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CHAPTER ONE 

The gleaming kitchen buzzed with inhuman activity. Whilst the dishwasher thrust jets of scalding water over the breakfast crockery, the washing machine pounded lavender sheets in a fragrant, bubbling foam and the tumble dryer tossed shirts and blouses irreverently about. Caroline thought it a shame and an extravagance to dry the washing indoors on such a bright summer morning, but Clive had not wanted a clothesline to ruin the effect of their newly landscaped garden, so she had no alternative. 

As she gazed out of the kitchen window at the pond, with its rampant stone fish defiantly spewing water into the air, as if in protest at its unnatural posture, Caroline sighed heavily. It had cost a not so small fortune, the conversion of the garden into a ‘suburban haven’. Unfortunately, she found the end result pretentious and somehow sterile in its uniformity. The crazy paving on the spacious patio looked so neatly contrived that all sense of its promised rustic charm had been lost. The white, plastic furniture, purporting to be wrought iron, was too clinical to be welcoming. Whilst the tall, straight conifers, which formed a barrier between the Marshall’s garden and the outside world, constantly reminded Caroline of a row of inanimate sentries, which allowed her no glimpse of anything but this engineered tribute to man’s vanity. Only human beings, Caroline decided, could have the audacity to take nature into their control in this way. To her, the weed-free flowerbeds, with their colour coordinated shrubs, and the neatly trimmed lawn, with not one rogue clover to be seen, represented a wilderness. She was uncertain why, but it frightened her. 

* * * 

Caroline sat down at the breakfast bar. She sipped her orange juice and began to think deeply about her life. This was a doubtful luxury in which she found herself indulging more and more since her only son, Adam, had gone to university. 

It was a time for taking stock, she supposed. And though she was determined not to join the army of middle-aged women who flounder perilously in that huge void which appears in their lives when their young have flown the nest, Caroline knew that all was not right with her world. To identify the faults and to attempt to remedy them—so achieving peace of mind and true happiness—had become her most compelling and persistent pursuit. 

The first and most obvious problem was her age. Caroline was almost forty-three. Now, although she knew that she could do nothing to alter the passage of time, what she did want to change was her attitude towards this tyrannical phenomenon. Digging a little deeper, though, was it HER attitude that troubled her? No . . . Caroline pondered . . . no, it was not. Why did she bother to have her hair tinted, and in so doing, cover up her naturally grey roots? Why did she try every new diet that came on to the market and weigh herself morning and night, praying that the little black needle would reassure her, beyond all doubt, that she had lost another six ounces? Why did she smother herself in every anti-wrinkle cream and moisturizer that she saw advertised, and allow no-one to see her until she had applied at least one layer of foundation? Clive! The answer to all these somewhat pitiful questions was that she behaved as she did because of Clive! 

Her husband was only six months her junior, yet to Caroline’s constant annoyance (and his own obvious satisfaction) Clive appeared to be growing more handsome with the onset of middle age. His thick, dark brown hair was somehow enhanced by the few silver strands, which now waved gently on his temples. Whilst his face was strengthened and made quite rugged by the small lines that had recently begun to chisel mature masculinity into a countenance that had previously been too perfect to show either character or worldliness. 

Caroline twisted and turned in front of the full-length mirror, which adorned the lobby of their luxurious detached house. She looked first over one shoulder and then the other. Her hips were still remarkably slim—in fact, her figure had scarcely altered since her youth. A prolonged scrutiny of her face followed and after some deliberation Caroline decided that she was wearing rather well. She had a basically good bone structure, with a jaw line that allowed femininity and strength to mingle, and cheekbones that added depth to her intense hazel eyes. Her hair, though highlighted by a titian glow, which nature had not provided, was still thick and glossy as it lay in its expensively created yet casual style. 

Perhaps she had been unfair to Clive. Yes, she enjoyed looking attractive. She should not blame him for her continuing struggle against the signs of aging—the natural process, which proved so threatening to many of her sex. It was as much for her own vanity that she clung to her youthful appearance as for Clive’s approval. 

Occasionally, though, a transient but disconcerting desire passed across Caroline’s lively mind. She wished that she could abandon all efforts to maintain a chic image, and declare to one and all that she was putting on weight and going rapidly grey, but her cautious personality would not permit such rash behaviour. Unfortunately she craved admiration . . . admiration that seemed inextricably linked to an attractive exterior, so she would remain under constant self-assessment and work hard at the face that she showed to the world. 

