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Prologue

‘Well, Mum, here goes nothing. Wish me luck, okay? I love you.’

Isaac sent a kiss up to the heavens and clicked on the record button on his computer. Resting his elbows on his computer desk next to his keyboard, he took a deep breath and sat back into his high-backed gaming chair.

‘Hi, guys,’ he said to the screen, ruffling his short brown hair as he tried to steady his nerves. ‘I know that my subscribers are used to me doing gaming videos, and sharing my animations, but today I kinda wanted to talk about something else.’

Leaning forward, he reached just out of shot, picking up a photo set in a dark wood frame from the desk, which housed his monitor, phone, and keyboard. A pile of schoolbooks sat off on the other side of the desk on a dresser, a pen pot overflowing with pens and pencils next to it. His room was neat, well, neat for an eleven-year-old boy anyway. The walls were freshly painted, his dad having had the whole house painted cream before they moved in just six weeks ago. It was different to the poster-plastered room he’d left behind in London, more spacious but less personal. A blank canvas, which Isaac felt summed up their lives now in Yorkshire.

London was his home; or had been for his whole life before this. It was quieter here, greener. When he was back from school and his dad was home from work, it felt too quiet. He’d walked around sometimes, to kill the boredom, and the village was nice, but quiet. He hadn’t seen any kids hanging around. He thought of the friends he’d had back home, right on his doorstep. Yet another thing that was proving to be an adjustment.

He looked from the screen to the object in his hands. A photo frame, three happy people staring out at him from behind the smudged glass. He turned it towards the camera, holding it up and pointing to the man in the trio. A handsome, smiling man.

‘This is my dad, Calvin. He’s a graphic designer. He designs for huge companies, and housing developments. He’s working on the new eco shopping centre project in town at the moment, so you might see him around. He’s really clever. He taught me everything I know about computers.’ The smile on his face dimmed a little as he moved his finger to the woman in the photo; in his dad’s arms. ‘That’s my mum. She died a couple of years ago. We’ve just moved house. We came to Yorkshire from London a few weeks ago. Dad said it was for work, but I think it was because Mum died.’

Isaac bit at his lip, a nervous gesture that he had been doing far too much lately. He was getting a sore patch on the inside of his lip, but he couldn’t quite stop doing it. It helped his brain stop feeling like it was swirling around like a whirlwind inside his skull. He took a deep breath and, putting the picture back, tried and failed to look at the camera. I hope this works out. Dad is going to kill me if not. Then he’ll REALLY be alone. He had to be brave. Or, like his mate Kai said, “grow some kahunas”. He pushed his worry aside and faced the lens once more.

‘That’s why I’m making this video. Because Dad’s sad, and I don’t know how else to help him really. Mum made him happy, and he misses her. My mum’s not here anymore, but I think he needs someone. It’s just me and him now. He pretends that he’s okay, but I know he’s not.’ He paused as he heard his name being called. ‘That’s him,’ he said, urgently now. ‘He’s made dinner.’ He frowned, his face furrowing as he thought of what was to come. ‘He’s a rubbish cook too. God knows what he’s made tonight.’ He heard a clatter of pans, and a yelp before more clattering ensued. ‘He’s burned himself twice this week and set fire to the kitchen trying to cook a roast dinner last Sunday.’ He laughed at the memory, his whole face lighting up. ‘We ordered pizza instead. It was well lush, but we can’t live on pizza forever.’

‘Isaac, off the game! Dinner!’

His dad’s voice filtered up the stairs to his room, and Isaac leaned in close to the camera. ‘I’ve got to go. He doesn’t know I’m doing this, but we need help. I want to find a girlfriend for Dad, and I’m not old enough to go on dating sites, so I made this video instead.’ He grabbed the photo, pushing the picture of his dad’s smiling face towards the camera.

‘If you can cook, and want a boyfriend with a lovely kid—’ he beamed at the camera then, giving his audience his best angelic look ‘—then reply to this video. He’s a great guy, and I’m tired of seeing him sad. I’ll be doing more videos, but if you like what you see, get in touch. Please. You must be nice, like children, and have a job of your own. My friend Robbie from back home said that some women dig gold for a boyfriend, and I don’t think we want one like that. Send a photo too, because Robbie said that some people lie online, and I don’t want my dad to get hurt.’

