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Chapter 1

Alice

Alice was drinking her coffee when the bell rang. She stood up to answer it as her daughter thundered down the stairs. Jools got there first and flung open the door. ‘For me!’

‘Popular lady.’ The postman winked at her.

‘Thanks!’ Jools was clutching two enormous cards and three smaller ones.

Alice smiled. ‘Someone’s got a lot of admirers.’

Jools swept past her into the kitchen. ‘What can I say? I’m a boy magnet.’

She was stunning – heads turned wherever she went – but it worried Alice, who wanted her to focus more on her books and less on her looks.

Jools ripped open one of the big envelopes. ‘ “Roses are red, Violets are blue, You’re so hot, Jools, And you know it too.” So lame.’ She cast it aside.

Alice sighed. Hot? Why did teenagers have to go on about being ‘hot’ all the time? Why couldn’t they play hockey and tennis and have the odd kiss? Why did it all have to be tiny skirts and innuendo? She didn’t think Jools was having sex – in fact, she was pretty confident she wasn’t – but, all the same, she watched her like a hawk. Alice was a GP and often had young girls in her clinic, looking for the pill, asking for advice on abortion or having contracted sexually transmitted diseases.

‘Oh, puh-lease.’ Jools snorted. ‘Xavier actually signed this card. He clearly doesn’t get the whole anomynous thing.’

‘Anonymous,’ Holly said, as she walked into the kitchen, knotting her tie.

‘That’s what I said, dork.’

‘Actually –’

‘Holly, why don’t you have some breakfast?’ Alice interrupted her younger daughter, before an argument broke out.

‘I see no cards arrived for you,’ Jools said.

‘Actually, one just did.’ Ben came in, handed Holly a card and gave her a peck on the cheek.

‘God, Dad, you’re so embarrassing. She knows it’s from you. You didn’t even disguise your writing.’

He grinned. ‘Holly’s ten, Jools, far too young to be getting cards from boys.’

Holly opened the envelope. ‘Thanks, Daddy. I’m glad it’s from you.’

The doorbell rang again.

‘I’ll get it.’ Jools raced out. A minute later she was back, holding an enormous bouquet of red heart balloons.

‘Wow!’ Ben exclaimed.

Alice remembered when he had bought her some, shortly after Jools was born – she must have been four months old. He’d come in with the balloons, kissed her and told her she was the most wonderful woman in the world.

She couldn’t remember the last time he’d bought her balloons or flowers. They’d got a bit lazy. She hadn’t even got him a card for today. It was time they started making more of an effort with each other. At least they were going for dinner tonight with David and Pippa, which would be nice. They hadn’t seen them in ages and they always had fun together. She and Ben hadn’t been out in a while. They used to do that ‘date night’ thing, setting aside one evening a week, but somehow that had fallen by the wayside, too. They were both so busy all the time.

‘Who are they from?’ Holly asked.

Jools read the card and rolled her eyes. ‘Francis – he’s so desperate. I’ve told him a million times I wouldn’t go out with him if he was the last boy on Earth but he never gives up.’

‘Is that Francis Penworth?’ Holly looked impressed.

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, my God, Jools.’

‘Who is he?’ Alice was interested now.

‘He’s the British junior chess champion.’ Holly was plainly in awe.

‘Impressive,’ Ben said. ‘He sounds like the type of boy you should go out with.’

‘And die of boredom? I don’t think so. He actually plays chess for, like, five hours a day – volunteeringly.’ Jools shook her head. ‘Who does that? Only a huge nerd.’

Holly clanked her spoon into her cereal bowl. ‘He’s not a nerd, just a total genius. He’s amazing, Jools.’

‘Pushing little pretend horses and prawns around a stupid board for hours every day is not something normal people do.’

‘Pawns. And he’s going to be famous. They’re saying he could end up being a chess grand master.’

‘Whatever, Holly. He was showing me some “amazing move” last week and I almost went into a coma.’

‘Maybe if you went out with him, you’d learn a thing or two,’ Alice said.

‘And maybe I’d end up the biggest loser in school. No, thanks.’

When Jools went off to put on her uniform, Holly looked at the balloons and sighed. ‘I wish he was in my class. There are so many questions I’d like to ask him.’

‘Maybe Jools could introduce you,’ Alice suggested.

Holly coloured. ‘He’s far too cool for me.’

Ben put down his coffee cup. ‘He’s not cool enough for one daughter and too cool for the other. What are you girls like?’

Alice tidied up and called Jools to hurry. Ben picked up his kit bag. ‘I’ll see you later. I’m going for a cycle after work. I should be home by seven thirty, quick shower, then off to David and Pippa.’

Irritation shot through Alice. ‘Couldn’t you just skip the cycle today? I’ve got back-to-back patients and I’d really like you to help Jools with her homework. I’ve done it every night for the last three weeks and I’m afraid I might kill her. You should have seen her book review.’

Holly started to giggle.

‘Don’t laugh – it’s not nice.’

‘But, Mummy, it was hilarious.’

‘Show me,’ Ben said.

Alice looked over her shoulder, but she could hear music thumping from Jools’s room. She reached down and pulled Jools’s review of Jane Eyre from her school bag.

Ben opened it and read:

In my opinion Jane Eyre is a complete loser. Why would anyone want to end up with a blind man with no money? I kind of get why she fell for him in the beginning, because he was all handsome and strong. But when she saw the lunatic up in the attic and found out he’d been lying to her the whole time, she should never have come back. He wasn’t exactly great fun before the crazy woman burned his house down and he went blind, but can you imagine how grumpy and depressed he’s going to be now? What kind of a life is she going to have? It’s crazy. She should have gone off and met someone else, someone who was normal and didn’t have a lunatic in his attic and didn’t lie about being married. Mind you, she was ugly and boring, so I suppose she didn’t have much choice. Still, there must be better out there than blind and poor.



He threw back his head and laughed. ‘You have to hand it to her, she makes a good case.’

‘Not sure it’ll get her a good grade, though,’ Alice said.

‘She’ll be fine. Stop worrying about her. I’d better go – I’m in theatre at nine. See you later.’

With that, he dashed off to work and Alice hurried the girls out to school.

When Alice arrived at the clinic, Kevin was waiting for her with the kettle boiling.

‘Morning,’ she said, putting her bag on her desk.

‘Valentine’s my arse. Not one bloody card.’ Kevin sighed.

Alice made a sympathetic face. ‘Sorry about that. Maybe there’s one in the post and you’ll get it tomorrow.’

Kevin sighed again, louder. ‘Nice try, but no. I hoped Robert might get in touch, but he obviously meant what he said when he told me it was over. For good.’

Alice patted her brother’s arm. He had gone out with Robert for five months, which was an eternity for Kevin. Alice had never liked him: he was twenty-five, ten years younger than Kevin, and insisted on having an ‘open’ relationship where he got to have sex with other guys while Kevin waited for him at home. Alice knew that all Kevin wanted was to meet a nice guy and settle down, but he went for flighty, selfish, younger men, who didn’t want to be stuck in a monogamous relationship. She wished more than anything that he could meet someone who deserved him.

‘If it’s any consolation, I didn’t get a card either. And I didn’t buy one for Ben.’

Kevin handed his sister a coffee. ‘You shouldn’t get lazy in your marriage. It’s dangerous.’

‘Well, Ben did get a card for Holly, which was nice.’

Kevin sipped his coffee. ‘I bet Jools got loads.’

‘She was inundated with cards and balloons.’

‘I’d guess she doesn’t fancy any of the senders.’ Kevin grinned.

‘Of course not. She’s unbelievable.’

‘She’s a beautiful girl with a great personality. Guys are always going to fall at her feet.’

‘Yes, but she needs to focus less on pouting and preening and more on her books. She’s falling behind, Kevin.’

Kevin waved a hand in the air. ‘I wasn’t academic either. We can’t all be like you, Ben and Holly. Jools is different. Accept her for who she is.’

Alice did accept her elder daughter for who she was, but she didn’t want her to be the only one who didn’t go to college and experience all that it had to offer. ‘Do you think she’s having sex? Has she said anything to you?’

‘No,’ Kevin said. ‘But then again, while she does tell me some things, I doubt she’s going to tell me that. But her self-esteem is high. Jools would only have sex if she really wanted to or really liked the guy, and her head hasn’t been turned yet.’

‘True, but the girls coming in here looking for the pill are getting younger.’

‘Speaking of, Sharon’s your first appointment today.’

Alice groaned. Sharon was a fifteen-year-old who had got pregnant twice and had two abortions. She’d ended up with a nasty infection after the last one and Alice had tried to talk to her about the importance of protecting herself.

‘I ain’t going on no pill. They make you fat, innit?’ Sharon had snapped.

