue eyes. She didnt know how she was going to get Olive on that ship, but she was; even if she had to play dirty tricks to secure it. Though in the end it wasnt her dirty tricks that made it happen.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 9


    Did you get some nice clothes then when you went shopping? asked Olive at their last Saturday meet before the cruise.


    I got a few bits in the sales, yes. By the way, I noticed when I did my banking online yesterday that you still havent put your cheque in, said Ven, slapping Olive on the hand. Its still not too late, you know.


    How can I bank that five hundred quid? replied Olive. That money is for holiday clothes, you said it yourself. And seeing as I wont be going on holiday with you tomorrow, I cant take the money.


    You are going, you know, replied Ven, shovelling in a huge piece of cappuccino cake. Whether you like it or not.


    I wish! laughed Olive. Not that she had much to laugh about, even less so with yet another lazy mouth to feed. David and his mother and smelly Kevin were slouched in front of the television all day arguing over what to watch. If it wasnt for having to get up to go to the toilet occasionally, they would atrophy. David did manage to struggle to go out and sign on though, but it was Kevin who was really doing Olives head in at the moment. He was like a locust in the fridge. He bit off chunks of cheese and drank milk straight from the carton, and no one would want those custard teeth near any food they were going to touch. And he never flushed the toilet. And someone had raided Olives savings pot. It was a fiver light and no one was owning up to it. She was saving for her friends fortieth-birthday presents in that pot. Olive was only glad shed taken out the thirty pounds to give to Roz for the locket theyd bought between them for Ven. Roz was going to take it on the cruise with her and give it to her on her birthday with her cards. Theyd be in Venice that day. Another place Olive had always wanted to go. One of her cleaning clients had been and described it as so beautifully unreal, youd think you were on a film set. She wondered if anything could be as hauntingly idyllic as Tanos though. She envied her two friends calling at Cephalonia more than she envied them anything else.


    Have you spent up, Roz? asked Olive, ignoring Ven.


    Not quite, said Roz. Shed taken her five hundred pounds and hit the shops big time, trying to drive the picture of Manuss watering eyes out of her head with every purchase. Ven says there are shops on the ship though, so I might buy something on there.


    There is everything you want on the ship, nodded Ven. From tampons to tuxedos, so dont fret about forgetting anything because you can buy it on board.


    It sounds perfect, sighed Olive.


    Ven suddenly grabbed her hands.


    Please, Olive, please come. They can all cope for a couple of weeks without you. Sixteen days out of your life  thats all. Theres a ticket in my safe with your name on it. In nineteen hours time, Roz and I will be getting on a bus and going down to Southampton and it wont be the same if you dont come with us. I am begging you. You know what a crap few years Ive had with Mum and Dad dying and losing my job and Ian doing the dirty on me . . . Ven was deliberately curling up her lip and tilting her eyebrows to gain sympathy.


    No emotional pressure then, smiled Olive. Honestly, if there were any way, I would. But Id feel too guilty.


    Sod them! said Ven, releasing a bit of red-head anger that Olive had been so fooled by them. Theyd all fend for themselves if they had to.


    Whod look after them if you dropped dead now? added Roz, maybe a bit heavy on the point.


    I know you think Im stupid. I am stupid, said Olive, sadly. I know they rely on me too much and are probably a little bit more able than they make out they are, but I couldnt just up and go, even if I wanted to  and trust me, I do. Plus, Im out cleaning tomorrow afternoon. I cant let my clients down. Double-plus I havent got a stitch of summer clothing. I havent got a stitch of any decent clothing, come to think of it.


    The taxi is booked for twenty to eight tomorrow morning, said Ven adamantly. Itll be at yours by five to. You dont need spending money because its taken care of by the competition people and you can borrow stuff from me and Roz.


    Dont call for me, Ven, Olive said quietly. I wont be coming. She checked her watch. She needed to be heading off soon to attend to the first of her two cleaning jobs of the day.


    Please, Olive, Ven begged, squeezing Olives hand. Oh God, she just wished she had more artillery. She had pleaded, even tried emotional blackmail, but Olive was too honourable, too caring, too last-in-her-own-queue, too bloody soft.


    Roz drained her cup and looked at her watch too. Her parking time was nearly up. She needed to get a move on and finish packing. She stood, then pushed her wild blonde hair back over her shoulders as she bent to Olive.


    Youre a very daft woman, Olive Hardcastle, she said, giving her a sad hug.


    I know I am, said Olive.




  

    
      
    


    Chapter 10


    Olive had had a bit of a headache all day, but after saying goodbye to Ven and Roz, it revved up with a vengeance. She managed to struggle through her first cleaning job, but sitting on the bus heading off to job two, she knew there was no way she could work through it. It was obviously caused by the stress at having to turn down a free holiday with two of her dearest friends. What was she doing? Like Ven said, it was sixteen days out of her life and she would never have another chance like this again. She realised she was sat in a prison but holding the key to the door herself. Kevin might have been a lazy blighter, but he was able-bodied with no back or leg problems and could hold the fort for a couple of weeks. And, like Roz intimated, if she dropped down dead, they would all cope, because theyd have to.


    Olive rang Janice, her fellow office cleaner on her cheap pay-as-you-go mobile  there was just enough credit left for that call, but not enough to let David know that shed be back early. She was suddenly struck by the irony that she worked all hours, including now on a Saturday night, and all she could afford was a fifteen-pound phone from Asda  and yet there was Kevin scamming off the state but able to afford a fancy iPhone and twelve million downloaded apps. She stared out of the bus window and caught her reflection. She looked years older than her age, with her long blonde hair tied back so harshly in a cleaning-practical ponytail. Her clothes were drab and frumpy, piling on even more years. It was the image of a woman tired of life. And she realised that was because she was tired of it. If it wasnt for her olive-green eyes, she wouldnt have recognised herself as the same person who was once so fresh and smiley and full of dreams.


