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You can get a free Christmas novella by joining my reader mailing list. Details are at the end of the book. ☺
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Chapter 1 
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Olivia followed her best friend Tom into the bar. She stepped out of the way to allow the wave of backslapping and hand-shaking as the guys swarmed around him, to congratulate him or tease him, sometimes both at the same time. Apart from the bride-to-be’s brother, Marshall, and a few guys from school, Olivia didn’t really know any of the men there. It didn’t bother her. She was there to make sure Tom had a great stag do.

It was a few moments before Tom turned around. Someone had already given him a set of comedy plastic boobs to go over his ‘STAG’ T-shirt. “What’s the plan, Og?”

“Pub crawl,” said Olivia. She pulled a list out of her jeans pocket. “Twenty-six letters of the alphabet, twenty-six pubs. A drink in each.” She waved the paper under his nose. “So, best make a start, eh?” She moved towards the bar.

“Wait a minute, she can’t be part of the stag party,” said a voice. 

Olivia stopped and turned slowly. She knew better than to spin around too fast in these heels. When dealing with loud, plummy voices, it didn’t do to fall over. The owner of the voice was a stocky bloke who had the particular clean-cut look of a public school educated man. That figured. It went with the accent.

“This is Og,” said Tom, putting an arm around her shoulders. “She’s my best man. Og, this is Ralph.”

Ah. Ralph. From Tom’s work. The chap standing next to him, looking amused was probably the other one from work then. Tom had mentioned them both.

“She can’t be your best man,” Ralph pointed out, with exaggerated patience. “She’s a girl.”

Olivia glanced at Tom and gave a minute shake of her head. Having Tom jump in and defend her wasn’t a great start to a stag night.

“Yes, I’m a girl,” she said, giving Ralph a quick grin. “And I am also doing best man duty at his wedding. So I get to both arrange and go on the stag night. Tom’s okay with that, so I hope you can deal with it too.”

Ralph didn’t look like he could deal with it. The man who had been standing next to him stepped forward and shook Olivia’s hand. “I’m Will,” he said. “You have to excuse Ralph. He’s had a couple already.” His eyes sparkled at her. “I’m sure he didn’t mean any offence.” 

Now this was more like it. “None taken.” A quick glance told her that Will looked promising. She was the only girl on a stag night. She was in for a ton of fun. She turned to Tom. “Okay, let’s get this party started.”

By the time they got as far as K (The King’s Arms), Ralph was getting really irritating. 

“So, you and Tom,” he said, gesturing drunkenly at them. “You’re best mates?”

“Yes. Known her since I was ... sho big?” Tom held his hand down to around knee height. He grabbed a table to steady himself.

“You must have had a thing at some point, eh?”

Tom shook his head. “Nope.”

“What never?”

Olivia stepped in. “Never.”

“Seriously?” God, this guy didn’t give up.

Olivia looked at Tom. She was fond of him, but no matter how old they got, she always thought of him as the kid with the scratty knees that she’d played with. Objectively, Tom was hot. But ... well, he was Tom. 

“I suppose there was that time at Liam Dennison’s sixteenth ...” she said, grinning. “Remember, Tom?”

Tom crossed his legs. “Oh yeah.”

Everyone leaned forward. Ralph actually licked his lips. “What happened?”

Olivia leaned forward too. “Tom got very drunk and he made a pass at me.”

“See. I knew it!” Ralph’s eyes gleamed with triumph. 

“And she kneed me in the balls,” said Tom. “So, if Stevie and I can’t have kids, it’ll all be your fault.”

“Kids? Stevie isn’t getting broody already?” Olivia elbowed him in the ribs. Tom’s fiancée Stevie was only twenty-three and was pretty much a baby herself, as far as Olivia was concerned. “Fast work.” 

“Sod off,” said Tom, good-naturedly. 

“I think,” said Will-the-fit-one-from-Tom’s-work, “it’s time to move to the next pub.”

Marshall, Tom’s brother-in-law to be stood up. “Speaking of babies, I’d better head back.” He checked his watch. “There’s a train in ten minutes.”

“Oh, okay, sure,” said Olivia. Marshall’s wife had just had a baby. The poor man looked exhausted. “Thanks for coming.” She nudged Tom in ribs.

“Yesh,” said Tom. “Babies eh? Hard task masters.”