* * * 

There was a sharp knock at the back door. 

‘ ’Morning, Mrs. Marshall!’ 

‘Hello, Mrs. Curran!’ 

‘It’s glorious today . . . really warm.’ 

‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’ 

The rotund Mrs. Curran hung her jacket in the kitchen cupboard and put on her overall. 

‘I’ll start on the bedrooms, shall I?’ she asked, dragging the vacuum cleaner behind her like a reluctant puppy dog. 

‘Please do!’ Caroline replied, knowing that her char was out of earshot and that she would do exactly as she wished anyway. 

Though Mrs. Curran only came three mornings a week to undertake the heavier cleaning work for which machines had either not been invented or still needed human assistance, Caroline felt that she should really manage the household chores on her own. Clive insisted that she should have help, though, and Mrs. Curran was cheerful company, so Caroline did not force the issue—especially as housework was not her favourite pastime. 

The vacuum cleaner droned monotonously in the rooms above as Caroline made coffee for herself and her helper. 

‘I’ve made our drink earlier than usual,’ she explained as Mrs. Curran made herself as comfortable as possible on a high kitchen stool which seemed fashioned for someone with a far smaller frame than hers, ‘because I’m going over to my mother’s.’ 

‘Oh, that’s nice. How is she these days?’ 

‘It’s hard to say really. She worries me sometimes, I must admit.’ 

‘Not too well then?’ 

‘She isn’t ill—not exactly. She’s very overweight. I suppose that’s her main problem. Then last week she had a fall.’ 

‘Oh dear. That is nasty when you’re getting on . . . it’s the shock . . . you never now what it’ll do. My sister, Joyce, she’s only fifty-five, but she fell over on the ice last winter and broke her leg.’ 

‘I remember you telling me.’ 

‘Shocking break it was. I don’t think it’s ever healed properly. She’s still got a dreadful limp and she has to use a walking stick if she goes out.’ 

‘Mm. Mum managed to make her neighbour hear by banging on the wall . . . otherwise she might have lain there for ages.’ 

‘Yes, of course she might . . . that is a worry for you, isn’t it?’ 

‘I’m afraid she’ll fall down the stairs and knock herself unconscious or something. I often think of her late at night and wonder if she’s all right.’ 

‘Well, that’s only natural. It makes me cross, you know, the way people jump to conclusions when something goes wrong with the old folk—a fall or something. They’re always so ready to point the finger, to blame the children for not looking after them—but look at you—worrying yourself sick. I mean, you’ve got your own life to lead, haven’t you?’ 

‘Mm,’ Caroline agreed unconvincingly. She felt suddenly defensive. 

‘I expect your mum gets a bit low, does she . . . depressed?’ 

‘No, no she doesn’t, actually. She’s always been a very jolly person, my mum—very easy-going. I wish I were like her in that respect. She never grumbles.’ 

‘Oh well, that’s something to be grateful for.’ 

‘Yes, I suppose it is.’ 

‘My old mum never stopped moaning, bless her. Mind you, there were seven of us—a good job, too! At least we shared her out a bit . . . moaned all the blessed time, she did. My husband used to say it was the only thing that kept her going, a good moan.’ 

‘Did he? Seven of you, were there?’ 

Caroline never ceased to marvel at the vastness of Mrs. Curran’s family. 

‘How’s young Alan?’ the cleaner inquired cheerfully. 

‘Adam,’ Caroline put in. 

‘It must be nearly time for his summer holiday, surely.’ 

‘Yes, he comes home at the end of the month.’ 

‘That’ll be nice for you.’ 

‘He isn’t staying long.’ 

‘Oh?’ 

‘No, he’s coming here for a long weekend—to get his washing and ironing up to date, no doubt—and then he’s off to France, camping with some friends of his.’ 

‘What, all summer?’ 

‘For about a month, I think. Then he’ll spend a few weeks with us before term starts again.’ 

‘Oh good. He’s enjoying Cambridge then, is he?’ 

‘Seems to be. Mind, he only phones occasionally now, not like at first when he rang every week.’ 