When Alice suggested she use condoms, Sharon had refused. ‘I don’t like ’em and the fellas prefer it natural.’

Alice worried about her and the many other teenagers who came through her surgery. For a youth that considered itself to be so savvy and ‘with it’, they were clueless. She’d have to sit Jools down for another chat. She wanted to make sure her daughter understood the pitfalls of unprotected sex.

Kevin went through the day’s list of patients. It was long and she would be busy. She was so glad Kevin had agreed to be her clinic manager – he’d proved a godsend. Working with him had made things much easier: he never overbooked her and he was great with the patients, cheering them up when they came in and managing the difficult ones with humour.

‘I need to be out of here by five thirty to give me time to go home, cook the girls’ dinner and help with homework, then get ready for a gorgeous evening at David and Pippa’s. Thanks again for agreeing to stay in with the girls.’

‘Any time. How are David and Pippa anyway? You haven’t mentioned them in ages.’

‘Because we haven’t seen them in ages. Well, Ben has seen David now and then, but Pippa has cancelled on me a few times. To be honest, I wondered if she was sick or something. I got Ben to ask David but he said she’s fine, just busy.’

Kevin laughed. ‘Pippa, busy? With all those staff and her only child in boarding-school, how busy can she be?’

Alice shrugged. ‘It’s odd, though, very unlike her. Anyway, if something is up, I guess I’ll find out tonight.’

‘Sounds intriguing,’ Kevin said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Do you think she’s having a torrid affair with the chauffeur, maybe, like Lady Sybil?’

Alice laughed. ‘It’s not Downton Abbey. Besides, Pippa would never cheat on David.’

‘Well, if there is something going on,’ Kevin said, ‘I’ll be dying to hear about it. You can give me all the details when you get home.’

‘Maybe she finds me boring,’ Alice said, with a sigh. ‘I used to be a lot more fun when she first knew me. I’m getting a bit middle-aged in my middle age.’

Kevin grinned. ‘You needn’t pull that one with me. There’s still fire underneath that navy trouser suit.’

Alice giggled. ‘It’s deeply buried at the moment,’ she told him. ‘Right, let’s get this place tidied up. First patient in five minutes. Just eight and a half hours to go, then hopefully a bit of fun.’



Chapter 2

Ben

Ben tried not to notice the long legs and short skirt of the patient seated in front of him. On the other side of the desk in his consulting room, Diana Lacey leant forward, giving him a bird’s-eye view of her considerable cleavage.

Ben smiled inwardly. He had never fallen into the ‘sex with patient’ trap and he wasn’t about to start now. Mind you, he knew quite a few colleagues who had. They regaled him with stories of sex over the desk and trysts during ‘examinations’. He’d never been tempted. Well, if he was being honest, he had, but he always reminded himself that what he had with Alice and the girls was worth more than any meaningless sex.

Alice had been propositioned once or twice too, and they’d laughed about it. She’d told him so that he’d know he wasn’t the only one to have patients who fancied him. Alice kept him on his toes. He liked that about her.

‘So, Ben, do you think I’ve fully recovered?’ Diana asked.

‘Absolutely. Your results are all extremely satisfactory. You can get back to normal life now.’

‘Good.’ She smiled. ‘I don’t know how I’m ever going to thank you.’ She stared at him. ‘If there was anything you could think of, I’d be happy to oblige.’ She winked.

Ben stood up and held out his hand. ‘Not at all. I’m just doing my job. Take care now.’

Pouting, Diana shook his hand and turned on her heels. Ben watched her go. She had a great body . . .

His fantasy was interrupted by his secretary, Anna, announcing the next patient. Ben looked at his charts, only three more to see. He was itching to get on his bike and go cycling. It would calm him down.

Ninety minutes later he saw off the last patient, checked the following day’s schedule with Anna, then strode down the corridor towards the locker room. He pulled off his suit and tie and quickly got into his Lycra cycling gear – the cause of much merriment to his wife and daughters. The first time he’d walked into the house wearing it, Jools had laughed so hard she’d had to sit down. ‘Dad, you look like a midlife crisis on legs,’ she’d hooted, which had hurt a bit.

Secretly, Ben felt proud of how his body looked in the tight gear. He knew so many men with bellies, but he was careful about his weight, still slim and lean.

Once on the bike, he felt right in himself. He left the hospital, pedalling fast, keeping up a strong pace. Alice didn’t understand his recent attachment to cycling, but he needed it. Ben didn’t understand it himself: he’d never enjoyed cycling in his youth, but he was addicted to it now.

He couldn’t explain it to anyone, least of all Alice, but these past few months he had felt restlessness setting in. It wasn’t that he was unhappy with his lot, but he’d suddenly found himself wondering if this was it. He’d be forty-five soon, well over halfway through his life, if he was lucky. He was at the peak of his career but he felt unchallenged. He operated every week, but he seemed forever to be performing appendectomies and hernia repairs. He wanted to push himself, do more . . . but what?

He had a great life with Alice and the girls. He earned good money and was a well-respected general surgeon, but the excitement of surgery had faded. The thrill of helping someone recover was still significant, but . . .

As a young medical student he had dreamt of performing cutting-edge surgeries on a daily basis. He longed to experience the adrenalin rush of saving lives. A couple of years back he had toyed with the idea of moving to the US for a while, but Alice had talked him out of it. ‘Ben, the girls are so happy in school and my clinic is thriving. It took me a long time to build it up,’ she had said. ‘Moving us all to the US for a couple of years would be a huge upheaval, and for what? What are you really going to gain?’

She was right: it would have been a big move for the girls and a huge sacrifice for her to move to the US when, really, it would just have been for Ben to scratch an itch. Perhaps he would have got more experience there, but there was plenty of experience to be had here in the UK.

He had been happy with the decision not to go and had settled back to work feeling happier about things. But lately that restlessness had come back again, more intense this time. He knew it was related to the conversation he’d had with Oliver.

Two weeks ago he’d been having coffee with a fellow surgeon, Oliver Kane, who had just come back from Syria where he’d volunteered with Médecins sans Frontières, positively brimming with energy and passion. The trip, while dangerous, had clearly given him a huge boost. He gushed about the high of operating while bombs were falling around you, saving lives in completely chaotic conditions, having to think on your feet and be creative with very basic surgical tools. Ben had felt envious. He’d wondered if that was something he could do. He was very tempted, but would it be fair to Alice and the girls?

He’d discussed it with David over lunch a few days later.

‘Are you mad?’ David’s fork hung in the air. ‘Syria? Do you have any idea how dangerous it is? Dear Lord, Ben, you have a family. Buy a sports car or a motorbike if you’re feeling the need for a change but, for the love of God, do not sign up for some impulsive trip to Syria.’

Ben swallowed his mouthful of chicken sandwich. ‘I know you’re right. It’s just tempting, that’s all. You should have seen Oliver’s face. He was so animated and, well – bloody excited. He could barely sit still, he was on such a high from it all. I was jealous of him. I haven’t felt that kind of a buzz in a long time.’

‘I can think of a lot of ways for you to achieve a high that do not involve putting your life in danger. Honestly, Ben, this is just a normal mid-life . . . wobble. It will pass. Focus on your family and all the positives in your life. Don’t throw away everything you’ve built up on a whim.’

Ben nodded. He knew he had too much to risk. His rational mind understood that, but he simply could not get rid of the nagging ‘What if?’, ‘Why not?’ and ‘Is this it?’

Since that day he’d cycled more, pushing himself to his physical limits. It helped take the edge off his restlessness and cleared his head. He had worked off a lot of his frustration on those long bike rides and quelled his desire to do something drastic to shake up his life. He had allowed the rational side of his brain to take over and was feeling calmer.

He knew Alice was fed up with the amount of time he spent on his bicycle, but he needed it, and it was a lot less disruptive than an affair with a patient or a trip to Syria.



Chapter 3

Holly

Uncle Kevin is babysitting us tonight because Mummy and Daddy are going to David and Pippa’s for dinner. Jools said it’s ridiculous, she’s far too old for a babysitter, but she loves Uncle Kevin so she didn’t kick off too much.

We were in the kitchen finishing up dinner when she announced, ‘Francis Penworth is coming over to do our project.’

I nearly choked on my ice cream.

‘What’s it about again?’ Uncle Kevin asked.

‘We have to, like, build a replica of some bridge in America,’ Jools said.

‘The Golden Gate?’ Mummy asked.

‘Yeah, that’s it.’

‘Who is this guy? Is he cute?’ Uncle Kevin asked.

‘OMG, no! He’s a chess geek.’

‘He’s not a geek, Jools,’ I said. Francis was, like, my hero.

