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        ‘What happens at Sparadise will take you to paradise.’

      

      

      ‘Bridgette, if you drive any faster, we will be airborne!’ Emily Avondale fastened her safety belt and gripped the side of her seat as the wind from an open window whipped long grey hair into her eyes. ‘I hope I’ve packed my anxiety tablets,’ she grumbled, biting down on thin lips. Her feet, encased in sturdy walking boots, pressed hard on the thickly carpeted floor.

      ‘No time to waste,’ Bridgette Haworth called out. ‘Snooze and you’ll lose, and with an early start, we can arrive at the spa in good time and make the most of our day.’

      Known locally as ‘Bossy Bridgette’ and the resident owner of Flaxby Manor, the main house in the Lancashire town of Flaxby, Bridgette revved the engine of her Range Rover and sped away from Emily’s driveway with purpose.

      Gravel flew and Emily winced as borders of pretty petunias and bright coloured lobelias were pebble-dashed from the spray. Rummaging about in her canvas bag, Emily pulled out a packet of Calms and flipped the top from a bottle of water. Throwing her head back, she swallowed two tablets.

      ‘Want a handful?’ Emily turned to the passenger in the back.

      Serena Alleyne shook her head. ‘Not for me. I love it when Bridgette drives fast.’ She stared out of the window where houses and shops flashed by. ‘Cornelius drives at a snail’s pace and lives in fear of a stone flying up and scratching the precious paintwork on his Austin Healey.’

      ‘I think I’d go slow if I owned a vintage sports car,’ Emily said. ‘It must be his pride and joy.’

      Serena sighed. ‘He has little interest in anything these days.’ She placed a hand on Bridgette’s shoulder and, with long fingers, gave a squeeze. ‘Put the pedal to the metal, Bridgette.’

      Encouraged by her friend, Bridgette sped ahead.

      The passengers braced themselves for a bumpy ride as their driver took bends at speed, oblivious to traffic-calming measures as she drove through the outskirts of the town of Flaxby. Careering around a bend, Bridgette startled pedestrians strolling down Coronation Avenue, who stared as the vehicle screeched to a stop outside a terraced house.

      Bridgette tooted the horn, and the women waited.

      Either side of the smartly painted pillar box-red front door, two colourful garden gnomes stood like sentries. Their fishing rods quivered as the door slammed, and a ruddy-faced woman, handbag tucked under her arm and suitcase gripped tightly, bustled down the pathway.

      ‘Marjory looks flustered,’ Emily said as they watched their friend approach.

      ‘No doubt she’s been baking to feed the masses and stocking the fridge for days.’ Serena noted Marjory’s flushed appearance and high colour.

      ‘Her kids are almost as demanding as mine,’ Emily said, thinking of her two insufferable sons. Both had thrown temper tantrums when they learnt that their mother was going away.

      ‘Except Marjory’s kids have moved out and don’t live at home,’ Serena said, ‘but they might as well do.’

      ‘Good heavens, what has she done to her hair?’ Bridgette gripped the steering wheel as Marjory approached.

      ‘It looks like a bunch of forget-me-knots,’ Serena chuckled as they stared at the mass of blue curls with wisps of white that framed Marjory’s face.

      ‘I like it,’ Emily said. ‘It’s lovely and cheerful, just like Marjory.’

      Bridgette, who was petite in height, climbed out of the car and after giving her friend a hug, helped Marjory load her case in the back. ‘Jump in,’ she instructed and held a door open.

      Marjory tossed her handbag into Serena’s outstretched hands. ‘Hello, lovelies!’ Her legs splayed apart and her dress rode up as her ample bottom wriggled over the seat. She gripped Serena’s arm and planted a kiss on her smooth ebony cheek.

      ‘By heck,’ Marjory sighed and sank back on the expensive leather, ‘I thought I’d never get away. Reg is racing his damned pigeons today and is all in a tizzy because the weather is so hot.’ She ran a hand over her perspiring brow. ‘And I feel like I have been cooking for days to make sure the family are fed while I’m gone.’

      ‘Forget about your family for now,’ Serena instructed. ‘Buckle up and prepare for a white-knuckle ride.’ She tugged on a safety strap and adjusted it around Marjory’s rotund stomach. ‘Bridgette thinks she’s a Formula One driver.’

      ‘On the contrary – I simply want to get us all out of Flaxby before any husbands, partners, or sons stand in our way.’ Bridgette patted her neatly cut bob and adjusted the glasses on the end of her nose. Placing a leather pump on the pedal, she accelerated hard, narrowly missing a white delivery van.

      ‘Including Hugo,’ Bridgette continued, ignoring angry gestures from the van driver. ‘My husband has done everything in his power to stop me from having a weekend with my friends.’ Traffic lights turned to red and, oblivious to slowing traffic, Bridgette overtook and went through. ‘He even hid my bank cards, for goodness sake. It’s 2018 and I have to put up with his antiquated attitude on how women should behave.’

