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PROLOGUE 1994
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She was lost.

Valerie pushed through the throng of people hoping to see her mum impatiently jiggling her brother’s pushchair or the worried face of her dad but instead all she could see was the uninterested faces of strangers.

The funfair was packed. Crowds were immense, and the noise was loud. Valerie turned one way and then the other, suddenly not worried about angering her parents but anxious about being left behind.

‘Mum!’ she called, but her voice was lost in all the din of the fair.

She began to walk, bypassing stalls and ignoring their calls to ‘hook a duck’ or ‘shoot the target’. Valerie’s eyes became hot, but she screwed up her mouth. She wasn’t going to cry. Her mum cried. She cried a lot, and it didn’t do any good.

‘Are you lost, sweetheart?’

Valerie looked up at a long-haired man smoking a cigarette. He held out a hand towards her, and she caught a whiff of stale nicotine. She turned from him and ran through the crowd, dodging people and ran until she felt it was safe.

With the thump, thump of the fair behind her, she fell to the grass wondering what she should do, then out of the corner of her eye, she saw the most amazing caravan ever—the sort owned by gipsies of old. Valerie remembered watching a program with her mum. It was all about Romany gipsies and led to an argument about why Valerie couldn’t have a horse. She stood up and squinted towards the caravan. An old woman was sitting on the steps to the caravan’s entrance. 

Valerie headed back towards the funfair and towards the caravan. At her approach, the old woman stood up. 

‘Come in, child and ‘ave your fortune read,’ she said, and Valerie stood and stared up at her.

‘Where’s your horse?’ she asked.

‘’Aving a rest,’ the old woman said and, beckoning Valerie, she moved beyond the beaded curtain.

Tentatively, Valerie climbed the steps. At the top, she parted the strands of beads and peeked inside. It was gloomy and not as pretty inside, as it was out.

The old woman, her mouth empty of teeth, was sitting at a table in front of a crystal ball. She smiled at her. ‘Come on, don’t dilly-dally,’ she said.

‘Are you a witch?’ Valerie asked.

The old woman grinned wider. ‘Of course, but I’m a good witch, and I tells fortunes.’

‘I’ve lost my mum and dad,’ Valerie said, stepping through the beaded curtain finally. It swished closed behind her.

‘I’ll help ya finds them,’ the old woman said and placed her hands on the crystal ball.

Valerie, her eyes wide, joined the woman at the table.

‘Ya future is mapped out already, little one,’ the witch said. ‘How old are ya, child?’

‘Eight,’ she said. ‘You’ll help me find my mum and dad?’ 

‘I sees lots of sadness.’

Valerie looked around for a cauldron and a broomstick.

‘I sees a curse!’

Valerie jumped and turned her attention back to the witch. She was peering hard into the crystal ball, her eyes growing rounder and rounder as she searched for images that Valerie couldn’t see—even though she peered to look.

‘Cursed!’ the witch looked from the ball and straight at Valerie with curious eyes. ‘Well, I nevers,’ she said.

Startled by the intense look the witch was giving her, Valerie fell back in her seat. ‘M-my mum?’ she reminded her.

‘A wicked, wicked curse is following you, child. Everyone ya love wills be taken. You’re cursed, child! Cursed by the Devil!’ 

Valerie jumped to her feet on a squeal, and not caring whether the witch turned her into a frog or not, she ran for the exit.

‘Everyone ya love wills be taken from ya! Death follows ya, child!’ the witch shouted after her.

Valerie flew past another woman about to climb the steps, almost knocking her down, and then raced through the crowds to put as much distance between her and the witch as she could.
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CHAPTER ONE


Valerie
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There was that woman again.

I saw her out of the corner of my eye. She was sitting on the wooden bench looking up at the church and then occasionally over in my direction. I crouched at the graveside, pushing stems of daisies and carnations through the wire holes in the top of the vase.

Crikey, it was cold. I stood up and pulled my gloves back on before stepping back to admire my handiwork. The flowers looked pretty. There was a plaque, but only my brother was buried there, the ashes of my parents had been scattered over the top. I picked up the paper the flowers had been wrapped in and mashed it in my hands.

I could still feel the curious stare of the woman whom I did my best to ignore. Unfortunately, the bin was by the bench where she was sitting, so I kept my head low as I approached.

‘Hello,’ she said.

I nodded, dropped the litter and turned away. I pulled up the collar on my coat, not only to block out this stranger’s inquisitive eyes but because the icy air was stinging my cheeks. I wondered how she could sit for so long without freezing up.

‘I’m Ellen,’ she said. 

I nodded brusquely back, not willing to get into a conversation.

‘November’s turned cold, hasn’t it?’ she said, standing and falling into step beside me. ‘Do you think we’ll have snow? We’ve been lucky with the weather so far, but I think we can safely say that winter has arrived,’ she said. ‘Are you a winter person?’