‘Yes, he is. You just don’t see it because geeks don’t notice that other geeks are geeks.’

‘He’s the nice boy who sent Jools the huge bouquet of balloons. Apparently he’s very good at chess,’ Mummy explained.

‘He’s not very good, Mummy, he’s incredible. He’s the British junior chess champion,’ I said.

‘I like the sound of him.’ Uncle Kevin winked at Jools. ‘He sounds very suitable.’

‘What time is he coming over?’ I wanted to know so I could get changed. I was still in my uniform.

Jools shrugged. ‘I dunno. Around now, I guess. I told him to come early so we could get the whole thing done quickly. I’m not spending my whole evening doing schoolwork. Besides, I’m Facetiming Chloë at eight.’

‘But you’re in your onesie,’ I said. ‘Shouldn’t you get dressed again before he gets here?’

‘No way. I’m not wasting make-up and good clothes on him. I’m comfy in this. Anyway, he said we have to glue stuff.’

‘Can I help?’ I so wanted to be able to stay when he arrived.

Jools looked at me, eyes wide. ‘Seriously? You actually want to do more work than you have to?’

My face was red.

Jools grinned. ‘Oh, I get it. You want to help so you can hang out with Francis. Fine by me. Maybe the two of you could do the whole thing together.’

Mummy put down her cup. ‘No, Jools. You’re to work with Francis and make sure you help him. He sounds like he could teach you a thing or two.’

Jools looked at her. ‘I could teach him how to be normal.’

‘Be nice, Jools,’ Kevin said. ‘It’s always the smart boys who get the hot girls in the end.’

Jools rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe back in the eighteen hundreds, Kevin, but nowadays the nerds end up with nerds.’

The doorbell rang. My heart stopped. He was here already. I ran up the stairs to get changed.

‘I’ll let the poor boy in, then, shall I?’ Mummy went out to open the door.

I peeped from the top of the stairs. He looked so nice. He was wearing a blue shirt that matched his eyes and he was holding an enormous box. It looked as if he was trying to do an almost life-size version of the bridge. He really was so talented.

‘Hello, Mrs Gregory, I’m Francis. I’m here to complete a project with Jools.’

‘Yes, of course, come on in. Can I help you with that?’

‘Oh, no,’ he said. ‘I just need you to guide me to a place with some space so I can lay out the different sections of the bridge.’

‘The balloons you sent this morning were gorgeous,’ Mummy said.

‘I hope Jools liked them. She’s so . . . well . . . lovely.’

Why, oh, why did he have to like Jools? Didn’t he see that she would never go for him? For someone so clever, he sure was dumb about girls. I couldn’t bear to hear him go on about her. I ran into my room to find something to wear that wouldn’t make me look like a stupid kid.

I threw on my Christmas outfit, the nicest thing I had. Skinny jeans, plus a cute pink top with a sparkly collar and a sparkly cat on the front. I ran into Jools’s room and put on some lip gloss, then did something I’d never done before – I took out her blusher and dabbed a bit on my cheeks. I stared at myself in the mirror. I still looked like boring old me, but the blusher was a bit of an improvement.

When I got downstairs, Mummy and Uncle Kevin were clearing the dinner plates from the table to make room for Francis to set down the box. Jools was watching them, still eating ice cream, not helping, and Francis just kept looking at her, his face all red. He was babbling, just like I do when I’m really nervous.

‘It’s good to be here. I hope I’m not too early. I can wait until you’ve finished dinner, if you like. I’m in no hurry. We can take all the time we need. I have no plans for the evening. I made sure I was totally free. I wanted to be able to stay as long as possible . . . what I mean is, as long as necessary,’ Francis stuttered, his face flushed.

‘Cool, whatever, let’s just get on with it,’ Jools drawled.

Uncle Kevin peered into the box. ‘It looks as if you’ve done quite a bit already,’ he said.

Francis pushed his glasses up his nose. ‘Well, I don’t want Jools to be too taxed. She was kind enough to let me go ahead alone and said she was happy to come in and help at the end.’

That was so like Jools. Every time she had a project, she’d ask someone clever to be her partner, then get them to do all the work. I couldn’t believe they weren’t smart enough to see right through her.

‘That’s our Jools, so generous.’ Uncle Kevin winked at her.

Everyone was ignoring me, so I coughed loudly.

‘Oh, yeah, this is my sister, Holly,’ Jools said. ‘She’s, like, super smart and really into chess. You should play with her sometime.’

I was mortified. I could feel my face and neck going bright red. ‘Francis wouldn’t want to waste his time playing with me. He’s far too good.’

Francis looked at Jools. ‘I’d prefer to play with you, actually. I think you could have talent if you learned to concentrate more.’

I stared at him. Seriously? Jools had no idea how to play chess and never, ever wanted to learn. Daddy had tried to teach her, but she had broken him down by refusing to learn even one move, and in the end he’d given up.

‘Talent?’ Jools laughed. ‘Come on, Francis, you know I think chess is dumb. I just don’t get it. But Holly’s really into it.’

Francis looked at me. My legs went all wobbly. ‘Maybe we could play after the bridge is finished.’

A weird twittery sound came out of my mouth, which was so embarrassing, and I went even redder. I felt such a fool.

Francis went into the hall to get the other stuff he’d brought – all his glues and paints.

Uncle Kevin leant over and whispered in my ear, ‘Holly, are you going to snap out of it or stay frozen to the spot staring at him? I understand you like him, but it’s a little intense.’

‘Was I staring? I didn’t even realize.’

‘Sweetie, are you sure you want to stay and help, or would you rather come upstairs with me?’ Mummy asked.

‘I think he needs my help. I want to stay.’

‘Just remember, Holly,’ Uncle Kevin said, ‘he’s good at chess. He isn’t God.’

‘Uncle Kevin!’ I hissed. ‘I know that, but he’s just so . . . amazing.’

Francis walked back into the room and I smiled at him, but he didn’t see.

‘You’re amazing too,’ Mummy said, but she always said that.

Jools waved her spoon at me. ‘Holly, I thought you were helping. Francis needs you to hold a bit while I’m finishing my ice cream.’

I rushed over and held one of the pieces while Francis glued it together.

‘It looks pretty cool, actually,’ Jools said.

‘Thanks.’ Francis dropped the glue.

The effect Jools has on boys is unbelievable. Sometimes it does make me a bit jealous. She can have anyone she wants. Francis was going to end up doing this entire project while Jools got the glory. It wasn’t right.

I picked up the glue and gave it to him. His hand touched mine and I tried not to go any redder. We continued to work together in silence. I couldn’t think of anything clever to say. I was tongue-tied. We made really quick progress with the bridge, though, and I didn’t make any mistakes.

‘Gosh, we’ll be finished soon,’ Francis said.

‘Good. The sooner the better.’ Jools went to put her bowl in the dishwasher.

‘Really, Jools, you could make some effort to get involved,’ Mummy said.

‘Why?’ Jools muttered. ‘They’re both totally happy. Besides, I’d probably only mess it up.’

‘It’s important to participate,’ Mummy said.

‘Yes, and it’s also important to know how to delegate. They said that in one of those boring talks we had on leadership.’

‘You certainly have that skill down.’ Uncle Kevin smiled.

‘Do you think they’d notice if I ran upstairs and had a shower?’ Jools whispered.

She was so rude. I could hear what she was saying so I’m sure Francis could too. Sometimes I was ashamed to be her sister.

Mummy stopped her. ‘You have to do something to help.’

‘Fine. I’ll glue something on.’

Jools came over and pretended to try to help, but knocked a piece off. ‘Oops, sorry, I’m so clumsy.’

I knew she’d done it on purpose, but Francis didn’t.

‘For goodness’ sake, Jools, be careful,’ I snapped.

‘It’s OK, I can fix it,’ Francis said. ‘Jools, maybe you should just relax and watch. Holly can help me.’

‘Fine by me.’ Jools sat back in her chair and began to flick through the photos on her mini-iPad.

‘I’m happy to help you finish it,’ I said, smiling again. My cheeks were hurting from so much smiling.

‘Fine,’ Francis said. ‘Let’s be quick and then I might get some time to hang out with Jools, OK?’

I felt my tummy drop when he said that, but I didn’t say anything back. He didn’t care about me. I was about as interesting as the wallpaper. I glanced at Uncle Kevin, who gave me a sad smile. And that just made everything worse. Sometimes I hate being me.



Chapter 4

Alice

Alice played music on her iPod and hummed as she got changed. She’d decided to wear her red dress seeing as it was Valentine’s. Besides, she knew she looked good in it. Kevin came up to chat to her.

‘You’ll be glad to know the project is finished and the geek has left the building. Jools barely said goodbye to him, but Holly walked him to the door. She’s sitting in the kitchen staring into space, all gooey-eyed. He didn’t give her a second’s notice, the little sod. I’ve never seen her like that.’

