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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      April 22nd

      Before

      Sooner or later, most people will come across their ‘day that will change everything’. For Kate it was April 22nd. Not this particular one – though the aroma drifting through from the kitchen as she opened the front door held quite a promise – but the one four years ago when she met Eddie.

      She had just turned twenty-six and he was joking about his own thirtieth birthday looming over him. But the age difference was irrelevant; that first shared smile unlocked some deep desire inside her that she didn’t know she had. She had never wanted anything, or anybody, as much as she wanted Eddie.

      When she was little, and told her mother that she needed something, her mum would say she wanted not needed. But by her third date with Eddie, Kate knew with a certainty that this was the guy she needed to spend the rest of her life with.

      She didn’t tell anybody how she felt because just knowing herself was enough.

      ‘Wow, that smells amazing!’ Kate pushed the front door shut and took a deep breath, letting the luscious smell of chicken fill her senses. Coming home was definitely her favourite part of the day; parts of her she didn’t know were tense seemed to relax as the smell of Eddie’s food wrapped around her.

      She slipped her shoes off, and slid them neatly into the rack, giving herself time to savour this moment.

      ‘It’s going to taste amazing as well!’ His deep voice made her glance up from the shoes. He was framed in the kitchen doorway. His chuckle brought her out in goosebumps, just as it had on that first date.

      There was a broad smile on his broad face – everything about Eddie was broad. Strong. Dependable.

      His long, curly hair was tied back, the chef’s apron she’d bought him smeared with spices and tomato.

      Eddie was a hands-in, rather than a hands-on, type of cook. He used every knife, every chopping board, every spoon, and then he used his fingers. He sprinkled and tasted as he went. He’d always wiped his hands on any tea towel that was handy, or the front of his T-shirt, which was why she’d bought him the apron. Well, two. One to wear, one in the wash.

      He closed the space between them, his hands reaching for her waist. ‘Happy anniversary, Mrs Shaw!’ His touch made her pulse skitter; his steady gaze made her happy-dance inside. Those words were still the best ones in the world.

      Kate couldn’t ever remember feeling like she belonged, that she was with somebody who accepted her as she was and didn’t expect more from her or want her to change.

      And then Eddie had asked her to marry him, twelve months to the day after their first date, and Kate knew she’d been right about him. Them. He had no expectations, he loved her just the way she was. In a world full of uncertainty and rubbish, Eddie was the constant, the good.

      Of course, they’d got married on April 22nd, and on this particular day it was their wedding anniversary, their second.

      ‘Happy anniversary to you too, Mr Shaw.’ She grinned back at him, her hands reaching up to his neck as his lips skimmed lightly over hers. A promise of something more later.

      He pulled her closer, the warmth of his palms over her back, the gentle rub of his thumbs sending a tingle to the base of her stomach – in the same way it had the first time he’d touched her.

      She called it the Eddie-effect.

      ‘I’m starving.’

      ‘For me or my food?’ His eyes were dark, but his tone was teasing.

      ‘Well…’ She drew the syllables out and he laughed. Tightening his grip until her body was snug against his. ‘When you put it like that!’ Her stomach rumbled and he loosened his grip, laughing.

      ‘You’re always starving!’ He kissed the tip of her nose, then was still for a moment, long enough for her to appreciate the gorgeous smile, the deep chocolate-brown eyes, the smell of him. Her man. The man she was so lucky to have.

      Eddie wore life like a comfortable blanket. Where Kate fought her way through every step, he moved easily with it. They were the perfect combination; he was good for her.

      ‘You can’t blame me! It’s the smell that does it. I didn’t realise I was this hungry until I opened the door. What are we having?’

      ‘Surprise.’ He tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger, then took both her hands in his. ‘Come on – I need you to taste something. Close your eyes!’

      Eddie might leave the toilet seat up, his guitars (yes, plural) in the living room and his shoes in exactly the right spot for her to trip over – but she could forgive all the things he did wrong, because of all the things he did right. And that included knowing that one way to her heart was through her stomach. She ate like a goddess, and he even sometimes washed the pots and pans up as well. The kitchen was his domain, and she was more than happy to have it that way.

      She closed her eyes, let him lead her into the kitchen. ‘No peeping!’ She stood still as he let go of her hands. Listened to the sound of the oven door opening and closing, of pan lids being lifted. Stirring.

      The familiar aromas hit her senses, making her stomach rumble. Roast chicken, tarragon, mushrooms, garlic. It was roast dinner at her grandparents, mingling with the smell of the glorious buttery-garlic potatoes that Eddie had served the first time he cooked for her. The comfort food of her childhood mixed with the tantalising flavours that her husband knew she loved.

      Her mouth watered; her stomach rumbled louder. ‘Arghh, you’re torturing me, feed me!’

      ‘Shh!’ His rumble of laughter rolled over her. ‘Open up!’

      The taste was even better than the smell. A spoonful of creamy sauce, soft chicken, the sweetness of leeks.

      ‘Mmm, oh my God, how can food do this to me?’

      This was different from that first meal he’d cooked for her, but the flavours were the same. She was right back there, in his tiny flat, gazing into his eyes – watching his face break into an enormous smile as she nodded her approval.

      Their first proper dinner together. The first time she’d stayed over. The first time they’d made love.

      ‘Nice?’

      ‘Nice? Soooo good. Better than an orgasm.’

      ‘Really? Are you sure about that?’ The spoon clattered onto the board, and he was there – his arms wrapped tight around her.