‘Well, that’s youngsters for you, isn’t it? I suppose it means that he’s happy, though, otherwise you’d hear all about it! It’s like my youngest boy—Jimmy—not that he’s at university, of course—not got the brains for it—but the only time I hear from him is if he wants something. Up in Yorkshire he is, working with sheep. Poor blessed sheep, that’s all I can say.’ 

Caroline could see a diatribe brewing on the subject of young Jimmy, so she swiftly drank her coffee and made for the door. 

‘Well, I’ll have to leave you to it if you don’t mind, Mrs. Curran,’ she said, grabbing her car keys, ‘and get over to my mother’s.’ 

‘Right. I’ll do the bathroom now then, and I’ll clean the windows upstairs.’ 

* * * 

It was strange really, Caroline pondered, as she drove the six or so miles to her mother’s house. Mrs. Curran actually seemed to enjoy cleaning. There was a glint of true enthusiasm in her eyes as she set about her work. Caroline envied that zeal. She could think of nothing in her own life that induced eagerness or fervour in her being. It was not that she was unhappy, exactly, but she felt permanently subdued—even harnessed. She felt no passion in her heart or mind about anything. Even her lovemaking with Clive had somehow become more about her need for reassurance than any excitement born from their relationship. 

She could remember neither the last time she had laughed from true pleasure, nor the last time she had cried from real sorrow. Her emotions appeared to have been nullified. Her life felt bland. 


CHAPTER TWO 

That evening, Caroline watched Clive as he prepared to go to his squash club. The anticipation of an hour or two spent in violent sporting exercise, followed by a couple of drinks with his friends, usually generated an affability in her husband which was not always evident, so Caroline decided to take advantage of his mood. 

‘I went over to Mum’s today,’ she began tentatively. 

‘Good.’ 

‘She seems to have got over her fall now—just a nasty bruise left on her arm.’ 

‘Good.’ Clive was pre-occupied with the arrangement of new laces in his trainers. 

‘I don’t think she should be on her own any longer, Clive.’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 

‘She’ll be seventy-three next birthday, and I don’t think she should live on her own for much longer.’ 

‘She seems quite happy whenever I see her.’ 

‘That isn’t the point, Clive. You know Mum—she wouldn’t complain, would she? That fall has made her nervous. I know it has. And I worry about her in that house with those steep stairs and everything.’ 

‘So you think she should sell the house and go into a home, do you?’ 

Clive was suddenly very attentive. 

‘No!’ 

‘What then?’ he asked apprehensively. 

‘I want her to sell up and come and live with us.’ Caroline stared squarely at her husband, as his handsome face grew agitated. 

‘No way!’ he declared, hoping to eliminate all thoughts of any argument on the subject, but failing. 

‘Clive . . .’ 

‘It never works, Caro!’ 

‘Not if the mother is an interfering old misery, I agree, but you know Mum isn’t like that. She’s so easy to get on with.’ 

‘People change when you live with them, and anyway, I don’t want your mother to live here.’ 

‘Supposing one of YOUR parents was still alive, though. That would be different, wouldn’t it?’ 

‘No, it certainly would not be different, but as the question can’t possibly arise, I see no point in discussing it!’ Clive’s movements were becoming exaggerated, and his voice was strong and harsh. 

Caroline thought how extremely pompous her husband sounded. 

‘If you’ll just calm down, Clive, I’ll tell you what I thought of doing,’ she reasoned. 

‘What?’ 

He stopped all activity and stared at her through narrowed eyes. 

‘I thought we could build a granny-flat on the side of the house—an extension. There’s plenty of space. Then mum could have her own rooms and I’d be able to pop in and see her whenever I wanted to, but she wouldn’t interfere in our lives at all—we’d still have our privacy.’ 

‘No, Caro, it wouldn’t work.’ 

‘Mum would help pay for the building, if that’s what you’re worried about. She’d get quite a bit for her house.’ 

‘And what about the swimming pool?’ 

‘Oh, Clive! That seems like a dreadful extravagance!’ 

‘I don’t see it like that. The piece of ground you’re talking about will be ideal for the pool and that’s the only thing that’s going to be built there!’ 

‘And what about mum?’ 

‘If you really think she can’t be left alone, there are some lovely places for old people now—really comfortable. There’s that one over Tidbury way . . . er . . . Greenacres, or something corny like that. It’s a beautiful old house. She’d have lots of company of her own age and people to look after her too.’ Clive paused. ‘You haven’t told her she can come here, have you?’ he asked curtly yet suspiciously. 