Marshall smiled. “Wouldn’t have it any other way.” He shook hands with Tom. “I’ll see you at the wedding, Tom. Have a great evening.”

As she watched Marshall duck of the pub, Olivia tried to imagine Tom leaving a pub crawl early to go change nappies. Nope. Couldn’t see it. Not at all.
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“But, old chap, you can’t have a best man who’s a woman.” They were now in The Mitre and Ralph was leaning on his elbows, across the table from Tom. His face was blotchy red and his eyes were unnaturally wide. 

Olivia watched from the bar. “Is he always this irritating?” she said to Will, who was standing next to her. He had been spending longer and longer with her at each pub. She knew, without a doubt, that she could take him home with her if she’d wanted to. They were both staying at Tom’s mum’s B&B, so it would be easy enough.

Will nodded. “Sometimes worse.”

“Ugh.”

Ralph was still talking, his plummy voice seemed to get louder the more he had to drink. “But she’s a girl. Best man is a man’s job. Sez in the title. A girl can’t do a man’s job.” He waved an arm in Olivia’s general direction. “Look at her. She’s got tits and everything.”

“Right,” said Olivia. “I’ve had enough of this.” She turned to the barman. “Can I have two pints and two whiskey chasers, please?”

“What are you doing?” said Will. Like Olivia, he had been pacing himself. They were probably the only two more or less sober people in the group. 

“He’s so adamant that I’m inferior because I’m a girl,” said Olivia. “We’ll see about that.”

Will eyed her doubtfully. “Are you sure about this? He’s pretty big and you’re ...”

“What? Just a girl?” 

“I was going to say, svelte,” he protested. 

“Svelte?” She smiled.

“See, not just a girl.” His eyes met hers. “Never that.”

Yep. He was definitely up for it. Olivia paid the barman for the drinks. “Help me carry them over, Will, please.”

“Right, Mr Big Mouth.” Olivia plonked the pint glass and chaser in front of Ralph. “I challenge you to a downing competition. If you win, I will go home and leave you lads to your willy-waggling.”

Ralph grinned. “Easy.”

“If I win,” Olivia leaned closer, her eyes narrowed, “you shut up for the rest of the night and have to wear your trousers tied around your shoulders like a sweater.” She straightened back up and nodded to Will as he put her pint and chaser down on the table in front of her. “You okay with that?”

Ralph shrugged. “Whatever, little lady.”

Olivia glanced at Tom, whose shoulders were already starting to shake. She hoped he would contain the fit of giggles until after she’d beaten Ralph.

“We need a better forfeit if you lose,” said Ralph. “You have to take your trousers off and walk around in your panties.”

All eyes went to Olivia. “Whatever,” she said. 

Ralph hesitated. Alarm bells must have started to ring in that pathetic excuse for a brain. “I mean, you don’t have to—”

Olivia picked up her pint. “Look, sister. Are we talking? Or drinking?”

They had attracted the attention of the rest of the pub now. A chant of “Down it, down it” rose around them. Ralph stood up and glared at Olivia. She stood her ground and smiled at him. They picked up their pints, clinked them together and started to drink.

Olivia downed her pint and as soon as she’d put it down, someone handed her the shot glass. She screwed her eyes shut and gulped it down. It flamed down her tired throat and sent a shudder through the length of her body. When the pain subsided, she opened her eyes to see Ralph gaping at her. The pint glass in his hand had about half an inch of beer left in it. The shot glass was still on the table in front of him. 

A cheer burst through the pub. The alcohol hit her blood stream and made her sway. Someone put their hands on her waist to steady her. A glance over her shoulder showed her it was Will-the-fit-one. Oh good.

Tom gave a whoop of laughter. “You’ve been trousered!” He pointed at Ralph, who had now turned bright red. “Off.”

The rest of the pub took up the chant. Olivia smiled. She wasn’t interested in Ralph any more. She was having far too much fun leaning backwards and enjoying the sensation of Will’s arms around her.
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Chapter 2
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Walter stepped out of the airport and turned his phone on. It beeped as it reconnected with the UK mobile phone network. He checked his messages almost by reflex. There was a message from his ex-wife. Frowning, he opened it.


Charlotte: Helo Daddy

Its Emily her. Mummy sais your comin home. That is gud. I mised you.