      ‘Aye, Reg is the same.’ Marjory nodded her sky-blue perm. ‘He thinks I’ve lost my marbles to spend good money on fancy pampering and time away with my mates.’

      ‘Cornelius is glad to see the back of me.’ Serena gripped her seat as they careered around a bend. ‘He says I stand in the way of his artistic creativity.’

      ‘Then Cornelius is a fool.’ Bridgette glanced up at Serena’s exquisite face in the rearview mirror.

      ‘My sons are livid.’ Emily knotted her wayward hair into a band at the base of her neck and frowned. Worry lines creased her pale forehead. ‘They can’t understand why I can have a mini-break but won’t pay for them to go on holiday.’

      ‘They probably think that four old lasses going off galivanting will lead to trouble. I can’t imagine why.’ Marjory giggled.

      ‘Well, my darlings, they can simply put up with it,’ Bridgette said. ‘This is my birthday weekend and nothing is going to spoil my precious time celebrating with my dearest friends.’

      ‘Hear, hear!’ the women chorused.

      ‘It’s not every day you celebrate being seventy,’ Serena said.

      ‘Oh, the thought of being so old,’ Bridgette said and sighed. ‘I can hardly bear it. Where did the years go?’

      ‘There’s nothing to be ashamed of. We’re all catching you up.’ Emily patted Bridgette’s knee. ‘I’m sixty-three.’

      ‘And I’m sixty-eight,’ Marjory joined in. ‘Unlike the baby amongst us – young Serena here.’

      ‘Sixty-two is hardly a baby,’ Serena said dismissively.

      ‘Did you bring the book?’ Emily twisted around in her seat, her eyes fixed on Marjory.

      ‘Aye, I’ve got it.’ Marjory reached into the depths of her voluminous bag. A tube of sweets scattered over the leather upholstery, followed by a comb, lipstick, several tissues and a pair of extra-large cotton knickers.

      Serena raised an eyebrow at the knickers.

      ‘Essentials,’ Marjory muttered and, rooting deeper, grinned as her fingers found her quarry. ‘Got it,’ she announced and held aloft a soft-backed book.

      ‘What happens at Sparadise stays at Sparadise!’ they all chanted as Marjory began to turn the glossy pages of the publicity material for a luxurious spa retreat.

      ‘Let’s have another look.’ Emily reached out. ‘I want to read what it says about the yoga and meditation sessions.’

      ‘I’m looking forward to seeing my room,’ Bridgette said, her eyes focussed on the emerging countryside as the town of Flaxby began to diminish behind them.

      ‘I intend to have every spa treatment available.’ Serena closed her eyes and sank back into her seat.

      ‘I hope that there’ll be some decent grub.’ Marjory unwrapped a sweet and popped it in her mouth. Folding her fingers across her belly, she gazed out of the window.

      Emily began to read out loud. She began by describing the location of Sparadise in detail, stating that the retreat lay in acres of gardens surrounding a lake in the Forest of Bowland. ‘There’s a page with testimonials,’ she said.

      ‘Read them out,’ Bridgette commanded as she sped along the road.

      ‘This is an interesting comment.’ Emily, who wore metal-framed reading glasses, squinted as she held the book closer to her face. ‘One visitor says, “Sparadise is not an average spa; be prepared for an amazing transformation!”’

      ‘I could do with one of them,’ Marjory said. ‘It might wake my Reg up a bit.’

      ‘But listen to this endorsement,’ Emily said, wide-eyed. ‘“Sparadise will change your life forever.”’

      ‘Well as long as we all get back in one piece.’ Bridgette glanced at Emily. ‘Does it mention the gardens and a lake?’

      ‘Yes, and there are photos showing the grounds.’

      ‘I wonder if we can swim in the lake,’ Serena said. As a lover of wild water swimming, she took every opportunity to fulfil her passion.

      ‘Aye, that would be a bit different to our pool. A damned sight colder, that’s for sure.’ Marjory unwrapped another sweet.

      ‘I love our weekly swims,’ Emily said. ‘I can’t wait for them to come around – it’s the highlight of my week.’

      ‘Me too,’ they all chorused.

      Flaxby pool hosted an over-sixties session named Women’s Warm-up Wednesday where the water temperature was cranked up for maturing muscles and bones. The friends looked forward to having a gossip as they swam, four abreast, for a leisurely hour, followed by drinks in the Flaxby Arms. Over the years, the sacrosanct session had strengthened and sealed their closeness. Family upsets were discussed when they chuntered about children and partners; medical issues were raised and pondered, along with recipe sharing and general chit chat. The support they gave to each other, combined with gentle exercise, ironed out the worries of their week.

      ‘Might I suggest a pit stop for coffee?’ Bridgette asked.

      ‘Aye, I’m gasping.’ Marjory sat up and looked through the window.

      ‘Good idea. We don’t check in till two and there’s plenty of time,’ Serena replied.

