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Chapter One  - Jaye
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In the hotel room, we lie together, naked on the bed, Saffron’s head on my chest, one hand resting on my stomach. I’m conscious that I need a shower. Musky with sex, my skin is sheened with sweat, slick and hot.

But it’s good here. Like this. I don’t want to move yet.

In a few minutes...

I wind fingers through the polished gold of her hair, long gleaming locks, dark at the roots from damp, fragrant with her scent. Separating a strand, I hold it to my nose, inhaling. “Feel like a bite to eat?”

She stirs. Sighs. Stretches. “Sounds good to me.” She aims a finger across the room. “There’s a brochure stand on the table with the room service menu and some delivery services.”

Barefoot, I pad across, then flip through the choices. “What are you in the mood for? There’s pizza, Chinese, Indian, Hamburger joints...”

“Pizza sounds good to me. I’ll have Napolitana. And ask them for extra anchovies and olives.”

***
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Showered and clean, wearing the bathrobes the hotel provides, we sit cross-legged on the bed. Her hair dark with damp, hanging loose over the robe, Saffron folds a slice of pizza in two and bites in, winding a long string of cheese around a finger then sucking the finger clean. “De-lish!” She nods down to her box. “Want some of this?”

“Thanks, but I can’t stand anchovies.” I chow down on pepperoni and mushrooms, then mumble through a full mouth. “You enjoy it.”

She clucks. “Well, I know now what to order when I want the whole pizza to myself.”

“So long as you eat it after we’ve had sex. Anchovy breath could be a deal breaker.” But I smile as I say it. I don’t want any sting in my words.

She chuckles, clearly taking it in the spirit intended, then, “Jaye, when are we going to start looking at properties?”

Crap...

“Any time you like.” I keep my voice casual. “Had any thoughts about what kind of place you would like to live in? Looked at any ads?”

Drawing fingers over my belly, she traces circles around my navel. “Um... Some. I picked up a newspaper. The real estate pages.” She lets out air, slow and soft. “I’d never really believed I’d be able to own my own place. I’ve always rented and taken what I could afford. Being able to pick and choose was a fantasy.”

She rolls to face me. “Are you sure about this? I know we made an agreement, but it’s an awful lot of money.”

Yeah...

Have I bitten off more than I can chew?

“I’m worth plenty,” I say. “How much d’you think I’m paid? The boss’s son?”

Her smile blooms, whimsical and amused. “I suppose.”

And with her smile, I feel like a complete shit. The deal we made was my idea after all. And she didn’t agree easily.

Time to put up, or shut up...

Taking her hand, I kiss the knuckles, inject enthusiasm into my voice. “So... Where would you like to live? Tell me. I imagine you want to be in the City, but what area? Central? Outskirts? Would you prefer a house or an apartment? Modern? Old? It will be your home. You need to be the one to pick it out.”

She pauses, then, “I’d like to be near the water.” Rolling off me and onto her front, she lifts lioness eyes to me, a golden gaze to match the mane of hair draped over her swinging breasts. “There’s those new apartments overlooking the river and the harbour. And there’s more being built where they’re redeveloping those old mills and warehouses by the docks.”

“Sounds good. Would you like to view some of them?”

She dimples. “Really?”

“Yes, really. I made you a promise, didn’t I? As it happens, I know a realtor who’s working in that area. I’ll put you in contact. Um... Which of them are you interested in?”

“Um... One was called ‘Dockside View’ and the other was ‘The Cargo House’.”

Relief blooms inside me, warm and reassuring.

Well, there’s a stroke of luck.

Deals made...

Promises to keep...

I buy Saffron the home she wants. In return, she’ll stay with me long enough to give our relationship time to mature.

Time enough for you to learn to love me...

That was weeks ago. She’s been keeping her side of the bargain.

Now I have to honour mine. And she’s making it easy for me.

“There’s another I’d like to view,” she says. “Very different. It’s a brownstone on the edge of the old City. The ad says it’s been recently renovated. It’s even got a name instead of a number. Vinegate.”

Hmmm...

“Fine. Make the appointments. I’ll come view them with you.”

“Great.” She beams. “D’you have those realtor details you mentioned?”

“Yes, they’re in my phone...”

Whoops...

Back-pedal.

“... Oh, hang on. No, his card’s on the pin-board in my office. I’ll ring it through for you. You contact the other agent for now.”

“When? What day’s good for you?”