Emily

Luv xxx xxxxxxcxxx



Ah. The message wasn’t from Charlotte, but from their daughter. Seeing her was the best thing about being back in country. He quickly texted Charlotte to remind her to bring Emily round to see him and strode out to find a taxi. It was just after midnight now. With luck, he could get home and grab a few hours’ sleep before the morning.
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Olivia couldn’t sleep. The longer she lay there, the more elusive it seemed to be. She turned her phone on and looked again at the messages from Will.


Will: Hi. Was fun the other night. Never kissed a best man before ;-). Want to do dinner on Thursday? Will.



Olivia: Can’t say the same myself. Friday would be better. When and where? 



Will: How about I come and pick you up around 8pm on Friday? Just send me your postcode and I’ll come find you.




She turned the screen back off and put the phone away, face down. 

Will was fun. She smiled. Lots of fun. She hadn’t expected to hear from him again. A drunken fumble after a stag do didn’t usually lead to anything. But there it was, a message from him. That was all good.

It had been some time since she’d met a man she actually wanted to date. Most of the men in her life were guys she met on holiday. Short, sweet flings that fitted into days of water sport or skiing. None of them had swept her off her feet or made her feel inclined to settle down to a life of monotony and domestic servitude. 

She sighed. Clearly, she wasn’t going to fall asleep. She rolled out of bed and pulled on a pair of socks so that she could walk to the kitchen. Olivia rented the downstairs rooms of a larger house. She had a living room and a bedroom with a tiny en suite bathroom, and access to the galley kitchen at the back. While she could lock herself into her two rooms, in order to get to the kitchen she had to use the shared main hallway, which had the front door at one end, and the galley kitchen, with a door leading into the garden at the other. Sharing the hallway wasn’t a problem at the moment, since there was nobody living upstairs. Mrs Hanborough had mentioned that her son, who owned the house, was away “on a research trip”. When he returned, Olivia just hoped he didn’t disturb her. She worked hard so she deserved her sleep during the week. 

After years of cramped shared apartments, the luxury of being able to live in a real house, with not one, but two rooms and a clean kitchen, was still wonderful. Because of the weird kitchen arrangement, these rooms had been a bargain, by London standards, and with her new job in the legal department of one of the top management consultancy firms, she’d decided to treat herself. 

The house was one of those tall Georgian ones and the tiled hallway floor was cold underfoot, even with socks on. She didn’t bother turning on the light. It wasn’t fully dark in the house – it was never fully dark anywhere in London as far as she knew. She got herself a pint glass of water, had a brief debate with herself before deciding against toast. She was part way back to her bedroom when she heard a scratching noise coming from the front door. 

Olivia froze and peered towards the old-fashioned door. Definitely someone trying the lock. Her whole body tensed. What should she do?

She ducked into her room and grabbed her phone. She unlocked it and dashed back out to the corridor, her thumb hovering over the number 9, in case she needed emergency services. She took another look and started in horror. The lock went clunk and the door opened.

She punched the light switch and took a photo of the burglar. “Get out! I’m calling the police!” she shouted.

A tall, hairy man in a waterproof jacket jerked backward as the flash blinded him. He squinted back at her. “Who the hell are you?” he said.

“I’ve got your photo. They’ll be able to identify you,” said Olivia, punching the numbers without taking her eyes off him. “Hello. Police, please. I want to—”

“Wait!” said the man. “I’m Walter Hanborough. This is my house.”

Olivia stopped talking. Hanborough? She stared and noticed the key he was pulling out of the lock. Burglars didn’t often carry keys to houses, did they?

The voice on the line said, “Are you still there, caller? Hello?”

“Um ... false alarm, I think. Sorry. I thought there was a burglar but he might not be one,” Olivia said, and hung up before the woman could say anything else. “You’re Mrs Hanborough’s son?” She pointed the phone at him, like it was a weapon.

“Yes.” The man pulled an enormous rucksack into the house and kicked the door behind him. He looked dressed for hiking, in waterproof and jeans. “Who are you?” He looked her up and down. He seemed more puzzled than angry.

“I live here.” Suddenly, she was very aware that she was wearing only a large T-shirt and a pair of socks. “Er ... I’m Olivia. I live ...” She pointed to her room. “Here.”

He rolled his eyes. “She let the rooms out. Well, she could have told me!” He took a step forward and held out a hand. “I’m Walter. I’m sorry I gave you a fright. If I’d known that we had a new tenant, I would have let you know I was coming back.” 