‘Neither have I. The poor child is besotted with him. He’s much more suited to her than Jools,’ Alice said.

‘Yes, but he only has eyes for Jools.’

‘Well, Holly is only ten, and it’s a bit early for infatuations.’

‘I don’t know about that. I was obsessed with Michael Doherty when I was ten. It was my first real gay crush.’

Alice grinned. ‘I remember him. He was a few years ahead of you in school, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes, and a completely heterosexual rugby jock. Talk about not my type.’ Kevin laughed.

‘What do you think of my dress?’ Alice did a twirl for Kevin.

‘Ooh, la la, you look great.’

‘Thanks. I decided to make an effort. I seem to spend my life in black, grey or navy.’

‘Well, they’re practical for work.’

‘And there’s something about wearing red that makes you feel better.’

‘It makes you look better, too. Red is good on blondes. So will it be fun tonight?’

Alice sat at her dressing-table and rubbed foundation onto her pale cheeks. ‘I think so. David and Pippa are very easy company. And you know how it is there – the chef will cook and the housekeeper will take care of everything else.’ Alice smiled at him. ‘The exact opposite of this place, in other words, which is actually what I need. I’m going to sit back and be waited on and enjoy it thoroughly.’

Kevin lay back on the bed and sighed. ‘I need to find a stinking rich boyfriend to keep me in the lap of luxury.’

Alice applied eyeshadow with a small brush. ‘How is your love life? Have you met anyone you liked recently?’

‘Non-existent and no. Everyone thinks the gay scene in London is amazing, and it is when you’re twenty, but for a man in his thirties it’s not so vibrant.’

‘Your prince will come.’ Alice tried to be positive. She so desperately wanted Kevin to be happy.

‘Or I could meet a nice girl who would straighten me out, like Ben’s auntie Prudence suggested.’ He grinned.

‘Don’t remind me.’ Alice shuddered. ‘What a day that was.’

‘Any word from your charming father-in-law, Harold?’

‘Ben took the girls down to see him last Sunday, but I stayed away. I’m still furious about the way he spoke to you at Christmas.’

‘I was out of control. I can’t believe I drank two bottles of wine. It’s a wonder I didn’t pass out sooner. Probably would have been better if I had.’

They both laughed. Alice pulled out her mascara wand and began to coat her lashes. ‘Thank God Ben got his mother’s personality.’

‘Amen to that. There’s only room for one Harold in the world.’

‘We were really lucky with Mum and Dad, weren’t we?’ Alice twisted the mascara wand back into its tube.

Kevin propped himself up on one elbow. ‘Very.’

‘It’s harder than I thought.’

‘What?’

‘Parenting.’

‘You’ve got two amazing kids.’

‘I know, but I worry about doing the right thing. Am I right to push Jools in her schoolwork, and drag Holly away from her books to play sport? Should I just leave them alone and let them be who they are?’

‘Speaking as someone who wasn’t very academic, I think you do need to push Jools a bit, but not too much. She’s so confident in every aspect of her life except academics. It’s why she makes your life hell when you do her homework with her. She gets frustrated. I can relate to that. She’s not angry with you. She’s angry with herself because she takes a long time to grasp things. As for Holly, she needs to be dragged away from her books and put out in the fresh air. All kids should do some running around. It’s good for her mind to get a rest, too. It must be exhausting being Holly. She feels everything so deeply – and all that reading, I’m tired thinking about it. She reminds me of you as a kid. You always had your head stuck in a book.’

Alice laughed and put on some lipstick. ‘The good old days when I used to read without falling asleep after three pages.’

‘I always fell asleep after one.’ Kevin chuckled. Alice stood up. ‘You look gorgeous,’ he said.

‘Yes, she does,’ Ben said, coming into the bedroom, hair damp. He moved as if to kiss her, but Alice leant out of reach.

‘You’re soaking,’ she grumbled. ‘Did you really have to go cycling in the rain?’

‘A quick shower and I’ll be ready.’

‘That’s nice for you,’ Alice said, an edge to her voice.

‘I’ll check on the girls,’ Kevin said, and scooted out of the door.

‘What do you mean?’ Ben said quietly.

‘Work, cycle, shower, dinner – sounds like a very good evening to me. I had work, rush home, prepare dinner, do homework that almost broke me, then get ready in the four minutes I managed to grab. Not quite as much fun.’

Ben sighed. ‘Come on, Alice. Don’t make a big deal of it. I needed to clear my head. Cycling home helps me do that.’

Alice opened her mouth to say more, to say worse, but then she caught herself. It would only ruin her night. She took a deep breath and tried to push down her annoyance.

‘OK, but hurry up. I don’t want to be late. I’m looking forward to wine and a nice dinner.’

David opened the door. Warmth and a delicious aroma wafted out to them. ‘Hello! Come in, come in. Filthy night out there.’

He kissed Alice on both cheeks and shook Ben’s hand warmly. They walked through the vast hall into a large drawing room with a log fire crackling.

A waiter came in with a tray of drinks. Gin and tonic for David and Ben, champagne for Alice and Pippa.

‘Darlings.’ Pippa floated in wearing a beautiful turquoise dress that had probably cost more than Alice made in a month. ‘Alice, you look divine. Hello, Ben.’

Pippa sat down beside Alice and took a big sip of champagne. Close up, Alice could see that her face was drawn and tired. Despite carefully applied make-up, the dark circles under her eyes were still visible.

Lowering her voice, Alice asked, ‘Is everything all right? You look a little tired.’

Pippa fiddled with her enormous engagement ring. ‘Fine, darling, nothing to worry about. Tell me all about you and the girls.’

Alice and Pippa chatted while Ben and David had a tête-à-tête. Pippa and David were drinking extremely quickly and the waiter kept topping up all of their glasses. Before long, Alice was feeling lightheaded.

They were called in for dinner, much to Alice’s relief. She buttered her bread roll and ate it in an attempt to soak up some of the champagne. Pippa continued to drink rapidly.

‘I see the house next door is up for sale,’ Ben said.

‘Apparently some hot-shot property developer is looking to buy it,’ David answered.

Alice ate her soup. ‘This is delicious.’

‘Gavin is rather good at soup,’ Pippa said, but barely touched her own.

‘So, how have things been? How was Christmas?’ David asked.

‘It seems like ages ago now,’ Alice said.

‘It was interesting,’ Ben drawled.

‘Oh, yes? I like the sound of that.’ David rubbed his hands in anticipation.

‘It was fine,’ Alice said, glaring at Ben.

‘It was a complete shambles,’ Ben said. ‘Kevin arrived at eight a.m. and proceeded to get completely drunk, stood up on his chair in the middle of dinner and sang, or rather howled, “On My Own” before he passed out.’

David laughed and shook his head. ‘He didn’t?’

‘Oh yes he did,’ Ben said.

‘He wasn’t that bad. He was just lonely and drank too much.’ Alice defended her brother.

‘Christmas can be a very lonely time for some people,’ Pippa said, glaring at David.

‘What did Harold make of all this?’ David asked.

Before Ben could say anything Alice, her tongue loosened by champagne, said, ‘Oh, you know Harold. He was his usual charmless, humourless and spiteful self.’

Ben bristled. ‘That’s a bit harsh.’

‘Is it?’

‘Yes, actually, it is. My father was entitled to be appalled by Kevin. Frankly, I was too. I didn’t like him drinking so much in front of the girls and making an exhibition of himself in front of my father and aunt.’

‘Your father and aunt were rude to him. He was upset. Give him a break.’

‘I do, Alice. I give him lots of breaks. But I don’t want to see him in that state in front of the girls again.’

‘He won’t be. He never normally drinks in front of them.’

‘Well, no harm done, I’m sure.’ David smoothed things over. ‘Kevin and Harold were never likely to become best friends,’ he said, with a grin.

Ben laughed. ‘No.’

‘I’m fond of Kevin. He’s such fun. Perhaps we could set him up with one of our friends?’ Pippa suggested.

Yes, please, Alice thought. A nice rich gay man would be perfect for Kevin. He’d love a luxurious lifestyle. ‘Do you know any nice eligible gay men?’ she asked.

Pippa tried to frown but her Botox prevented her forehead from moving. ‘Yes . . . What’s his name, the fellow who was at school with you, David? The good-looking one who works for Goldman Sachs now. We met him at Duncan and Heather’s party.’

‘Russel?’

‘Yes.’

‘I suppose he is rather eligible,’ David agreed.

‘Is he nice?’ Alice asked.

‘I’m not sure “nice” is the word to describe him. “Ambitious” is probably more apt, but he’s a decent chap,’ David said.