“Whenever you like. I’ll make myself available. Tomorrow’s fine if you like. Let me know when and where and I’ll join you.”

“You’re not staying overnight?”

“’Fraid not.” Planting a kiss on her nose, I roll out of bed, retrieving my shirt and pants from where I tossed them on a chair. “Dad asked me to be at home this evening.”

“What for?” Her forehead wrinkles. “Something important?”

“I doubt it.”  I tug on socks, then rummage under the bed for my shoes. “But my mother starts nagging him if I’m not there as often as she wants.” Leaning across the bed, I plant another kiss, this one on her forehead. “See you tomorrow.”
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Chapter Two  - Jaye
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My good spirits well buoyed up, as I return home, I’m just deciding how to spend my evening...

A shower...

Go for a run first?

“Ah, Jaye, perfect timing...” My father’s voice from behind me rattles over the hallway. The polished tiles always make his voice echo louder than it is. “I thought you weren’t going to make it here in time for dinner. We have guests coming I’d like you to meet.”

Oh, God...

Inside, I groan. I know the subtext.

And why he wanted me here this evening.

Say ‘Hello’ to some suitable socialite floozy I could marry you off to.

Another insufferable night ahead. The latest ‘suitable’ candidate to be paraded before me like prize livestock. My father's persistence is grating, almost exhausting.

“I’m not really hungry, Dad. I ate earlier.” I could eat, even after the pizza earlier, but any excuse to avoid one of my parents’ cattle auctions.

“Nonsense. Dominic has prepared some of your favourite dishes...”

It occurs to me that, right now, my favourite would be a stiff drink.

Grab a scotch before they put me on parade?

“... and as I say, I want to introduce you to these people. Mark and Faye Chadwick, with their daughter Vanessa...”

Oh God...

“... Come upstairs. We can talk while you change.” He eyes my clothes with tight-lipped disapproval. “Can’t you choose smarter clothes? You look like a TV celebrity.”

“I wear clothes for my generation, Dad. Not yours.”

He Hmmphs. Sniffs. Then waves me upstairs. “Get showered. I’ll tell you about them while you dress.”

***
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As I belt up my pants, he perches on the edge of the bed.

“Who are they, Dad? What’s this one bringing to the table that you’re so keen to marry me off to the woman?”

“I’m not trying to marry you off...” Irritation edges his voice.  “... I just want you to meet the girl. And besides, you don’t know the Chadwicks?” The irritation morphs to disgust. “You should be paying attention to these things.”

Invoking his Patient Lecturing voice. “Jaye, the Chadwicks are one of the oldest and most reputable families within a hundred miles. They made their money in the years of cotton and sugar.”

“Cotton and sugar? S’that right?” I say, picking a shirt from my wardrobe. “So, they were plantation owners. That makes them reputable?”

“In fact...” Purse-lipped, he aims a finger at me. “Not that shirt. Dress properly. Cufflinks.”

Beginning to seethe, I exchange shirts then fit the left cufflink before looking at him again. “You were saying?”

“I was saying, The Chadwicks owned the shipping fleet that moved the goods around the world.”

Hmmm...

“They still got this shipping fleet? I’d have thought I would know of them.”

“No.” I struggle with the right cufflink and without asking he stands, takes my wrist and slides it through. “They moved from shipping into property.”

“Really? Here in the City?” I run that one through my head. “But... you’re supposed to be teaming up with Haswell on your property deals? He’s not likely to be happy if he thinks you’re trying to run with the fox and hunt with the hounds.”

He hesitates, sucking at his teeth. “No, not in the City. You’re right of course, Richard...” He rocks spread fingers. “Richard would not be happy about that. Nonetheless, it’s not actually any of his business if I become involved with other partners.”

“I’m not sure he’d see it that way.”

He scowls, irritation charging his voice. “Come now, Jaye. There’s no reason to be discourteous. Mark is a likely business partner, and I want you meet him and the rest of his family.”

Surrendering to the inevitable, I throw on a jacket I know will meet with paternal, and maternal, approval. It was a birthday gift from my mother, one I leave on the hanger as much as possible. With a final check in the mirror that my tie’s on straight...

I look like I belong in a yacht club brochure from the Reagan era...

