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Chapter 1

The small group watched as Sebastian entered his final resting place and all those gathered bowed their heads respectfully; it was a truly great send-off.

“We have entrusted our brother, Sebastian, to God’s mercy,” Andy’s voice intoned, “and we now commit his body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust. In sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life, through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died, was buried and rose again for us”.

“Amen,” came the chorus.

A cool breeze caressed the bushes and its whispers politely interrupted the silence. Clouds drifted by, scattering shadows on the ground and letting light through from the spaces between to dance on the grass. Five-year-old Amy stood on the edge of the grave, her curly brown hair, under control for once, fastened in a neat ponytail.  Her usually beaming smile was missing from her solemn little face.  She wiped away a tear with the sleeve of her best dress and turned to the three adults. 

“We will now sing ‘Morning Has Broken’,” she announced with supreme composure, took a deep breath, filled her lungs and…

 “Sweetie, we’ve sung it once already for Sebastian.” Amy fixed her mother with a hard stare.  Unperturbed, Sarah continued, “I think Sebastian has had a pretty good send-off for a hamster, don’t you?” 

Amy thought for a moment then nodded her agreement. 

“We’ve been out here for 20 minutes and he’s all buried now.  Time to go back inside.”  Sarah took out a clean tissue from her jeans pocket and wiped the tears from Amy’s face.  She handed her the tissue and instructed her to blow. “How about we celebrate Sebastian’s life and toast him with some milk and custard creams?” she suggested, willing her daughter to oblige. 

Amy’s face screwed up in horror.  “Toast him!”

Sarah stifled the impulse to laugh.  “Toast also means having a drink in his honour.”

Amy’s face cleared as the understanding of the other meaning of the word “toast” and the words “custard cream” hit home. “Okay, Mummy. Can I show Kate my new hamster?” she asked.

Kate had been Sarah’s best friend since Brownies and was also Amy’s godmother, so had been summoned to Sebastian’s funeral when he’d been found dead that morning.  Her face was pale and looked more so against the dark colour of her winter coat. Her still- beautiful, pale blue-grey eyes had lost a little of their old sparkle. Her light-brown hair fell around her shoulders and strands blew across her face in the breeze.  A cursory sweep of lipstick showed she’d attempted to make an effort before leaving her house. She stood, shivering slightly, staring at the tiny grave, her hands thrust deep into her coat pockets as though reaching for warmth.

Amy tugged one of Kate’s hands free.  “Don’t look sad.  Mummy bought me a new hamster.  Come and see.” 

The little girl marched towards the house, giving her godmother no opportunity to protest.  Kate, thankful for the intrusion, forced a smile onto her face and allowed herself to be towed up the thin garden. The remaining two adults exchanged smiles.

 “Great job as vicar, Andy, nice sermon,” said Sarah, wrapping her fleece tighter around her tiny frame, as a cloud moved overhead and left a chilly shadow across them both.

“My pleasure. I’ve been to too many funerals, but this is one of the nicer ones.” Andy gestured at the small back garden. A strip of grass took up most of it, with a border on one side filled with plants and flowers and an old fence that looked as if it was only being held up by the wayward clematis and honeysuckle sprawling over its rickety surface. 

“Shall I do the final honours?” 

When Sarah nodded, he picked up the spade and nudged the earth into the tiny grave.  He managed not to disturb too much of the flower bed as he tamped soil over the Jaffa Cake box that had taken on the role of hamster coffin so well.  A strand of wayward hair fell over his eyes and he pushed it off his face. Andy was what his mother called a strapping young fellow. He was six foot four, lean and muscular, his tousled, unstyled light-brown hair had fair streaks running through it. 

“Kate looks pale,” Andy said, patting the soil into place.  “It’s James’s birthday tomorrow…would have been,” He concentrated on the patting.   Sarah bit her lip; she was rubbish with dates.

“Maybe she was just cold – it’d freeze the arse off a polar bear out here.” 

Without looking up, Andy said, “Cold weather apart, how do you think Kate really is?” 

“Oh, I don’t know.”  Sarah shrugged.  “I know how much I miss James and it’s been, what, 18 months since the accident?  And I know it’s a million times worse for Kate… and for you.” 

Sarah could have kicked herself; Andy’s pain at losing his brother had to be as deep as Kate’s at losing her partner.  She reached out to touch Andy’s arm. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.” He gave a half-smile, gestured for her to continue, then carried on levelling off the earth.

 “Sometimes I think she’s amazing and really getting on with her life and then other days I can see that lost look in her eyes and I don’t like to leave her alone.” 

Andy stopped patting the earth down on Sebastian’s grave.

“You don’t honestly think she’d…” he didn’t finish the sentence; he just looked at Sarah and frowned as he tilted his head. 

“No! Sorry, don’t think that. She’s not that bad. Well, it is bad, because she’s lost her partner. I mean. Bad, but not top-yourself bad. Oh bugger! I’m so crap at this,” said Sarah as she started marching on the spot, for no apparent reason other than to mask her embarrassment. Andy laughed at her.

“Go on, carry on,” he said,

“No, she wouldn’t do anything stupid. Deep down I know she still loves life. She spends time making everyone else’s life better. In fact, she probably spends too much time caring for others. Look at that voluntary-helper job she does at the convalescent home,” Sarah found it hard sometimes to understand how Kate could work just for the fun of it, when she herself was trying, not very successfully, to hold down two jobs and was barely making ends meet. “She spends hours there talking to people, making tea and tidying up. Funny really, because she doesn’t even tidy up at home, she has help from that Concetta woman.

“Maybe Concetta is company for her” said Andy.

“Have you ever met the woman?”

“Only a couple of times, but I know James thought a lot of her,”

“She is the Devil in an apron,” said Sarah emphatically, pushing her two index fingers up through her short, dyed-blonde hair to indicate horns.

“She can’t be that bad,”

“I’m serious, Andy. I never really understood what the word ‘glower’ meant until I met Concetta. One look from her and you could be lying on a slab with a tag on your toe!” Sarah scrunched up her shoulders as if physically hit by the horror of her faux pas “Sorry! Again.” 

“Sarah, it is okay. Don’t feel you have to apologise every time you say something about death. Trust me, it’s okay. Honest.” His smile was sincere. This wasn’t the first time Andy had tried to put Sarah at ease over her slight lack of tact and, given Sarah’s ability to put her feet in it at any, and every, given opportunity, it most likely wouldn’t be the last. “Anyway, you were saying about Concetta?” Andy prompted.

Sarah relaxed her shoulders and retraced her thoughts “Yes, Concetta just mumbles at you in Spanish, and I bet it’s not nice things she’s mumbling.”