      ‘There’s a place by the river just up ahead.’

      Bridgette reduced her speed as a café came into view.

      Minutes later, the friends found a table in a sunny spot overlooking the river, and Bridgette ordered. Diners sitting outside the café tucked into snacks and drinks served by friendly young staff.

      ‘Perfect,’ Emily said and made herself comfortable. She was still holding the book and, placing it on the table, began to flick through the pages.

      The sun was intense under a silver-white sky and shimmered on the water. Following a recent downpour, the river reached halfway up the bank, forming a broad pool where ducks hovered, gliding across the surface, their heads cocked for any crumbs and crusts of bread that might come their way.

      ‘This is a great place to stop,’ Serena said as she looked around. She could see a dog walker on a path on the opposite side of the river, and in a lay-by, a group of bikers huddled around a mobile refreshment van. They held thick juicy burgers in beefy hands and sipped tea as they discussed the freedom and excitement of biking on an open road. Nearby, their lavish display of expensive and immaculate Harleys, Ducatis and Hondas stood in a neat line.

      ‘I wouldn’t mind getting one of those between my legs.’ Serena studied the gleaming metal and chrome. ‘Nothing like a warm throbbing engine to start your day.’

      Bridgette cast Serena a look that could curdle milk. ‘In all the years I’ve known you, I don’t believe you’ve ever been anywhere near a motorbike, let alone ridden on one.’

      ‘It wasn’t the bikes I was talking about.’ Serena, attention-grabbing in a white linen shirt and ripped jeans, caught the eye of one of the bikers and waved. Bearded with long shaggy hair, he wore a leather jacket with a winged skull logo and, smiling, raised his mug.

      ‘Well, really!’ Bridgette turned away.

      As soon as Bridgette had stopped the car, Marjory had gone to the ladies’ room and now, as their drinks arrived, bustled back to her friends. Coffee sloshed on the table as she picked up a mug.

      ‘Oops,’ she said and plopped her plump bottom next to Emily. Glancing over her friend’s shoulder, Marjory stared at the open book where an image of a yoga instructor filled the page. ‘By heck, that lad is fit.’ She unwrapped a chocolate biscuit and dunked it in her coffee then licked her lips with pleasure as the sweet substance melted on her tongue.

      ‘Not only fit, but handsome too,’ Serena agreed.

      Emily tilted her head and, bending her neck, studied the instructor’s pose. Puzzled, she asked, ‘How on earth would you get yourself into that position?’

      ‘It’s called the eight-angle pose.’ Serena read the caption below the image, and the women tried to work out how he balanced on two hands while holding his legs out at a right angle.

      ‘He looks more like a light fitting than a yoga instructor,’ Marjory commented and reached for another biscuit.

      Bridgette turned a page. ‘What a gorgeous location. Just look at the rooms – there are suites too.’ Glossy photos of the retreat revealed the beautifully presented establishment with smiling, uniformed staff on hand to attend to a guest’s every need.

      ‘You can glamp by the lake,’ Serena said.

      ‘Glamp?’ Bridgette stared at Serena. ‘You mean camp.’

      ‘Camping is quite different; this is glamping.’

      Serena described the luxurious way of being with nature by sleeping under canvas in plush surroundings with every available amenity.

      ‘Look,’ she said, holding up a double page, ‘the glamping tepees are arranged in the garden not far from the lake. For many people, it’s their idea of heaven to be at one with nature.’

      ‘Until it piddles down and your tent leaks. Then you’ll wish you had a solid roof over your head.’ Marjory wrinkled her nose.

      Serena ran a finger over the page, her eyes bright as they fell on a king-sized bed with soft linens and a downy duvet, surrounded by twinkling lights. The Emperor Bell was spacious and comparable to the spa’s suites, with the finest furnishings in abundance. ‘What a shame none of us booked one of these,’ she said.

      ‘I am sure we will all be delighted with the rooms we’ve chosen.’ Bridgette looked smug as she sipped her coffee. Having made the booking for everyone, she couldn’t wait to settle into her exclusive penthouse suite. ‘We’ll leave camping to the other guests.’

      ‘Well, I’m happy to be sharing with Marjory.’ Emily put her arm around Marjory’s shoulders. ‘I am sure that our twin room will be delightful.’

      ‘My double deluxe has a spa bath, and you can all come and join me.’ Serena smiled. ‘God, it’s hot. My braids are scorching.’ She touched her fingers to her jet-black hair. Serena’s magnificent hair was piled high on her head, the locks threaded with colourful beads. ‘I’m tempted to go for a swim.’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Bridgette retorted, eyeing the river. ‘You can’t possibly swim here.’

      ‘Why not? I swim in rivers, lakes, streams – wherever there is water. You should all try it. It’s the most exhilarating experience.’

      ‘But is it safe?’ Emily stared at the water, her face pale and blue eyes searching for signs of a fast-flowing current.