... I head for the door. Dad slings an arm around my shoulder, steering me toward the stairs. “Seriously, Jaye. She's quite a catch. Good family. Plenty of money there. Good schooling. And...”  He gives me one of those twinkle-eyed smiles that fools those that don’t know him that he’s a one-hundred-percent affable stand-up guy. “... quite a looker, you know. You’ll enjoy meeting her.”

“A trophy wife. Is that what you think I want?”

“You're not getting any younger. I'd like to see some grandchildren.”

“What if I marry a woman who doesn't want kids?” His smile falters. “I'm not a hundred percent that I do.”

As we bottom the stairs, my mother’s voice cuts in from ahead of us. “Oh, don't be so silly, Jaye. Now you're just trying to vex us. Anyone would think you wanted one of those career-obsessed ice-queen types. Now do hurry up. The Chadwicks are already here.”

My father’s hand on my elbow steers me inexorably toward the dining room. “Is there something wrong with wanting to be a professional wife?” I mutter.

“Not at all.” His grip on my arm tightens. “But a woman like that needs a husband who would be happy with a pro for a wife...”

A pro?

Does he know something?

“... I think we all know, that’s not you.” The hand moving to the small of my back, he propels me toward the dining room door. “Now let’s go introduce you.”

Surrendering to the inevitable, I enter to find my father’s possible business partner, along with two women, sipping sherry by the fire. Winters stands on parade close by, armed with a tray of glasses and a decanter.

“Evening, folks,” beams my father. “Sorry if we kept you waiting. Jaye needed a change of clothes.” His voice turns dry. “He was deciding which personality to wear tonight...”

Ouch!

“... Our son, Jaye. Jaye, come meet our friends and their daughter. Mark, Faye and Vanessa.”

As Winters passes between us with a choice of hors d'oeuvres, moving on social autopilot, I muster a smile to navigate through the expected pleasantries, a choreographed dance of banalities. “I've heard so much about your family.” A reliable stock phrase that commits to nothing while remaining completely truthful.

Still, I have to admit, Dad wasn’t exaggerating. This Vanessa’s a real beauty. As I deploy one of my pre-approved conversation starters, she ducks her eyes to look at me from under long lashes. A neat trick given that she is not far off my own height, maybe five feet eight or nine with glossy chestnut locks, artfully arranged to cascade. Her hazel eyes have an almond slant to them...

Golden eyes...

The eyes of a lioness...

Saffron...

Winters offers me his tray of appetisers. “Sir? Madam?” Despite my earlier meal, I’m suddenly hungry as I identify the concoction of goat’s cheese and figs, honeyed, then toasted. As my father said, one of my favourites.

I bite in. It's brown and bubbly, savoury and sweet and piquant, all at the same time.

“Delicious,” I say. “Tell Dominic I said so, would you.”

Winters smiles slightly. “Of course I will, sir.”

Vanessa picks the smallest on the tray, holding it between fingertips like tweezers. Breaking off a tiny corner off the fig, she pops it in her mouth. “I have to be so careful,” she says, patting a flat stomach. “Cheese, fruit and honey. They're all so fattening.”

Hmmm...

Shaking hands, mouthing platitudes, I take in the scene.

Best crockery wheeled out...

The Wedgwood doesn’t come out for just anyone.

The Georgian silver service. And the Italian linen...

Mom in her Tiffany pearls...

Winters wearing white gloves...

Yeah...

As we take our seats, close by my father, I mutter, “Well, I can see you think this one’s a hot prospect.”

He frowns, shaking his head minutely, barely moving his lips as he speaks. “Don’t be discourteous. It does you no harm to be polite to my guests over a couple of meals.”

Crap...

“A couple? They're staying the night?”

“Yes, we've put them in the East Wing suite.” He gestures to Winters. “You can serve now,” he says, then switches on his smile. “Jaye, come sit next to Vanessa. The two of you should get to know each other.”

Looks aside, the girl is everything I’ve come to expect from these occasions. Immaculately groomed. Perfectly dressed. Slender for her height, she sits with her hands folded on her lap, and one ankle tucked around the other under the table.

Finishing school?

Ladies’ college...

Switzerland?

Probably...

Once, just once, I’d love to be introduced to a girl who doesn’t know the difference between a strawberry fork and asparagus tongs, and who hasn’t a clue what grape shears are for.

Wonder what she’d make of Saffron?

When the starters arrive, Vanessa rejects pâté, opting for melon. Faye and Mark go into a huddle. He’s trying to pile his plate with pâté. She’s muttering at him about his heart condition.