“But she is Spanish, Sarah, so it’s not that much of a surprise,” chuckled Andy. “James seemed to like her. He said they often talked about her life in Spain.”

“That’s because James spoke fluent Spanish, he employed her and he talked to her. Now that he’s gone, Kate and Concetta just nod and point at things and that’s about it. So, to answer your question of about an hour ago, no I doubt when she’s there that she’s company for Kate. Personally, I’d rather share a cell with Hannibal Lecter.”

“I’m glad she didn’t give up the convalescence home tea round, I think she gets a lot out of helping others. She’s also probably trying to keep herself occupied, give her a purpose aside from the writing.” Andy said leaning on the spade.

“Slave labour, if you ask me, making cups of tea for old, sick people. Most of them are asleep, so I don’t think she is exactly getting scintillating conversation out of them, either.” pondered Sarah.

“There you go, one finished grave,” said Andy admiring his handiwork. “Do you have a cross or something?”

“No, it’s okay. I’ll remember where Sebastian is. Come on, let’s get a coffee and warm up, I’m colder than a…”

“Polar bear’s arse?”

“Exactly!”

Sarah opened the door to the small kitchen and was welcomed by the waft of warm air. She flicked the switch on the kettle and took three random mugs from the mug tree. Andy took off his muddied boots and went to the sink to wash his hands. Kate was sitting rigid at the kitchen table with a very anxious Amy hovering over her.

“What’s going on here, then?” asked Sarah as she gently pulled her daughter’s ponytail.

“Kate is holding my new hamster, but I don’t think he’s very happy.”

The small honey-coloured creature was sitting stock-still, its pretty, unblinking eyes looked as though they had been swept round with a dark kohl pencil. Not a muscle was moving.

Sarah intervened and picked the hamster out of Kate’s sweaty palm.

“Let’s rescue the poor terrified creature and put the hamster back in his cage, too,” said Sarah, as what little colour Kate had started to come back to her face. “Better?” Sarah added.

“Thanks, I’m not good with animals. Actually, I am good with animals, I guess I’m just not good with rodents,” said Kate, joining Andy at the sink to wash her hands free of the sensation of miniature clawed feet.

“Don’t take it personally, Curry hasn’t had much handling so he’s not too good with humans yet,” Sarah said, setting him down on the floor of his sawdust-lined cage and carefully shutting the door. Curry scampered off into his plastic house to recover from his ordeal.

“Curry?” questioned Kate

“Ask my genius of a daughter.” Amy grinned from ear to ear.

“So why have you called him Curry?”

Amy looked a little disappointed. “You need to say his name and then say what he is. Like Amy, the little girl,” she explained.

“So that would be Curry, the hamster,” Kate dutifully replied. At this Amy collapsed into fits of uncontrollable giggles. Sarah brought the mugs to the table and Kate followed her as her hands now felt cleansed of eau de hamster.

“I know she’s going to do that every time someone new meets him. She thinks it’s hysterical. Go on, strange child, go and hang your coat up, wash your hands and then come and choose a biscuit.” Amy skipped off, still chuckling to herself.

“You know, that’s really quite clever,” said Andy, joining them at the table.

“I agree. It’s inspired. I’m just glad she didn’t call him Roger!” said Sarah.

They all laughed, but the laughter dwindled quickly. In the pause that followed, they all took a swig of their drinks in a synchronised motion. The hamster funeral had left the three of them feeling a little odd. Their normal, easy air and chatter was lost today, replaced by unwanted silences. Sarah was the first to crack and break the peace.

“Amy’s a smart cookie, she’s running rings around her father already; outgrew him academically about a year ago.” 

“How is Shaun?” asked Kate out of habit, rather than out of any genuine interest.

“Still an arsehole.” said Sarah, taking a swig of coffee. Kate nodded her understanding.

Andy leapt to defend his friend, “He’s not so bad really. You can’t deny that he loves Amy and he’s a good plumber.” Okay, the last point was not a terribly imaginative one, but he liked Shaun and he had seemed really cut up when he and Sarah had separated. He knew that Shaun was lacking in sensitivity and was sometimes a bit of a borderline bully, but only because he took things too far. Andy had welcomed his support since James had died, but had felt it would betray his friendship with Sarah if he admitted that they were still regular drinking buddies, so this he kept to himself.

“Andy, I know you’re trying to be nice, but Shaun is a bastard. He lets Amy down on a regular basis, he’s behind with the maintenance again and he’s a low-life,” Sarah resolved to end her diatribe.

“Couldn’t be lower if he was limbo-ing under a slug,” said Kate and I loathe him, she thought.

“Let’s change the subject. Any news?” Sarah said, turning the attention to Kate. Kate stopped sipping her tea, put her mug down and waved her hands in a bit of a jazz-hands way, which grabbed their attention. This was just the opportunity Kate had been waiting for now that she was with her two closest friends.

“Yes, I have news,” Kate said, her face changing as her smile spread.

“Ooh, exciting. Let’s guess,” said Sarah.

“Okay, but only two guesses each, otherwise we’ll be here till Christmas,” said Kate. “Andy, go on, you guess first.”

“Err, well, err…”

“I’ll have to hurry you, time is running out,” said Kate.

“Okay, okay, you’re going away on holiday?”

“Uh, er, wrong answer. Sarah, your chance to steal the lead.”

“You’ve finished book number five?”

“Uh, er, wrong answer. I really do need to get a wiggle on with that, my editor’s patience is wearing thin. Back to you, Andy,” Kate had produced a wonderful plan for book five; it was colour-coded with arrows linking key characters and important events. She was very proud of her plan; she just needed to muster the same enthusiasm for writing the story.

“You’ve met someone else?” said Andy cautiously.

Kate was a little surprised by this one, “Er, no, wrong answer,” she said, trying not to react, although she wasn’t sure if she was meant to give a long speech about James. Kate was never sure how people expected her to respond to things like that, so she just ignored it. “Sarah, last guess,”

“Oh, God, you’re not buggering off to live in Australia with your parents are you?” her face looking dismayed at the thought.

“No, don’t be daft. You’re both rubbish at this game. So I win,” she said, helping herself to a custard cream and slowly eating it as the other two stared at her. She loved keeping them in suspense; this was fun.

“Kate, out with it! I’m worrying here,” said Sarah.

“Don’t be silly, nothing to worry about, it’s good news. You remember my second novel?”

“Love.com!” shouted Sarah.

“Yes, ten points and straight to the top of the leader board you go,”

“There’s talk of making it into a film.”