Olivia came forward and shook his hand. She took a couple of steps backward and resisted the urge to pull the hem on her T-shirt further down her thighs. “Right. Well. No problem.”

Walter hefted his bag onto his shoulder. “I guess I’d better go upstairs.” His eyes twinkled at her from behind round spectacles. He must have been smiling, although it was hard to tell with all that hair. There were brown curls all over the place – beard, sideburns, the lot. “I’ll come and introduce myself properly in the morning. I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

Olivia nodded. 

Walter locked the door again and started up the stairs. She gratefully backed away into her room and shut the door. And locked it, just in case.

Lying back in her bed, she listened to the tread of Walter moving around upstairs. She could follow his progress around his flat from the sound. She had been the only occupant in the house for a month now and it was strange knowing that someone else was there too. Still, no point worrying about it. She’d have to deal with Walter tomorrow. After work.
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From: Walter Hanborough

To: Lawrence Crofton

Subject: Arachnids

Attachment: spider.jpeg

I come home after 8 weeks on a boat. All I wanted was to have a shower and get into my own bed. Look what was waiting for me! What a monster.
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Olivia was just drifting off when there was a knock on the door. This time, she remembered to pull on her dressing gown before answering it. Walter stood outside. He had removed his waterproof and was now in jeans and a shirt that wasn’t tucked in. It made him look considerably less threatening. His hair and beard were still there though, so he didn’t look any less mad.

“What?” said Olivia, keeping firmly behind the door.

Walter rubbed the back of his head in what might have been an embarrassed way. “Sorry to bother you, but ... er ... are you any good with spiders?”

She stared at him, confused. “Spiders?”

“It’s just that there’s a huge one on the shower curtain and I really want to use the shower, you see ... and ...” 

“It’s three in the morning and you want me to come and evict a spider for you?” For the second time in half an hour, she reassessed him. He’d gone from burglar to peculiar neighbour to ... freaking nutcase.

“Yes, please. If you don’t mind. Otherwise, I suppose I could get the Hoover out.” He looked thoughtful. “Although, I don’t want to kill it as such, just get it out of my house.”

She glared at him some more, expecting him to wither underneath the force of it. He just stood there looking expectantly at her. A bloke asking a girl to remove a spider for him should be cringing with embarrassment. What was wrong with this guy?

“Please?” he said. “I’ve been travelling for the last twenty-six hours and I really, really, REALLY want to have a shower and just fall into bed. Pleeease?”

She sighed. “Fine.” 

He shuffled backwards to give her room to lock the door. “Thank you. I know it seems strange, but I really am terrified of the buggers. I’m getting better though. It used to take me ages to be able to move again after I freeze. I managed it in under a minute this time.”

“You know they can’t hurt you.”

“I know. Irrational phobia though, you see.”

“They’re more scared of you than you are of them.” She let him go past so that she was following him up the stairs.

“That’s a rational argument. Irrational phobia, remember,” he said over his shoulder. 

Olivia rolled her eyes. 

The door to the upstairs flat was open. Olivia had never been up there before. She followed Walter into a spacious room decorated in shades of beige. The only colour was from framed photos on the wall. Walter’s backpack and waterproof jacket was a splash of dark on the floor as though he’d just dumped them there.

“It’s in here.” Walter pointed to the bathroom door, also wide open. He held out a plastic mixing bowl. 

Olivia looked at it. “Haven’t you got a pint glass or something?”

“It’s too big for a pint glass.” He pushed the bowl towards her again. She glared, hoping it conveyed the right mix of scepticism and annoyance.

He sighed. “Fine.” He went to the kitchenette and returned with a pint glass. 

Glass in hand, Olivia entered the small bathroom. And stopped. On the shower curtain was the biggest, blackest spider she had ever seen. She looked at the pint glass in her hand. Walter might have been right. She glanced over her shoulder. He was standing in the middle of the living room, looking uneasy. Oh well, couldn’t back out now.

There was no way she was going to trap it while it was still on the shower curtain. She moved side on to the bath and snapped the shower curtain to dislodge it. It landed on the floor with an audible thump. Olivia lunged at it. The pint glass came down millimetres away from it. The spider scuttled out, moving fast. Heading straight towards Walter.

Walter yelped and threw the bowl at it before leaping onto the sofa. Against all probability, the bowl landed face down on the spider. It paused a moment, then started to run around the bowl, its feet tapping against the plastic.