Not only had she invaded my space, but she was also asking anal questions too. She didn’t bother to wait for an answer, which was good, seeing as I wasn’t going to supply one but prattled on with another question:

‘Who’re you visiting?’ She nodded over to my brother’s grave.

‘Family,’ I said.

‘Close family?’

With the gates in sight, I afforded her a brief glance. ‘Not any longer.’

Her smile waned a little, but I strode forward, hoping to be first through the gates. But it didn’t happen like that, and we ended up locked together between black iron.

She burst into peals of laughter before stepping back and allowing me to exit first. I gave her a no-nonsense smile and stepped through the gates towards my car. The car park was almost empty, so I couldn’t understand why a bright red Mini was parked so close to my car.

I heard Ellen giggling behind me, and I had a horrible feeling that the Mini belonged to her. I beeped my car open, but there was no way I could get access unless it was from the passenger side.

I turned to Ellen. She grinned at me, aimed the keys and bleeped her car. ‘Brilliant things, aren’t they?’ she said.

‘What?’

She jiggled her keys. ‘These beepy things.’

I slammed my bag on the bonnet of my car and glared at her. ‘We are the only cars here so why park so close to mine?’

She stared at me, but much to my chagrin, her smile only got wider. She winked, then circled to the driver’s side of her car where she opened the door and slipped inside. ‘Take care of that blood pressure of yours,’ she said and closed the door.

She drove away, leaving me staring after her.

‘Cheeky bitch,’ I said. I’d seen her before, I remembered. It was summertime, and she had been on that same bench. She’d smiled, but hadn’t attempted to speak that time. 

On a sigh, I climbed into my car and shoved the keys in the ignition. Putting the heating on full pelt, I drove out of the car park. 

Come to think of it, I’d seen her before then too, and I remembered her because she was wearing a bright green raincoat with a huge sunflower on the back. At the time I’d thought how ridiculous it looked—not that I judged people.

Scowling, I came to a stop at a green light. Impatiently, I stabbed at my horn with the heel of my hand and a car at the front of the queue bunny-jumped over the junction. I noticed it was the Mini from the graveyard.

I’ll change my visits from the middle of every month to the end, I thought. That way I’d not encounter the mad old biddy again.

~
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I STEPPED INSIDE THE foyer of my office and, ignoring the lift, I climbed the stairs. It wasn’t that I wanted the exercise, I just didn’t like lifts. I didn’t like most things to be honest: animals, people, modern music, reality TV, to name a few. I liked numbers and data. They were my forte, safe and reliable numbers.

The office block was three storeys. The first floor was taken by one firm, and besides saying ‘hello,’ we never spoke at all. I shared the middle floor with an accountancy firm. I rented the largest office, which had a connecting door to a smaller one. The smaller office was mine, and it overlooked Sallington Park, the other room was for my staff. The top floor was a recruitment agency, whose clients always seemed to be loitering on the stairs. As I approached my office, I heard the steady drone of office banter—all two of them. I’m the manager of a financial advisory brokerage for Sunny Oak. 

I pushed open the door.

‘Mr McFindley has called to cancel tonight’s appointment,’ Tim informed me before I was barely over the threshold, ‘and I’ve chased Tracey Sadark for her previous insurance details. She’s promised to phone them through later this afternoon. I’ve three new appointments booked for tonight, and it’s only eleven o’clock! Oh, and I’ve ordered new stationery from HQ, but there’s going to be a delay on stamps for the new logo.’ He jumped up to give me his list and then proceeded over to the bubbling percolator and poured me a coffee. 

He was Tim the Tireless. At five foot nothing and approaching retirement age, Tim would never walk if he could run.

‘And did you call Darren Yardley like I asked?’ 

‘Of course. Mr Yardley’s going to email over his details.’ He grinned and handed me a cup of steaming coffee that resembled tar—just how I liked it. ‘I’ve arranged an interview with your new assistant for tomorrow afternoon at three.’ He whipped out his notebook. ‘I’ve her details–’

‘Not now, Tim.’ I raised a hand to shut him off. My eyes fell on a pile of customer files still sitting on top of the filing cabinet from yesterday. ‘Paul?’ I said, pointing. ‘Why hasn’t the filing been done?’

‘There isn’t any filing, Miss Anthrope,’ he said. He insisted on calling me by my surname at all times. He’d only recently learned to stop standing when I entered a room, so small mercies. I noticed that he was busy sorting coloured paper clips into little piles of blue, red and pink, on his desk.

‘What’s that then?’ I said, still pointing at the filing.

He peered at me through his owl-framed glasses, and then at the files. ‘Are they for filing?’

‘Yes, Paul,’ I said. ‘They were there yesterday and probably last week, too.’

Paul dived on a coloured paper clip and held it up to the light as if admiring a diamond. ‘An orange paper-clip,’ he said. ‘Now these are unusual.’

‘Tell me again when I can retire him?’ I said to Tim.