      She opened her eyes. ‘It’s awesome,’ Kate said, her voice turning throaty at his intense stare as their gazes locked.

      ‘I’m going to get you cooking one day.’ His tone matched hers, as his eyes searched her face.

      ‘But you’re so good at it!’ she joshed gently, but he didn’t smile. ‘Maybe, one day when I’ve got some spare time.’ She’d not grown up with home cooking; her mum never had the time. Oh hell, she was beginning to sound more like her. Be more like her. She was not going to let that happen. ‘How about tomorrow?’ The words tripped out before she had time to think, but his lazy smile made her want to repeat them, say the words again. Make him happy.

      ‘Tomorrow sounds good.’ The light touch of his fingertips on her neck sent a shiver through her.

      ‘How long until dinner’s ready?’

      ‘It needs a bit longer, but nearly there.’

      ‘How much longer?’ She knew she was teasing, asking him another question, but this familiar pang of hunger was nothing to do with chicken.

      ‘Long enough,’ he paused, ‘to test out that statement of yours. I know my cooking is good, but I think you’ve forgotten just how amazing I am in other rooms of the house!’ He swept her into his arms. Ignored her laughed shouts of protest.

      ‘What about my dinner!’

      ‘It’s fine. It’s simmering nicely.’ He gazed into her eyes, raised an eyebrow. ‘Just like me!’

      ‘But I need a shower, to get changed.’

      ‘I might join you. Everything,’ his voice had turned throatier, in a way that made her pulse race, ‘is bubbling away just how I like it.’
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        * * *

      

      They lay naked on the bed, on their sides facing each other. His hand resting in the dip of her waist.

      ‘That was good.’ His voice was soft, post-sex languid. His fingers traced a line over her rib cage, his caress light as he reached up to tuck a tendril of hair behind her ear.

      Kate smiled lazily back, wanting to snuggle in, but knowing they had to get up and dressed.

      ‘We should do it more often.’ His gaze was steady, and she knew what he was going to say before he said it. She half-reached out, to put a finger on his lips. Stop him. But he caught her hand and spoke again before the words could come out. ‘As often as we can, before⁠—’

      The sigh broke free before she could stop it. She pulled away slightly, rolled onto her back. It was a reflex action; she couldn’t help it, even though she hated herself for doing it. She stared up at the ceiling, tried to swallow the frustration away. ‘Aren’t you happy the way we are? Just the two of us?’ She risked a glance towards him. ‘What’s the rush?’

      ‘No rush.’ His hand rested easily on her stomach. A light steady pressure. ‘It’s just…’

      ‘If it happens, it happens. If it doesn’t it isn’t meant to.’ She couldn’t keep her tone light; a defensive note had drifted in. Kate hated it when that happened. It wasn’t Eddie’s fault.

      ‘We can afford to give⁠—’

      ‘It’s not about money,’ she snapped, then instantly regretted it. She closed her eyes for a moment. ‘IVF just seems so,’ she hesitated, ‘clinical.’

      His smile was gentle. ‘Yeah, guess it is clinical.’

      ‘If we’re going to have a baby, I’d rather give it time, let it happen naturally,’ she said softly, resisting the urge to wriggle away. But her whole body had tensed. It was a defence reflex that she hated.

      ‘We’ve given it time, Kate. I don’t want to be an old dad.’ His tone was soft, but she could hear the disappointment. The quiet determination. This was important to him.

      ‘You’ve got years left in you!’ She tried to keep her tone light, teasing.

      ‘I want to be young enough to kick a ball around, to be in touch when my kids are teens. Don’t you?’ She shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t it be great to have kids and really enjoy it, not be knackered all the time, then still have years of fun left after they’ve grown up and gone?’

      ‘Wow, that’s some fast-forward. There they were, gone!’ This conversation got worse every time they had it, or should she say Eddie tried to have it. Didn’t he realise that life wasn’t always how you wanted it? That kids didn’t fit into every life. That parents could wish they’d never had them?

      ‘We’ve got options, Kate. We should take them.’

      Kate wasn’t sure she wanted options. But was that fair? They’d never discussed having a family before they got married. It hadn’t come up, because everything else had slotted into place so perfectly. They wanted the same things. She’d never questioned it, never dreamed that there would be something major that they didn’t agree on.

      But now she knew that what her grandad had said was true – two of the most important things that you need to discuss are money and children.

      Kate and Eddie hadn’t talked about either, because as long as they had each other everything would be fine.

      And they’d got enough money; she’d always worked hard, earned enough to support herself. Earned enough to support both of them, if he followed his heart – ditched his job and retrained as a chef.

      She swung her legs off the bed, her back to him. ‘Maybe it’s not the right time…’

      ‘Lots of people say it’s not the right time, but you just have to make it be.’

      She moved away just far enough so that his fingers skated her body and his arm fell to the bed.

      ‘I don’t have to make it be.’ She could hear the tightness in her voice as she struggled to do up the clasp on her bra.

      He reached over again, his hand over hers. Stilling her. ‘We, Kate. We, it’s not just you.’

      ‘And it’s not just you. You can’t make the decision.’ She bit back the ‘It’s my body’. She was being unfair, she knew she was, but it always made her feel defensive. It always made her pull away from him, withdraw. It was too hard to explain. That was what it wasn’t the right time for. Explaining.

      ‘I’m not trying to make any decisions, I just want you to open up, talk to me, like we do about everything else. What’s different about this? I don’t get it.’