Alice had no problem with ambition. Kevin needed someone focused and driven.

‘His parents own a lot of land up in Scotland,’ Pippa said.

Everyone Pippa and David knew seemed to own a lot of land somewhere. Alice was convinced that she and Ben were the poorest friends they had. In Ireland, if someone said they knew someone with land it usually meant a small farm. In London, it meant half a county.

‘Well, you know, he’s single at the moment, so if Russel is willing to do a blind date, I’m sure Kevin would be too.’ Alice hoped Pippa would follow up on it.

‘OK,’ Pippa said, and reached for her phone. She tapped at it for a minute, then put it down again. ‘Done. I’ve sent him a text asking if he’s up for it. I’ll let you know when I hear back.’

Alice smiled at her gratefully. She really was a lovely person.

The bracelet on Pippa’s arm caught Alice’s eye. It was awash with brightly sparkling diamonds. ‘That’s gorgeous,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ Pippa said unenthusiastically.

‘It was her Valentine’s Day gift,’ David announced.

Alice raised an eyebrow. ‘Wow! That’s one impressive gift. I didn’t even get a card.’

Ben had the decency to look embarrassed. ‘You said you hated Valentine’s and all its forced Hallmark schmaltz.’

Alice put her spoon down. ‘Yes, I did, but I still expected you to mark the day. A bunch of flowers from the shop on your way home would have been nice.’

‘But you didn’t get me anything either.’

‘That’s not the point,’ Alice said. Men were supposed to do the buying on Valentine’s Day.

Ben threw his arms into the air. ‘If you say you don’t want something, I take that to mean you don’t!’

Alice sighed. ‘We’ve been together twenty years. Don’t you know me by now? Even if I say I don’t want anything, I do. Just something small. I’m not expecting diamond bracelets, but a card or flowers would be nice.’

Ben punched David playfully on the arm. ‘Thanks a lot, friend. Your extravagant gift has landed me in it.’

David shrugged. ‘I don’t usually buy Pippa diamonds for Valentine’s, but this year I wanted to.’

Pippa didn’t respond.

‘FYI, Ben, if you ever want to buy me diamonds, feel free to go right ahead and do it.’ Alice winked at him and drank some more wine.

‘Between Jools and now Pippa, I can’t win,’ Ben said.

‘What did Jools get?’ Pippa asked.

‘Several cards and a huge bouquet of heart balloons from horny teenage boys who are trying to impress her,’ Ben replied.

‘God, don’t say that,’ Alice said.

‘She is rather stunning, I’m not surprised she received lots of gifts,’ Pippa said.

‘Despite all of their efforts, she didn’t seem impressed,’ Alice said. ‘The balloons were gorgeous, but apparently the poor fellow who sent them is a chess player so he has no hope. I wish I’d been that confident at her age.’

‘I wish I was that confident now,’ Pippa muttered. ‘Hopefully no man will ever knock her wonderful self-belief.’

‘No chance of that.’ Ben laughed. ‘She has them all wrapped around her little finger.’

‘Yes, well, many relationships start like that, but people change.’ Pippa was glaring at David, who was staring at the table, shoulders hunched. ‘People you love let you down and disappoint you. It’s crushing.’ Pippa took a large sip of her drink and put her glass down noisily.

Alice glanced at her. Something was definitely up, just as she’d suspected.

There was silence as the main course was served. Alice didn’t know what to say. You could have cut the tension in the air with a knife. She stole a glance at Ben, who was cutting his steak purposefully.

‘How is Sebastian?’ Alice asked, trying to get the conversation going again.

‘Super.’ David looked relieved. ‘He’s settled back in very well after Christmas.’

‘No, he hasn’t, David,’ Pippa snapped. ‘He was on the phone crying for the first three weeks.’

‘It was only one or two phone calls,’ David argued.

Pippa flung her napkin onto the table. ‘No, it wasn’t. He was upset because of you and what you did,’ she shouted.

Alice was shocked. She had never before seen Pippa lose her cool. Ben was concentrating on his plate, showing no emotion or shock. Did he know what was going on? she wondered.

‘Pippa, not now,’ David said.

‘Why not now?’ Pippa hissed. ‘Why shouldn’t your best friend and his wife know what a snake you are?’ Turning to Alice and Ben, she said, ‘Wonderful David has been sleeping with one of his nurses. What a cliché. My fabulous husband has been cheating on me for six months with some young whore in a uniform. I found out on Christmas Day. David was in the shower and I heard his phone beeping. Thinking it was his parents wishing us a merry Christmas, I looked at it, and there it was . . . a very explicit text message from Sally, the bloody slut.’

David’s face was red. ‘Really, Pippa, there’s no need to –’

‘No need to what? No need to let your friends know what a rat you are? No need to cause a scene? No need to let my emotions out? I’m sorry, David, would you prefer that I sat and smiled and pretended everything was perfect? Because I can’t. I hate you. We had a great marriage and you ruined it. Take your bloody guilt bracelet. It’s burning a hole in my arm.’ Pippa flung it across the table and ran out of the room, sobbing.

David bit his lip. ‘I’m sorry about all this. I’m afraid I’ve behaved rather badly. I’ll go after her.’

Alice jumped up. ‘No, I will,’ she said quickly, and rushed out.

She wandered around downstairs in the vast house, trying to find her friend. Then she heard crying, followed the sounds upstairs and found Pippa lying on her huge bed.

Alice hugged her. ‘Oh, Pippa, I had no idea. I’m so sorry.’

Pippa sat up, her face streaked with mascara. Alice had never seen her like that. Pippa was always perfectly turned out and in control. Alice often felt badly dressed beside her. It was terribly sad to see her like this. What the hell had possessed David? Pippa was beautiful and lovely, the perfect wife and hostess. If David could have an affair, God knew what Ben might get up to, with a wife who was usually grumpy and tired when he came home.

‘It’s just been so awful,’ Pippa said. ‘I knew something was wrong this autumn. He was being so distant. I thought perhaps he was a bit depressed and suggested he go and see someone. Men do get a bit down in their forties – they seem to have a sort of “Is this it?” moment.’

Alice wondered if Ben felt like that. ‘What did he say?’

‘Well, that he did feel a bit out of sorts and he’d go to see someone. Obviously he decided to self-medicate with that slut called Sally instead of talking to a psychiatrist.’

‘How awful for you.’

‘Honestly, Alice, after I found out at Christmas, I was so low I left him to go and live with Mummy and Daddy but they sent me straight back. Mummy told me not to be ridiculous, that “these things happen” and one should just “get on with it”.’

‘Poor you. So much for parental tender loving kindness.’

‘Exactly, darling. They wouldn’t even let me stay the night. I had to come back here the same day. It was awful. Mind you, when I got back David was waiting for me. He told me Daddy had called him and told him to get a grip on himself and stop behaving like a spoilt child.’

‘Has he?’

Pippa pulled at the tissue in her hand. ‘I think so. I made him tell me the truth about it all. I told him that if I found out he was lying, I’d go to the hospital, confront Sally and make a huge scene.’

‘Good for you.’

‘You know how private David is, he’d rather die than have a scene. So he admitted it had been going on for about six months and claims it was only sex.’

Alice rolled her eyes. As if ‘only sex’ made it better. Men really were clueless.

Pippa curled her legs under her. ‘I don’t know about you, but our sex life has always been quite good. I’m not saying we’re at it constantly, but I try not to let too much time pass.’

Alice made a quick calculation in her head. How long had it been since she’d had sex with Ben – two weeks? Three? Damn, she’d better make sure they had some action tonight.

Pippa leant forward and placed her hand on Alice’s arm. ‘I’m not saying I’m very adventurous, darling. I’m not one of those women who . . . you know . . . takes it up the bum,’ she whispered, ‘but I do try to be enthusiastic in other ways.’

Alice blushed. She didn’t know where to look. She’d never discussed sex with Pippa before, never mind anal sex. She was mortified. ‘Well, why should you?’ she spluttered.

‘According to David, Sally made him feel special. When he told me that I threw one of his mother’s china dogs at him. To be honest, I’d always hated it. It was a good excuse to be rid of it, despite its value.’

‘What did he mean, special?’ Alice asked, beginning to worry. What, apart from sex, was Sally giving David that he didn’t have at home?

Pippa twisted her necklace. ‘Oh, she laughed at his stupid jokes, told him he was marvellous and liked lots of sex.’

Alice sighed. Did men really need their wives to laugh at their jokes all the time? After a long day at work and arguing with Jools over homework for two hours, the last thing Alice wanted to do was listen to some ridiculous joke. What was wrong with David and men in general? Didn’t they get it? Their wives were worn out. They needed support and encouragement, not to have to pretend to find their husbands’ jokes hilarious. ‘That’s just so silly,’ she said.