‘Leave him to me, Valerie,’ he said.

‘Pleasure.’ Feeling a headache coming on, I left them for my smaller office. Inside, I placed my coffee on my desk, and unbuttoned my coat, but didn’t take it off. I was still cold from the graveyard visit.

I touched the radiator. It was lukewarm. Rubbing my hands together, I gazed out of the window while trying to encourage warmth from the radiator below. I’d meant to bring in my little heater from home but forgot. I must remember for tomorrow. I didn’t want the cold to put off my interviewee. I hadn’t much success with staff. Tim and Paul were seemingly the only ones I could hang on to.

Tim was my sales representative, he was good at selling, or rather, talking. I think people signed on the dotted line just to be rid of him. Paul, a general assistant, wanted to work fewer hours and I thought hiring someone to job-share alongside him would be a good idea, with the added benefit that the new person could be a sort of PA for me. I wanted to concentrate on sales and presentations and leave the general running of the office to someone else.

I vowed to try and be nice in the interview. 

It wouldn’t be easy.
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CHAPTER TWO


Lex
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Lex Kendal strode into the foyer of Ladwick. ‘Mrs Jackson, looking gorgeous as ever!’ he said as he approached the receptionist’s desk. She patted her hair in a sudden fluster as Lex swept by. He bypassed the lifts and took the stairs two at a time to the top floor.

His PA met him at the door to his office. She began to speak, but he interrupted, ‘You’re looking as fresh as a daisy this sunny morning, Clair!’

‘Oh.’ She blushed and glanced down at her yellow cardigan, which she adjusted. ‘You noticed.’

‘Of course, I noticed!’ He grinned, knowing she was wearing yellow because he’d mentioned the colour would suit her. He reached for the handle of his office door.

‘Wait,’ she said. ‘You have a visitor. I couldn’t stop her. She just barged her way in, and I was about to call security.’

Oh no, not another disgruntled ex! He thought Nikki had finally got the message. Even so, security was a bit extreme. ‘Thanks, Clair, I’ll take it from here,’ he said.

‘You sure?’ She looked as though she wasn’t going to move from the doorway but then stepped aside.

Lex pushed open the door, ready for an onslaught of abuse from one of his flings. That’s what he called them because that’s all they were to him. Women used him for his money, so he used them for their...attributes. His soon-to-be ex-wife was a prime example. She had been a gold-digger to the very end, even while seeing other men behind his back. Could he say their marriage ended in a lot of heartache when there hadn’t been any aching of hearts?

Bracing himself, he stepped over the threshold.

His high-backed leather chair spun around.

‘Ellen!’ he said and stood open-mouthed as she lurched towards him for a hug. ‘I thought you were in Ghana. When did you get back?’

‘I’m back for Christmas,’ she said.

Lex, with Ellen still dangling around his neck, turned to his shocked PA. ‘Clair, meet my aunt, Ellen. She’s a missionary worker in far-flung places.’

‘She didn’t say,’ mumbled Clair. ‘I’ll bring coffee, shall I?’

‘That’ll be great,’ he said as Ellen detangled herself from him. He closed the door after Clair and turned back to his aunt. ‘I haven’t seen you since July or thereabouts!’

His aunt was so different from most women. The women he knew liked glamour and spending money on themselves, Ellen loved squalor and giving money away.

‘Does Mum know you’re back?’ he asked, watching as Ellen sank back down in his chair. She looked lost, also dwarfed by the vast window that overlooked the Thames. He perched on the corner of his desk.

Ellen wrinkled her nose. ‘Not yet.’

Lex laughed. His mum disapproved of her younger sister.

‘How’s Gemerald?’ Ellen asked. Gemma was his daughter, the only good thing to come out of his marriage.

‘Our little Gemerald has all grown up.’

‘Doing well in her exams?’

Lex rolled his eyes. ‘She wanted to be a lawyer, but since your last phone call, she now wants to be a missionary worker.’

Ellen beamed.

‘It’s not good, Ellen,’ Lex admonished. ‘I don’t want my daughter in dangerous parts of the world, living on dirt floors.’

‘Hmmm, your words or your mother’s?’

‘You know what I mean, so don’t pretend otherwise.’ He stood to grab the door as he saw Clair’s shadowy figure behind the frosted glass. She entered with a tray of two cappuccinos. She eyed Ellen mistrustfully, but put the tray down without a word, then picked up the little sugar bowl, and raised her eyes meaningfully at Ellen.

‘Oh, that’s all right, dear. We can do that,’ said Ellen.

Clair glanced at Lex, and he said, ‘Put off Marshall, will you? Tell him I’ll reschedule for this afternoon.’

‘I’m not keeping you, am I?’ asked Ellen as Clair left them.

Lex shook his head. ‘Of course not.’ He reached for his coffee and grimaced. ‘She knows I hate these frothy coffees. What’s wrong with regular black coffee? She had me drinking mint coffee the other day. What’s that all about?’