“Wow!” mouthed Sarah. “You could have famous actors and actresses playing your characters. How about George Clooney and Gwyneth Paltrow?”

“Beautiful, but too old for my characters. They’ve only just sealed the deal, so it’s a bit early for choosing the leads,” but Sarah was already lost in a mini-fantasy.

“I know! What about Timothy Calder and Emma Watson!”

“Nice combination, but let’s not get carried away just yet.”

Sarah stared into space and Kate clicked her fingers in front of her nose. “Hey! I was just picturing Timothy Calder…” said Sarah before drifting off again.

“He’s naked isn’t he?” said Kate.

“Well, obviously. My fantasy. My rules. Don’t pretend you don’t lust after him, either, Miss Marshall, you’re not immune. I’ve seen that Agent X DVD in your bedroom.”

“That’s research,” said Kate as a grin spread across her face and Andy tried to take a drink from his empty mug.

“Okay, tell us everything,” said Sarah, shuffling forwards in her seat with curiosity.

“Marcus Leonard, he’s another author with the same agent as me,” said Kate. “You’ve met him, Sarah.”

“Um, grey hair, wears tank tops and bow ties. A bit of a lovey and obviously gay,” précised Sarah.

“Good description but definitely not gay. Very married, to a very lovely American woman.”

“Really?” said Sarah looking genuinely surprised. “My gaydar is rarely faulty; he must be borderline.”

“Anyway, he was the screenwriter for the Agent X films and other stuff. He’s kept things moving on the Love.com film front, when I didn’t really have the interest in it at all, to be honest.” Her friends sat silently, willing her to hurry up the story. Recognising their impatience, Kate continued. “Marcus and my agent have been speaking to people in the film industry. A couple of companies have been in talks over the last couple of months. Anyway, we’ve agreed a deal with one of them and they’re going to make the film. Sometimes they just buy the rights but the film never gets off the ground. I’m just waiting to hear what happens next.” There was stunned silence, broken only by a little girl chanting, “Ibble, obble, bibbly, bobble” over two biscuits. Andy was the first to speak.

“Kate, that’s wonderful news, I’m really pleased for you.” Kate shrugged, trying and failing to be nonchalant. Sarah jumped up and hugged her friend tightly as she tried not to cry. It seemed silly to cry over happy things, when Kate was constantly being so brave.

“I’m so proud of you,” said Sarah, briskly wiping away a stray tear with her sleeve.

“Well done,” said Andy, as he leaned across the table and lightly kissed Kate’s cheek. “He would have been made up. You know that, don’t you?”

“I know,” said Kate. She knew exactly how James would have reacted. He would have been overexcited and keen to tell everyone. Kate had always loved to write but did it as a hobby and never felt her work was good enough to be published. That wasn’t why she did it, but James had read one of her novels and loved it. He’d packaged it up and sent it off to a series of agents and one of them had taken Kate on and persevered to get her first book published. After that she was able to leave her office job and really give the writing a chance.

Kate wrote to escape into another world. Not that she needed to escape. Her own world had been pretty near to perfect. She and James had met at a party, but had both realised within hours that they had something special. Kate had been a calming influence on the manic James and he, in turn, had inspired a confidence in Kate that had previously been lacking. They had got engaged within a year and set the wedding date for the following summer. This had all been shattered when James had died in a motorcycle accident nine weeks before their wedding. Her newfound confidence appeared to have died along with James.

For the second time that day, it was Amy who broke Kate’s train of thought and brought a smile back to her face. Amy was standing in front of her holding something large and yellow about an inch from Kate’s nose.

“What’s this?” enquired Kate, trying to move back slightly so that she could focus on the yellow mass, but Amy brought it closer still, both her hands clenched tightly around it.

“You hold it, Kate, it’s very heavy,” she said, as she let go. Kate reacted quickly and caught the lump in mid free-fall. It was heavy, Amy was right, and it was made of pottery. Its surface was scored and blobbed with yellow glaze and a single spike protruded from what Kate supposed was the top. As if reading Kate’s mind, Amy announced, “It’s a pineapple! I made it,” to which both Kate and Andy feigned mock awe.

“Of all the fruits to pick, she picks a sodding pineapple,” said Sarah, “not a pair of cherries like her friend Freya, or a strawberry like Lauren. No, Amy wants to make a pineapple.”

“I like it,” said Kate, feeling a little defensive towards Amy, who had got bored again and had left the kitchen, taking her heavy pineapple back to its place on the hall table.

“They charge the parents by weight,” explained Sarah.

“Oh,” said Andy and Kate in unison.

“Exactly. Six pounds, forty-two pence I paid for that sodding pineapple.”

“That’s more expensive than Waitrose,” said Kate.

“It’ll last longer, though,” said Andy helpfully. “I thought it was a hand grenade!”

The adults sniggered and passed around the biscuits for a second time.

“Mummy, what flower do you think Sebastian will be?” said Amy, plonking herself and her collapsing custard cream on her mother’s lap.

“Mmm”, thought Sarah, “probably a winter pansy.”

“What’s that like?” said Amy reaching for her third custard cream.

“They are very pretty little flowers that bloom during the winter and they come in all colours, but often purples, blues and yellows.”

“That sounds nice. I think Sebastian will like being a pansy,” and with that she jumped off Sarah’s lap and went off to play. Kate and Andy looked perplexed by the conversation, so Sarah began to explain.

“When Goldie the Goldfish died, when Amy was about two and a half, we buried him in the garden and I went with the conventional line of ‘Goldie has gone to heaven’.”

“Makes sense,” agreed Kate. Andy nodded.

“But a few days later Amy walked into the kitchen in tears. She was covered in mud and held in her hands a slightly decomposing Goldie the Goldfish. She had dug him up to check that he had actually gone to heaven.”

“Ah, I can see where there’s a flaw in the plan,” pointed out Andy.

 “Exactly. So now, when one of the family dies, our spirit goes to heaven and we become a flower. Which also avoids us being dug up quite as easily,” said Sarah, looking over her shoulder to check that Amy was still out of earshot.

“Nice touch,” agreed Andy.

“That’s really quite a lovely thing to do,” smiled Kate, thinking how nice it must be to be Amy and have all your concerns explained away by someone who loved you enough to protect you from life’s unknowns. Sarah scooped up the empty mugs, pushed back her chair and gestured to the window. Kate and Andy followed Sarah to the kitchen window, where she pointed out Goldie, who was now just a stalk but last summer had been a dwarf sunflower and Gerry the Gerbil, who was a primrose.

“It depends what time of year they die as to what type of flower they become.” All the adults nodded and were a little shaken by the voice that suddenly came with such gusto from behind them.