      Everything is different, she wanted to shout. We don’t need to pay out a ton of money so that some doctor can make me pregnant. I know why I’m not pregnant.

      She didn’t shout. Instead, she said, ‘Please, can we not? Let’s not spoil tonight. We can talk about it tomorrow.’

      ‘Sure.’ His finger traced a line down her spine, and she shivered in response. ‘It's no big deal.’

      But it was. There was a note of defeat in his voice that she hardly ever heard, and she hated. She’d done that.

      Kate felt the bed bounce as he rolled off, came round and squatted in front of her.

      She couldn’t help but smile. He always knew how to make her smile.

      She laughed with him, loved him, shared her secrets, her body, her hopes and dreams. Her life. So why was it so hard to talk to him about this?

      He bounced on his haunches slightly, and she shook her head – unable to stop the smile broadening. ‘You look like a giant frog!’

      ‘Ribbit!’

      This time she laughed.

      He stood up, kissed the top of her head.

      He had made her laugh, tried to lighten the atmosphere again, but she knew she’d spoiled things.

      ‘I’m sorry I…’

      ‘I’m sorry I keep pushing it.’ He ruffled her hair. ‘You’re right, there’s no rush. I don't know what it is.’ He laughed as he pulled his jeans on, but he had his back to her now. She couldn’t see his face, and she knew there would be disappointment on it. ‘Maybe it’s a mid-life crisis looming?’ He shrugged. That boyish, cute shrug that she had fallen in love with.

      ‘You’re not mid-life!’ She stood up, wrapped her arms around him. Buried her face in his back.

      ‘Getting there.’ He untangled himself, took a step away, but kept hold of one of her hands. To show he forgave her.

      ‘I’m sorry, Eddie. I just can’t⁠—’

      He interrupted her; maybe he didn’t want to hear her say ‘do this’, or maybe he agreed that it was a conversation for another day. Not today.

      ‘Hey, I’ve cocked up.’ His voice had changed to more matter of fact, but with a thread of hurt running through it, a slight tremor in his normal steady tone. ‘There’s some stuff, a couple of ingredients I forgot. I’ll pop and get them, won’t be long, dinner will be ready in,’ he glanced at the clock, ‘twenty minutes, so I’ve just got time. Have a chill for a bit! Anything you need me to get?’

      Kate shook her head. She knew he probably didn’t need to go out. He was giving her some space; he was giving them both time.

      Pressing the reset button.

      She tried to swallow the lump in her throat at his happy-sad wink. Eddie never could hide his feelings; it was one of the things she loved about him.

      Kate listened as he went down the stairs. ‘Hey, I love you!’ she shouted out, just as the front door clicked behind him. Pretty sure he’d not heard, or he’d have shouted back. He always shouted back.

      She slowly pulled the rest of her clothes on and sat at her dressing table.

      She took her time putting her make-up on, styling her hair, and then decided to make more effort – picking out a dress he liked, to try and make amends for being such a wet blanket.

      She put on some music, their favourite playlist. Pottered around the kitchen, his kitchen. She loved sitting at the island, watching him cook. She loved him; she loved their home. She loved their life.

      It was as perfect as it could be, as good as she’d ever hoped. She just wished he’d hurry up back though. Then they could kiss, open the wine. Then she’d know it was okay between them.

      Kate’s mobile bleeped. The image brought a grin to her face instantly. A selfie Eddie had taken this time last year of them both grinning, holding up champagne glasses.

      There were bumps in the road with any relationship; it would be plain weird if they never argued. They were good.

      And tomorrow she’d help him cook dinner. She’d share that particular passion in his life, and maybe stop feeling so bloody guilty about this.

      Still smiling she tapped out a reply.

      
        
        ‘Love you, hurry back home! I’m ready and waiting [winking emoji] Xxx’

      

      

      Her gaze stayed on the screen, wanting to know he’d seen the message, he knew how she felt. One tick, sent. Two ticks, delivered. She waited for them to change colour – for the status to change to ‘read’.

      It didn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          KATE

        

      

    

    
      Three years, two weeks and one day later

      Kate had always loved her job, which was partly why she was currently packing her belongings into a box. While she was still at university she’d opened a fortune cookie, which told her that her job would be ‘a vocation not a vacation’, and teaching was definitely that.

      She might not want any children of her own but being in a school had always felt right. Maybe it was growing up feeling unwanted, not good enough, unnoticed, that had made her determined to make sure that even the lowest achievers academically were still valued – could find something to do with their lives that was good.

      Kate hadn’t been a low achiever – she’d been good at everything at school. But she didn’t kid herself that it was because she was particularly intelligent, or things came naturally. It was because she worked hard. She was desperate to succeed because that way her mother might notice her. Her mother might be proud; she might actually have time to come to parents’ evening or attend the ‘Art Display’ afternoon.

      It was during the Christmas break in her final year at university, studying biology, that Kate had realised that when her mother said she wanted her to be independent, she meant this not just for Kate’s benefit, but her own as well. She had performed her motherly duties and wanted to be released.

      Kate had spent most of the holidays with her grandparents – which was nothing new. This year though, the new development had been that her mother didn’t even appear for Christmas lunch. She sent a Skype invite instead.

      She was in the States, sealing a deal on Christmas Eve, and there wasn’t much point in paying the ridiculous air fare demanded to come back just for a turkey dinner, was there?