Ellen smiled and stirred in sugar. She looked around his spacious office with its dark panelled walls and walnut desk. ‘Business still doing well?’

‘Plans are underway to build another Ladwick in Dublin. I want a store in every capital of the world before I retire.’

‘Very ambitious,’ said Ellen. ‘Ever take a break?’

‘Live hard and fast is my motto.’

‘Be careful you’re not burnt out before you’re forty.’ She sniffed. ‘The last time I was here, you were happily married, Alex. What happened?’ She and his mother were the only people to call him Alex.

‘We were never “happily married”, Ellen. We stuck it out because of Gem.’

‘Isn’t there a way back for you both?’

He shook his head.

‘Oh, Alex! And you never told me!’

‘There was no point. The marriage was dead a long time ago.’

‘So why end it now?’

‘I didn’t. She left me.’

‘Oh?’

‘You’ve got that look that says “tell me everything, so I can fix it”. Ellen, there’s nothing to fix. She left me, I’m glad. End of.’ He took a sip of coffee before putting it down. ‘It was Gemma who told us to go our separate ways, and I feel absolutely terrible that we were making her that unhappy.’

‘She’s a smart girl.’

‘I know. Gemma’s like you in so many ways.’

‘And are you happy with how things have turned out?’

‘You bet! I’m single, and I intend to enjoy it!’

‘Hmmm.’

‘What d’you mean, “hmmm”?’

‘You’re hurting, Alex, I can see it even if you don’t. What made her leave?’

‘It was a joint decision.’

‘Really?’

Lex shrugged, picking up his coffee. ‘A more exciting man,’ he muttered into the froth.

‘So, what is he? An actor? A pop star?’

‘An American.’

‘Ah,’ said Ellen.

‘He’s a model.’

‘Eww,’ Ellen said, pulling a face. ‘What sort of job is that? And who wants a namby-pamby man in their life?’

‘Fiona, apparently.’ A thought occurred. ‘You’re not back because of me, are you? Christ, Ellen, our split’s been on the cards for years!’

‘That was part of the reason,’ she admitted. ‘The other was because I’ve done what Eddie and I set out to do.’

Lex’s smile died. Eddie was Ellen’s husband and had been dead eighteen years, but everyone knew how much she still grieved. ‘Everything OK?’

She nodded. ‘I sat on Eddie’s bench in the graveyard, and we had a nice chat. He’s in agreement with me that I ought to slow down.’

‘He’ll be proud of you,’ he said. ‘You’ve achieved a huge amount.’

‘Thanks, pet.’ She sipped her coffee as Lex tried to think of something to say. There was nothing like mentioning a departed loved-one to kill a conversation.

‘Let’s just say I want to concentrate on my family for a while. I’ve applied for a job,’ she added.

‘What! Here in this country?’

She nodded. ‘A proper pen to paper job too, or rather fingertips on a keyboard. I’ve applied for a part-time vacancy as a bookkeeper,’ she said proudly.

‘Bookkeeper?’

‘Yep, for Sunny Oak Brokerage. Not too far from here, so I’ll be able to keep my eye on you. The interview is tomorrow.’ She checked her watch. ‘And I have a hair appointment this afternoon. I want to look my best.’

Lex laughed. ‘You’ll not last a week!’

‘I will. If I get the job, that is. The last time I had an interview was back in the sixties for a hospital job.’

‘Hospital? I thought you were a teacher.’

‘I’ve done all sorts of things, Alex,’ she said. ‘You name it, I’ve done it.’

‘Deep-sea diving.’

‘Egypt, two thousand and one.’

He laughed. ‘So why a brokerage? And a bookkeeper? It sounds very dull and regimented compared to what you’re used to.’

‘The boss is very, er, interesting.’

‘Ah.’

‘Ah?’

Lex wagged a finger. ‘You haven’t stopped “helping”, have you? And you’ve your beady sight on your poor unsuspecting boss! Have you ever thought that he mightn’t take kindly to your “helping”?’

‘It’s Miss Anthrope. And she won’t find out.’

‘Misanthrope?’

‘That’s what I said.’

Lex snorted. ‘Misanthrope! Oh, Ellen, I hope that’s not an omen.’
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CHAPTER THREE


Valerie
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Tim popped his head around my office door. ‘Mrs Ellen Semple,’ he said, and stood back.

Surely not? But in she came, all smiles and teeth, the same mad, old woman from the cemetery. Her hands were outstretched as if she wanted to hug me. I was just glad I had a desk as a barrier.

‘What a coincidence,’ she said, and the desk proved no barrier at all because she leaned across to kiss me on either cheek. Not an air-kiss, but a real sloppy smacker on either cheek. Ugh!

‘You know one another?’ asked Tim, looking as shocked as I felt.