“Kate, what kind of flower is James?”


Chapter 2

Kate peered out onto the typical October day and was grateful she didn’t need to be anywhere that morning. The sky was dark with rain clouds that seemed intent on depositing most of their cargo in the few square yards of Kate’s front garden. She needed to get some chapters of her current book written and that would keep her busy until the tea round tonight. As she watched the swirl of raindrops, her scene was interrupted by a large, bright-yellow umbrella that turned into the drive and approached the house at speed, a pair of sensible black lace-up shoes on a mission to convey their owner into the dry as quickly as possible. Kate leapt into action, ran to open the front door and beamed her usual greeting at the yellow umbrella. The umbrella swung around and was vigorously shaken for just a fraction longer than was needed to remove all the water droplets. Despite the exceptionally large umbrella, its owner’s coat was wet beneath it where the driving rain, helped by the fierce wind, had sought out opportunities to dive underneath and hit their intended target.

“Hace mucho frio,” said the small Spanish woman, giving the umbrella another violent shake.

“Yes, it is cold,” said Kate taking the umbrella out of harm’s way and guiding Concetta into the hall. Concetta said this most mornings and, because of this, it was the one Spanish sentence that Kate understood.

Concetta was in her late fifties, Kate guessed, but it was difficult to date her exactly as her skin was what you would describe as well weathered and had the colour and texture of a walnut. The walnut fixed Kate with a stare “Té?”

“The kettle is on,” said Kate still smiling and she pointed into the kitchen and Concetta followed her directions, muttering something inaudible under her breath.

The women drank their tea in silence and desperately tried to avoid eye contact. They both found it difficult to think of things to talk about, given the limited vocabulary between them – Concetta spoke no English and Kate no Spanish. Today Concetta was wearing one of her vast collection of loud dresses. If there were such a thing, thought Kate, this one would be a Hawaiian dress. It was emblazoned with oranges, lemons and the odd palm frond. It was a fruit salad of orange, yellow and green, in stark contrast to the day outside. Kate would have loved to have seen inside Concetta’s wardrobe as she never failed to surprise Kate with her amazing array of brightly patterned dresses. It must be like a drag queen’s ball in there, she thought. Kate wished she had learnt a little Spanish from James; just enough to exchange pleasantries with the poor woman; maybe offer her a choice of biscuit without having to wave the wrappers under her nose. Kate pointed above her head, “Changing the bed covers today, I guess” she said slowly as if addressing a child.

“Si,” came the reply, as Concetta gave an awkward smile, took a last swig from her mug and disappeared upstairs, hurriedly putting on her apron as she went. Kate relaxed, her shoulders dropping to their normal position instead of the “to attention” pose they had automatically assumed as Concetta had entered the house. She tucked a loose tendril of hair behind her ear and took the mugs to the sink.

Kate was interrupted by the front-door bell. A very wet Sarah stood on the doorstep, her ancient blue Beetle coughing and spluttering on the drive behind her. Her usually spiky blonde hair had been quickly reduced to limp tufts by the rain and her denim jacket was a very much darker blue than usual. She held out a soggy brown-paper bag to Kate.

“Can’t stop, late for school. I mean work. Late for everything today, really,” she said. “These are for you. I have too many. You need to put them in very soon. Like today.” Before Kate could ask Sarah what was in the bag she was already back in her car, shaking her head like a Labrador. With a scurry of flying gravel, a small bang from the exhaust and a large cloud of bluey-black smoke, Sarah was gone.

Kate returned to the kitchen with the mystery soggy parcel, opened it slowly and peered inside. Kate wasn’t too sure, at first, what it was full of. It was either shallots or bulbs of some description. Kate was no gardener, but she was a good cook and on closer inspection they were definitely not shallots. She studied the dozens of bulbs in the bag and then turned to the window to watch the stair rods of rain still thundering down outside and hoped she could remember where her wellies were.

A couple of hours later, Concetta’s departure was announced, as usual, by the slamming of the front door and Concetta’s feet pacing across the gravel.

“Bye,” shouted Kate belatedly, as she always did, wondering if Concetta ever heard her. Kate had played Angry Birds on the iPad and done some celebrity-stalking on Twitter, which had occupied a few hours, and she was rather pleased with her new profile on Linked In until she realised that she’d lost three hours and was still no closer to writing the three chapters she had promised to email to her editor by the end of the day.

Now the coast was clear, she decided to venture downstairs and get herself some lunch. As soon as she opened the fridge door she was joined in the kitchen by Marmalade, a large female ginger cat that James had brought home from a rescue centre. Marmalade had two main functions: sleeping and eating, both of which she performed to Olympic standard. The fridge opening had triggered her unique food radar-detection system and she had appeared in an instant. Opening any tin elicited the same response. Marmalade was not a fan of Concetta’s and always spent those mornings sleeping under a spare bed in an attempt to avoid being shooed. Marmalade rubbed around Kate’s legs on tiptoes, purring as she did so. Kate fixed herself a sandwich and stared back at Marmalade as she eyed Kate’s lunch with interest. She decided that her procrastination in the book department was not going to improve, so she might as well brave the weather and plant the bulbs. 

Despite the quagmire that she had managed to create, and the rain that had trickled down her neck, she discovered that she had enjoyed planting the bulbs. She had tried very hard to plant them randomly and not in neat rows, but it went against all her carefully honed neuroses. However planting the bulbs had felt as if she was making a nod to the future. That she would actually be looking forward to seeing them grow and bloom in the spring. Well done me, thought Kate to herself, as she headed off out for the tea round. St Gaudentia House, the convalescence home, was fairly close to Kate’s village, just a ten-minute drive and practically the halfway point en route to Sarah’s house. It was a Victorian hospital that had been renovated and was now a convalescent home whose main occupants were elderly people. Kate had been a helper for over three years, ever since she went to do some research for a book idea that had eventually turned into book number three. She had continued to visit and had enrolled as a volunteer because she enjoyed talking to the patients and felt that it gave her a purpose in life apart from work. Since she had left her office job to take up writing full time, she had had little interaction with people, which James had felt wasn’t healthy. The tea round was something Kate could do on her own and it gave her the added bonus of feeling she was doing something useful.

Some patients rarely had visitors and to have someone who visited them regularly made a big difference to their day, giving them a short respite from their problems. The irony of this was not lost on Kate, who on some days over the last few months had looked more wretched than the patients had. She found that on the tea round she could become someone else. For just an hour she could switch on a happier version of Kate. In the early months after James’s death it was an effort to haul herself over to St Gaudentia’s, but she always felt better for it, and each week it became less of a struggle to switch on the smile and make the tea. Kate enjoyed the routine and simplicity of the night-time tea round and chatting to the patients, but most of all she liked to see the patients improve. Most made a recovery, even if sometimes it was an excruciatingly slow one.