“Woah, well done,” said Olivia. She looked around for something to slip under the bowl. It took her a few minutes to fiddle around with sliding a small magazine under it to get the creature trapped in the bowl. She took it over to the open window and threw it out. It disappeared into the darkness outside and she hoped it wouldn’t just find a way to get straight back in. Shutting the window, she drew the curtain, feeling slightly shaken. She didn’t mind evicting spiders, but that was a particularly huge one. She turned around, rubbing her arms to get rid of the crawly sensation.

Walter slowly sat down on the sofa. He had gone waxy pale underneath all the hair. His breathing was shallow and fast. 

All thoughts of teasing him vanished. He looked like he was going to pass out. “You okay?” she said.

He nodded, too quickly. He stared at the floor for a few seconds then rubbed his hands over his face. “Yes. Yes. I’m okay. Thank you.” His voice was still shaky. He looked up and his eyes met hers. “Thank you.”

“Wow. You really are proper phobic, aren’t you?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Kinda embarrassing, really.”

“Can’t you do something about it? I don’t know – hypnotherapy or psychiatry or something?”

“Tried that. I even tried CBT, didn’t work.” He shrugged. “It could be worse.”

“Yes? How?”

“I could be afraid of water. Or zips. Or toast.”

She gave him a small smile. If he was able to make silly jokes, he must be feeling better. She glanced around the room and failed to spot any other obvious spiders. Suddenly, a yawn pulled at her jaw. Sleep, which had been evading her for so long, was now insistently demanding her attention. She fought to stifle the yawn and failed. “Well. If that’s everything, I shall go back to bed.”

“Thank you,” he said again, his voice back to normal now. “I’m sorry I got you out of bed at this godforsaken hour.” He frowned. “What time is it? That’s stopped.” He nodded towards a wall clock in the kitchen. 

“Just gone three a.m.” She headed for the door.

“Shit. I’m really sorry. I didn’t realise.” He followed her to the door. 

She shrugged. “It’s the weekend.” She headed down the stairs without looking back. Behind her, the very hairy, very arachnophobic man shut the door. She shook her head. What a weirdo.
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Lawrence: What the hell did you send me a photo of that spider for? I nearly had a heart attack when I opened it. 

What is wrong with you, man?!



Walter: I had to record that one. What a monster. The girl from downstairs (can’t remember her name) threw it out the window. I bet there’s a crater on the concrete outside where it landed. 



Lawrence: Girl from downstairs??? I thought the hippy bloke with the weird haircut lived downstairs.



Walter: Oh, Phil? He moved out. Mum said she’d look after the place while I was away. Turns out she’s let downstairs out again and forgotten to tell me. The new girl – Olivia (just spotted the paperwork that Mum’s left for me) – seems nice. Not scared of evicting a spider, which is handy. 



Lawrence: Is she attractive? And are you coming into work today? 



Walter: Yes. 



Lawrence: Yes to which question?



Walter: Both. I’m coming into work today and she is attractive. A little scary in some ways, but very attractive. She’s got short spiky hair which should look butch, but doesn’t. 

I’ll be in around 11. Need to get a haircut.
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Walter: Charlotte, can I come round and see Emily tonight?



Charlotte: No. She has dance tonight. I will bring her round to you tomorrow night, as per our arrangement.



Walter: Fine. I will call her this evening. After 6.45.
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Chapter 3
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“Arms out, please.”

Olivia was standing on a small stool in Ruchi’s sewing room. When they’d first left university, Ruchika had been as driven a lawyer as Olivia, until she’d swapped the stress of working in the city for the stress of being a stay at home mum instead. Now that the children were in school most of the day, Ruchi had started doing clothing alterations. What had started out as a hobby had turned into a small source of income for her because people like clothes that fit properly and not many people knew how to hem.

At the moment, Ruchi was busy altering a man’s morning suit to fit Olivia. “I’ve got to say, Og, this is the most fun I’ve had in ages. I usually have to do boring things like taking up sleeves and hemming trousers. This is much more interesting.” She fussed around, swiftly tethering pinches of fabric. “I can’t believe you found a second hand suit that matched Tom’s.”

“It was the other way around, actually. They were selling this one off because of the stain on the side and Tom was so tickled by the idea of me wearing a morning suit, that he hired one to match.”