‘Not at all,’ I said, determined to put her in her place. ‘Please sit down.’ I indicated the chair I’d pulled up on the other side of my desk. I looked over at Tim. ‘Two coffees, please.’

‘Actually, I prefer tea,’ Ellen said, sitting and pulling off her brightly coloured gloves. She unwound her equally colourful scarf from around her neck. ‘I’m drinking too much coffee today, and it really doesn’t agree with me. You know how it is, too much caffeine and I’m like a cat on a hot tin roof!’

I nodded to Tim, and he left looking smug as if he knew that I’d met my match.

‘Either that or I’m in and out of the loo twenty-four-seven,’ she prattled. ‘Right, let’s get down to business, shall we, dear? Tell me a little about this company. Set it up yourself?’

Blimey. Take over, why don’t you!

‘I’m a broker for Sunny Oak,’ I said, keen to take back control. ‘Tim is a sales rep, and Paul does the admin. I need a part-timer to supplement Paul’s duties and complete the weekly financial reports for head office.’ Ellen’s head was bobbing up and down as I spoke. ‘Your hours will be a couple of days a week, or three mornings or afternoons. I’m flexible.’

Ellen raised an eyebrow as if she doubted my flexibility.

‘What was your previous job?’ I asked.

‘I’m a trained teacher,’ she said. ‘And we, my husband and I, taught English in Ghana and Tanzania. I met him out there. Love at first sight, it was. But when he became ill, we came back to England, and I did various jobs to earn a few pennies. Most fun!’ She lowered her voice and leaned over the desk saying, ‘I worked with a travelling circus once and helped with the elephants!’

She smiled as I sat there, dumbfounded. I think she took my expression as wonderment, and not one of ‘I should call the local care-home and ask if one of their patients is missing’ looks.

‘Anyway, his illness got worse, and I became his carer before he went into a hospice.’ Her face shadowed a bit. ‘After he died, I taught in Malawi—beautiful country, but then I wanted to do something more and so went back to Tanzania and then eventually Ghana and joined with the missionaries. I tried to do my bit in Afghanistan, but the security is dreadful. How can one fulfil duties while being guarded left, right and centre? Honestly, I couldn’t breathe!’

Was she winding me up?

Tim came in with our drinks, walking slowly for a change. ‘Here we go,’ he said cheerfully. Ellen beamed at him.

‘Mrs Semple, tell me why you chose to apply to work here?’ I asked once Tim had left.

‘It’s time I settled down. As I said, I lost my husband eighteen years ago, and I know that probably seems like a long time to you, but to people my age, it’s nothing. Anyway, I realised helping others helped forget my pain, but at the same time it also kept me out of touch with those who need me here.’ She sipped her tea. ‘What a lovely cup of tea. Tetley?’

Huh? ‘Er, probably. I don’t know.’ Recovering my train of thought, I waved an impatient hand. ‘So why apply here?’

‘I’ve done what Eddie and I set out to do. Now I want to have an ordinary job and be a proper aunt to my family. Alex, bless him, has recently split up with his wife, he’s now a single dad, and he’ll want me close. He’s acting as if he’s happy with the situation, but I know my Alex. He’s in pain, the poor love, only he can’t—’

‘Have you filled in an application form?’ I interrupted smoothly, realising she’d have me listening for hours about her dippy nephew’s problems.

She looked baffled for a moment as if wondering why she was sitting there. ‘No, I haven’t. I only saw your ad the other day. Funny how life turns out, isn’t it? I mean, one minute we were having a good old chat in the cemetery and the next I’m working for you!’

‘Not exactly working for me,’ I said and handed her a form.

She took the form and looked around at the desk behind her. It had been intended for use, but in the end, I decided not to share my office. I craved my space and independence.

‘Will that become my desk?’

Not bloody likely. ‘If your application is successful you’ll be working in the other office with Tim and Paul.’

‘Have you had many apply?’

Despite the credit crunch and millions on unemployment benefits my little ad for a part-time bookkeeper had probably provoked the same amount of interest as a market trader flogging fur coats in the desert. ‘Quite a few,’ I lied and made a point of glancing at my watch. ‘In fact, I have another interview soon.’

She stood up and pulled the chair around towards the spare desk. She grabbed my pen and sat looking quite at home as she filled in the form.

‘You needn’t do it here! I, er, I mean why don’t you take it home and bring it back tomorrow. Better still, post it,’ I said.

‘Don’t worry, dear. Won’t take me a tick.’ Her tongue stuck out of the corner of her mouth as she wrote. ‘El-len Sem-ple,’ she said, emphasising each syllable. She carried on, repeating what she was writing and didn’t stop until she got to the end, by which time my jaw was aching from gritting my teeth.

She handed me the form with a flourish. ‘All done.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. I didn’t bother to look at the form; it was going in the bin as soon as Ellen had left. I rose and went to open the door. ‘Tim,’ I called. ‘Please, show Mrs Semple out.’