‘I think so too, but our marriage counsellor said that men need attention, and if they don’t get it at home, they’ll seek it elsewhere.’

‘What about us? What about our need for attention?’

Pippa nodded. ‘Apparently they need it more.’

Alice shook her head. She’d pay more attention to Ben now. If David was going through a mid-life crisis, who was to say Ben wasn’t? She’d thought the cycling was his ‘time out’, but maybe he was using it to meet some hot nurse friend of slutty Sally’s. Alice hadn’t been paying him much attention at all lately – she hadn’t had time. She’d have to make some.

God, when did life get so bloody complicated? There were so many people needing her attention. Between her patients, Kevin, her girls and now Ben, there was no time left for her to breathe.

‘How are you getting on now? Is the counselling any help?’ Alice asked.

‘Well, tonight obviously wasn’t a great leap forward.’ Pippa smiled sadly. ‘I don’t think throwing diamonds about and calling your husband a snake is considered progress.’

She began to giggle and soon the two women were rolling about on the bed, in fits of laughter, tinged with hysteria, but it was a welcome relief from the tension that had gone on before.

Pippa dabbed her eyes with a tissue. ‘All I’ve done since Christmas Day is cry or shout. Poor Sebastian heard us arguing late one night, so he knows now. He keeps calling from boarding-school and asking me if we’re going to get divorced.’

‘I hope you can work it out. You’re so good together.’ Alice really meant it. They were a lovely couple, and although she was furious with David for hurting Pippa, he was – generally speaking – a very nice person and a great friend to Ben.

‘I hope so too,’ Pippa said. ‘But it’s a long road back to trust. Every time he goes to work I imagine him with Sally, although he has sworn on Sebastian’s life that it’s over. I do believe him because I hired a private investigator.’

‘Did you?’ Alice was impressed.

‘Oh, gosh, yes. I won’t be made a fool of twice. The detective says that as far as he can see, David is definitely not sleeping with anyone and he also found out that Sally is leaving the hospital to take up a new job in north London. I’d prefer her to go to New Zealand, but at least she’ll be out of sight and, hopefully, out of mind.’

‘Do you still love him?’

‘Yes. I always have. David and I have been together even longer than you and Ben. I can’t imagine life without him and we do get on awfully well . . . At least, I thought we did. It’s different now, though. There’s a heaviness to the house and our relationship. The counsellor said it will lift in time and we’ll get back to a new normal.’

‘I’m sure he regrets it so much.’

‘He says he does. He follows me about apologizing and saying he never meant to hurt me, but the thing is, Alice, he did – deeply.’

Alice felt profoundly sorry for her. Pippa didn’t deserve this. No one did. She really hoped they’d work it out. She couldn’t wait to talk to Ben about it. She wanted to hear his side, David’s side. She needed to know why this had happened and how to make sure it didn’t happen to them.



Chapter 5

Ben

David poured Ben and himself large glasses of wine. ‘Sorry about that. I didn’t think Pippa would cause a scene tonight.’

Ben sipped his wine. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s fine. We’re all good friends.’

‘She’s been quite good lately. Less angry. I’d thought we were moving forward.’

Ben looked at his friend. ‘It’s going to take time for her to trust you again. You have to be patient.’

‘I know, and I’m trying. I’m going to a counsellor with her, apologize daily and shower her with gifts. I don’t know what else I can do.’

‘She’s upset, she feels betrayed. Just give her time.’

David stood up and began pacing the room. ‘I wish I’d never bloody had the affair.’

Ben raised an eyebrow. ‘So it wasn’t worth it, then?’

‘No. Well . . . no.’

‘You hesitated, David.’

David sat down again and leant across the table. ‘Did I mention how fantastic the sex was?’

Ben grinned. ‘Yes.’

‘Honestly, it was like Pippa and I used to have when we first met. You know, the crazy whenever-wherever sex.’

Ben put his hands over his ears. ‘Too much information. I like your wife very much but I don’t need to know all of the details.’

‘Sorry, I know it’s no excuse. I’m a stupid fool who risked everything for some attention and sex. I’m a caricature of a man wanting to relive his youth. Pathetic. I should have bought a bicycle like you.’

‘Well, it would have caused fewer problems. Do you think you guys can work it out?’

David sighed. ‘I hope so. Some days I feel positive about it, others I’m not sure Pippa will ever forgive me.’

‘She’s a wonderful wife. Keep trying.’

‘God, what will Alice think of me now?’ David worried.

Ben was more concerned about Alice finding out that he had known about the affair. She would not react well to his having kept it a secret from her. But David had begged him not to tell her and, in any case, he hadn’t wanted to. She would have been furious, and it would probably have made her suspicious of him, too. ‘Alice knows you’re a good guy,’ he said. ‘She’ll probably just give you a lecture, then try to fix your marriage.’

‘I envy you,’ David said.

‘Why?’ Ben said, looking around the palatial room.

‘Because you and Alice never seemed to lose your spark. You still challenge each other and seem to get on so well all the time.’

It was nice that David thought that, but it wasn’t necessarily true. Ben and Alice had had their bad patches, but neither had strayed. Their marriage was by no means perfect. He did still love her and knew she loved him, but they had to work at keeping the spark alive. If he was being honest, they’d got lazy lately. When he’d seen Pippa’s bracelet, he’d known it was a guilt gift but he’d still felt bad. It hadn’t even crossed his mind to buy Alice a card, even when he’d been picking one for Holly. ‘Every marriage has its ups and downs, David. I suppose it’s just about getting through the downs that matters.’

‘And not having affairs with nurses.’

‘Yes, well, that too.’ Ben smiled. ‘Apart from the sex, why did you do it?’

David peered into his glass. ‘She thought I was wonderful. She hung on every word I said. It sounds so childish now, but I liked it. She told me I was marvellous and handsome, always looked so happy to see me and was always in a good mood and enthusiastic about everything.’ David laughed miserably. ‘In the last few years, Pippa seemed to be constantly irritated by me. I couldn’t do anything right. She was always criticizing me, and I suppose I was fed up. Part of why I fell for Sally was because she was lovely to be around. It sounds ridiculous but it’s true.’

‘Sounds nice, actually,’ Ben said honestly. It did. He couldn’t remember the last time Alice’s face had lit up when he arrived home. She was usually tired and irritable after a long day of work, then arguing with Jools about her homework. And lately she was more likely to glare at him for taking the time out to cycle home. When was the last time they had done anything spontaneous and fun? Even on the rare nights they went out for dinner, they ended up talking about the girls, or work, or Kevin.

In the old days, they would always have been the last to leave the restaurant after drinking too much and declaring their love for each other. Now they often opted to eat early because Alice fell asleep after two glasses of wine. Where had the romance gone? Why hadn’t he noticed it had disappeared? What the hell did that say about them?

David interrupted Ben’s musings. ‘It was nice, but not worth all the hurt and trouble I’ve caused. Sebastian’s not talking to me. He wrote me a letter from school telling me what a let-down I was and how he would never forgive me for hurting his mother. It was like a knife to the heart, I can tell you.’ David’s eyes welled with tears. ‘To know your only child thinks ill of you is a hard blow.’

‘God, that’s awful.’

‘Yes, but as Pippa said, I have only myself to blame.’ David wiped his eyes with a napkin. ‘What a mess. If you’re ever tempted, don’t do it, my friend. It is not worth it.’

Ben was about to answer when Alice came back into the room. ‘Pippa’s upstairs. I think it’s probably time we left.’

‘Yes, of course.’ David stood up and called a taxi.

Alice went over to him and shook a finger in his face. ‘David, you’re a bloody fool and you have a lot of making up to do to your lovely wife.’

David held his hands up. ‘I know, I know.’ He walked them to the front door. ‘Sorry about everything. Not the night you expected, I’m sure. Probably makes your Christmas Day drama seem quite normal.’

‘Not at all. We all have our ups and downs. Hang in there, mate.’ Ben hugged him.

Hang in there? Alice thought. He needed to do more than hang in there. He needed to be the sorriest man alive, beg forgiveness and bloody well behave himself. Alice was very fond of David, but she was angry with him for having hurt Pippa so much.

Alice kissed his cheek. ‘She’s a very special lady, David.’

He nodded. ‘Believe me, I know what an idiot I’ve been and I’m trying to make things right between us.’

‘Well, I hope you work it out. You guys are great together.’

‘Thank you, Alice. I do appreciate that.’

They climbed into the waiting taxi.

‘Didn’t expect we’d be going home this early. Interesting night,’ Ben mused.

‘You can say that again.’ She laid her head back against the seat.

‘Poor Pippa, is she all right?’