“The stain will disappear once I’ve taken it in a bit.” Ruchi mumbled through one side of her mouth, the other side clamped down on some pins. “What are you going to do with it afterwards?”

Olivia shrugged and got an annoyed “tsch” from her friend. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll probably wear it.”

“Lift your arms above your head.” More tugging and pinning. “You could always wear it with a slip dress that was about the same length as the coat tails.”

“That’s a good idea. At least I can be sure that there won’t be anyone else wearing the same thing.”

There was a sort of intense silence as Ruchi scribbled things down in her notebook. 

“Okay, you can come down now,” she said.

Olivia stepped off the stool and removed the jacket, careful not to stick any of the pins into herself. She placed it over the back of Ruchi’s sewing chair.

“I’ll have that ready for you in a couple of weeks,” said Ruchi. “Have you got time for a cuppa? Tony and the kids won’t be back for another forty minutes or so ...”

“Sure, why not.” 

They ended up sitting in the kitchen, where all visits to Ruchi’s house always seemed to end up. 

“This is nice,” said Ruchi as she searched a high cupboard for biscuits that she’d hidden from the children. “I don’t often get to talk about things that aren’t related to sewing or the kids.”

“Yeah, because I have such interesting topics of conversation.” Olivia flicked through a Sunday supplement that had been left on the table. “So, what do you want to talk about?” She spotted an article on film and skimmed through it. “Says here that Harry Potter failed the Bechdel test. Want to talk about that?”

“Hmm ... tempting, but I’d rather talk about this new man of yours. Tom’s friend.”

“Will? He’s okay. Tall and hunky.”

Ruchi rolled her eyes. “Naturally. But what’s he like? Charming? Funny?”

Olivia laughed. “No. He’s still not quite the tall, dark, handsome millionaire that wants to marry me and keep me in the manner of my choosing.”

“You seriously still don’t believe in falling in love? Even after Tom fell in love and decided to get married?”  

“I’ll admit I wasn’t expecting it of Tom. He got lucky though. Stevie’s perfect for him.” Olivia smiled. “If Mr Perfect comes along, then fine. But if I settle down, there would have to be the promise of continuing to have fun times, not babymaking. Life’s too short for being bored.” She remembered who she was talking to. “Not that your life is boring. It’s just not for me.” 

Ruchi shook her head. “I can’t believe you’re still hanging on to that. You’d think your biological clock would have kicked in by now.”

“My biological clock was battered to death by my little brothers. I’ve done the whole living in a house with two screaming kids thing, being woken up by being jumped on, changing nappies on the wriggly one because Mum was feeding the tiny one.” She gave a mock shudder. She loved her brothers no end, but the memory of how close her mother had come to dying in her third pregnancy still raised goosebumps. Babies, to her, always carried with them a faint whiff of despair. “I have no intention of going there again.”

“All I’m saying is that I was happy bumbling along with Tony and then one morning I woke up and I wanted to have babies. It was weird, but in a good way.” 

“I hope that never happens to me,” said Olivia, with feeling. “Never. Ever.”
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Lawrence: Fancy a game of squash? Courts are free in a couple of hours.



Walter: Sorry, can’t. I’ve got Emily with me this evening and I need to sort out my washing before she shows up. 



Lawrence: Boring!



Walter: Yeah, well I’ve been on a boat for eight weeks. There is some catching up to be done. Fact. Although, Emily thinks I’ve been a pirate for eight weeks, which is almost as cool as the real thing.



Lawrence: She thinks being a brigand is cooler than collecting samples from hydrothermal vents? Have you taught her nothing? Are you sure she’s yours?



Walter: Her mother has indoctrinated her. Clearly.




****
[image: ]


The next evening, Olivia stirred the pasta sauce and listened out for sounds to see if Walter was home.

After being alone in the silent house, it was weird sharing the place. Until a few months ago, sharing an apartment with other single people had been totally normal for her. Moving into this place had been a lovely change. She was half an hour closer to work. She got two rooms and an en suite to herself. Then there was access to the back garden, which was little more than a long, narrow lawn, but it was still more garden than she’d seen in a long time. All that for a rent that she could actually afford now that she had her new job. Compared to all those benefits, having to share a front door and garden with a beardy weirdy bloke wasn’t a huge deal. 