‘Oh, call me Ellen,’ she said. She wrapped her scarf around her neck and grinned at Tim as he appeared at her side. ‘How many interviews have you lined up for this job?’

‘None,’ Tim said, shaking his head.

Ellen glanced at me, all bright smiles and twinkling eyes. What on earth did she have to be so happy about? But something strange happened to me. I felt guilty. Yep, me. I don’t do guilt. Not normally. Not before today anyway.

‘I, er, hadn’t had much luck lately with employees,’ I said. Now, why had I told her that?

‘Until now,’ she said. Her eyes fell on Paul, and she strode over and introduced herself. He jumped up, wiped his hands down his patterned jumper, and shook Ellen’s hand.

‘Lovely to meet you,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the team.’

‘Er, it hasn’t been decided yet,’ I said.

He looked at me blankly. ‘Hasn’t it?’

I couldn’t help but notice the pile of filing was higher now than it had been yesterday. My head was beginning to pound.

‘I think I’ll like working here. I can start straight away,’ Ellen said, looking at me pointedly. ‘You can’t have these lovely men all to yourself, you know.’

Oh, good grief!

Paul coloured and began muttering about how he was happily married. He was so embarrassed he nudged the table and upset his little piles of coloured paper clips.

‘I shall look at your application and get back to you.’

‘After you’ve interviewed everybody else, I suppose?’ she said.

‘I’m sure there’ll be more enquiries soon.’

‘How long has the ad been in the paper?’

‘A couple of weeks,’ Tim said. ‘And we haven’t heard a thing, have we, Paul? Mind you,’ he paused to pull out his notebook, ‘Mr Patel came last week, and Valerie said he could start this Monday, but he never turned up—’

‘Thanks, Tim,’ I said. ‘The stationery cupboard needs tidying.’

Ellen laughed, and finally, she was gone. I felt mentally drained. ‘Make me a fresh coffee, Paul,’ I said and plonked myself back at my desk.

Her application was in front of me. Under ‘first name’ she’d written ‘Fairy’ and surname ‘Godmother’. Very flipping funny. I balled the form and tossed it towards the bin just as my door opened and Tim entered. The paper hit him squarely in the face.

My apology vanished on my lips as I noticed Ellen behind him. She squeezed passed, eyed the screwed up form, and then looked at me. ‘You’re perfect,’ she declared. ‘I mean,’ she added with a little giggle, ‘this job is perfect. Do reconsider. I’m extremely good with figures.’

‘You came back to tell me this?’

She nodded towards my desk. ‘My gloves,’ she said.

I looked to see a colourful pair of woollen gloves on my desk. How could I have missed them! I grabbed them and handed them over to her, then followed her to the door, more to make sure she’d left for good this time.

I felt Tim looking at me as the door banged behind her. ‘She’s a whirlwind, isn’t she?’

That coming from him?

‘But we’re desperate, Valerie. The workload is too much for the pair of us.’ His eyes wandered over to Paul, and he said in a lowered voice, ‘He’s finding it difficult to manage as it is. His Milly wants him to slow down.’

‘If he slows any more, he’ll be dead,’ I said.

‘Why not give her a trial?’ Tim suggested. He handed me her smoothed application form he’d flattened out. I glared from the form in his hands back to him. He looked back unashamed. ‘You’re working far too hard, Valerie. And I also think she’ll be good for you. She’s,’ he pulled a face as he thought of a word to describe her, ‘colourful.’

‘So is vomit.’ 

Tim just smiled at me in that way someone would do when indulging a child. On reflection, that’s how he smiled at me most days!

I sat at my desk and mulled over my terrible Friday morning. The weekend could only get better, I thought.
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CHAPTER FOUR


Lex


[image: ]


Lex cradled the phone between ear and shoulder as he prepared dinner.

‘What time shall I come round tonight?’ said Ellen in his ear.

The potato he was chopping shot off the worktop and onto the floor. Lex cursed.

‘Thought it was all arranged!’

‘Sorry, Ellen, I didn’t mean you. I’m cooking and well, anyway, yep, still on.’ He’d invited Ellen around for a reunion dinner. It wasn’t as dramatic as it sounded. Ellen was often away for several months at a time, and it was Gemma who insisted on the “reunion dinner” each time her great aunt was back in the country. ‘My mum and dad will be here for...’ he glanced at the clock ‘...seven. Come when you like.’

‘And what can I bring?’

‘Just yourself, Ellen,’ he said, knowing that she wouldn’t turn up without a basket full of goodies.

She was silent a moment, then said, ‘I want to ask for a favour when I see you.’

‘Sure, Ellen. Anything.’ Lex was surprised. Ellen never asked for favours. It was usually her doing the giving. ‘You’re not in any kind of trouble, are you?’

She laughed loudly down the phone. ‘Oh, Alex, you are a one.’

‘Am I? Is that a “no” then?’