Kate filled up the urn from the water boiler and loaded up her trolley with supplies. She always started at the far end of the ward in the rooms, which were usually reserved either for those who had just come in to the home or for those less fortunate who were soon due to leave, and not in a taxi. Kate tapped the first door and, receiving no answer, went in anyway. The whiteboard nameplate above the bed read “Deirdre Harris” in pink marker pen, and a lady who Kate hadn’t seen before seemed to be sleeping. Kate checked her records in case she couldn’t have any fluids and then gently said, “Deirdre, would you like a cup of tea?” The lady didn’t open her eyes, but as Kate turned to leave she replied.

“No, but I could murder a G & T,” she opened one eye and smiled at Kate.

“Sorry, I’m all out of the good stuff. It’s tea, coffee, hot chocolate or some malty drink that smells like boiled sawdust,” said Kate, returning the smile.

“Black coffee, no sugar then, please,” came the reply as Kate moved back to the trolley to make the drink.

“Only school teachers and doctors call me Deidre, everyone else calls me Didi.”

“There you go then, Didi,” said Kate, handing her a plain white cup and saucer. “I’m Kate.”

Andy had woken up earlier than he planned to, due to the rain lashing against flimsy, rotting windows but, since he was awake, he thought he might as well make an early start. He had purchased the house at auction two months ago and despite hours of hard work it didn’t really look greatly changed from the day he moved in. “Moved in” probably wasn’t the right phrase as it had only been him, a bin bag of essentials, his armchair and a bed.

The intention was to move from floor to floor and room to room, until the whole house was completed and this had been a good idea, but the amount of time it was taking to make even the shell of the house stable was beyond Andy’s worst nightmares. He had seen it from the outside before the auction and had fallen in love with the location and the fields that lay beyond the weed jungle that would one day be a garden. It looked as though the outside needed a lick of paint and there were a couple of tiles missing from the roof but, with some time and care, it would look beautiful. I would probably want to paint the rooms inside a different colour anyway, thought Andy, so that wasn’t really additional work.

Little did he know, when the auctioneer dropped the gavel, that he had just bought something that, were it human, would be on the critical list, with someone hovering mighty close with a pair of heart-zapping defibrillation paddles.

After two months he was over the initial shock and was now firmly in denial. He had felt it necessary to trivialise the issues his visitors had highlighted with dramatic gasps at the crumbling plaster, horror at the lack of ceilings and occasional screams at the array of dead rats and birds who had met their maker there. Probably driven to suicide by the depressing air of the house, Andy had later thought. He was fed up saying, “Don’t worry, I have a friend in the business who can put that right” or “That’s easily fixed, I can do that myself”. At least now the house was watertight, as Andy had replaced the entire roof – trusses, joists and tiles – which, in one fell swoop, had cost him a huge chunk of the renovation budget, as well as his left thumbnail.

Andy was a carpenter by trade, having faced the early disappointment at the age of ten that there wasn’t much call for bouncy-castle testers. Work was sporadic as a carpenter and he liked that lack of schedule to his life. He had drifted for a time after James’s death and had taken a few extended holidays on his own, to try to get his thoughts together. James was both his elder brother and his best friend, and his death had torn something out of him that he now searched to regain. Andy quickly discovered that having time away to think meant that you did exactly that, nothing but think, and soon realised that actually the last thing he needed was time to think. Thinking only turned to sadness, maudlin thoughts and, eventually, a state of abject depression. This conclusion had led to his hasty decision to buy the house in order to give him something to occupy his mind and hands for a few months or, as it was starting to appear, the foreseeable future. 

Andy had decided that, with the roof now finished, this week he was going to tackle the cellar. That way, when finished, he had one large area he could easily shut off from the rest of the house and have a small sanctuary to return to. He nudged the old cellar door just a fraction too hard and watched it leave its hinges behind as it fell away from its frame and slid down the staircase. Not the start to the day he was hoping for, he thought, as he trudged down the stone steps after it.

The door had been the least of his worries, Andy realised, as he splashed into the water at the bottom of the cellar. Funny, he thought, that wasn’t there the last time I came down here. He pulled a torch from his jeans back pocket and pointed it into the gloom as the water efficiently found its way into his boots. He stood there for a moment, taking in the unhappy scene – the whole cellar area was flooded. Andy was puzzled; it had rained before, perhaps not quite as violently as today, but there had been rain and his previous inspection of the cellar had revealed only traces of damp, not signs of total flooding. He suddenly realised where the water might be coming from and said aloud, “Bloody Shaun!”

Shaun had, after weeks of polite reminders, finally turned up at Andy’s to sort out the plumbing to the kitchen and the outside tap so that, very soon, Andy could start mixing concrete in the garden. He should have known there was something wrong when Shaun had nipped off to get a washer two days ago and not returned. Andy, being a trusting soul, had believed that Shaun had been held up with something more important and that clearly the washer wasn’t an immediate need. Now he knew that clearly it had been.

Over the last few days, the smiles and pleasantries between Kate and Didi had turned into full-blown chats. Didi was 70 years old and had undergone a complicated heart-bypass operation, with reconstruction and replacement valves. She had a history of lung problems and lived alone, so she needed some support over the coming months while she regained her full strength. Kate was surprised at how much she was looking forward to seeing Didi and decided that, to give them more time for a natter, tonight she was going to do the tea round from the other end of the ward. She hoped the shock of the change of routine would not upset too many patients. They weren’t terribly receptive to change – when the paper towels in the toilets had been changed from white to green it had been the talk of the home for days.

There had been a few changes over the weekend, Kate noted, as she served everyone on the main ward. Margaret had gone home, as planned, now that she could manage her walking frame on her own. Betty, too, had gone, but unfortunately, not home. Kate swung her trolley out of the last bay and rattled off the private rooms in quick succession before tapping on the glass of Didi’s door.

“Come,” came the deep reply.

Kate shot a startled head around the door to see Didi’s beaming smile.

“Good Lord. I thought you had a man in here.”

“Chance would be a fine thing” Didi said, wriggling to try to sit herself up on her pillows. Didi had a kind face and thick, grey hair that was speckled with white and cut short, but arranged in big waves, giving her the air of a retired film actress. She was now managing to put on a little make-up, which always made you feel a whole lot better. She had told Kate that she never felt properly dressed without her face on. Over her nightdress she had a pashmina neatly draped across her shoulders. Very Hollywood, thought Kate.