‘No, of course I haven’t.’ 

‘Thank God for that!’ 

‘Clive . . . I really want mum to come and live with us. It would be the best thing for her. Please . . . think it over.’ As she spoke, Caroline rebuked herself. She was pleading and she should not be. Why did she not assert herself? 

‘There’s nothing to think about,’ Clive answered, as he zipped up his sports bag in adamant manner. ‘I’ll get some estimates for the swimming pool next week. I’ve been meaning to get it started.’ He kissed Caroline on the forehead. ‘Really, Caro, it would never work out,’ he said quietly. ‘I’ll see you later.’ 

‘Caro,’ she uttered, mimicking her husband’s voice. ‘Why can’t he call me Caroline? That’s my name. Too common, I suppose! You’re a selfish bastard, Clive Marshall!’ she called out, knowing he could no longer hear her, and gaining little satisfaction from such a futile gesture. 

* * * 

Caroline sat alone and in silence. Voiceless figures moved around on the television screen, looking ridiculous in their enforced muteness. 

What would she do about her mother now? Perhaps Clive was right. Maybe it would be a mistake to have her come to live with them. Caroline wondered if it was she who was being selfish. Then it struck her just how one-sided it all was. If she could see Clive now, he would be thoroughly enjoying himself—charming and gregarious as usual. He would not be doubting his motives on the question of his mother-in-law. He would not wonder whether his negative answer to Caroline’s plea had been a selfish one. Oh, for that kind of confidence in one’s own decisions! 

Caroline had always tried to see both sides of an argument, but she was beginning to doubt the validity of this exercise. All she appeared to derive from it was an agonizing indecisiveness. Clive had often said that she was a ditherer. Once again, he was right! 

How could he be so certain about everything, though? He made decisions—like the one about the swimming pool—and she went along with them. Was she a fool? No. So was it subservience then or intimidation that made her acquiesce? Surely neither should be present in a good relationship. 

Money—that was part of the answer. Caroline had not worked since Adam’s birth, so Clive had always been the only wage earner in their marriage. He had done very well and now, as the manager of the largest branch of Woolford’s bank in the area, he savoured to the full the rewards of his position. It was probably only natural, because he was in authority when doing his job, that he should automatically assume the dominant role in other areas of his life, including at home. If she had been a career woman things might have been different. Caroline knew, though, that she could not change things—it had been as it was for far too long. A little realization, on Clive’s part, that she was a woman with views and opinions, which were at least worth considering, would be welcome, however. He seemed to take very little notice of anything she said, but then, she rarely had anything of interest to say. 

Caroline rested her head back on the sumptuous sofa and drifted into that pleasing yet indefinable state which comes between consciousness and sleep. 

She was woken by the telephone. It was her mother. 

‘Oh, hello, Mum. I was going to ring you later.’ 

‘I wondered if you were all right, dear,’ her mother said cautiously. ‘I thought you looked a bit peaky this morning—under the weather. Are you feeling all right?’ 

‘Yes, I’m very well . . . really . . . I’m fine!’ 

‘Good, that’s all I wanted to know. You would tell me if anything was worrying you, wouldn’t you, Caroline?’ 

‘Yes, I would, Mum. Everything’s all right. I promise.’ 

Caroline sat down again and turned up the volume on the television in an attempt to lose herself in the repeat of an American soap opera which was just starting. However, the programme proved less soporific than she had hoped. She found herself staring at the faces of these supposedly well-dressed women who regularly appear on the small screen. Whether their hair was bleached blonde or dyed raven black, they were clone-like in their masks. The eyes were accentuated and heavily shadowed, the cheeks blushed unnaturally up to the temples, and the lips were vivid and pouting. These managed and manoeuvred faces were totally devoid of true beauty and all individuality. 

Caroline felt that she was being brainwashed. This was the way she should look. These were the women she should emulate, these ghastly, painted clowns! 

‘The face of the 21st Century,’ she whispered. ‘Women who are too afraid of rejection to refuse to conform.’ She turned off the television and went to bed. She had no wish to see Clive again that night. 

* * * 

Caroline woke very early next morning. The June sun was drenching the house in a brightness she could not ignore. She had a shower but, in a stand of solitary rebelliousness, refused to weigh herself. Breakfast alone was surprisingly pleasant and, when she had finished, Caroline went out onto the patio to enjoy the freshness of the morning. She looked around the garden. 