      It was as her grandad carved wonky slices of Boxing Day honey-glazed ham that Kate realised she didn’t need to do what she thought her mum would approve of any longer. It wouldn’t make any difference if she was some Nobel prize-winning scientist or worked in an office. As long as she was standing on her own two feet.

      As long as her mother had been freed of responsibility for the daughter she didn’t want.

      Whenever Kate thought back to that moment, whenever she was questioning herself and her choices, she remembered the taste of that ham – the sweet honey, the spicy-warm smell of cloves that turned bitter in her mouth.

      She’d known in that moment, though, that it was time to move on. To do what she wanted.

      Which was why she trained as a teacher, and why she was now moving on again – packing away that life for the last time.

      How could she solve the kids’ problems if she couldn’t fix herself?

      ‘Aww, how are you coping, love?’

      Kate looked up from her box-packing. Rachel the cleaner had a sympathetic smile on her face. There was a clunk as she dragged her Henry vacuum around the desk with a force that sent him cannoning into the filing cabinet.

      Kate tried not to flinch. She still found pity hard to deal with. If everybody carried on as normal, treated her as though nothing had happened, then she was fine. Totally fine. She could cope.

      ‘It’s not easy being a widow, is it?’ Rachel prattled on, spurred on by Kate’s reaction.

      Kate had found there were two types of people – the ones who avoided risk of upset at any cost, and others who seemed to feed off another person’s discomfort. Rachel seemed to be relishing this, and would no doubt be over-the-top sympathetic if she got a result and Kate broke down. Which she was not going to give her the satisfaction of seeing.

      ‘I’m not surprised you need a break from work. When my sister lost her Dan, she was ill for weeks, withdrew right into herself she did. Pale like a zombie, not herself at all for weeks. Weeks it was. Said she didn’t feel whole. She wasn’t as young as you, mind.’

      Kate’s mind had stopped registering anything after the word ‘widow’. She hated that word.

      Rachel had not given Kate a chance to answer, just carried on talking about her sister as her Henry vacuum, smiling maniacally, bounced off walls and crashed into chair legs, the nozzle sucking the life out of the unfortunate spiders who’d sought refuge under the skirting boards. But the word had hung in the air almost accusingly.

      ‘And it wasn’t sudden like it was for you, she knew he only had months left, had time to get used to the idea. But for you, well, here one day, gone the next, now that’s got to be a shock to the system, hasn’t it, pet?’

      ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ Kate stuttered. Her face felt stiff as she picked up her bag.

      ‘How long is it now?’

      Widow. It felt an ugly word. A lost word. Sad and empty. She’d not thought of herself as one, it was a word she couldn’t relate to.

      At the funeral she’d been ‘left’. Eddie had left behind his wife, not a widow. As though it had been some careless mistake and he’d be back. Or, she supposed, she’d be expected to join him.

      It wasn’t Rachel’s fault she felt like this though. It wasn’t Rachel’s fault that today was her last day in work.

      She’d loved working in this place. It had been her first real job (her only job); the kids were challenging and entertaining. Cheeky some days, on edge and nervous others. Needing reassurance on results days, needing a boost and a shoulder to cry on at other times. And the staff were great – supportive. You needed to be, in a high school. All for one and one for all.

      They’d been there for her when she lost her grandparents – her gran following her grandad one month to the day after he died, because without him what was the point in hanging on, when you were ninety-three?

      At the time she’d have said there was plenty of point. But now she understood.

      She’d clung to her routine after Eddie had died. It was all she had left. But after that first year of anniversary dates that he wasn’t there for, a year of getting home after work at her normal time but finding the house empty, a year of waiting for the weekend then realising she hated it, she’d learned that hanging on to the familiar wasn’t helping at all.

      It sharpened the loss. Magnified the gap in her life, the space that he was supposed to fill.

      She didn’t want to build a new life without Eddie, but she couldn’t repair the holes in the one he’d left. She didn’t know what she was supposed to do. She just knew that she had to do something.

      ‘Two years, is it?’ Rachel kept prodding.

      ‘Three.’ Corrected Kate. Three years, two weeks and one day.

      ‘Well, doesn’t time fly?’

      Time had not flown by. Each second had ticked painfully, but it was still a shock that all those seconds had added up to more than three years.

      She’d had support in the first few weeks; everybody had rallied round, until after the funeral. Why did they all think that once they’d laid a few flowers, it was all over?

      Her really good friends had still been there to help her through the first anniversary, but then even they had moved on. Got on with their lives. But she hadn’t been able to.

      Their relentless optimism, their need for her to forget and ‘live’ had felt wrong. They didn’t understand. It had been easier to say no when they invited her out, to go home and shut the world out, than to explain. But quite often these days she felt very alone.

      Even Eddie was harder to hold on to in her head, even if he was still lodged in her heart.

      ‘It’s no wonder you’re angry, love.’ Oh God, was Rachel still prattling on? Kate would be angry enough to wrap Henry’s hose round her neck and add to the death quota if she didn’t go and vacuum somewhere else.  ‘No wonder at all. You off now?’

      Kate nodded. ‘I certainly am.’ She knew her voice had an edge. Rachel was actually right when she called her angry. She was. With Eddie, with herself. With life.

      ‘Well, you look after yourself, love. There’s groups you know, like AA, but not for drinking, you know support for stuff. My sister…’

      Kate marched down the long empty corridor and took a deep calming breath as she stepped into the open air and the door swung shut behind her.

      What did they call those groups then? Widows United, WU? Woohoo, fan-bloody-tastic.