He could hear footsteps on the stairs now, and he turned his head towards the door. Taking a piece of paper from his desk, he held it up to the camera. On it was a hashtag and an email address.

#cupidcrusadeforcalvin  Albrightfamilyseeknewmember@gmail.com

‘Reply to this email if you want to get in touch! If you know my dad, please don’t snitch. My dad will ground me forever. Isaac out. Bye.’

Isaac checked that his video was being processed, then he hit send. He just managed to jab at the screen-off button on the monitor before his bedroom door creaked open.

‘Isaac? Didn’t you hear me, buddy?’

Calvin stood in the doorway, a food-splattered white apron tied haphazardly over his casual blue denim jeans and black T-shirt.

Isaac turned to his dad, snapping a photo of him standing in the doorway with his mobile phone.

‘Nice look, Dad. What’s that down your front?’

Calvin half fell for the deflection, looking down sheepishly at the red and brownish stains down his “kiss the cook” apron. It was one of his leaving presents from the firm he’d worked for in London. They’d made him a “single dad survival kit”. The gesture had brought a lump to his throat that had made it hard to swallow. It was both touching and scary, all wrapped up in a big wicker basket. Was that really what he was now? They’d made little comments before, but now his colleagues had seemingly written him off. Did they think he was mad? He did have people in London. They both did. Seemingly, the fact it was just going to be the two of them meant that he was just a label, not a man. Even after two years, they still didn’t quite understand.

He didn’t like any of the new labels he seemed to have acquired over the last couple of years. AD. After Diane. Widower. Single dad. Lone parent. Even the bill from the council with the one-person discount on it depressed him. It all reminded him that his life, the one he’d been living anyway, had been cut short when his wife’s was. It had taken him a while to realise he was still breathing, at the time. He’d felt like the first full breath he took was the day after the funeral; the juggernaut of organising it had gotten in the way of thinking, grieving. He’d needed the numbness, but it lingered in him still. The labels didn’t help. They all served to make him feel finished, washed up somehow. He didn’t want to feel like that. He was still young (well, youngish, as Isaac had pointed out).

He had his own teeth and hair, and judging from Instagram, that was somewhat rare these days. Men took a lot more interest in their looks nowadays, and he’d been happily domesticated. He was out of the loop. He felt like people dressed a lot differently to when he was at uni. Women scared him sometimes. Still, he had a career, he loved his family and he slowed down to avoid squirrels in the road. He not only put out the bins, but he recycled as well. He was a dab hand with a cordless drill, and he washed his own pants. Women had rated those qualities in a man at one point in time, not whether they could enter the Love Island Villa and crack on successfully. All the same, he didn’t quite feel like he had parted with fun forever, even though he wasn’t twenty-one anymore. He still had a personality, right? He was still FUN, a cool dad even. Lone ranger was far cooler than lone parent.

That was the thing about growing up. Your life never turned out in quite the way you thought it would. One small piece changing could alter the rest of a person’s life in every way possible. He hated how alone and boxed off he felt. He still had a life, one worth living.

The leaving party the firm had thrown him when he’d announced he and Isaac were upping sticks was a kind, if slightly insensitive, gesture. He’d been taken out for a long lunch with the boss on his last Friday and, when they returned, the place had been decorated. There were drinks and food, a lovely cake, and everyone showed up to see him off. Cal had been embarrassed, as ever not wanting a fuss. They were a good bunch of people; they’d known Diane too. She’d popped into the office lots of times over the years; meeting him for lunch and swinging by with donuts for the team when she knew they were up against it with a deadline.

They looked at him differently after her death. Sometimes they stopped talking when he entered the room, and when the basketful of single dad goodies had been “wheeled out”, Cal knew he had made the right decision. He and Isaac needed to be in a new place, one where he wasn’t Diane’s widower, and one where Isaac wasn’t always thought of as the boy who’d lost his mum. They needed to start anew.