‘All this, and now a swimming pool!’ she muttered sarcastically to the stone fish. 

The altercation of the previous evening was not mentioned when Clive came down for breakfast. In fact, conversation was decidedly sparse and Caroline felt a sense of relief when her husband left for work. 


CHAPTER THREE 

‘Just a shampoo and blow dry today, isn’t it, Mrs. Marshall?’ June asked, as she combed Caroline’s dripping hair into the nape of her neck. 

‘Yes, June.’ Caroline scrutinized her hair in the rose tinted mirror. ‘I don’t think it needs a trim this week.’ 

The skilled hands of the hairdresser began to bring about the usual transformation. Caroline had frequented Maison June on the smart parade of shops near her home for some years now. June was more of a friend than one who merely gives a service, and Caroline looked forward to her weekly visit to the unisex salon. 

Several girls and two young men worked for June. She had owned the business since it first opened and lived in the flat above. Caroline thought that June must be in her early thirties by now. She was tall and very slim. Her dark brown hair hung straight and shining around her shoulders and her grey eyes were always wide, enhancing her otherwise ordinary face. Caroline liked to watch June as she moved efficiently around her salon—the complete businesswoman. 

‘How’s your mother, Mrs. Marshall? Has she got over her fall?’ June asked, wishing to make her client feel as important as possible by showing that she remembered their last conversation. 

‘Yes, she’s much better now, thanks.’ 

‘Good. What about your son? He’ll be home soon, won’t he?’ 

‘Yes, for a day or two, then he’s off to France with some friends for a camping trip.’ 

‘How lovely! I wish I’d been clever enough to go to university.’ 

‘Mm . . . me, too.’ 

‘They have such a terrific social life, don’t they? Is your husband very brainy?’ 

‘I suppose he is, yes.’ 

‘I saw him last night.’ 

‘He didn’t have a haircut yesterday, did he?’ 

‘No, no, he was just getting into his car—in Poplar Close—quite late it was.’ 

‘I expect he took someone home after squash club and popped in for a coffee or something.’ 

‘He’s very good looking, isn’t he?’ June said. 

Caroline could not make up her mind whether the hairdresser looked coy or envious as she waited for an answer. 

‘Yes, he’s not bad, is he?’ 

‘Every time he comes in for a haircut the girls all argue about who’s going to take his money, but don’t tell him I said so, will you?’ 

‘No, I won’t.’ Caroline replied, smiling with the kind of satisfaction that comes when you have something others covet. 

* * * 

Caroline had left her car at home. The weather was warm and sunny, and she enjoyed walking to the shops. On her way back, with her clean, styled hair allowing a little extra confidence to add spring to her step, Caroline stared in the pet shop window at a litter of puppies. They were plump and soft and golden, and she watched with delight as they rolled and tussled together in play. How she longed to buy one. She had always had a dog as a child and she still missed the companionship. Clive did not like animals in the house, however, he claimed that they were dirty. And now, with his brand new garden, Caroline could well imagine his reaction to a puppy. With a silent and wistful sigh, she walked on. 

* * * 

Clive was on her mind. She thought again of June’s words: 

‘He’s very good looking, isn’t he?’ . . . 

‘. . . the girls all argue about who’s going to take his money . . .’ 

‘. . . Poplar Close . . . Poplar Close . . .’ 

Caroline could never quite admit to herself that she did not entirely trust her husband. She felt a dreadful guilt surge through her whenever she ventured to think logically on the subject. It was not that she had ever found him to be unfaithful, more that she had never looked for proof of an affair for fear of what she might discover. 

Once, when Adam was only small, she had been fairly certain that there was someone else. Clive had seemed openly bored with her and had spent a great deal of time away from home. Adam took so much of her time and energy at this stage of their marriage that Caroline felt she had neglected Clive, and was unsure, at first, how to deal with the situation. If she had confronted him and found that there was another woman, he might have left her and gone to his new love. She tried, therefore, to be a model wife and give him no cause to be jealous. She had read somewhere that jealousy was a common experience among new fathers. 

Eventually, Clive had returned to normal. Caroline knew that whoever or whatever had distanced him from her was gone. She never asked about it. She knew that her marriage had almost ended, though, and that dread of losing her husband and home had never left her. 