      Swallowing the yell of frustration, she dropped down into her car seat, slung her tote bag onto the passenger seat and rested her head back.

      What was wrong with people? She didn’t need anybody to remind her, it was with her every day.

      Just like Eddie was.

      Oh God, he would have found this funny. A woo club. He’d have told her that Rachel was just miffed she couldn’t be part of it.

      She put the car in gear, slowly reversed out of the parking spot.

      Eddie would have been proud of her doing this. Breaking free, being daring.

      He’d always liked a challenge. When he was the age that she was now, he’d been ready to move on.

      She was doing the right thing. And he’d made it possible. He’d always said he’d look after her; whatever happened he’d make sure she was okay. And he had done. He’d saved regularly (his breaking free to start again fund), he’d taken out the kind of life insurance policy that only somebody who worked in finance would have thought a good idea.

      She was doing what he’d have wanted her to do. What he would have done.

      She gripped the steering wheel more firmly. She wasn’t alone.

      Rachel didn’t understand because she hadn’t had Eddie. She wanted to needle Kate, to live through her emotions, because she had never lived them herself.

      The roads were busy, with the stop-start of rush hour traffic, but as Kate inched her way further from the school, from Rachel, her anger started to fade. She’d got this. What Rachel thought didn’t matter. She had done it. For the first time in just over three years, she had made a decision. A life-changing decision that was her business, that she was doing for herself.

      She had to believe that it was the right thing – and she did. Staying would have been about doubts, fear. Staying would have been about hanging on to a past that had gone, that she could never have back. Staying would have been about living with the judgement of people like Rachel.

      Eddie had cruised along. She needed to do that. Sail, not fight the currents, the tides.

      Just thinking about him, what he’d be saying now, made her feel better.

      The bitterness inside her started to ebb away, the fury at Rachel lifted. It was replaced with a strange feeling. She was slightly shaky, her stomach fluttery – but she didn’t feel panic, she felt…she felt… It took a while for her to work out what she was feeling, and then it hit her. It was relief that was surging through her – that was what she felt. Relief. Not fear or anger or despair.

      ‘I made a decision,’ she whispered, as a smile started to form on her face. ‘I did it.’ In a world where lately she’d not felt she had any control, any power to do anything, she’d actually stepped outside her comfort zone. Stepped off the conveyor belt. Made a move.

      The traffic started to flow more easily, and she felt her features relax. She turned up the radio slightly, her fingers tapping in time to the music. This was good. This was day one.

      ‘A new dawn,’ she said softly. If anything ever went wrong, Eddie would always say, ‘Hey, no worries, tomorrow’s a new dawn, a new day.’ Eddie had never been afraid of starting again.

      She glanced in the rear-view mirror, indicating and slowing to turn off the main road, into the street where she lived.

      The smile left Kate’s face as she jammed on the brakes to avoid running slap bang up the rear of somebody bent double at the bottom of the open ramp of a removal van.

      An involuntary squeak escaped from her, as she braced her arms and legs, her stomach lurching. The car stalled, her fingers clutching the steering wheel so tightly her nails dug into her palms.

      For a moment she froze; all she could do was stare. Adrenalin and shock coursed through her body. Then she became aware of her heart pounding. Of the strange scene in front of her.

      She forced herself back in the seat, willed her hands to relax.

      What the hell was a van doing parked so close to the corner? Wasn’t that illegal? And more to the point, why was some dork doing a very bad downward-dog pose in the road? It would be a dead dog pose if he carried on doing that for much longer.

      The dark-haired, vaguely familiar man slowly stood up and looked at her in what, she had to say, was quite an intimidating way. His blue-grey eyes met hers in an unflinching stare. Never show fear, she’d been told during her teacher training, and it was a lesson she’d taken to heart. She clenched her teeth. If she could deal with a class full of mid-puberty, testosterone-driven teenagers, then she could cope with an idiot dancing in the road as though he owned it.

      Except this was no teenager, this was an imposing adult whom she’d just unconsciously clocked as being well-toned, more man-in-a-magazine than the type you saw in the street. In this street.

      He was scowling at her, and Kate scowled back, the heat rushing to her cheeks (there were some things she didn’t have any control over), then he did that ‘Pfft, who do you think you are?’ dismissive gesture that really was guaranteed to make her blood boil. Kids had this down pat, and Kate never stood for it. She wound her window down, resisting the urge to get out and march over to him – he was rather tall, and broad, and well, you didn’t know how people would react these days, did you?

      ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing, crawling around in the middle of the road? I could have run you over!’ she spat out, her finger ready to whizz the window back up if necessary.

      ‘So I gather,’ he drawled back, in what sounded far too passive-aggressive for Kate to ignore in her stressed state. Which he was responsible for.

      She narrowed her eyes. ‘Did it not occur to you that you should check for traffic first?’ Okay, she was joining in. Her grandad always said, ‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,’ and her tone was dripping with it – though not in a funny way at all.

      This was not the way she’d deal with a stroppy student, but then very few of them sent her blood pressure soaring by throwing themselves in front of her car.

      ‘I did.’ He said in an annoying reasonable tone. ‘It was safe until you came whizzing round the corner. I heard you coming and thought I needed to grab this before you smashed it to smithereens!’ He held something up. It looked like a photo frame – but with some kind of document in it.

      It was Kate’s turn to ‘pfft’. If he was so careless that he dropped things in the road, then he deserved to be squished.