      Serena pointed to a dip in the bank. ‘It is where it’s pooled. We could safely swim there.’

      ‘I’ve got my swimsuit somewhere.’ Marjory reached into her bag and began to dig about, laying out the contents on the table.

      ‘I forbid you to swim in those.’ Bridgette was indignant. Reaching out, she grabbed Marjory’s big knickers and whipped them off the table.

      ‘Here it is,’ Marjory said triumphantly. She ignored Bridgette’s protests and held up a swimsuit that had seen much better days.

      ‘I’m wearing my bikini,’ Serena said, unbuttoning her blouse. ‘I’m always ready for a swim in this hot weather.’

      ‘Crikey, it will have to be my shorts and bra.’ Emily, not wishing to be left out, pulled her T-shirt over her head.

      ‘Good God, you can’t be serious.’ Bridgette was shocked as she watched her friends undress. She glanced around nervously, noting the attention from other diners. A mother was shielding her child’s eyes with her hand, and the café staff had begun to giggle at the sight of the aged ladies removing their clothes.

      ‘Come on, birthday girl, live a little.’ Serena gave a lazy smile. ‘Don’t be afraid of coming out of your comfort zone. You’ll love it when you do.’

      Bridgette bristled at Serena’s words. She had every intention of staying firmly within her comfort zone as, with horror, she saw Marjory’s ample breasts and bottom fly out of her greying bra and knickers, to be manipulated into a sagging ruched swimsuit. With clothes piled high on the table, Serena led the way and, holding hands, the trio tentatively stepped over the grass, steadying themselves as they negotiated the riverbank and tiptoed across the pebbles to the water.

      The bikers gathered around and, with wolf-whistles and cheers, applauded the women as the water reached their knees. Serena’s Amazonian body was a sight to behold as she splashed about, her smooth dark skin a striking contrast against the white of her bikini. Subtle cosmetic surgery over the years had kept her tummy almost flat and cellulite non-existent.

      Emily began to shiver and rubbed at her skinny arms and legs, threaded with blue veins, as she jumped up and down on the sandy riverbed, while Marjory, loving the attention from the onlookers, stuck out her chest and patted her perm.

      ‘Are you ready?’ Serena asked and took hold of their hands. ‘One, two, three… swim!’ She tugged hard and plunged them into the water. Submerged to their shoulders and gasping at the cold, within seconds, the women were swimming. Cheers resounded from the riverbank as the bikers whistled and clapped.

      ‘Hang on! Wait for me!’ a voice suddenly called out.

      Everyone turned to see Bridgette, her short elf-like body running across the grass. With spontaneous applause, they took in the sight of her skirted swimsuit. The thin fabric of a generous sarong, knotted at her wide waist, billowed around her chubby legs. A rubber cap, red with colourful flowers, covered her hair and on her feet she wore a pair of latex bootees.

      ‘Bridgette!’ Serena yelled and, rising like a salmon leaping upstream, reached Bridgette’s side. ‘You made it.’ She laughed and leaned down, guiding her in.

      ‘I’m coming out of my comfort zone!’ Bridgette shrieked as she dipped into the water and, with furious strokes, began to paddle towards Emily and Marjory.

      ‘Hallelujah!’ they chorused as the friends joined hands and grinned.

      Ten minutes later, Serena’s swimming team stood shivering by the Range Rover. Mottled flesh trembled as Bridgette handed out towels.

      ‘That was so good.’ Serena untied her braids and wrung the thick weaves. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

      ‘Bloody marvellous,’ Marjory said. She swung her body from side to side in an attempt to dry herself, breasts and batwings flapping. Her hair was wet, and rivulets of blue dye merged with the veins on her neck.

      ‘The heat is heaven on my skin.’ Emily, with both hands on her bony hips, held her face up to the sun and closed her eyes. Her sodden shorts clung to her thin legs, and she rubbed at the goosebumps on her arms.

      Bridgette peeled the cap off her head and shook out her hair. ‘Very enjoyable, but I think I’ll stick to the pool next time,’ she said, picking a weed out from the rubber flowers.

      Behind them, engines fired to life, and the women turned to see the bikers ride into a V-shaped formation. Horns tooted and visors were raised as they saluted the swimmers and roared away into the lush Lancashire countryside.

      ‘Well, I think we were a hit with the boys and I rather enjoyed that.’ Bridgette manipulated her towel to cover her modesty. ‘Are we all ready?’ she asked as she stepped into tailored Capri pants and buttoned her blouse.

      ‘Born ready,’ Serena replied. Sitting upright in the back of the vehicle, she was dressed in her shirt and jeans as she folded her damp bikini neatly and placed it in a plastic bag. Emily, now turned out in combat trousers and a T-shirt, helped Marjory climb into the Range Rover. Fully dressed now, Marjory’s perm was a halo of indigo tangles.

      ‘All set?’ Bridgette asked, then drove out of the car park to re-join the road.