“Pass me that paper, would you?” Didi indicated the local evening newspaper that was on her table. “Have a look at the lonely hearts’ section. I’ve circled a couple of maybes.”

“Didi, that’s very kind of you, but I’m not looking for anyone right now.”

“Not for you, you silly thing. For me!” declared Didi with a mischievous grin.

“Fair enough,” said Kate handing a black coffee to, along with the evening newspaper.

“I can see that you’re taken, my dear. I bet your fella’s lovely, like you, isn’t he?” said Didi, patting Kate’s left hand with its engagement ring, as Kate clasped her chipped tea cup.

“Yes. Er, he, he… ” stumbled Kate, with difficulty.

“Oh my!” exclaimed Didi covering her mouth with her hand in mock horror, “Did I just put my size nines in it? He left you this morning, didn’t he? Ran off with the au pair?” she laughed, and Kate couldn’t help laughing too at the sheer mischief of Didi and wondered how she would feel if that had been true. Then she thought of Concetta and James running away together and it made her laugh all the more.


Chapter 3

Shaun saw the two men the moment they entered the pub. He instinctively leant back to move out of view and, once they were deep in conversation with Melanie the barmaid, he snuck out through the public bar. He checked his watch; he was 40 minutes late for collecting Amy. Not as late as he would have liked – a little longer and Sarah would have had to cancel her shift at work.

He switched on his mobile and it sprang to life as a mass of texts and voicemail messages all demanded attention. As he had expected, there were four from Sarah, each one growing in anger and frustration, and an unexpected text message from Andy asking if he knew of any good plumbers. He stuck his phone into the pocket of his black-leather jacket and turned the corner into Sarah’s road. As he approached the house it tugged at his heart to see Amy’s forlorn little face pressed against the window. Clearly she hadn’t given up on her father. She suddenly spotted him and started to wave frantically and shout “Daddy”, which was muffled by the window. As he walked up the path, the front door opened and a furious- looking Sarah appeared in the hallway holding out Amy’s backpack whilst struggling to put her coat on.

“Hello, my gorgeous girl,” grinned Shaun at Sarah as Amy pushed past her mother and into her father’s arms.

“Hello, Daddy,” said Amy. “I knew you’d come,” she added, for her mother’s benefit.

Sarah pulled the door shut behind her and handed over the backpack to Shaun.

“Seven-fifteen,” she said, “I’ll be home at seven-fifteen, so please have her back by seven-thirty or she’ll be late to bed. She’s had lunch but will need tea later on.”

“Don’t you want to know why I was late?” said Shaun, looking smug.

“Couldn’t give a S-H-I-T,” spelled out Sarah, trying to control her temper, which was bubbling scarily close to the surface. She hated the way he got to her. She tried her hardest not to show it, not to give him the satisfaction, but it was difficult not to fly off the handle. Sarah counted to ten, kept her rants to herself and stayed as calm as possible, if only to protect Amy. Shaun knew which buttons to press and he played her with as much ease as a teenage boy with a PlayStation. He was waiting for her to lose it and she wasn’t going to give him the pleasure.

“Okay. Enjoy yourself at work, babe. Shouldn’t be busy, lunchtime’s half over!” he smirked as he moved in to kiss Sarah. She neatly dodged him by crouching down to kiss Amy goodbye.

“Be good for Daddy, let him win at noughts and crosses,” she said, replacing a strand of hair that had escaped from her daughter’s left pigtail. “Seven-thirty. When the little hand is on the seven and the big hand…”

“I can tell the time. Well, I know the o’clocks and half-pasts,” interrupted Amy.

“I know you do. I was talking to your father,” mumbled Sarah under her breath as she stood up and shooed them both down the path. Shaun and Amy turned right and Sarah went in the opposite direction.

“Seven-thirty,” she shouted behind her as she headed for the pub and Shaun lifted Amy onto his shoulders and they both waved.

“Might as well talk to myself,” grumbled Sarah, as she broke into a trot.

The pub was warm and welcoming despite the stale-beer smell that radiated from the ancient carpet. The Blacksmith’s Arms was a “locals” pub: lots of wood, low ceilings and a horseshoe bar that served both public and lounge bars. The real fire crackled a convivial greeting – the only such one Sarah was likely to receive. Melanie scurried out of the way as Sarah lifted the hatch and went behind the bar.

“Hi, Mel,” she said brightly to the back of Melanie’s head as she disappeared out the back.

“What time do you call this?” said Phil. Sarah winced and held up her hands in surrender. Phil had been the landlord at the Blacksmith’s Arms for 16 years. He was a large, round Yorkshire man and most of the time he was a jolly soul. Unfortunately, it appeared that today was not one of those times.

“I’m really sorry, Phil. It was Shaun – he was late collecting Amy.”

“I thought you had a child-minder?” interrupted Phil, puzzled.

Melanie reappeared with a tray of clean glasses and started to replace them noisily on the racks above the bar.

 “I did. But they let me down because of a hospital appointment, so I called Shaun first thing and he said he could have her, but then he was late picking her up.”

Melanie tutted behind Phil and he raised a hand to signal her to stop.

“Look, Sarah. I know it’s not easy with the little ‘un, but I have a business to run and I can’t show favouritism either.”

“I know. I’ll work twice as hard. I am sorry,”

“I know you are, lovey. I’ll dock your wages. Can you take the food orders out?” He said, patting her arm with his chubby hand. Melanie looked over at Sarah with a look that could curdle milk and Sarah opened her mouth to repeat her explanation, but Melanie turned away. Melanie finished replacing the glasses and followed after Phil.

“Phil, have you got a minute?”

“Not if you’re gonna bitch about Sarah. I’ve said my piece to her, so that’s the end of it.”

“It’s just that that’s exactly what he said would happen,” gabbled Melanie, in her excitement to share her knowledge.

“Who said what would happen?”

“Shaun. He was in here earlier and he said that Sarah was having one of her episodes and wouldn’t let him see Amy. He’d offered to have Amy, but she’d refused,” Melanie’s eyes gleamed with anticipation, searching Phil’s face for a reaction.

“Righty-oh, then. Best you get back to it. There’s people waiting to be served.”

“Is that it, then? You know she was lying about it being Shaun’s fault, but you’re not going to sack her?”

“No. She’s a good barmaid.” And with that, Phil started whistling as he headed down to the cellar.

Sarah was tired but happy as she left the pub at the end of her shift. Melanie had been a bit strange with her, but that really wasn’t anything new and other than the work had been steady. It was good to go to work and have a steady shift, one that was busy enough that you didn’t watch the clock, but not so busy that you felt like a single worker bee looking after the hive on your own.