      ‘The removal men dropped a box full of my kit and this fell off the top.’ he added as though reading her mind. But Kate didn’t want to talk to him, to even look at him for a second longer. She was already winding her window up and struggling to get the car into first gear. Which it was refusing to do – it was grating into reverse, then third, then finally into first. Right now, she wasn’t in the mood to cope with this; narrowly missing him had really shaken her up, inside and outside. Her hands were shaking. She needed to get home and take a few deep breaths.

      Kate stared ahead and pulled the car out and around the van. If it had been her box of valuable stuff, she’d have had the top taped up. But then not everybody was practical, she guessed. The sigh escaped before she could stop it. She’d probably been unfair, over-reacted. But it had been an instinctive reaction; he’d scared her. Shaken her up.

      Great though. A new neighbour with attitude, that was all she needed. Not that she had really got to know any of her neighbours, so she could easily avoid him as well.

      She pulled up in her own driveway, turned the engine off and waited for the tremble in her hands to fade away. For her heart to stop pounding.

      What an idiot! Who in their right mind parked a van that size right on a road junction? She knew she was disproportionately angry, but she’d so desperately wanted to hang on to the good feeling she’d had as she left school. To arrive home calm and happy. Not shaken up and cross. She’d needed that good feeling, and some random idiot had ruined it.

      Eddie would have cooked her his best hug-in-a-dish food, with a side of red wine. He’d have wrapped his arms round her and threatened to go and read out the riot act to their new neighbour. Except they’d have both known he wouldn’t have done it because he was far too nice. They’d have just ended up laughing about it.

      He would have made her feel better, he’d have made her smile again, and now that was her job. And she could do it. She did feel better. She’d have a shower, put some music on, recapture that positive feeling.

      She was ready to go in. Start over. ‘Come on, Eddie, let’s cook!’ she said softly as she slammed her car door shut, determined to leave her old life and that man behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      Moving on

      Jack stared at the bright red front door and for the first time since he’d signed the rental contract, he wondered if he’d done the right thing. He did that a lot these days – doubted himself.

      That had never happened to the old Jack. Doubts. He’d always steamed on with utter confidence in himself, and how things would work out. So, everything had worked out okay. Until he’d fallen ill, and suddenly the order of life had been rearranged. It was like some switch had been flipped, and chaos and failure had replaced his single-mindedness and success.

      He’d been floored by the nasty virus for nearly two weeks. Really knocked sideways. Jack never threw a sickie, he was one of the healthiest people he knew, and being laid up unable to even think about cooking, let alone do it, had been a bit of a shock to his system. But as soon as he was back on his feet, he’d thrown himself back into work, forced himself to keep going until the end of the day even though the fatigue gave him brain-fog and left his arms trembling after a day of chopping produce and lifting heavy pans. After a few days, though, he was back into the rhythm and had dismissed the illness as an inconvenience. Until his head really was back into work, and he was able to concentrate on what he was doing properly. Then he realised his whole life had changed.

      Jack had accepted that the virus has affected his sense of taste and smell when he was sweating it out in bed. His appetite had deserted him, but that’s what being sick did, wasn’t it?

      But after a couple of weeks back in the kitchen, as he dipped into the sauces and stocks, it hit him. He couldn’t smell the food he was preparing, and his taste buds had been obliterated. Wiped.

      At first, he’d just been confused. He’d let people reassure him, tell him to give it time. He’d listened to the doctors who said that most people got over it, that their senses came back after a few weeks, or months.

      But he hadn’t got time, he needed to send out dishes, he needed to get as close to perfection as he could. He couldn’t do half a job. And it seemed that he wasn’t ‘most people’.

      Time went on and the strong cup of coffee that he started his day with still tasted metallic, the delicate sweetness of his desserts sidestepped his senses completely, and he had to rely on his staff to tell him that the flavours were spot on. And he couldn’t work that way. It was doing his head in.

      What kind of chef can’t tell if the seasoning is too heavy? What kind of chef can’t reject the fish that isn’t quite as fresh as it should be?

      Life seemed to have thrown him a curveball. He’d never thought about bad luck, he’d made his own good luck – with hard work. But he couldn’t fix this. And nobody could give him an answer, tell him why he was different. Why he was one of the people who hadn’t recovered fully.

      Jack hadn’t started to drink more to drown his sorrows, he’d not consciously reached for the bottle. He’d just found that a glass or two helped him sleep. That the bitterness cut through his senses – he could smell whisky, he could taste shiraz. He couldn’t enjoy his food because it hurt to eat things that didn’t carry the flavours that he knew they should.

      And the on bit with his on-off girlfriend had disappeared.

      His fault, he knew. He’d pushed her away. He’d distanced himself in the same way as he had with his parents. He preferred to spend his evenings alone, with a drink and mindless TV programmes that washed over him.

      He didn’t want them to hear the anger in his voice, or the despair. He didn’t want them to hear the slight slur from tiredness and a whisky too many, which these days kept him awake rather than knocking him out.

      He didn’t want somebody ‘never-minding’, telling him to let his team do it. He did mind. This was his dream, his life, this was everything he’d ever worked for. One hundred per cent – not just a physical act, it was his heart, his soul. Food was his greatest love affair.

      She’d never got that. Clara. She was with him because she liked what he did, his success, not who he was. Food was just fuel to her, so how could she ever understand him? The casual relationship had been fine, it suited him, he was too busy, too wrapped up in his career to be committed to another person. He’d always been clear on that, never wanted to mislead anybody.