    Olive couldnt remember a time when she wasnt caring for people. Her dad was lame and she was always fetching and carrying for him; her mum, constantly in her bed with some ailment or other. At the time of her conception, Olives mum was in her mid-forties, her dad in his late fifties, and both seemed even older in their outlook. They never came to see her in school shows or prize-giving events. It was Vens mum and dad who were there to cheer her on and in whose house she found some semblance of the loving parent/child relationship for which she longed: Mrs Smith busying around them making sure they were fed and watered, Mr Smith slipping them secret money to go to the pictures with. Home for Olive was more of a workhouse than a sanctuary. To her shame, sometimes she felt like one of those designer babies conceived only to look after her parents in their dotage.


    It would probably have been better had she not gone away to Cephalonia that summer, because it made her realise there was a lot of world and life out there to be enjoyed. But one day, when she rang home from the phone in the Lemon Tree, the feeble voice of her mother reprimanded her for leaving them to cope alone, and the guilt drove her instantly back to Barnsley where she found her parents in a right old state of not looking after themselves, which scarred her deeply to see. And yet, on his many call-out visits, the doctor intimated, quite impatiently sometimes, that there was nothing much wrong with either of them.


    Olives dad died of a stroke when she was twenty-four. She was grieving for him when the big, cocky David Hardcastle stood up on the bus to let her sit down. That simple act of giving to someone who wasnt used to it secured him a wholehearted yes, when he asked her out for a date. He was something to take her mind away from her mothers increasing mental confusion. When she became a danger to herself and Olive couldnt handle her any more, she was put into a lovely home in Penistone, although Olive had to sell their house to pay for the bills. Being in Davids arms and listening to the plans he had for them took her away from all the drudgery of form-filling-in and visits to a mum who didnt recognise her any more. Doreen, she recalled, was always friendly to her and Olive felt flattered that the woman would ask her to stick the kettle on, a sign that she was welcome in her home. It made sense for David and Olive to get married and move in with Doreen when the house sale was completed. The money was all gone by the time Olives mum died. There was nothing left for a deposit for her own home. But by then, she had slipped into a routine of caring again  different home, same rules. And the idiot that she was had been so blinded by a bit of love-light shining in her direction that she hadnt seen it coming.


    A surprise of tears pricked at her olive-green eyes. She never cried  she had no time for the luxury  but she realised, sitting on that bus and looking at the reflection of the sad-faced woman in the window, how totally worn out she was. When one job ended, another started; she only rested when she was asleep in the sliver of bedspace which David allowed her. There was no break in her routine, no meals out or trips to the pictures or holidays to look forward to like normal people in normal marriages. She had blinked and her whole life had somehow gone by and she had nothing to show for it.


    She was just too weary to do all the bending and cleaning with this pain thrumming persistently in her temple. Janice would do her share of the work for her share of the pay, but it would be worth it tonight. Olive got off at the next bus stop. It was winter-cold for August and the rain was lashing down, but she for one was glad of it. It was just what her headache would have prescribed. The cool drops on her forehead were like a medicine.


    She walked slowly down the narrow alley towards Land Lane and pictured what it must be like for Ven and Roz, looking forward to going off on holiday tomorrow morning  on a luxurious vessel that would have taken her eventually to Cephalonia with its white beaches and blue, blue sea. How would it feel, being single figures of miles away from Tanos and the Lemon Tree? And Atho Petrakis. How would he look now, twenty years on? Would the grey have rampaged through his thick black wavy hair? Would his eyes still be as big and bear-brown? Would his skin still smell of wood and coffee and herbs? Would his lips still be as full and soft? Olive cut off those thoughts. They werent exactly helping her headache.


    She was nearly at the end of the alley now and wondering instead if anyone had lifted a finger since she went out of the house that afternoon or, by some miracle, someone had washed up or vacuumed the carpet, or splashed some bleach in the toilet. Then, just as she was about to cross the road, she saw the front door of Doreens house open  and what she witnessed was to jerk the course of her slow life off its track in favour of a far more perilous and unpredictable one.


    Roz was just struggling to close her suitcase when Manus came in, his overalls scented with oil and petrol. The smell of him prodded an old responsive part within her that was hidden under her pettiness and stubbornness. And there was she, telling Olive that she was weak, when she wasnt strong enough to say to this kind hunk of a man in front of her that she should be going for some sort of medical psychiatric help because she loved him and couldnt tell him. In the past fortnight, since agreeing to the break, they had been living like virtual strangers, civilly talking to each other when it was needed but no more than that. Manus had moved into the spare room.


    He didnt attempt to kiss her in greeting. Instead, he pushed down on her suitcase so she could close it more easily.


    Packed then? he said. Got the kitchen sink in there?


    More or less, she said with a small smile.


    Ive got a little something for Ven myself, he said, reaching in his pocket and handing over a black pouch. Its only because its a special birthday. Forty, like.


    She watched him stumble over his words, expecting her to make some smart-arse comment about buying presents for other women, and realised what a nervous wreck shed made him. It was easier to rebuff that fact than accept it as the truth, and she heard herself say tightly, Ill pack it and give it to her for you.


    I havent had time to wrap it, as you can see.


    Doesnt matter. Youre a bloke  shell understand.


    Once again she lumped him with a bunch of useless men. She wanted to backtrack and say that she didnt mean how that came out, but her stupidly galvanised pride wouldnt let her.


    She watched him walk out of the bedroom, his expression stone. She had not thought it possible he could look so cold.
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