It was just after ten past seven when Sarah shut the front door behind her and she decided that there was time to have a look in the loft and see what she had up there for Christmas. She knew she had been on a spending spree in the January sales, but now she couldn’t for the life of her remember exactly what she had bought. She did have a vague memory of lots of cheap, pink tinsel and she hoped she hadn’t bought too much of it. Sarah had lost the step-ladder when Shaun moved out, as he had taken everything that belonged to him with him, anything of theirs and anything of use or value. This had left her with little more than some worn-out furniture, some stacking Tupperware and her compilation CDs.

She hauled one of the old wooden kitchen chairs up to the top of the stairs and plonked it under the loft hatch. Sarah wasn’t short, at five foot six inches, but she needed to be a little higher to help drag herself up into the loft. She searched the bedrooms for something suitable and returned with a collection of the biggest books she and Amy owned. She piled them up, with British Hit Singles and the Concise Oxford Dictionary giving good foundations at the bottom and Amy’s illustrated atlas on the top.

Sarah climbed onto the chair, steadied herself, then reached up and pushed the hatch to one side. She carefully put one foot, then the other, onto the books and, when she felt stable, pushed herself up. She found herself suspended by her forearms, with her legs dangling. To quickly get herself out of her predicament she felt for the back of the chair with her right toe and gave herself the final bit of height and thrust that she needed to propel herself up into the loft space. Unfortunately the force of this thrust was also enough to send the chair toppling over and bouncing down the stairs, taking the books with it. Sarah heard the commotion, but was unable to watch as she grappled to get herself into a safer position. She eventually peered down through the loft hatch to survey the disaster.

“Buggeroo,” she sighed as she checked her watch. Shaun and Amy will be back in ten minutes, she thought, so I may as well make myself useful till then. She stood up as far as she could, which was about three-quarters of her height, making her feel like a hunched-up old lady and carefully moved from joist to joist in search of anything Christmassy.

The first half hour went quite quickly as Sarah discovered four boxes of Christmas cards with scary cartoon Christmas trees depicted in various poses, five cards that said from “all of us” and an assortment of January bargains. On reflection, twenty-four lengths of magenta tinsel, six bunches of plastic mistletoe and a parachuting Santa Claus didn’t seem such first-class acquisitions as they had at the time.

As the time ticked away, Sarah found herself sorting through the many dusty boxes piled up precariously across the joists. She opened a battered case that had been on one cheap flight too many to find some of her old clothes, including some maternity clothes she had worn when she was carrying Amy. Great, she thought, as the chilly loft air swamped her, there must be something warm to wear in here. She pulled out a bright-green sweatshirt with Kermit the Frog’s face covering the front. Sarah smiled as she remembered wearing the sweatshirt non-stop after she’d found it in a charity shop. As she pulled it on, over her thin jumper, she surveyed the upside-down Kermit and remembered how Shaun had mocked her for being so childish.

She opened the top of a large box to find a collection of Amy’s first scribbles and pictures. Shuffling over to a small piece of chipboard that was balanced where the joists met, she sat down, dipped into the large box and pulled out picture after picture. Some were random scribbles with crayons and pencils, but there were some original pieces – one with lentils and pasta shapes stuck on it, lashings of orange paint and a fish shape covered in pieces of kitchen foil and a large letter A for Amy scrawled on the back. Sarah held the lentil-and- pasta picture and felt the tears come. Her baby was growing up so fast, it seemed like yesterday they were making the picture and giggling when Amy splashed the paint across the kitchen table. She remembered how Amy had been so proud and had wanted to show Shaun but, when he eventually came home, he was drunk and could barely focus on her work of art.

Sarah sifted through Amy’s first attempts at writing her name, her first self-portraits and one drawing of all three of them with stick legs, large heads and even bigger smiles. She felt the silent tears drip down her face. “Where did it all go wrong?” she asked herself. She dried her face on her Kermit sweatshirt and set about repacking the box.

She went through boxes of long-lost stuff and started to make a box for the charity shop and one for the rubbish bin. Sarah found random wedding presents that had been consigned straight to the loft: an insulated gravy boat and an ornament of two gold jumping dolphins who looked as though they were smiling – really creepy. Other classics included a tea-towel holder in the shape of a cat’s bottom and a pair of pink champagne glasses engraved with their initials. Unfortunately, being Shaun and Sarah, each glass had SS on it, making them resemble bizarre gay Nazi memorabilia. These were all that remained of the wedding presents from Shaun’s family, as most of the others comprised cheap fizz that had long since been poured down the sink or Shaun’s neck.

Sarah found an abundance of photos that had never quite made it into an album. Some made her laugh out loud and others triggered the odd stray tear. The memories came flooding back like a raging tsunami and brought with them a myriad emotions. So many happy memories, but so many of them counterbalanced by an unpleasant one, thanks to Shaun. Was that yin and yang, the universal balance, or karma, she wondered? Or perhaps just her being “bastard blind” and now she could see. 

She found herself in the deepest, darkest corner of the loft as she crouched down to feel a box tucked into the edge of the eaves. Still balancing on the joist like an amateur gymnast she lifted up the surprisingly heavy box and looked inside. The surprise that met her almost made her drop the box through the ceiling, with her following close behind. Sarah steadied herself and then warily peered inside again. She wasn’t exactly sure what she was looking at, but it was definitely furry and very dead, whatever it was.

Sarah shuffled back to the precarious safety of the chipboard and the saucer of light from the tiny bare light bulb to have a closer look, whilst still being careful not to touch the offending item. She could now see that it was a stuffed otter. It was the fiercest-looking otter she’d ever seen and certainly no cuddly Tarka. With its teeth bared and eyes wide it had the look she’d seen on many a sales shopper in early January. It must have been stuffed a very long time ago, as its fur was bald in places and there was a lot of white dust all over the wooden plinth it was mounted on, suggesting that the stuffing inside was escaping.

Sarah decided that it must have been left by the previous owners and no wonder it had been; it really was the stuff of nightmares. She wobbled as she swung the heavy box over to the rubbish pile and then had a pang of guilt. The poor thing did give up its life to be immortalised on a lump of mahogany, so she put it with the charity items.