      ‘We certainly are,’ Emily said. ‘Next stop, Sparadise!’
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        ‘Why not join us for an unforgettable stay at Sparadise and enjoy a unique and magical journey as we nurture you back to your best.’

      

      

      Emily read out loud from the opening page of their Sparadise book as Bridgette steered the Range Rover through the vast iron gates that perfectly framed the garden beyond.

      Marjory’s eyes were wide as she wound her window down. ‘It’s like Downton Abbey,’ she whispered as she gazed in awe at the sight that greeted them. Acres of idyllic countryside lay before them, and cows grazed in the furthest fields where newly-shorn sheep munched on the fertile pastures.

      Bridgette, for once, drove slowly. The tyres crunched on the neatly laid gravel as they made their way in stately progress to the house at the end of the driveway. The surrounding nature embraced the property, with ancient trees acting as a shield from the elements and immaculate box hedges running parallel to the perfect proportions of the honey-coloured building.

      ‘Valet parking!’ Emily exclaimed as a uniformed man appeared and guided them to the entrance.

      ‘I’d expect nothing less at these prices.’ Bridgette removed her sunglasses and clipped them into a case. ‘Come along, ladies, our adventure begins.’ She nodded as the valet opened the driver’s door and Bridgette slid from her seat. Thrusting her shoulders back, she raised her chin and led the party forward.

      ‘Leave everything,’ Bridgette instructed as Marjory and Emily scrambled about for their bags. ‘There are people to do that for you.’

      Bridgette stepped through an oak-panelled door and into a vestibule where several Wellington boots stood in a line beside a collection of outdoor shoes. Rows of Barbour jackets hung on brass hooks alongside walking sticks and umbrellas stacked in a wooden frame.

      Serena stood in the vast hallway and noted the highly polished parquet flooring underfoot and walls covered with expensive artwork. She studied a sparkling chandelier and was reminded of a country house hotel in Hertfordshire where she’d gone to film an episode of her now-defunct cookery show. The proprietor of the house, a woman dressed in a twinset, tweed and pearls, had greeted Serena and was quite unlike the striking young woman who greeted them now.

      Over six feet tall, she appeared from a side door and moved confidently towards the new arrivals. Her white-blonde hair was cropped, and she was perfectly styled in a white tunic and trousers. Piped in red, the spa’s name, Sparadise, was embroidered on a pocket of the tunic.

      ‘Hello, and welcome,’ the woman said, ‘my name is Danka and I am the manager of Sparadise.’

      Danka towered over tiny Bridgette as she moved her arm in a sweeping gesture, inviting them to take a seat at a huge desk that dominated the centre of the hall.

      ‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ Marjory whispered as she eased into a softly cushioned chair. ‘It’s almost as posh as Bossy Bridgette’s place.’

      ‘Hardly,’ Emily replied, her voice low to avoid Bridgette hearing. ‘This is far bigger and grander than Flaxby Manor.’

      ‘Now I will check you into our establishment.’

      Bridgette studied the young woman’s features and noticed that she spoke with an accent and deduced that Danka was from Eastern Europe, perhaps Polish.

      One by one, they signed registration forms and listened to precise instructions about the day-to-day running of the spa and the location of the facilities.

      ‘Thank you for booking ahead,’ Danka said with a smile that spread across her smooth peachy cheeks. ‘Your therapies will be energising and we hope that you have a most enjoyable weekend.’

      Marjory stared at Danka and nudged Emily. ‘Do you think we’ll look like that by Monday?’

      ‘Not a chance,’ Emily replied.

      ‘Okay, and now we will show you to your rooms.’ Danka picked up a little brass bell and shook it gently.

      Soundlessly, from a far corner of the hall, two staff members appeared. Like Danka, they were dressed in a smart uniform of tunics and trousers.

      ‘Alexandra oversees our pool area and all the associated facilities there,’ Danka said as the first girl stepped forward and gave a slight bow. Her glossy chestnut hair, styled in a fringed pixie cut, fell across her pretty face.

      Danka introduced another attractive girl, whose shoulder-length blonde hair bounced on her slim shoulders as she nodded to the new arrivals. ‘Monika manages our beauty and body treatments.’

      Pole-axed by youth and beauty, the four friends stared back.

      ‘Alexandra will show Emily Avondale and Marjory Ecclestone to their twin-bedded room, which is on the first floor of the main house,’ Danka continued, ‘and Monika will accompany Serena Alleyne to her lake view room, which is in our new annexe. I will take Bridgette Haworth to our Emperor Bell.’

      ‘Erm, I’m sorry.’ Bridgette rose up. ‘Did you say Emperor Bell?’

      ‘It is one of our best glamping tents, and you will like.’

      ‘T… t… tent?’ Bridgette was incredulous.

      ‘Yes, come, I will show you.’

      Danka began to move away, but Marjory, Emily and Serena stood behind Bridgette and stared anxiously as they waited for her reaction.