Alice frowned. ‘Of course not. She’s completely shattered. Her heart is broken, her confidence has been crushed and she doesn’t know if she can trust him.’

‘She can. David’s a stand-up bloke. He’s one of the finest men I know. He just had a silly dalliance. It meant nothing.’

‘Then why did he bother? He’s hurt his wife deeply for no reason.’

Ben sighed. ‘Well, obviously it wasn’t nothing, but it wasn’t as if he was in love with her or anything.’

‘It went on for six months. That’s a lot of dinners, time together, sex and intimacy.’

‘I don’t think they saw each other very often.’

‘How do you know?’

Ben shifted about in his seat. ‘He mentioned that it was just an occasional thing.’

Alice tried to eyeball her husband, but he refused to catch her eye. ‘Oh, my God, you knew, didn’t you?’

‘Knew what?’ He continued to avoid her glare.

She punched his arm. ‘You bloody well knew. How could you not tell me?’

He squirmed. ‘He begged me not to. Sorry, Alice.’

‘I’m your wife. We’re not supposed to have any secrets from each other.’

‘I didn’t want you to think less of him.’

‘Well, I do now.’

‘I was hoping he’d stop before he got caught.’

‘Because that makes it so much better?’

‘It would have, Alice. If Pippa had never found out and the whole thing had run its course, they would still be happy.’

‘But then he would have got away with it and what’s to say he wouldn’t have done it again, for a bit of excitement?’

‘He wouldn’t.’

‘Did you tell him to stop seeing slutty Sally?’

‘Of course I did.’

‘Well, you obviously weren’t very persuasive.’

‘Jesus, don’t blame me. It’s over now and he deeply regrets it.’

‘So he bloody should.’ Alice sat with her arms folded. She wanted to scream and shout and say, ‘Why?’ She knew it was irrational, but a deep fear had gripped her. If Ben’s best friend was having an affair and lots of great sex with Sally, what was to stop Ben doing the same thing? Alice felt afraid for her own marriage. Why had David, who seemed to have the perfect wife, looked elsewhere?

She took some deep breaths and tried to calm down. Shouting at Ben wasn’t going to solve anything. In fact, it might just drive him into one of Sally’s friends’ arms. ‘Why did he do it? I don’t get it. Pippa’s fantastic and gorgeous and lovely.’

Ben shrugged. ‘I don’t know, really. He said Sally made him feel good about himself.’

Alice snorted. ‘And Pippa doesn’t?’

‘It’s not that. Look, I don’t really understand, but I suppose maybe their relationship had got a bit stale and David was looking for some adventure.’

‘Adventure?’ Alice’s rage bubbled over. ‘Why couldn’t he climb a bloody mountain or go sky-diving? Why did he have to shag someone in work and break Pippa’s heart?’

‘He didn’t mean to.’

‘For six months he didn’t mean to? That’s just the point. Men don’t think. Not only has he hurt Pippa but he has also really upset Sebastian. Pippa said the poor boy is devastated. So David’s little bit on the side has basically ruined his family.’ Alice was determined to lay it on as thickly as she could. She wanted Ben to see what an affair had cost David. She wanted to drive home to him that the consequences of David’s mid-life crisis were far-reaching and very painful.

Ben took Alice’s hand in his. ‘I know, darling. I agree with you. But it’s done now so all he can do is try to fix it.’

‘I’m not sure he can,’ Alice said, looking out of the window and sighing deeply for maximum effect. ‘He’s ruined everything. A really brilliant marriage has just been ripped apart and it’s a terrible shame. There’s absolutely no way Nurse Sally could have been worth it.’

Alice hoped her husband understood that her words were a warning.



Chapter 6

Holly

Mummy slammed the fridge door. It made me jump.

‘Morning,’ I said.

‘Oh, hi, sorry, I didn’t see you there. Here, sit down and have your breakfast. I have to drop you in a bit early today. I’ve got an eight-thirty start.’

‘Was last night fun?’ I asked.

‘Super,’ Daddy said, from behind his newspaper.

‘Fine.’ Mummy sounded angry.

Jools looked up from her mini-iPad. ‘That’s weird. There were only four of you and clearly Daddy had a good time but Mum didn’t.’

Mummy’s face was red.

‘Did something happen?’ I asked.

‘No.’ Daddy frowned at Mummy.

‘Well, actually,’ Mummy said, ‘David and Pippa had an argument so it wasn’t much fun.’

‘David and Pippa?’ Jools sounded surprised. ‘They never argue.’

‘It wasn’t a big deal.’ Now Daddy glared at Mummy.

‘What was it about?’ I asked.

‘Probably David being annoyed because there was a speck of dust in the hall.’ Jools giggled. ‘Or Pippa furious because the plates weren’t hot enough.’

‘They’re not like that,’ I said, defending David and Pippa. ‘They’re lovely and always so nice to everyone.’

‘I know, squirt, I was just joking.’

‘Anyway, it all worked out well and we had a nice time.’ Daddy shut the conversation down.

I glanced up at Mummy, who was staring out of the window and shaking her head. My stomach felt a bit funny. Something really bad must have happened.

‘I bet David forgot Valentine’s. Was that it?’ Jools asked, taking a bite of her toast.

‘Oh, no, he remembered. He bought her the most stunning diamond bracelet I’ve ever seen,’ Mummy said, but she said it in a snarly voice.

‘Oh, my God, Pippa is so lucky. I want to be her when I grow up and have my husband buy me amazing diamonds. Are they huge, Mum?’

‘They weren’t huge, but they were beautiful. Jools, a good marriage has nothing to do with diamonds.’ Mummy stared at Daddy. ‘A good marriage is based on honesty and loyalty and trust.’

Daddy slapped his newspaper onto the table. My stomach did a flip. Mummy and Daddy had clearly had a big fight.

‘Don’t forget forgiveness, Alice. That’s also important,’ he said.

‘If you’re honest, loyal and can be trusted, there is no need for forgiveness,’ Mummy snapped back.

‘OK, hold on.’ Jools threw her hands into the air. ‘What the hell happened last night?’

‘Nothing.’ Daddy looked really cross now. ‘This is not a discussion for breakfast. I’m off. I’ll see you later.’

‘Will you be cycling until late again?’ Mummy’s eyes were all squinty.

‘I’ll be home by eight.’

‘After dinner and homework, great.’

Daddy shrugged. ‘I’ll talk to you when you’re feeling less tense.’

‘Don’t hold your breath,’ Mummy barked.

Daddy waved goodbye to us and walked out.

‘Jeez, are you sure it was David and Pippa who were fighting last night?’ Jools said. ‘Seems to me like it was you and Dad.’

‘Is everything OK?’ I asked. My throat felt sore and achy. I didn’t want to cry, but I hated it when Mummy and Daddy fought. They didn’t usually argue, and when they did it was in their bedroom or away from us. My best friend Lucy’s parents had just got divorced and she was crying every day in school. I didn’t want it to happen to our family. Lucy said it started with her parents fighting all the time. I felt sick.

Mummy came over and put her arm around me. ‘Sorry, it was a complicated night. Your dad and I are just tired and grumpy. Don’t worry, darling. David and Pippa are having a little bump in their marriage, but they’ll be fine. They love each other and that’s what matters most.’

‘That and the diamonds,’ Jools said, with a grin.

Mummy laughed, a nice sound, reassuring.



Chapter 7

Alice

Alice looked at the clock and cursed under her breath. It was half past eight and there was no sign of Ben. She’d spent two torturous hours with Jools, trying to help her with her maths homework. It had ended up with both of them shouting at each other.

Alice felt bad for losing her temper, but it wasn’t fair. Ben needed to bloody well come home earlier and help her, like he used to. All this cycling was ridiculous, not to mention selfish.

After last night’s revelations, Alice wondered if she should be suspicious. Was he really cycling all this time or was he seeing someone? When he’d gone to sleep last night, she’d checked his phone and his emails but found nothing remotely suspicious. She didn’t honestly think he was having an affair, but he had kept David’s secret from her, which had really upset her.

For months he’d known David was having an affair and said nothing. When she’d told him she hadn’t been able to get in touch with Pippa, he’d just said she must be busy. He’d lied well. And if he could lie so well about David’s affair, what was to say he couldn’t lie well about his own?

Was she being naïve? Maybe they needed to spice things up. Life had got a bit mundane. It was all work, the girls and dealing with household problems. They had lost some of their spark. Alice sighed. It was hard to find the time and energy to go out or have raunchy sex. Most nights all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and pass out so that she could get through the next day.