‘A definite “no”. It’s just a tiny favour, that’s all. Nothing major.’

‘Ellen, of course, I’ll help. You name it–’

‘Don’t agree just yet, but it is just a teensy favour.’

Lex was amused. This “favour” was getting smaller by the minute! ‘Ask me now,’ he said.

‘You remember my new job?’

‘The Velma Anthrope bookkeeper job? Yep, I remember. Did you get it?’

‘I will,’ she said confidently. ‘Anyway, the name’s Valerie, and she needs my help.’

‘I’m intrigued.’

‘I’ll tell you later,’ she said. ‘Now, red or white?’

‘Pardon?’

‘The wine?’

‘Oh, er, red... but we have it covered. Just bring your lovely self.’

‘Flattery will get you absolutely everywhere, my boy.’

He put the phone down and continued to chop up the last of the potatoes for a shepherd’s pie. He had been tempted to buy something and pass it off as his own, but Gemma wanted to cook, and so here he was, chopping under her instruction while she ‘got herself ready’.

He thought of Ellen’s phone call and wondered what the favour would consist of. He also wondered about the type of woman Valerie Anthrope was and why Ellen wanted to help her so much. She had a thriving business by the sound of it and lived in a popular city, hardly a starving refugee or a victim of a natural disaster somewhere in Ghana.

Gemma came down wearing a tight purple dress under a chequered purple and black waistcoat. Her face was heavily made-up as usual, and her hair was newly tinted with purple streaks.

‘You look, er, nice,’ he said, throwing the last of the potatoes in the pan and setting them to boil.

Gemma took the casserole dish out of the oven and lifted the lid on the bubbling mincemeat. She eyed him critically and said, ‘You can go and get ready now.’

Lex looked down at himself. He had changed from his work suit into jeans and a short-sleeved shirt.

‘Gemma, this is Auntie Ellen and your gran and granddad, not royalty!’

Gemma put the chopped vegetables into the meat, stirred and replaced the lid. ‘Did you season?’

‘Just as you told me,’ he said.

‘Add the chopped tomatoes?’

‘Yep.’

‘Chilli?’ she asked wickedly.

Lex laughed. ‘A little.’

Gemma giggled. ‘Who said shepherd’s pie had to be bland, eh?’

~
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IN HIS BEDROOM, LEX surveyed the suit Gemma had laid out on his bed and smiled. She’d grown up almost instantly since Fiona filed for divorce; it was a shame that she had to be a casualty in the fallout, yet it was she who was worried about him. 

She thought he was pining for Fiona and didn’t realise their split had been coming for years.

He peeled off his shirt and picked up the white one Gemma had selected for him. The navy tie slipped off the bed, and Lex picked it up. She was kidding, wasn’t she? It was a family dinner. Shepherd’s pie, for heaven’s sake! Nobody dressed up for shepherd’s pie.

‘Dad!’

‘Just changing,’ he yelled back.

‘Just checking.’

Lex chuckled and swapped his jeans for the black suit. He supposed he became too wrapped up in the family business, and that’s why Fiona had her first affair. And he, being young and angry, had an affair back out of spite.

Love, he thought, was all a sham anyway.
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CHAPTER FIVE


Valerie
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My house was a modest four-bedroom detached on a corner of a cul-de-sac in North Finchley. A four-foot brick wall surrounded the property, with a mounted trellis and a lethal-looking rambling rose that hid the house from others on the street.

The windows were blinkered by white nets, and on the gate was a BEWARE OF THE DOG sign. I swung my car onto the gravelled driveway and stopped just before the chocolate-coloured garage door. There was no dog, or anyone, to greet me. My house was as quiet and as tidy as I’d left it.

Once inside, I changed into jogging bottoms, sweatshirt and trainers, and after grabbing my iPod, I was soon pounding the pavement with music blaring in my ear. 

I had a few hours until my first appointment of the evening; not that many people booked Saturday evening appointments. Most, unlike me, had family and friends to fill their weekend. Not that I was envious, of course. Friends were superficial, a bit like followers on Twitter, and as for family... well, I could only imagine how claustrophobic that would have been.

I enjoyed running. It wasn’t just the exercise or to reassemble my thoughts or anything like that, it was the sense of freedom it gave me and maybe the sensation that I was moving forward and not stagnating. Somehow, I was afraid I wasn’t achieving all my potential—which was crazy. I had my own property and business, I was young. I had it all.

Shops were already decorated for Christmas, and the twinkling lights shone out into the night. It was a typically busy evening in the suburb. Having lived here all my life, I knew the area almost intimately. 

In front of me, I could see a lone man sitting in the shadows in a shop alcove. Ellen would immediately stop for him, I thought. She’d offer him a hot meal and probably a room for the night.

Why I was thinking of Ellen, I’d never know. I hoped I’d never had to see her again. Crazy lady. I bet she lived on her own with ten cats or something.