On the day of the basket, he’d held it together until Isaac was in bed and then he’d cried. Proper bawling. He knew they meant well, but they saw him differently now. His wife’s death was always in their thoughts when they worked with him. And they worked together so closely as a team that there was no escape. It wasn’t something they could relate to either. Not many could, and he wondered where all those people were. People died every day. Where were the ones left behind? Did they feel invisible now, like he did? Did they just shut their grief off, like he’d tried to do for so long?

‘Dad?’ Isaac was frowning at him now, and he knew he’d gone off into his own head again. He hated doing that in front of Isaac. He snapped himself out of his pity party for one and smiled at his son.

‘Dinner kind of got away from me. Did you take a photo just then?’

‘No,’ Isaac said innocently, putting his phone face down onto the desk. ‘What did you cook?’

‘Sausage surprise.’ Cal ran a hand through his hair.

Isaac groaned. Loudly.

‘Daaa-aaaad … again?’

Calvin shrugged. ‘Yeah, well, I forgot to put the sausages in too, so it’s more of a baked bean surprise.’

Isaac grimaced, and Calvin’s face fell.

‘Sorry. I’m sure it will be nice.’ He crossed the room to hug his dad. They both stopped at the last minute, laughing as they looked at the stains adorning the apron. Calvin took it off, rolling it up carefully and tucking it under his arm.

‘I tell you what, let’s go for drive-thru instead. Deal?’

Isaac’s relief was palpable. ‘Sounds good. If I eat any more beans, I might end up farting in class.’

Calvin laughed, ruffling his son’s hair with his hand. When he pulled away, he noticed a bean sat in his parting. He pulled it off his head, flicking it into the wastepaper bin by the door.

‘Farting in class is never cool. I must admit, I have been feeling a bit flatulent at the office lately.’ He went to say something else but thought better of it. ‘Come on then, let’s get ready. I might even spring for ice-cream if you promise not to laugh at my cooking again.’

Isaac screwed up his face. ‘Sorry, no guarantees. I reserve the right to poke fun, or vomit. Or maybe both.’

‘And pass wind, apparently,’ Calvin joked, and Isaac pushed his palm against his mouth and made a loud noise. Calvin followed suit, and the pair of them dissolved into making silly noises and laughing with each other. Once the laughter had died down, and Isaac was still breathless, Calvin went to leave.

‘Right, in the car in ten, okay, buddy?’

‘Okay,’ Isaac replied, already diving under the bed to retrieve his discarded trainers. ‘Hurry up!’

‘I will.’ Calvin smiled and closed the door behind him, then sagged behind the wood. That was the first time they’d laughed together, carefree, for a while now. It made his heart sing, but it didn’t last long. He still felt like he was a big fat failure. Downstairs, the pan he’d left to slowly congeal was one of his better efforts, and that didn’t say much for his culinary skills of late.

He’d never been much of a cook. Diane had always been the chef of the house, ever since their university days. He’d still have been living on Super Noodles and burnt toast if it hadn’t been for her. Now they’d left London, he was really trying to get better. He had lists. Lists of things he wanted to get sorted. He just needed to start ticking things off. He needed to start making this place a home for him and his boy. Grabbing a jumper from his bedroom, he looked around as if for the first time. It was pretty bare and unloved. He just slept in here really, got changed for work. Maybe if he actually did some of the jobs on the list, he’d feel better too. Perhaps then he wouldn’t feel so reluctant to get out of bed in the morning and start the day.

Most nights he ended up falling asleep on the couch with the cat, eventually making his way up to the empty, lonely bedroom. It had been two years since Diane had passed, and while the grief was manageable, the loneliness wasn’t. He knew that Isaac felt it too, but he didn’t know how to talk about it with him. His own father had been rather stoic when his mother passed. He’d adopted a kind of “suck it up” mentality, but he didn’t want that for Isaac. He didn’t want to be that kind of father; he never had been before. They’d always had the best relationship. Maybe Diane had been the glue; maybe that was why they’d come unstuck of late.

Coming back to his hometown was supposed to be a fresh start, but even that was starting to feel like a misstep. He didn’t even have any family here. Above ground anyway. He wasn’t sure why he even felt like this was home anymore, but packing up his life in London, taking a new job up North, had felt like they were moving towards something. As he pulled out a sweater from his dresser drawer, and threw his dirty clothes into the hamper, he remembered something. How happy he’d been here as a kid. How homesick he’d felt heading off to university. Of course, he’d had something to be homesick for back then. Someone.