She poured herself a glass of wine and gazed at her reflection in the oven door. She still looked OK for a woman in her early forties. She had kept slim and, although the lines on her face were more pronounced, she didn’t think she looked older than she was. Her work clothes were a bit dull, but when they went out she made an effort. Did Ben still fancy her? When they had sex he seemed happy and he was always ready with a compliment when she dressed up. But what about all those young females strutting about the hospital with their pert bums and fresh faces? Alice had no doubt there was temptation everywhere for Ben.

But she’d had temptation, too. A few of her male patients had been very flirty and at times suggestive. She had even been attracted to one, but she had remained completely professional. Yet she could see how easily it might happen. Alice knew that all marriages required work and needed to be kept alive . . . but she had so much on her plate and felt stretched so thin, she just didn’t have the energy.

Why couldn’t Ben get off his bloody bike, help her more and lighten her load? Of course she’d rather his mid-life crisis or whatever was spent on a bike and not on top of a colleague, but what about her? What about Alice? She’d like an hour or two every day doing something for herself, having ‘me time’. But there was no ‘me time’ for her because she had to keep everything at home ticking over while Ben cycled.

She’d moaned about it to Kevin, thinking he’d back her up. But instead he’d surprised her: ‘Let him off on his bike. If it helps him, leave him alone. Better that than him looking elsewhere for fun or him sitting at home resenting you. Men are different creatures, Alice. You have to accept that. Ben is clearly having a little mid-life moment, so just go with it. He’s a good husband and dad. Focus on the positives.’

‘The difference between men and women is that women don’t have time for mid-life wobbles because we’re too bloody busy!’ she’d snapped.

Kevin had laughed, but then, in a serious voice, he’d told her to be careful not to nag Ben. ‘Try to focus on him a bit more. He obviously needs it, and if he feels better, so will you.’

Alice took a long drink and let the cold white wine enter her system. She felt it calming her down. She needed to do something. She needed to shake things up. While she was furious that Ben had kept the affair from her, she understood why. He was right: it would have made her suspicious. Every time he went to meet David, she would have wondered if Sally and some sexy friend of hers were meeting them too.

She wondered if Ben was jealous of David and all the sex he’d been having with young, fit Sally. He probably was. She was glad Pippa had found out. She was glad that the whole thing had exploded and David was now desperately sorry. If he’d got away with it, Ben might have been tempted . . .

Her phone pinged on the counter. The message was from Pippa: I’ve bad news and good news for you, Alice. Bad news is I’ve moved into the Goring Hotel for a few days. Need to clear my head a bit. And have a break from arguing. Not telling Sebastian, of course. If you’re free for lunch any day, would love a chat. The good news – very happy to say Russel said yes! I’m to send him Kevin’s number so they can set it up. Send number to me and let’s hope we can make two people very happy! X

Alice stared at the message. She felt sad for Pippa and how things seemed to be unravelling. But, then, maybe a break would do them the world of good and they’d get back on track. She really hoped so. But the news about Russel made her smile from ear to ear. She was thrilled to have something positive to tell Kevin. She fired off a text to him and immediately got a string of happy faces back. This could be the start of a beautiful relationship. Let’s hope.

The one good thing from Pippa and David’s situation, she thought now, was that at least Ben had seen how devastated Pippa was and he knew how upset Sebastian was too. He’d seen first-hand the destruction caused by David’s one stupid decision. She hoped it would put him off doing anything similar. It had certainly put Alice off. David’s affair had hurt the people he loved most, and for what? A fling? Alice knew that if she was ever tempted in the future, she’d remember Pippa’s tear-stained face and walk away.

The door opened and Ben came in. He held his hands up. ‘I’m sorry, I know it’s almost nine. I know I said I’d be home earlier. I know you’ve been stuck here dealing with the girls on your own. I know you’ve had a long day. I’m sorry. I just lost track of time.’

Alice looked at him. For the first time in ages she really looked closely at her husband’s face. He had black circles under his eyes, and she could see now that he was exhausted. Maybe this was the sort of thing the Sallys of the world did: they just stopped for a minute and took notice.

She took a deep breath. ‘It’s OK. Have a glass of wine.’

Ben looked surprised. He’d clearly been expecting to have his head bitten off. ‘Great, thanks.’

Alice poured him a large one and clinked his glass. ‘Cheers.’

‘Cheers. Gosh, this is nice. I was expecting a different kind of reception.’

Alice smiled. ‘I don’t want to argue any more. I want us to be nicer to each other. So I’m starting today.’

Ben’s face lit up. ‘Sounds wonderful. On that note,’ he pulled an envelope out of his bag, ‘here you go, darling, Happy Valentine’s. Sorry it’s late.’

Alice opened it. It was a voucher for a local spa. He’d got her the same one for her birthday and for Christmas. It was an unthinking present, but he was trying, and she had to acknowledge that.

‘How lovely, thank you.’ She kissed him.

‘I know it’s not a diamond bracelet.’

‘I don’t want a diamond bracelet, Ben. I just want us to be happy.’

‘We are, aren’t we?’ His brow furrowed.

Alice put her hand on his. ‘Yes, we are.’

‘I know I’ve been a bit distracted lately, Alice, but I love you and our life.’

‘Me too.’ Alice hugged him. It was nice. It was the first hug they’d had in ages. ‘Why don’t you go up and have a shower and then perhaps you could help Jools with her maths? She’s sulking in her bedroom. We had a bit of a set-to over it.’

Ben grinned. ‘No problem. I’ll do that now.’

‘Great. I’ll put some dinner in the oven for you.’

Ben kissed her. ‘Thank you, darling. This was . . . well, lovely.’

As she watched him go, Alice thought about how small gestures made all the difference. Granted, she wasn’t going to be sitting here at nine o’clock every night smiling and handing him wine, but this one time had made Ben so happy.

Kevin was right: making Ben happy had made her feel good. She sent Kevin’s number to Pippa, with a promise to meet her very soon, then tidied up the kitchen, lit a candle, poured herself another glass of wine and put Ben’s dinner on a low heat in the oven.

When she went upstairs, she could hear Ben in Jools’s room, patiently explaining her maths to her.

‘You’re so much nicer than Mum. She gets so grumpy with me.’

‘Well, your mum has a lot on her plate. It’s not easy juggling work and kids and the house.’

‘Fine, but from now on I’m only doing maths with you.’

‘Right, let’s move on to the next question.’

Alice punched the air. Yes!

Holly’s bedroom door was open, and Alice went in. Her younger daughter was lying on her bed, reading a book with a little frown of concentration.

‘What’s that?’ Alice asked.

Holly looked up, her eyes full of tears. ‘Wonder. Oh, Mummy, he’s such an amazing boy. His face is all deformed and he’s finally allowed to go to a normal school and it’s so difficult for him to fit in, but he tries so hard and he has this really great sister who loves him and supports him and . . .’

Alice went over and hugged her. She worried about Holly because she felt everything so deeply. Life could be difficult for sensitive people. ‘I heard it’s a lovely story.’

‘Everyone should read it, even Jools. Especially Jools.’

‘Maybe you could lend it to her when you’ve finished,’ Alice suggested.

‘We both know she’d never read it,’ Holly said. ‘Although I wish she would, it might make her understand people a bit more and be kinder.’

‘Hey, now, Jools is kind.’

‘Sometimes,’ Holly reluctantly admitted.

Ben came in and flopped down on Holly’s bed, making her squeal. ‘Finished, thank God.’

Alice grinned. ‘Tough going?’

‘Much as I love my elder daughter, teaching her maths would try the patience of a saint.’

Holly giggled.

‘Thank God I won’t have that problem with you, Holly.’

‘Probably not.’ She grinned.

‘Dinner’s in the oven if you’re hungry,’ Alice said.

‘Sounds great. You coming?’

‘Yes. Night, Holly, put the light out soon,’ Alice said, kissing Holly.

As she went to walk downstairs, Ben pulled her into the bedroom. ‘Could dinner wait a little bit?’ he asked, kissing her neck as he closed the door with his foot.

Alice was about to pull back – she didn’t much feel like having sex. A glass of wine and a chat was what she wanted. But she stopped herself. This was what it was about.

‘I think that can be arranged,’ she said, and kissed Ben. The kiss deepened and they were soon pulling each other’s clothes off. It felt good – it felt like old times. ‘Go with it, Alice,’ she said to herself. ‘Go with it.’

This was what she had to do. She had to put more effort into her marriage – they both did. If they tried hard enough, maybe this slump they were in would disappear, they would find each other again and be happy. Seeing how devastated Pippa was had rocked Alice to the core. She was frightened. She now knew that it took so little to undo the life she and Ben had always thought was unassailable. She’d been stupid to think like that. It just took one impulsive moment and you could lose everything. In a heartbeat. Alice was determined to fight for her marriage and her family – no matter what she had to do.
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