‘Spare any change, love?’ the man called as I approached. Thanks to my iPod, I didn’t hear him, but I guessed his words as he held out a grubby hand. I moved around him and didn’t give him a second thought.

I reached my front garden, which was full of winter pansies and shrubs. Gardening was my pleasure. I loved it, and it showed in my front and rear gardens, I’m not too modest to admit. 

On reaching my door, I tugged out my earpiece and thought I heard a faint noise. It sounded like a cross between a squeak and a baby cry. I looked, but the street was empty. Shrugging, I let myself in.

I showered and fixed myself a quick snack. I had no preparation for tonight’s appointments other than check I had all the necessary paperwork. 

I flung my briefcase on the back seat of my car, and as I was about to climb behind the wheel, I heard the soft cry again. I looked towards my winter shrubs where I thought I heard it but could see nothing. But it was dark, and unless I went back for a torch, which would make me late, I wouldn’t be able to see anything anyway.

Shrugging, I continued behind the wheel and reversed out of my driveway.
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CHAPTER SIX


Lex
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Lex was stacking the dishwasher as Ellen rinsed them under the tap. Gemma was entertaining her grandparents on the piano at Lex’s request so he could speak to Ellen alone.

‘Now, what’s all this about a favour?’ he asked.

She handed him a plate. ‘It’s Valerie Anthrope. She has the worries of the world on her shoulders, poor thing. I’ve seen her a few times at the cemetery–’

‘She’s a ghost? Ellen, you want a priest, not me.’

‘Oh, shut up. Valerie’s lost her family and seems so lonely. And her business isn’t doing well by the look of things, no friends or family to help her.’ She ended with a deep sigh, shaking her head sadly.

‘You want me to adopt her?’

‘No–’

‘Marry her?’

‘Alex!’

‘Sorry.’ He placed a dishwashing tablet in the soap dispenser and closed the door. ‘But what can I do?’

‘Offer her work.’

‘She has a job.’

Ellen tutted. ‘Buy insurance off her or something.’

Lex stared levelly at her for a long moment; she stared back at him. ‘Ellen, I’m building up my own business. I can’t afford to take out insurance that I don’t need.’

‘I thought the business was doing well.’

‘It is, but it won’t continue to do so well if I buy insurance I don’t need.’

‘I’m sure you can think of something else. Please, Alex. I really like her, and she’s crying out for help. It needn’t have anything to do with Ladwick,’ she continued, ‘it could be personal. Do you have a pension?’

‘Of course, I do!’ He almost laughed then. ‘We have our own set of accountants for all that sort of thing. What would they say if I suddenly decided to—Ellen! Stop looking at me like that.’

‘Remember when you took your dad’s car without permission after you passed your test, hmm? Remember how I took the blame when you drove it into the ditch?’

‘Ellen... that’s not fair–’

‘And remember when you got brought home by the police for digging up the neighbours’ rose bushes and trying to sell them at the market?’ She jerked her head in the direction of his parents. Gemma was playing “Abide with Me”, and Henry was singing along. ‘I pretended to be your mum, and to this day, neither of them has found out.’

Lex opened his mouth to speak, but Ellen wasn’t finished.

‘And what about the time you tied little Jonny up and left him in the stock cupboard at school because he was Joseph in the nativity instead of you?’

Lex wagged a finger. ‘That was different. Kelly Jenkins was Mary and the best looking girl in the school.’

‘I was the one who dried your tears and insisted to the teachers—and Jonny’s mother—that you and he were playing cops and robbers and it wasn’t malicious at all.’

‘Ellen,’ Lex groaned. ‘I was seven years old.’

‘Corfu?’ she said.

Lex reddened. ‘OK, we’ll leave it there now. I’ll arrange something with this Misanthrope woman. Just give me a few days.’
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Valerie
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Out of two of my clients, I expected to have one sign for a remortgage, and so was extra pleased to have the other sign for the Sunny Oak life insurance too. My horrible week felt almost cancelled out.

It was 10.30 p.m. when I pulled into my street. My front lights swept my drive as I pulled in and briefly lit the front garden. In that flash, I noticed something on my lawn. I peered through the windscreen and spotted something lying on the grass. I immediately thought the neighbour’s cat had left a rat and shuddered.

I climbed out, and gingerly approached the ‘rat’. It moved and squeaked as it felt my approach. But it wasn’t a rat.

It was a kitten.

I sank to my knees and gently scooped up the animal. It looked as though it’d been in a fight, maybe ravaged by a fox. I held it against my chest, trying to allow my body heat to seep into its cold form, then rose and went towards my house, kicking closed my car door as I did so. 

I fumbled to open my front door, and once inside, I placed the cat in front of the gas fire in the living room. I lit the gas and stood looking down at the animal.

Obviously, I’d have to get it to a vet, and soon. To call a vet out this time of night would cost a small fortune—not that I
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