      But it had still been a bit of a blow just how completely she’d wiped him out of her life once she realised that he was serious about quitting. Up until that point she’d assumed he’d carry on, that they’d carry on. She seemed fairly oblivious to, or not bothered by, his withdrawal, his lack of communication. She’d drifted in and out of his daily existence in much the same way she always had. But the moment that she’d seen the contract he’d signed – letting out the restaurant, his home, to somebody else – the moment she realised he meant what he’d said, that he was quitting, that he hadn’t got some other restaurant or job lined up, that it was over, then so were they.

      ‘That’s so fucking selfish,’ she’d said as she swept her toiletries into a bag. ‘Who’s going to invite me out when they find out you’re just a guy who used to be famous? You’re just, just…’ she’d stumbled ‘…normal, nobody now.’

      It hadn’t been just a casual relationship, she hadn’t been with him because she liked his sense of humour or his dodgy taste in music, enjoyed his company or just liked hanging out with him – she had been with him because of his social status. He’d been a meal-ticket, and now he was a nobody. He’d outlived his usefulness.

      But it meant he was now completely alone. Without his magic touch, without the love of his life, the food that had filled his waking and sleeping hours, he was lost.

      It was the day his parents came round for lunch, and he didn’t have any food in the house because he’d forgotten, that Jack decided enough was enough.

      His father had insisted they drive to the local pub, and he’d shovelled in mouthfuls of something that he was sure tasted as bland to everybody else as it did to him.

      His new level.

      The look in his mother’s eye had been sympathy. Jack had never needed sympathy, he’d been too driven, too motivated. That look made him feel more ashamed than admitting he couldn’t cook any longer. He was a loser.

      He knew he had a choice – go full-out pity-party or go full-out in another direction. Because there were no options for Jack that didn’t involve one hundred per cent.

      He had to get away. He had to start again, not hope that things would gradually get better (as everybody said they would) and he could pick up where he left off in the restaurant. He had to bury himself somewhere people didn’t know him. To rebuild his life, then re-emerge when he was doing something he was proud of. When he could hold his head up.

      Ben had been his mother’s idea. Ben the therapist. If he wouldn’t talk to them, he needed to talk to somebody else, she’d said, an outsider. The idea was completely alien to him, and from the look on his dad’s face it wouldn’t have been his first call either, but what else could he do but agree? He’d felt guilty, he’d felt ashamed for the version of himself he’d become, the son they could now see. So he’d said yes. It was the least he could do.

      He'd had absolutely no faith that offloading on some stranger would help but booking that first appointment had given him the kick up the bum he needed. Upped his resolve to sort this out himself.

      Ben had made it quite clear (well, as clear as a therapist ever makes anything) that he didn’t think Jack was doing the right thing either. The platitudes had flowed out of him, like the trickle of water from a garden water feature. Splish-splash, with an annoying repetitiveness. A measured drip, drip. He’d thought therapists were supposed to listen, facilitate, not tell you what to do (or he definitely wouldn’t have signed up), but Ben mustn’t have got the memo. ‘It might be good to face up, not back off. Not that I’m saying you’re doing that.’ Ben probably wasn’t even his real name. He’d probably adopted it as it was nice, approachable. Easy-going and non-confrontational. Like everything else about him. Jack had looked at him and imagined that before his birth his parents had probably given him a dynamic name – like Zak, or Finn – hoping he’d be a pilot or something big in the city. But it was totally at odds with his role as therapist.

      Unless he’d been calm since birth and had genuinely been a gentle Ben.

      Anyway, this hadn’t been Ben’s call.

      When Jack had signed the six-month rental contract on the house it had seemed a good length of time. Long enough to eliminate routine, make a clean break. But now it seemed like a life sentence, and he’d not even moved in. It felt like a backwards stutter rather than a forward step.

      Jack had done his cooking apprenticeship in Barcelona. There was an energy in the city, a feeling that anything could happen, a fluidity as the visitors changed as rapidly as the tides. It was a place to learn, create. A place of inspiration. A place of demands and rules set down by somebody else. Jack had looked around the modern, minimalistic restaurant one day and known he had done what he needed to. He was ready; it was time to go home. It was time to use what he’d learned and do it his way.

      He’d loved his old place from the moment he saw it. It had felt right, it felt like home. The city had been fun, a good place to grow, but this was a place that captured his heart, the very essence of him.

      The front door was oak – solid, understated. Most of the rooms might have been small, and the old beams might have been a hazard for a lot of his visitors (though let’s face it, nobody had actually knocked themselves out or even had concussion), but the kitchen had been amazing. It had totally been the centre of his home, the hub, where it all happened – where everybody wanted to be. He’d kept the old Aga that was there when he bought the place but added a state-of-the-art range as well. Pans hung from the overhead hooks that had been there for years, the traditional mingled with the new perfectly. He could have stayed in that kitchen all day and all night – and sometimes he got lost in what he was doing, and the sun was rising before he knew it.

      That kitchen was a place where magic happened, where he used the skills that he’d been taught, but found his own style.

      The old walled garden was his second favourite place, with its tangle of rambling roses, herbs that released their scent as he brushed past them down the narrow paths, sweet peas and runner beans that drew in the humming insects with their bright flowers. Quiet and calm. Inspirational. It was the only escape he needed.

      And then there was The Orangery that had been a café, but effortlessly transformed into a light, bright but traditional-feeling restaurant. The perfect setting to serve his food. A place that reflected his thoughts, his aims.