      ‘But I booked the penthouse suite!’

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, did you not get the email?’ Danka asked.

      ‘What email?’ Bridgette stared up at the woman, her brow a mesh of anxious lines, with her lips pursed and fists clenched to do battle.

      ‘We wrote to inform you that we could not accommodate you in the penthouse and have changed your booking to one of our glamping tents.’

      ‘B… b… but that’s preposterous!’ Bridgette stamped her tiny feet.

      Serena winced as she watched Bridgette’s nostrils flare. Emily turned, unable to witness Bridgette’s bulging eyes, and Marjory held out a hand to stroke Bridgette’s arm, only to have it brusquely knocked away.

      ‘Would you like to share with me?’ Serena spoke softly.

      ‘Or Emily and I can bunk up and you can take the other bed,’ Marjory suggested.

      Bridgette was flummoxed. The last thing she wanted was to share a room. She hadn’t shared since her days in a dormitory at boarding school. Even at home with Hugo, she insisted on separate bedrooms. The thought of a tent was almost unimaginable. She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Counting slowly to ten, she regained her composure. It was only for a long weekend, so indeed, she’d manage.

      ‘I shall be perfectly all right, thank you, ladies,’ Bridgette began, ‘but, Danka, I want compensation for my inconvenience and expect you to pass on my complaint to the owners.’

      ‘Don’t worry.’ Danka smiled again. ‘All will be well, and as soon as you allow yourself to mentally and physically slip into Sparadise, you will begin to relax and leave such minor worries behind.’

      Bridgette thought that her worry was hardly minor and she did not intend to slip into anything, especially a tent. Still, as she said goodbye to her friends, agreeing to meet up with them later, she reluctantly followed Danka out of the house and into the garden.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I thought Bridgette was going to have a fit.’ Emily bounced up and down on her bed. ‘She turned an extraordinary colour – her face was puce.’

      ‘Aye, I thought we might be calling for the Sparadise medical team,’ Marjory said and chuckled. She stretched out on a deliciously thick counterpane, and her blue candyfloss hair covered the pillow. Her hands were folded on her tummy as her stocking-encased toes wriggled up and down. ‘But she took it on the chin.’

      ‘I almost felt sorry for her as she meekly followed Danka. I hope her tent is to her liking.’

      ‘It’s a good job she was in the Brownies. Bridgette must have gained her camping badge.’

      ‘I’m sure she was Brown Owl. She’s certainly bossy enough to have been a Brownie leader.’ Emily giggled.

      ‘I never liked the Brownies,’ Marjory said. ‘Too much discipline for my liking.’

      ‘But perfect for Bridgette. I can imagine her in a uniform.’ Emily stretched her arms above her head. ‘Neat bob, clothes all ship-shape, shoes polished. Nothing has changed over the decades.’

      ‘Well, let’s hope she’s a happy camper as this is her special birthday weekend, and I wouldn’t like anything to go wrong.’ Marjory stood and began to poke about the room.

      ‘Are you unpacking?’ Emily asked.

      ‘Aye, we’re due for our medical checks in half an hour, and I want to get my things straight.’ Marjory opened her case. ‘Not that I’ve much to unpack – just a couple of swimsuits, shirt, slacks, a skirt and something smart for Bridgette’s party.’ She reached for a dress and placed it on a hanger.

      ‘This room is lovely.’ Emily sat up and ran her fingers over the inlaid surface on her bedside table. ‘We must be in the old part. It said in the guidebook that the house dates back to the 1700s.’

      Emily studied the neatness of the room and thought of the untidy chaos in her own home. Her sons, Joe and Jacob, two twenty-somethings, never stepped out of the four walls of her 1930s property and much preferred to lounge about, glued to their computer games all day. As she was parenting single-handed, Emily had her work cut out when it came to cleaning and caring for her lazy sons.

      ‘It’s certainly very posh.’ Marjory nodded her head as she gazed at the antique furniture. ‘I could fit my whole house in this one room.’ Floor-length drapes in gold brocade framed a window, and a chaise longue stood against one wall. She moved across the room to open a door. ‘And as for this bathroom,’ she called out as she studied a roll-top tub and two deep mirror-backed porcelain sinks, ‘just look at all the chrome to polish.’

      Marjory was in awe as she picked up bottles of expensive toiletries and ran her fingers over thick fluffy towels. She knew that Reg, her husband, who rarely ventured far, would scoff at such extravagance. ‘I wish my kids could see all this.’

      ‘This is your time now. You spend too much time running around after your family,’ Emily said, ‘but at least your kids are adults and stand on their own two feet.’

      ‘Aye, but I still need to help them.’

      ‘They have their own homes and, thanks to you, are very capable.’ Emily put her arm around Marjory’s shoulders.

      ‘I like to think that they still need me.’ Marjory blinked and twisted her empty, calloused hands. ‘These days, Reg hardly notices me unless I’m late with his dinner.’