He resists. “It’s my damn heart, Faye.”

My mother sips at her wine, then speaks over the squabble next to her. “So, tell us about yourself, Vanessa? How do you spend your time?” 

The girl simpers, ducking her head. “I do some volunteer work fund-raising for the blind.”

Another surprise...

Somehow, the volunteer work these tender blooms choose is always something very right and proper. Clean and tidy. Somewhere a lady can perform her civic duty without being contaminated by reality.

I’ve yet to meet one who can be found at the local homeless flop, dealing with winos and addicts, mopping up the vomit when they’ve overindulged.

“Commendable,” I say. “Those thousand-dollar-a-plate fund-raisers can be exhausting.”

Vanessa gives a self-satisfied little nod, as though I've just validated her life's purpose rather than skewered it.

For some people ‘irony’ means ‘like iron filings’.

Winters hovers behind my father as he shoots lightning bolts... “Jaye!” ... and moves my wine glass away. Mark and Faye have missed my comment, absorbed in a practiced culinary choreography - he grimaces at his melon while surreptitiously liberating pâté from her plate with the precision of long matrimony.

Dad speaks to Winters over his shoulders. “You can serve the starters now.”

Winters hesitates, then says, “That was the starters, sir. The soup course is next.”

***
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It's suffocating. 

The girl’s nice enough I suppose, but...

Ye gods... But you’re boring...

I know Dad means well, but Saffron aside, seriously, could I stand being tied to a woman like this for the rest of my life?

All she cares about is clothes, her figure and celebrity gossip. As my eyes pass over the table at the triumvirate of females...

I've just described Mom...

And all the women she knows...

The next course comes in. Winters lifts the dome from the tureen, steam rising from the soup. Some kind of vegetable.

“Butternut squash,” he explains. “Dominic felt, with the weather being chilly, it would be more substantial than the usual consommé.”

“Just the thing,” says Dad. “Line the stomach from the inside.”

Winters ladles a generous portion into each of our bowls, Vanessa fingering her spoon as though it might go off in her hand.

As she eats, I eye her surreptitiously. Slender, bordering on skinny. A fashion model figure. Which is to say, the kind that any kind of clothes would look good on...

Clothes always look good on hangers...

... she eats correctly, tipping the dish away from herself to spoon up the excellent soup, taking tiny sips, and dabbing at her lips with the napkin.

Saffron... winding a long string of cheese around a finger then sucking the finger clean. “De-lish! ... I know now what to order when I want the whole pizza to myself.”

With barely half the soup consumed, Vanessa pushes her bowl away. “I couldn’t eat any more.”

“There’s several more courses to come,” I point out. Then, as her mouth makes an ‘O’ of alarm...

What the hell...?

... I change the subject. “So, fund-raising aside, are you a part of your father’s business?”

“Oh, no.” She actually looks shocked. “That’s man’s work, isn’t it?” She shakes her head in something between shock and distaste. “So unfeminine.” 

Seriously?

I pause, my own spoon halfway to my mouth, before recovering and taking the spoon on the rest of its journey. “Is it?”

“Oh, yes.” Her voice is firmer now. “I believe in old-fashioned values.” She leans closer. “Don’t you?”

Is this for real?

I spoon up more soup, swallowing before I reply. “Whatever works for you.”

Mark speaks from the other side of the table. “And you Jaye?  I understand you’re much involved in your father’s business? I gather you’ll be picking up the reins in due course.”

I resist the first reply that occurs to me.

Is that what he’s told you?

“That’s the theory,” I say.

Beside me, my father delivers one of his Harrumphs. “I’ll be retiring in the not too far distant future. The business will be in Jaye’s hands then.” Hard-eyed, he meets my gaze.

“It all sounds very exciting,” twitters Vanessa, giving me an excuse to look away, returning my attention to the study in strategic incompetence.

Why do women think that men look for domesticated trophies?

Or is that what she’s been trained to think?

Objectively, Vanessa’s a serious looker. If this was a casual meet-up with some girl at a bar, I’d cheerfully take her to bed and fuck her brains out.

But that’s not where we are.

Not under any conditions will I sleep with any of these women Dad parades in front of me. When I first met Saffron, her price for what she offered was an honest one. When I tried to claim more, it wasn’t for sale. 

And hence, the deal we made. And it was my offer to make that deal.

Vanessa and her family, and all the others like her, are looking for much more.