      He’d only been running his restaurant for three months when a local celeb posted a picture of one of his dishes on Instagram. The following weekend a food critic stopped by and wrote a glowing review about the ‘inventive food that was still rooted in the countryside’ and before he knew it, he was featured in a Sunday supplement and his tables were booking up a month in advance. Clara had appeared shortly after, happy (or should that be keen?) to be at his side whenever a photo opportunity arose.

      He’d never sought fame. He wasn’t a big talker, but he was proud. His parents were proud. And knowing people were loving what he created made him feel complete. He was doing what he was supposed to.

      But that was then. And this was now.

      Now the magic had drained out of his veins, and he was in no-man’s land. The middle ground. No city buzz, no sleepy village – just the suburban middle.

      Now he’d got a bright red front door and bedding plants in uniform rows. Neighbours across the road who could watch his every move. Neighbours who liked to speed up the road.

      Bloody neighbours everywhere.

      Jack had never really been into neighbours. He worked. Sure, he’d got some close friends, and he’d always made an effort to talk to customers. He didn’t have anything against people in general, but he didn’t have time to spend on idle chit-chat with somebody he hardly knew.

      Actually, thinking about it, those close friends hadn’t been so close for a long time. Before he was ill, he’d cut down on the socialising because work was pretty much 365/24/7 and he’d told himself that there would be plenty of time to go out drinking when he’d got to where he needed to. Done the legwork. And he hadn’t needed some artificial high from booze or a buzzy atmosphere – he got it from the kitchen. His mates got it, but they didn’t get the new him. They knew the original Jack and didn’t know how to cope with the new moody one who didn’t just feel like he was drifting down the stream without a paddle; he felt like he was caught up in a frigging whirlpool of nothingness.

      So he’d done this. Moved. New start, new him – armed with a camera instead of a whisk. Hiding behind the lens.

      It had been his idea. His choice.

      To press the reset button somewhere new, where he wasn’t being watched and judged. He needed space, to be able to breathe. To clean up his act and find a new direction so that he could go back to his parents and say, ‘Look, I’m not a drunken pathetic failure.’

      He felt now like his plan was about to totally fail – backfire. He didn’t feel like he’d got away, he felt stifled. Suffocated. Packing a backpack and heading away from civilisation would have probably been a better idea.

      At least then he wouldn’t have had removal men moaning about the narrow road, spilling his gear all over the road, and some idiot driver nearly taking his left leg off.

      Did it matter though? He probably should have just let her smash it all into little bits – his pathetic attempt at scraping his life back together. She certainly looked like she would have been happy to comply.

      She’d also stared before driving off. That look of recognition that he had got used to identifying. He could do without that. He’d hoped that in his civvies, with slightly longer hair, he’d just be another guy. After all it wasn’t like he was some ‘A’ list celeb, he’d only had a minor spotlight on him for a brief time. The guy next door who had a way with food.

      He looked down the road at the driveway where she’d parked the car. She was clambering out, clutching a bag that was almost as big as she was. Tiny but fierce, like the terrier he’d had as a kid. That dog had not backed down from anything or anybody, even though you could pick her up with one hand. He’d not thought about that dog for years. He’d not thought about anything but food.

      She’d been his best mate – he’d told her all his secrets, kicked a football round with her – until she destroyed it. The thought almost brought a smile to his face. Then he remembered the anger on the woman’s face as she’d driven off.

      Looks like he’d already fucked it up with his neighbours. The story of his life right now. Isn’t that what they said – the higher you go, the further you’ve got to fall?

      Not that he’d ever been in it for glory, it had just been totally all-consuming. He’d wanted to be the best he could be. He’d wanted perfection.

      ‘Where do you want this one, mate? There’s no label.’

      The shout snapped him out of his self-pitying thoughts. He really needed to get a grip. It wasn’t his bloody surroundings; it was something in his screwed-up head that needed to change. This featureless house, this nosy neighbourhood were just a façade. Well, actually, more a farce.

      He stared at the large box, then glared down at the framed menu he’d forgotten was in his hand. His first menu, signed by a handful of chefs he hero-worshipped. ‘Garage,’ he said flatly. ‘Any that haven’t got a label can be dumped in there.’ It wasn’t stuff he was likely to use again, but it had just seemed a waste to chuck it all. ‘Hey, and this.’ He tossed the menu on top of the box, then brushed the palms of his hands against each other and spun on his heel.

      He’d have a garage sale or list it on one of those apps. He simply hadn’t had the energy to do things, just the urge to get away. Start again. And here he was, already annoying the neighbours and making himself stand out.

      He probably should apologise to her. Drop a note through the door or something. Try and make this work. They didn’t have to like each other. Just co-exist, not annoy each other. At heart he’d always wanted to get along with everybody; he hated arguments. Unnecessary friction. Yeah, he’d write a note, or stick a bottle of wine on the doorstep. At one time he’d have cooked – it was his go-to way of making up. Well, his go-to for everything. He liked to feed people. He didn’t cook for the sake of creating something that looked amazing, he cooked for people to enjoy. But that wasn’t an option open these days.

      He wiped his palms down the front of his jeans again – trying to erase the feel of that frame in his hand, the words from his head – then marched into the house, hoping that the men would hurry up and finish unloading so that he could shut his front door and put the kettle on.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/omc-logo-bw.jpg






OEBPS/images/image-233674-fcx-2.jpg
SUE HEATH
L R
2 Secret
Ingredient

| She’s writing

’ ' ¥
one recipe
at a time