      ‘What I would give for my sons to leave home.’ Emily shook her head. ‘And I’m sure Reg appreciates everything you do for him.’

      Both women stared at their reflections in the mirror.

      Emily saw a face that appeared older than its years, her long thick grey hair with a centre parting framing thin cheeks and a long neck. Her expression was weary, and Emily knew that her working life as a headteacher in a primary school had taken its toll. Almost as much as having two twenty-somethings refusing to fly the family nest. As a single mum for most of her sons’ lives, she hadn’t found parenting easy.

      ‘You’ve got lovely eyes,’ Marjory commented, her head on one side as she studied Emily.

      Emily nodded. She also thought that her bright-blue eyes were an asset, and her slim body, which hadn’t gained so much as a pound since she was a teenager.

      ‘You’ve got an adorable face,’ Emily replied. ‘You’re always laughing and you radiate happiness.’

      ‘Gawd, I don’t know how you can say that.’ Marjory moved her head from side to side. ‘Years of sitting on the till in the Co-op has broadened my backside.’ She patted her ample bottom. ‘And stacking shelves has done nothing to rid me of my arm flaps.’ She pinched the loose skin on her arm and frowned.

      ‘But you always seem content with your lot, and you make the most of everything,’ Emily said. ‘I’m always striving to try and make my life better, but it just seems to get harder as I get older.’

      ‘Perhaps you should give your lads a kick up the backside and get them to do more or make them move out.’

      ‘I doubt that day will ever come. Neither seems in the least interested in standing on their own two feet, despite expensive educations and gap years that I financed as they travelled the world.’

      ‘Aye, but we all have choices, you know.’ Marjory linked her arm through Emily’s. ‘Age is a fact of life, but looking your age doesn’t have to be. Have you ever thought of getting rid of this lot?’ She asked as she touched Emily’s hair.

      ‘What and have a perm like yours?’ Emily began to laugh.

      ‘It might go a bit frizzy at times, and that dunking in the river hasn’t helped it, but it’s part of me and my personality – daft and a bit wayward.’

      Emily hugged her friend. ‘And that’s exactly why we love you. Now, instead of putting the world to rights in here and feeling sorry for ourselves, why don’t we get our medical checks done and dusted and go and find the others?’

      ‘That’s the ticket.’ Marjory slipped her feet into a pair of slingback sandals and Emily laced her walking boots.

      ‘Ready?’ Emily asked as she opened the door and pocketed the key.

      ‘Lead on.’ Marjory followed behind and marched down the corridor. ‘Keep calm and get your spa day on!’
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      Serena was unpacking her suitcase when there was a knock at the door. She smoothed the long, multi-coloured kaftan that lay on the top of the case and looked up.

      ‘Come in,’ she called out and turned to see Monika step into the room.

      The young girl held out her hand. ‘I think you left your mobile phone in reception.’ She’d braided her thick blonde hair in two neat plaits and as they bounced on her shoulders, she flicked them away. ‘Is this yours?’

      Serena recognised the diamante S on the pink casing and nodded.

      ‘How silly of me. Thank you so much for finding it.’

      ‘It’s my pleasure, but you won’t need your phone here. Sparadise is for relaxation and removing yourself from the outside world. Amazing things will happen if you let them.’

      Serena watched Monika leave the room.

      If only she could remove herself from the outside world – she was more than prepared to let something amazing happen. Perhaps this weekend would soothe her woes and help process the frustration of no longer being a part of the workplace that Serena had known and loved for so long. That, combined with a flagging relationship, left Serena feeling deflated. She knew that there would be little time to discuss this with her friends, as they all had separate treatments over the weekend. Pushing the suitcase to one side, she sat down and flipped the cover of her phone.

      No messages or calls.

      Why hadn’t Cornelius contacted her to see if she’d arrived safely? Their relationship was so different from the heady days when they’d first got together. Serena shook her head as she remembered the acclaimed artist who’d exhibited at a show in London. In her celebrity days, she’d often frequented such events, and not long after they met, she went to live with him in his hometown of Flaxby. When he was painting, Cornelius was an attentive partner and lover, but when his artistic brush dried up, much to her frustration, he became despondent and withdrawn. He spent his days roaming across the fells in search of inspiration with Dodger, his Labrador retriever.

      Cornelius hadn’t even bothered to get out of bed when she left that morning. Dodger’s head had been on the pillow, tail thumping as he eyeballed his master, and Serena knew that Cornelius would now be wandering over the hills hoping that Constable would lend him his heavenly palette and inspire a scene worthy of Cornelius’s brush.

      Her mobile felt like an enemy in her hand. Silent yet deadly.

      ‘Damn,’ Serena mumbled to herself. ‘The phone used to ring all the time.’