Shrugging off the memory, he pulled on the sweater, hearing the front door go and Isaac heading to the car. Grabbing a pair of joggers, he shoved his feet into his comfortable tattered slippers, and headed out to get dinner with his son. He needed to pull it together, and he needed to do it fast. This was home now, and he wanted them to be happy here. Like he was, once upon a time.

When he thought of his own childhood, growing up in the sleepy town of Hebblestone, set amongst the hills of Yorkshire, he had fond memories. Of his parents, who had passed before their time, of school days and bike rides at the weekends. Football on a Saturday. A normal life, full of friends and fun. Or so it seemed to him anyway. When he had left for university, he’d felt as though he’d been ripped in half. Funny how some things come full circle. And how some things just didn’t. Some stories were cut tragically short. Some of the most memorable moments in a person’s life were simply a footnote in their life stories.

He felt like he and Isaac were writing a new story now, but something was missing. I thought we might find it here. Start at the beginning and all that. He’d toyed with the idea of putting a pin in the map, starting fresh somewhere completely new, but he’d quickly dismissed it. He’d felt the call of home, as daft as that sounded to his own ears.

He wondered how much of the younger him had been hidden away in the man he was now. Maybe it was one of the reasons he’d decided to uproot both their lives in London and come back. He didn’t really know for sure, but the more he walked London, the more shadows he saw. Ghosts of the past. Not haunting him but reminding him of happier times perhaps. When he had been happier. His life with Diane had been amazing, but he’d blinked and it was over. Truly over. Not broken up over, not left hating some ex-wife who’d broken his heart. Diane was gone, and he was left.

He and Isaac had been tiptoeing around their house in London for so long, not wanting to change anything that Diane loved; not wanting to throw a ratty cushion away because she’d chosen it. The house held ghosts, echoes of the life that would never be there again, and in the end, he’d had to get out too. His friends were her friends; university bonding them for so many years. Through studies and fresher parties to mortgage and job chasing, marriages and kids. Now he was the widower, and he knew that his friends, their friends, had done their best, but it just wasn’t the same. He knew it, and so did they. He had to leave.

In the aftermath of those dark days, more and more he had thought back to when he was happy. Before he left home, licking his wounds from an unspoken and unrequited love he never thought he would get over. Till the minute he met Diane on campus and his foolish heart had taken the leap once more. He didn’t regret a thing, but being here, as odd as it was, felt right. Right-ish. It was early days, as his old dad would say, and he was willing to buy into his father’s wisdom. He did wonder what his father would have made of the move – and what his mother would have thought. They’d wished him the best when he left, and supported his every step, but they were gone now too, and it was another loss he still felt acutely. He’d laid flowers with Isaac the day they’d arrived in town. He’d pointed out his childhood home to Isaac that same day. It had felt like taking the DeLorean for a spin.

The honk of the car horn outside broke him out of his reverie, and he headed down the stairs to his waiting son. As long as they were together, everything else would fall into place. He hoped. After everything they had been through, having hope in itself was both a huge surprise to him, and a sign that maybe there was life in the old dog yet. A fresh start, back where he started, was worth a shot.

He grabbed his coat from the hook near the front door, dropping the latch as he headed out to spend time with Isaac. Make some new memories, ghost-free. As he got into the car, his son moaning that he was starving, he thought of the lists. He’d start tomorrow. He was settled in at work; Isaac was enjoying his new school. It was time. He brushed the thought aside as they drove away, knowing deep down the list would probably stay unbegun.




Chapter 1

The groom, looking resplendent in a hand-stitched Italian ivory suit, complete with gold waistcoat and elegant gilded cravat, was misty-eyed as he heard the impressive ornate wood doors open at the back of the beautifully arranged church. The pews, matching him with ivory flowers and golden bows festooned on the end of each aisle, were full of expectant guests, their eyes on the same spot. As he turned, catching sight of his bride, the tears began unabated, as a collective ‘aaah’ rang out amongst the couple’s nearest and dearest.