Why, she wondered, could she not be like other wives? She did not want to know if her husband made love to other women. Caroline wished that she could be strong. Most women would have found out the truth and, if there had been an affair, would either have divorced him or kept a tight rein on him to make sure he never strayed again. She had done nothing. Those women, though, those women full of tough independence all too often ended up as one parent families living in a one room flat and having a nervous breakdown. Caroline had opted for security—for a home and family which were ostensibly happy and which gave relatives and friends no reason to gossip. Perhaps she was wrong to cocoon herself in deliberate ignorance, but she was not the type to struggle on alone against adversity. At least she knew her shortcomings and limitations. 

Even now, though she was unsure about Clive’s fidelity and in contention with him about her mother, she would not stand up and fight for what she thought was right. The consequences, if she did, might be too devastating to contemplate. 

Caroline did not really blame Clive for behaving as he did but she was beginning to despise herself for her weakness and complacency. It was as though she were clinging to her battered self-respect by deceiving herself about anything which might threaten her security . . . her tedious, material security. 

* * * 

That afternoon, after basting herself in suntan lotion, Caroline lay on a sun bed in the garden. She was woken from a dream about something wonderful, which she could not recall, by Peggy, her best friend and next-door neighbour. 

‘You stay there, Caroline, I’ll put the kettle on!’ Peggy called, letting herself into the Marshalls’ kitchen. 

Caroline did not argue. She loved Peggy’s lively company and envied her enthusiastic outlook on life. 

‘Lovely,’ she murmured, rousing herself from her drowsy mood. 

‘Here you are . . . tea for two!’ her friend announced, after a few minutes, as she put the tray on the ornate, plastic table. 

‘Thanks, Peggy.’ 

The two women sipped their piping hot tea. 

‘How are things, Caroline? Everyone all right?’ 

‘Fine, Peggy. What about your lot?’ 

‘The twins have gone on an outing today to London. God help the teacher! Steven’s at work as usual. There’s nothing very exciting happening.’ 

Caroline was not listening. She was trying to work out why she always said that everything was fine when she frequently felt that her life was . . .what? . . . not disintegrating . . . not in tatters . . . but . . . what? There was no crisis, no terrible trauma, but everything was no longer fine—of that Caroline was certain. So why could she not tell her best friend? 

‘Do you like this garden, Peggy? Please be honest,’ Caroline insisted. 

‘Yes, it’s beautiful. Why? Don’t you like it?’ 

‘I hate it!’ 

‘But it must have cost the earth. They took a long time to do it, didn’t they? What’s wrong with it?’ 

‘It’s symbolic. This garden is a symbol of Clive’s aspirations.’ 

‘There’s nothing wrong with wanting a lovely garden,’ Peggy argued, totally bemused by her friend’s words. 

‘But it isn’t lovely! And that isn’t what Clive wanted anyway. He didn’t want a beautiful garden—he wanted a garden that he had bought!’ 

‘You’ve lost me, Caroline.’ 

‘We’re going to have a swimming pool at the side of the house . . . over there.’ 

‘Lucky thing!’ Peggy’s blue eyes widened with envy. 

‘You think so?’ 

‘Well, yes . . . don’t you want a pool?’ 

‘No—I wanted my mother.’ 

‘How do you mean?’ 

Caroline finished her tea. 

‘No, you’re quite right, Peggy,’ she said, as though waking from a trance. ‘I’m very lucky.’ 

Peggy lay back in a garden chair. Her naturally fair hair was pulled tightly into a pony-tail and her pretty face was slightly pink from the sun so that she seemed to be permanently blushing. 

She wore a tee shirt which was a little too tight and which emphasized a roll of soft fat around her waist. Her thighs bulged beneath her shorts and a second chin was developing quite rapidly under her jaw line. Peggy was plump but she didn’t care. 

How wonderful, Caroline thought. How absolutely wonderful not to care! 

But Steven was not worried about Peggy’s size either. He adored his wife and his two sons and made no secret of the fact. 

Peggy and Steven laughed a lot. Caroline envied her best friend. 

‘Do you feel all right, love?’ Peggy asked, showing real concern. ‘You seem a bit preoccupied. Have you and Clive had a row?’ 

‘No. I’m fine.’ Caroline smiled broadly. ‘Really . . . I’m fine.’ 
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