      She looked around at her delightful annexe room. Opulently furnished, and unlike the main house, it was ultra-modern with calming pastel colours and sleek lines. Floor-to-ceiling windows allowed plenty of light to flood in, softened by pale muslin drapes. Bi-folding doors opened up to a private patio area and enclosed garden with a beautiful lake view. Serena left her unpacking and wandered out. Birds twittered from a box hedge, and swallows skimmed across the water. She sat down on a chair by a wrought-iron table and, flicking open her phone, gritted her teeth as an Instagram notification appeared on the screen.

      Yvette the Chefette had clocked up another three thousand hits.

      ‘Double damn,’ Serena swore. Her dark eyes blazed as she studied a video of a beautiful young woman moving to music in her kitchen. Yvette the Chefette was skimpily dressed in nothing but a strategically placed apron, with a tall chef’s hat placed jauntily on her head. In her hand, her fingers gripped a meat cleaver. French-polished nails tapped against the gleaming steel.

      Serena studied the many comments that poured in as the video played.

      ‘What lies beyond your apron?’ @kissthecook.

      ‘Let’s meet and eat some meat’ @platedate.

      ‘I hope your smoke detector is working because you’re HOT!’ @thejumpingjalapeno.

      Likes, hearts and thumbs-up emojis floated over the screen as Yvette, Serena’s arch-rival in the culinary world, wriggled her shapely shoulders and blew a kiss to her followers.

      ‘Bitch,’ Serena hissed and snapped the phone closed.

      Tears trickled slowly over Serena’s cheeks, and she brushed them away. Closing her eyes, she tilted her head to the sun and let the warmth of the afternoon rays wash over her. In moments, she was transported back to a busy set in the studio of a morning television show, where the host told the studio audience what was on the menu that day. They applauded as he announced Serena’s name.

      ‘Now, folks, it's time for Wake Up with Serena! The only morning show to get your taste buds bursting and set your stomach up for the day. Here’s Serena!’

      For five fantastic years, Serena had been a well-liked chef. Her Monday to Friday slot on the popular daytime show received high viewing figures and had given Serena a wonderful life. Coinciding with her move to Flaxby to be with Cornelius, she had spent the week at her apartment in London, returning to the countryside at the weekend. She remembered how being signed to London’s top media agency had created opportunities for guest appearances and they’d flooded in. With a new cookery book published every year, viewers had taken the fifty-something beautiful black chef to their hearts. She even had a fan club.

      As Serena sat on the private patio of her room at Sparadise, she remembered the morning when her agent told her that her show was to be axed.

      ‘I’m sorry, darling,’ said Fiona McNulty of Life in the Limelight Productions, ‘I’m afraid it’s an age thing.’ Serena could hear Fiona dragging on a forbidden cigarette. The London traffic was a distant noise as she exhaled through an open window. ‘Of course, they’ll never admit that, but Rollie Johnstone, the new commissioner, is known for his love of bright young things, and I’m afraid Yvette the Chefette ticks all his boxes.’

      Serena knew it wouldn’t be the only thing the wretched Yvette ticked on Rollie’s list, but there was little she could do about it. Her contract had run its course, and it was out with the old and in with the new. Her fall from grace had been as rapid as a sinking souffle, and that damned Yvette was to blame. Serena was a washed-up chef with nowhere to go.

      Serena suddenly stood up. ‘Two can play at your game,’ she shouted at her phone as her chair scraped on the patio. ‘Yvette may think she’s the Instagram queen of the kitchen, but I’m going to compete for the title too.’

      As she stepped back into her room, she heard a knock at the door.

      ‘Yoo-hoo!’ Marjory called out. ‘It’s just us.’

      Serena smiled as she heard the welcome sound of her friends, and, wiping away her tears and throwing the phone to one side, went to open the door.
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      Bridgette stood by the bed in the Emperor Bell. Her eyes were closed and she wriggled her fingers while taking deep breaths, forcing herself to relax. Danka had left instructions to use the phone should Bridgette require anything more to enhance her stay. Looking around the tent, she tried to locate a phone and realised there wasn’t one. She’d have to use her mobile.

      Her three Louis Vuitton cases were stacked to one side, leaving very little space. With only an upright wooden coatstand to hang anything, Bridgette wouldn’t be able to unpack her clothes and would be living out of the cases for the duration of her stay.

      ‘Really!’ Bridgette muttered. ‘This is not what I had planned at all.’

      She scrutinised the space. The bed, which occupied most of the tent, was high, and Bridgette felt that a pair of steps would have come in handy. It was fine for the likes of Danka, whose beanstalk proportions dwarfed Bridgette. Danka would glide into the bed. But Bridgette, whose height would never reach five feet, no matter how tall she held herself, needed a trampoline to propel herself onto the mattress.

      How on earth was she going to read at night before settling down to sleep? The lighting, provided by solar panels attached to the outside of the tent, illuminated strings of fairy lights on the inside. Danka had told her that it would be ‘like sleeping under the stars’, but Bridgette thought it was more
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