Wearing an original heart neckline ivory dress, from the collection at Boothroyd Bridal, York, and followed by her niece Tilly, a flower girl dressed in a gold floaty dress, and bridesmaids in the form of four of the bride’s nursing colleagues, all eyes were on the beautiful bride. As she walked down the aisle, the groom shed a single tear, viewing the woman he was about to pledge his life to, forever …

‘Jesus Christ, Emily, it’s a wedding announcement, not a bloody Harlequin romance. He’s probably already shagged half the bridesmaids!’

Emily rolled her green eyes and shoved her mate and long-time colleague Beth away from her cynical perch, which was currently over her shoulder, peering at and mocking the words she was typing onto her computer screen.

‘Sod off, Beth! You wouldn’t know a Harlequin romance if it hit you in the face, so stop bashing it. And where did you come from? You’re like the bloody grim reaper, popping up and scaring the crap out of me every five minutes!’ She thrust an elbow out at her annoying friend and heard a satisfying screech as she connected with soft flesh. No one else in their screen-divided beige office batted an eyelid at them.

‘Ahh!’ Beth reeled back as Emily turned on her swivel chair behind her. Beth held a hand at her right rather voluptuous boob, giving it a rub as if she were trying to get a genie to come forth and grant all her wishes. ‘Leave Kendra out of it!’

‘You are so strange,’ Emily retorted as Beth sat down at her desk, which was directly behind Emily’s. ‘And don’t name your tits. I told you, it’s just weird.’

‘Well, my Dave would disagree, wouldn’t he, Kendra?’

‘Kendra and Kendall are downright weird names for your breasts if you ask me. And you’ve ruined Kendal mint cake for me forever.’

Beth cackled like a witch, scooting her chair back under her desk.

‘Good, it tastes like foot cream anyway. Are you really going to submit that sentimental clap-trap? Joanna will never go for it, you know; she never does.’

Emily turned back to her screen, puffing her dark brown fringe out of her face.

‘I know, but she said if I upped my game for the next couple of months, she might consider me for the features section again. I can’t write weddings forever. I know you love writing obituaries like the Queen of Darkness, but I don’t want to be still doing this when I’m forty. And we still have to run the rest of the advertising section; I’m writing copy for sunbeds and second-hand cots half the time.’

‘I know, forty and still not married. That just smacks of Miss Havisham. I can imagine you going full 27 Dresses soon, what with all your work outfits.’

‘Shurrup, I will be married by then. Besides, a modern woman doesn’t need a man. Or a ring. It’s not a prerequisite to being happy, you know.’

She heard Beth’s squeaky chair swivel back into her direction, and she turned to see a pitying look on her colleague’s perfectly made-up face.

‘Oh really? Just realised that, did you? Did Tim finally set the date then?’

‘Well … no, but we did talk about maybe looking at our diaries …’

Beth’s unimpressed face said it all.

‘Oh, shut up, Beth, we’re engaged. People don’t just get engaged for the fun of it, you know.’

‘Telling me to shut up won’t change the fact that your engagement has lasted longer than most marriages, including the loved-up saps you write about. That one at the Country Club last month was in the news section the other week. The groom’s going to court for punching his dad. Apparently, the dad gave the bride more than a speech!’ She cackled again, slapping her trouser-clad knee at her own joke. Emily pouted at her but said nothing. To be honest, she’d seen the bride in flagrante behind the staircase. She’d even herded the groom out of the way, distracting him by asking about some details she already had for the article. She did think (hope, pray and perform a rain dance) it might just be a case of one champagne too many. Obviously not.

‘Oh, Emily, I was only joking, but come on. You don’t need a big day, if money’s the problem. Dave and I went to the registry office and down the Nag’s Head after. We had a right party. We’ve lasted ten years, and I still don’t want to murder him in his sleep. It’s out there – you don’t need all the bells and whistles.’

‘I know that,’ Emily said quietly, slowly deleting the romantic tone from her latest piece for the wedding section. It was a tad OTT for The Hebblestone Herald. Beth was right: Joanna would only roll her eyes and edit it to death anyway. ‘It’s not the fancy stuff I care about, it’s the romance of it all. I want to get married, and hopefully only do it the once.’

‘So why wait then? Why the hold-up?’