The soup is delicious, but I’m finding my appetite for it waning. A few spoonsful more, I judge that I’ve eaten enough that Dominic won’t be offended and push the remains away. Nonetheless, Winters removes the bowl with barely raised brows.

I don’t much like being ‘The Heir’.

Why couldn’t I have had brothers?

The fish course arrives, pesto-crusted salmon. Winters serves slices to each of us, garnished with parsley, lemon slices and almonds, peas and new potatoes to the side.

As I help myself to butter, Vanessa chews at her lips in apparent dismay at the portion on her plate. “Oh dear.” She slices off a tiny corner of the fish. Winters’ brows rise once more at the unspoken slight to our chef.

Is that it?

“I couldn't eat any more,” she insists. “I couldn't possibly.”

For the main course, for all that the roast is perfectly pink inside and flawlessly seared outside, after Winter’s expert carving, she takes the smallest possible slice of the excellent beef. Tureens of vegetables steam beside dishes of roasts. She accepts a single floret of the broccoli. 

“Dominic has prepared a choice of desserts,” announces Winters. “A rich chocolate mousse or fruit salad.”

Naturally, Vanessa takes the fruit salad and naturally eats barely a bite.

Her mother leans across the table. “More dessert, Sweetie?”

Vanessa presses a hand to her stomach. “Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly.”

When the coffee arrives, she takes it black, waving away the silver tray of slim chocolate mints. But as I pour cream into my cup, her eyes follow the tray's progress around the table.

***
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The dinner might have set my teeth on edge, but nothing lasts forever, and I survive more or less unscathed and, more importantly, unencumbered, at least by Vacuous Vanessa. 

Making some excuse for an early night, I escape to my room...

“Sorry folks. Got a headache. It’s been a busy day. I’m going to call it a night. Great to meet you all.”

... In my room, blissfully alone, perched on the edge of my bed, it’s way too early for sleep.

Now what?

Nightcap maybe?

Yes, a nightcap before I turn in.

But not until I’m sure the coast is clear.

Should have brought a bottle up with me...

Maybe I should keep one in here...

So, I settle to watch some action-no-need-to-engage-the-brain movie on the TV, keeping the sound low to listen with half an ear for the sounds of movement upstairs and down.

After a good half hour, I think everyone’s retired for the night and I’m safe from any attempts at entrapment. Padding in my socked feet back along the hall, then downstairs, the house is silent. All the lights are off, no slits showing under the doors. 

In the lounge, I head for the drinks tray with its collection of decanters and glasses. Whiskey. Brandy. Gin.

Whiskey...

The scotch glugs satisfyingly as I pour, peaty fumes offering their promise.

Ice?

‘Course not.

Damn...

I could drink it without of course, but I’m in the mood for on-the-rocks.

Kitchen then.

Grab a bottle while I’m at it.

Still moving quietly, I make my way down the back stairs and to the basement hallway. Passing the laundry, the stores and the office, all is dark and silent...

Until I pass the bathroom. Standing slightly ajar, a long slit of light spills outwards. 

Winters must have forgotten to switch off...

Or Dominic maybe.

Not like them to be careless 

Slipping a hand around the door, I flick off the switch, wrinkling my nose at a faint acrid smell.

Vomit?

Is someone ill?

?

Get the cleaners on that tomorrow.

So...

... who’s been cooking the meals?

With that queasy question roiling in my stomach, I make my way to the kitchen.

Again, there’s a pale chink of light, this time from under the door. And from somewhere beyond, a low sound I can’t identify.

Winters wouldn't be up at this time? Or Dominic?

Surely?

Upset stomach?

With an odd feeling of trespassing in my own home, I push open the door. “Hey, Winters. Sorry. I didn't mean to disturb...”

And mid-stride, mid-word, I halt.

Not Dominic. Not Winters.

Vanessa.

The door of the refrigerator stands open, the shelves mainly empty. The kitchen itself, Dominic’s normally pristine domain, looks like the aftermath of a Viking raid. 

Vanessa sits at the central table, with the dismembered remains of the beef joint. A mound of sliced bread sits buttered on a plate. Beside it, the remainder of the loaf remains available for sacrifice. Ranked jars of pickles and chutneys form an honour-guard to sliced onions and tomato chunks. And it seems that the remains of the chocolate mousse have already seen their last. The bowl is scraped and the spoon propped inside sucked clean.