The doorbell rang. Olivia frowned. She wasn’t expecting anyone. Turning the hob down a notch, she opened the door. A slim brunette, wearing a smart, belted raincoat stood outside, holding the hand of a small girl who was hopping around from foot to foot. They both stared at her.

“Yes?” said Olivia. “Can I help you?”

The woman looked her up and down. “We’re here for Walter.”

“I don’t think he’s back yet,” said Olivia. In fact, she knew he wasn’t. His post was still on the bottom step where she’d left it. She would have heard him come in.

The little girl hopped from foot to foot again, and crossed her legs. The poor thing looked like she was going to wet herself. The mother was still glaring at Olivia as though offended by her.

“If your little girl needs a wee, she’s welcome to use my loo,” said Olivia, opening the door a little wider. 

The woman seemed to snap back to the present. “Yes, please.” She glanced down at her child. “Come on, darling.”

Olivia let them in and showed them to the small en suite bathroom that led off from her bedroom. There was the usual general scuffling as the child tried to run in without uncrossing her legs. Her mother gave an exasperated click of her tongue and dove into the bathroom to help her. After a few seconds she came out and gave Olivia a thin smile.

“Are you Phil’s girlfriend?”

Who? “Er, no. I live here. I rent the downstairs rooms ...”

“Oh, my goodness, I’m sorry. I thought ... sorry. I didn’t realise he’d left.”

Olivia shrugged. From the bathroom a voice piped up. “Mummy, I’ve finished.”

“Well, don’t forget to wash your hands,” said the woman, over her shoulder. “I must say, I’m surprised that Lorraine decided to let the rooms out to a woman.”

Which seemed like a totally pointless thing to say. “Look, who are you?” said Olivia.

“I’m Walter’s ex-wife, Charlotte.” Another thin smile. 

The little girl came out of the bathroom. “I’m Emily,” she announced. She stuck out her hand to shake hands.

Olivia crouched down and shook the damp little hand. “I’m Olivia.”

“I like your soap,” said the little girl. She held the back of her hand to her nose. “Smells like oranges.”

“That’s right. It’s orange blossom.”

She gave Olivia a thoughtful stare. “That’s nice. Sounds like a fairy name.”

Olivia grinned. “Does a bit, doesn’t it?”

“Pirates are better than fairies.”

“True. Perhaps I should get cutlass and keelhauling soap next time.” 

Emily grinned. “I like you better than Phil,” she said. “He used to pat me on the head.” Her nose wrinkled. “I don’t like that.”

“I’m not surprised.”

Emily nodded seriously. “My Daddy’s a pirate,” she said, as though inviting Olivia to comment on that.

Charlotte ushered her daughter back into the hall. “Come on, darling, don’t bother the lady. We’ll wait for Daddy out here.”

A key slid into the door lock. All eyes swivelled to the front door. It opened and a tall, clean-shaven man with close-cropped hair stepped in. Emily gave a squeal of “Daddy!”, hurtled down the hall and threw herself at him. “Daddy” dropped to his knees, his arms around the little body, face buried in the blonde hair.

Olivia frowned. Another man with a key? Who was this guy? One minute she’s got the big house all to herself. The next thing she knows it’s full of beardy men, ex-wives, little girls and tall strangers. What was going on? She made a note to talk to Mrs Hanborough. Or maybe even Mr Beardy from upstairs. They really should have warned her about the sporadic visitors to the place.

She retreated to the kitchen to check on the pasta sauce. Behind her Charlotte explained about how Olivia had let Emily use the loo. Walter’s voice said, “Thanks, Olivia, that was really nice of you.”

Olivia peered out into the hall again. The tall man, who was standing up now, with Emily in his arms, smiled at her. Although the handsome face was unfamiliar, she recognised the twinkling eyes. “Walter?”

But he had already turned back to talk to Charlotte, who stood stiffly to one side. Walter hitched Emily up and carried her upstairs. Emily’s chatter continued, with a final, “See you later, Mummy.” A door clacked shut. And there was silence.

Charlotte stood there for a moment, still looking up the stairs. Olivia thought she looked worried, scared even.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Charlotte nodded. “Thanks again for letting Emily use your loo. You’re ... good with kids.”

“I have two little brothers,” said Olivia. “I’m used to them.”

Charlotte nodded again in a distracted way. “Well, it was very kind of you. I ... should go. Thanks again.” She let herself out, still frowning as though she was thinking about something else.