Beth obviously wasn’t going to drop this. She checked her piece over one last time and emailed it to Joanna for her to check over. She had another two weddings booked in for the weekend, and she wanted to get a jump on the research for them. She had an appointment later that afternoon – a new gift shop had just opened on the high street, and they were offering bespoke invitations for events, including birthdays, christenings and, more importantly, weddings. She wanted to cover it for the paper, and hopefully give the owner a head-start with the business. Shops didn’t always last long in their small town, so getting footfall going was important. Many of the locals ordered online for the invitations, but Emily thought it was pretty cool that a local business was offering the service. She might even get some samples for Timothy to look at. Maybe they could set a date, get some save-the-date cards.

She knew the thought was futile even as it entered her brain. Tim was lovely, but he was dragging his heels a little. She could push him, but when she thought of her wedding lately, all that came to mind was spreadsheets. Tim’s spreadsheets, truth be told. The ones he kept at home, with their five-year plan strategically filled in. It was as depressing as their joint account. The one they’d opened at his bank with a view to putting money aside for the big day. It still had the same £200 in it that they’d opened the account with. The best intentions and all that.

Whatever savings she put away, she just stuck them in her own ISA. She knew Tim must do the same. She knew he had to have savings; he was careful with money. Sometimes so tight he could peel an orange in his pocket. They just never mentioned where the money was. Tim just banged on the five-year-plan drum once in a while. Normally when she wanted to book a mini-break, or talk about the wedding. He was just … frugal. She used to find it sexy: him being ambitious for their future, and their big plans. He had a plan for everything, but lately, it felt like his spreadsheets had become too important to him. Maybe her promotion would be the change. With the extra money, they could move things up a gear.

‘I don’t know, Beth, it’s just … not something we talk about.’

We don’t talk about a lot lately, truth be told. Last night, we spent two hours discussing the housing market, and the impact of interest-only mortgages on the economy. We don’t even have a mortgage. We don’t even live together. He has his place; I have mine. We shuttle back and forth from each other’s houses like teenagers. Dawson’s Creek  was cute, but not so much after you hit thirty.

She kicked her overnight bag under her desk, booting it against the back of her desk space. ‘We’re saving for a house, and everything takes time and planning. They don’t just throw mortgages for dream homes about anymore, you know. I need to finish my work, okay?’

God, I sound like a right cow now. What’s happening to me? Why does it get my back up so much when someone mentions my future plans? I’ve got things in hand. Why leap into things, like Tim said? We’re together; we have all the time in the world. It’s this bloody promotion – it’s making me feel inadequate.

She opened her inbox and started reading emails to distract herself. They just needed to talk, that was all. Talk about what was really important to them.

After the mortgage talk last night, she needed to try again anyway. She had to get Tim to see more than the figures on a spreadsheet. He was so laid-back he’d fall over in a stiff breeze. Another reason she liked him so much. They were comfortable together; he hated stress and rushing about. She’d never seen a man so comfortable with his lot. It was nice. She could rely on him. She just wanted them to push on to the next stage. Reignite the passion of the first days of their engagement.

Beth didn’t say anything for the longest time, and when Emily looked back at her, she was studiously typing away at her computer. She turned back to her desk, and picking up her mobile phone from her desk, she typed out a text.

Can we talk tonight?

E x

It only took a second before it buzzed back with a reply.

Can’t tonight, squash after work, remember? It’s on the calendar. Mine, about ten?

She was about to hit reply, to say yes and ask him if he needed her to bring anything, but instead she found her fingers typing something else.

No problem, got a work project anyway. Will sleep at home tonight. See you tomorrow. E

She passively aggressively left the kiss off the end of the text, a sure-fire way of signalling to him the fact that something was off. She’d asked him to talk, and he’d not even asked what about. Maybe time to think would make him realise, or she could work out a better way to tackle him about it without turning into Rachel Riley with her whiteboard.

Okay, pretty tired anyway. See you tomorrow night. Love you.

Ah, not so sure-fire then. He was probably busy at work though. He was the manager of the biggest bank in town, and it was coming up to lunchtime. He was always telling her how busy the midday rush was, how overworked he was at the bank with all the important and, what seemed to her, the intensely boring tasks he did daily with his assistant Pippa. Perky Pippa.