Sarah sat on the edge of the hatch with her feet dangling into space and listened to the phone ring out for the second time. It was now nine o’clock and she was seriously pissed off. There had been no sign of Shaun, who had clearly had no intention of getting Amy back for seven-thirty, as she had requested. She had now passed the adventurous stage, when at about a quarter-past eight she had thought she would lower herself down through the hatch and drop to the floor. However she had lost her nerve through fear of breaking something. It was either a limb or a large, blue pottery vase her mother had given her and she wasn’t sure which would give her the most suffering. She couldn’t risk breaking a leg and giving Shaun the excuse he was waiting for, which would allow him to have Amy move in with him.  Sarah still wasn’t convinced that he really wanted Amy full time and was positive that he only said it to upset her, but it was a risk she could not take.

At nine-thirty her despair and tearful stage was interrupted by the front-door bell.

“Use your key, you twat,” she shouted through a watery sob. Pulling herself together, she realised having a go at Shaun from her current position probably wasn’t wise, so she relented and applied the traditional call used in these situations. “HELP!” she wailed. Sarah’s hollering was interrupted by a man’s voice.

“Hello,” he said, tentatively, through the letterbox.

“HELP!” Sarah repeated.

“Sarah, it’s Andy. Are you okay?”

“No,” she replied in resignation.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m stuck in the loft,” she called back.

“Is Amy okay? Is she with you?”

“No. Her wanker of a father had her this afternoon and he was meant to bring her home at seven-thirty, but he didn’t turn up, as per sodding usual.” 

“Right. So how did you get stuck in the loft?”

“Well I was looking for…. Andy, does that really matter? You are talking through a letterbox, like a desperate Jehovah’s Witness. So can we stop the niceties and concentrate on you getting in the house and helping me down from here?” pleaded Sarah.

“Sorry. Sure. Okay. Back in a mo,” he said and the letterbox sprung shut.

The sound of breaking glass was not the next noise Sarah had expected to hear and it made her squeal with fright. It was followed by the sound of the Yale lock being turned and the door opening.

“Hello!” called Andy rather too jovially, “I’m in.”

“What the hell have you done to my front door?” screamed Sarah through the hatch as she leant through as far as she dared, to allow herself to see an upside-down Andy, who gave her a friendly wave in response.

“You studying for Mastermind?” he asked, gesturing at the assortment of books littering the stairs and hallway.

“Stop being a smart arse and help me down. First of all, you can take these,” she said, handing down the Santa with parachute and pink tinsel, “Not a word, seriously, not a word,” she instructed, as a huge grin spread across Andy’s face.

When Andy had finally managed to coax Sarah out of the loft, having had to swear on Sebastian’s grave that he would catch her, he stood watching her dial Shaun’s number for the third time in succession. Her thin fingers turning white as she gripped the phone.

“Do you think, perhaps, he’s not there?” Andy said gently.

“Not helping,” pointed out Sarah. “If he’s not at home and he’s not here, then where the hell is he and, more importantly, where’s my daughter?”

“There’s probably a simple explanation.”

“Yeah, like he’s kidnapped her.” The words hung in the air. It was a flippant remark, but it suddenly wasn’t very funny as the sickening possibility of what she had said struck Sarah deep in her gut.


Chapter 4

Kate was in a world of her own when the doorbell rang. So was Marmalade, it would seem, as she was sound asleep on her lap and the intrusion caused her to sink her claws into Kate’s knees. She discharged Marmalade from her comfortable spot and hobbled across the hall to open the front door. Still bent over and trying to rub away the stinging sensation, Kate was met by a friendly, if slightly perplexed, face.

“Don’t tell me, it’s a local version of the Haka, one that the elderly can master?” said the grey-haired, and marginally overweight, man in front of her.

“Hilarious, Marcus. No, it’s claw wounds, thanks to her,” she pointed at the disappearing fluffy ginger tail as the cat made her escape through the open door.

“Can I take your coat?” Kate offered as Marcus stepped into the hallway.

“No, thanks,” replied Marcus wrapping it tightly around himself as he headed quickly into the living room and settled himself into an armchair.

“Are you keeping well?” he enquired. Kate thought for a moment as she sat down on the sofa opposite him and absentmindedly straightened a cushion.

“Yes, I am, thank you, Marcus. I’m fine. How are you and Niamh?”

“Niamh is wonderful, as always, but I need your help, Kate,” he looked serious and Kate moved forward in her seat.

“Of course, Marcus, what can I do?”

“I need you to help me write a script.” 

“A film script?” Marcus nodded, “Sorry, Marcus, I’m the wrong person, I’m afraid. I just do books.”

“That’s a real shame because I thought you’d have a head start, this being the film script for Love.com.” He watched her expression change.

“Marcus! Is it really happening?”

Marcus nodded and produced a bottle of champagne he had kept well hidden under his coat. He and Niamh didn’t have any children and, since James had died, Kate had rather become a little project for Marcus. She had been a vibrant young woman when he’d first met her at an agency luncheon and he was keen to see that side of Kate re-emerge. Marcus didn’t need Kate’s help for the screenplay – the author was rarely consulted usually – but he hoped this would be the distraction that Kate needed.

“There is more news…” Marcus left what he hoped was a dramatic pause, “you have a leading man, nothing signed as yet, but I’d tear his ears off if he backed out now.”

“Who?” Kate felt like a child at Christmas; that moment just before the wrapping paper reveals the best toy ever.

“Timothy Calder!”

“Noooooo!” squealed Kate in delight, “He’s a huge star! Who else?”

“No one, as yet. The casting director’s sending out begging letters as we speak. They want this out there quickly. So we start the script now and we film in early summer,” and with that the cork left the champagne bottle with a well-timed pop.

Sarah looked awful. Her mascara had run in all directions across her cheeks and her eyes were puffy and red. She held Amy’s pineapple in her hands and tumbled it over and over, like the thoughts in her head. She stared at the mobile phone and house phone placed on the table in front of her, willing one of them to ring. Both reminded her that it was now 10:44pm.

“Should I call the police?” she asked Andy.

“I don’t know,” he replied honestly. “As far as they are concerned, Amy is with her father, who has permission to have her.”

“But what if he has taken her? Oh Andy I’ll, I’ll…”

“Shhh, it’s okay,” soothed Andy.

“It’s far from okay! I’ll kill the bastard!” Sarah forced out through her tears. Andy was in a state of abject confusion. He didn’t, for a moment, want to believe that Shaun was capable of kidnapping Amy. There had to be a reasonable explanation, but it was becoming increasingly hard to imagine what that could be.

“Shall I call Kate?” suggested Sarah, blowing her nose.

“I wouldn’t. She would have called if he’d turned up there with Amy. If you call, you’ll only worry her.”

“But I’m worried,” blurted out Sarah.

“I know.”

“Let’s drive around and see if we can see them, or we could go over to his place.”

“Sarah, they could be anywhere
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