Colouring up like a fire truck, with a sandwich like a shipping crate halfway to her mouth, still chewing, Vanessa tries to swallow.

Caught in the act...

So much for Daddy’s precious flower...

Gulping down, “I was hungry,” she babbles, a drip of mayonnaise making a getaway from lips to chin. “I’m sorry. I thought everyone was asleep and I was just so hungry.”

“Of course you were.” Caught between irritation at my broken privacy and a kind of dark amusement...

You little hypocrite...

... “It doesn’t bother me,” I say, “but all you had to do was eat a decent meal earlier.”

Her flush deepens. Putting down the sandwich, she pokes at it, muttering. “You don't understand. None of you do. I have to be perfect all the time. If I put on weight, my father never stops lecturing me. And my mother tells me she’s so disappointed. Never shuts up about ‘family expectations’.  It's like there’s not enough air. And...” Her voice rises to a wail. “... And I’m so bored all the time.”

“So, find something worthwhile to do with your time.”

But I’m not truly interested. Striding through to the butler’s pantry, I hover over the choices, snag a bottle of Glenfiddich, snatch an ice tray from the freezer and, tipping the contents into a bowl, leave her to it.

“Enjoy your meal,” I say, suppressing a chuckle as I exit.

At least I’m not the only one...

Her voice follows me. “You won’t tell anyone, will you?”

As I turn to reply, she's scooping up trifle with a tablespoon, shovelling it in and gulping down.

***
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Back in my room, the crystal tumbler feels cool against my palm, a contrast to the burn of the aged whiskey which, slipping down, much improves my state of mind. Smooth and mellow, smoky heat sets my throat aglow and slides down to warm embers in my stomach.

Cigar?

Perfect.

But when I check my jacket pockets, the packet I had tucked away isn’t there.

Damn...

Lounge?

Another trip.

Can I be bothered?

But yes, I could really use a smoke. Slipping out again...

Get myself better prepared next time...

... I make my way downstairs again and along the hall to the lounge where my father keeps a box of coronas by the drinks tray...

Should be in a humidor...

Still, beggars can’t be choosers, and I help myself to three or four. But, returning to my room, as I pass the house bathroom, the light is on under the door, accompanied by sounds of retching.

Couldn’t even make it to her en-suite?

More likely got her fingers down her throat.

Nice counterpoint to the saccharine facade and the tactical charm. 

I sip at my whiskey...

So... This is ‘suitable’ marriage material?

I’m supposed to accept having this perfectly packaged flake foisted onto me?

And this is the rest of my life?

Fuck that.

Another sip of the whiskey...

... I draw at the cigar.

Still...

I cheer up at the thought...

... at least that’s another porcelain princess scratched off the list.

***
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The following morning, more of a brunch than a breakfast, is a terse, silent affair. Unspeaking, vomiting-Vanessa stares at her plate, poking at kedgeree, sliding eggs and smoked fish from one side of the plate to the other, then back again, without any of it actually making it to her mouth. Mom keeps trying, unsuccessfully, to start conversation and to draw her in.

I speak through my mouthful of food. “Not enjoying that?”

Her eyes lift to mine then slide away. “I’m not very hungry.”

“That right?” The rice is excellent, lightly curried, with plenty of cardamom, as I like it. A couple of bay leaves have made it onto my plate, but I can forgive that in Dominic’s symphony of food. Sliding them to one side, I take another mouthful.

Vanessa’s father and mine exchange exasperated glances. I couldn’t give a damn.

“Did you two argue about something last night?” asks Dad.

“Not me.” I flash brows, smiling as I fork up an egg quarter, rice clinging to the perfect, jammy yolk. “Why don’t you ask Vanessa if something’s bothering her?”

Four sets of parental eyes turn onto the girl. A crimson tide rises up her neck and she sets her fork down. “I want to go home,” she mutters.

***
[image: image]


As the Chadwick family car disappears around the curve of the drive, my father, red-faced, eyes rimmed white, turns on me. “What the hell happened? Did you do something...” He splutters for his words. “... Something inappropriate?”

“Inappropriate? Dad, I wouldn’t touch that woman with a ten-foot pole. And I’m very happy to see her go.”

“Faye and Mark Chadwick are family friends,” he hisses.

“Fine. So, next time, invite your friends to dinner. Don’t try to offload their disaster of a daughter on me.”

***
[image: image]
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