She had started to tune him out when he talked about his day lately, and she’d seen his eyes glaze over on more than one occasion when she talked about her work. Which, to be fair, she did understand. She was bored of it herself. Bored of everything, if she had the lady balls to admit it to herself. She felt a little like she was a toad, stagnating in some deep, dark, mouldy, murky waters, not being bothered to move, or not knowing how to. It was nice and comfy in the waters, and who knew what was out there, ready to strike.

And now she was comparing her life to a toad in a pond. And if she was bored now on the last Friday in April, which was pretty much the start of the wedding season around here – and her busiest months at work – then something wasn’t right. She needed to pull her finger out and start making some bloody plans in her life so she could get that promotion. But the thought of everything she was facing only served to depress her further. She needed a break from her worrying; she needed to take action.

‘I’m going out for lunch,’ she declared wildly. She heard Beth’s chair swivel in her direction.

‘What?’

Emily grabbed her bag and, opening the contents of her sandwich box, chucked the lot in the wastepaper bin beside her.

‘You heard me! The wedding fund can stand a tenner for lunch out. You coming?’

Beth picked up her jaw from the floor, her bright blue eyes widening as she took in Emily, all cardigan and determination.

‘Bloody hell, yeah! Let’s go! I pick the place though, deal? I’m not sitting outside Tesco eating a pre-packed egg sarnie. You might as well have kept that monstrosity.’ She flicked her finger towards the lunch Tim had packed for Emily. It was a little bland, but he was trying to save money for the wedding, and their house, their future. Although it wasn’t going into the joint account. What the hell were they saving for – just for it to sit in their own banks? After all, the cardigan she was wearing was from a charity shop. Not that there was anything wrong with charity shops, but it was two years old to her. Would a new bit of work clobber really break the bank?

They’d been having this discussion last weekend, when they’d been talking about her trying to get promoted. Tim did have a point, though. It wasn’t her wardrobe that would clinch the promotion; it was the merit of her work. But she’d noticed that the full-time reporters often did dress up, although so did she when she attended functions. Charity shops came in handy there too; easy to bag a formal outfit worn once only, and every now and again, rotate them. It would be worth it, when she bought her wedding dress. That would be brand new, and never to be sold on. That would make all the sacrifices, all the curled egg sandwiches, utterly worth it.

Not today though. She felt the delicious flicker of rebellion in her stir. Just for a day.

‘Deal,’ she said with a flourish, and grabbing their things, the two women headed out. They had just got to the lift when Emily turned to her friend. ‘Beth, are Tim and I okay? Long engagements aren’t that weird, are they?’

Beth watched the lift change floors for a moment, her usual candour playing for time it seemed. Emily’s heart sank a little further. As the lift doors opened, the reception of the newspaper offices before them, Beth linked arms with her friend and pulled her towards the front door.

‘Come on, if we hurry up, we can hit the department store on the way back. I sense a new slinky top in your future.’ Emily gauged her friend’s face for some kind of answer, but just saw excitement at the thought of shopping. She didn’t answer because it’s a stupid question, she thought to herself. Of course, they were fine! They were happy doing their own thing. Everything good in life was worth working for and waiting for at that. She was fine. They were fine. They just needed to talk, to get things moving again. Every love story had a lull now and again. No one was sunsets and roses around the door all the time. Life got in the way of plans. She knew that well enough.

Experience also reminded her that waiting for something to happen wasn’t always worth it either. It was that thought that her brain couldn’t quite shake. She needed something to happen. She needed to shake things up.




Chapter 2

Emily was starting to feel better, tucking into her meal, which was luscious, and enjoying her large latte and chatting about clothes with Beth. She’d smashed and grabbed the local “cool shop” that Beth recommended, and she’d found some nice new clobber. She’d spent a fair bit, but Beth had given her a stern look when she’d wavered. ‘Screw it,’ she’d urged, and the card was in the machine. She was right – sod it. She deserved a splurge, and it wouldn’t do her promotion prospects any harm either. She’d spotted a soft grey suit in a trendy cut, so that too was sitting in the bags at her feet, along with her other purchases. She was feeling better, optimistic even. Then the door to the cute little eatery they were dining in opened and her past walked in. Literally walked in.