Olivia shook her head. So, Mr Walter Beardy man had a cute little blonde child and an ex-wife who was as stiff as a broom handle. Huh. She drained the pasta and poured the sauce over it. Taking her meal into her ‘lounge’, which was also her dining room, she messaged her friend Ruchi.


Olivia: Guess what. You know the hairy man from upstairs? He’s had a haircut and shaved off his beard. And he looks normal now. Quite good-looking actually, in a scruffy sort of way.



Ruchi: God, your life is romantic. You get to rescue a bloke from a spider and, just when you’ve got him forever in your debt, you find out he’s good-looking. I just get Tony. Mind you, he took the kids out for ice cream yesterday, which meant I got a lovely soak in the bath without anyone bothering me.



Olivia: Just because it’s practical doesn’t mean it’s not love.
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Chapter 4
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Tom: Og. Have you heard any gossip in your office? There are rumours going around here about your company.


Olivia: A few bits of gossip about a big case in the US not going well. Apart from that ... not a lot. Why?


Tom: Strictly confidentially, there’s talk about big losses. Maybe even downsizing. I only know this because I overheard some twonk on his mobile phone in a restaurant. I think he’d had a bit to drink. His partner shut him up after a few seconds.


Olivia: So, not the MOST reliable source, then? 


Tom: No. Just thought I’d warn you though.


Olivia: They only hired me a few months ago. They wouldn’t hire if they were looking at redundancies, would they? 


Tom: You’re right. Besides, big firms don’t go bust easily. 


Olivia: I didn’t think they did either, 


Tom: After Lehman, anything is possible.
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Walter sat on the floor, trying to keep focused on the incomprehensible game of Tummy Ache that he was playing with Emily. It involved putting bits of board on other bits of board and had something to do with food. He had read the rules before they started, but Emily seemed to be inventing new ones at a pace. Since he had no hope of winning, or even of understanding what was going on, his mind wandered idly back to Olivia. He had been apprehensive about sharing the house with a woman, but it seemed okay. Olivia was less noisy than Phil had been and she seemed to keep more reasonable hours, which was a huge improvement.

He smiled. She was better looking than Phil any day too. It was nice to have some eye candy from time to time. Not that he was looking. Of course not. 

“Daddy! It’s your turn.”

“Sorry, sweetheart.” He switched his attention back to the most significant female in his life. 

Emily was lying on her stomach, watching him. He could see her mother in the shape of her face and the perfect curve of her cheeks. But her eyes were purely his mother’s. Or his, really. It never ceased to amaze him that he could have shared in creating a human being so perfect as Emily. He turned a card over to reveal a picture of a plate of waffles covered in flies. 

“Oh, tummy ache! Bad luck, Daddy.” She reached across and picked up another card. “You know, Daddy,” she said, briskly substituting one of her other cards for the new one. “I’m going to miss playing games with you.”

“We can play again tomorrow afternoon.”

“No, I meant when I’m in America. I’ll miss coming round to see you.”

America? That was news to him. Charlotte must be taking her to Disneyland. Bugger. He should have done that first. He’d meant to. It had just never really seemed the right time. First Emily was too young. And then he’d been away. Buggery blasted hellfire and damnation. He should have got on with it. Now Charlotte and bloody Adam got to do it instead of him. Mindful of Emily, he forced his face into a neutral expression and said, “Are Mummy and Adam taking you to America then? That’s nice. Are you going to Disneyland?”

Emily frowned and scrabbled into a sitting position. “No. We’re moving house to America. Mummy says it’s further away than Leeds even, so you can’t come and visit so of—”

He smacked his hand on the floor. “What?”

Emily looked startled and eyed his hand. Shit. He hadn’t meant to scare her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t mean to make a loud noise like that. I was just very surprised, that’s all. Mummy didn’t tell me ...”

“Maybe she forgot. She’s got lots of jobs to do because moving house is a very difficult thing to do and she’s in a rush all the time.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Being in a rush makes her really grumpy.” 

He stared at her. Mind whirring. Charlotte was moving Emily to America. And hadn’t even bothered to tell him. When were they going? Why? What was going to happen to his relationship with his daughter? 

Emily stood up and stepped over their game. “Daddy,” she said, looking solemnly at him. “Are you okay? You’ve gone a funny colour.”

He gathered her up to him and cuddled her
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