‘Holy shit,’ she breathed, her fork stabbing her in the cheek as she turned her head away at lightning speed from the man who’d just walked in. ‘Ouch!’ She dropped her fork, and it fell with a clatter onto her plate, pinging a piece of lettuce leaf into Beth’s open mouth.

‘Eugh, Ems! That was grim. What’s up?’

‘Nothing, sorry. I got startled.’

‘Startled enough to stab yourself in the head? What did you see?’ Beth’s head was on a swivel now, trying to look at the doorway. ‘Tell me!’ she half yelled. She could never bear to miss a thing.

‘Please beeeee quiet,’ she said between clenched teeth. ‘It’s nothing. I think an old school friend just walked in.’

Beth was staring at her now. ‘And? Did you not get on or something?’ She looked again at the small queue waiting at the counter, nodding to a woman just in front of the man Beth was cringing over. She was wearing a short woollen dress, socks and crocs. ‘Is it the gator feet woman with the socks and Crocs? Cos, I’ve got to say, I get it.’

‘No, no, nothing like that. It’s not a her, it’s a he.’ Well, it was a bit like that. Emily was still trying to stop herself from passing out. She never thought she’d see him back here again. Any other day she’d be at her desk now, eating her slightly sad lunch. Of all the days.

‘Ah, I see. Was he one of those idiots who twanged bra straps and thought he was too cool for school?’

‘No, no. Nothing like that. He was just a friend. It’s just a shock, that’s all. He moved away a long time ago.’ Her gaze flipped back to Calvin, who was still there. Not an illusion. Jesus, what a day. He looked good. Why did he have to look so good?

‘Oh, the guy behind! Hey, he’s a bit of all right you know. I’m surprised the women of this town let a hunk like that leave! How did that happen?’

Beth went on to chat about some of the things the “women of the town” had said to Dave over the years. It was a little scarce on the man front, granted, but times had changed. More people were coming to live here, but it was hardly a metropolis.

‘So like I said to Dave, women don’t need a man to complete them. Sorry to break it to you, Tom Cruise.’ Beth’s voice filtered back into her head, and she frowned at the turn in conversation.

‘Tom Cruise?’

‘Yeah! You know, in that film? She’s a nice single mum, and he’s a complete mess, and he really gets it wrong.’

Emily nodded away at her friend, looking over to where Calvin Albright was ordering a drink and a sandwich to take out. He was taller than she remembered. She’d always had to crane her neck a little bit when they were younger, but judging by the size of him now, she’d need a portable footstool to look him in the eye. Or a neck brace. He said something to the cashier, and she threw her head back in laughter as he tapped his card on the reader. She looked away, not wanting to watch all of a sudden.

‘So, how did you know him then?’ Beth asked, munching on a crust of fancy bread from her side plate. ‘What’s he called?’

‘Calvin Albright. We went to school together. He was in a lot of my classes. Extra-curricular stuff, you know.’

‘Aww, a geek like you?’

Emily crossed her eyes at her friend before continuing. ‘Yes, he was. We both were. Before college. I wonder why he’s here.’

‘Er, fairly sure he’s ordering a ham salad and a large coffee. He looks like he’s on his lunch break. From Abercrombie and Fitch. I mean … damn that man can wear a suit. I can’t believe you never told me about him. He’s …’ Beth was leaning over in her seat now, watching as he scrolled through his phone at the counter. The cashier was still making googly eyes at him, Emily noted, but his head stayed focused on the screen. She looked away, focusing intently on the remaining food on her plate. Her appetite had disappeared, replaced by what felt like a ball of wool in her gut. Meanwhile her mate was still trying to think of the perfect word for the man before them. ‘Oh … I don’t know. Fit seems a bit weak, and he’s not burly like my Dave. He’s a bit more Clark Kent.’ She took a sip of her drink, waggling her eyebrows saucily at Emily. ‘Dave’s more Bruce Banner.’ She returned to study Calvin as though he was a specimen in a jar, awaiting classification of species. ‘Look how he fills that suit. He’s Iron Man material.’

‘Beth!’ Emily was getting more uncomfortable
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