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Prologue

It always started with a fluttering in her stomach and a quickening of her pulse. Then a ripple would start on her scalp and run the whole length of her body, right down to her toes: a delicious tingle, like being dipped in champagne and feeling the tiny bubbles burst on her skin.

She knew now never to ignore the feeling. It was as if she was tuning in to a sixth sense; as if her gut, her brain and her heart were all connected, all firing together and urging her on. Like a gambler who knew exactly which horse to back, she always knew she was bet on a dead cert. She hadn’t been wrong yet.

As she stood in front of the door, the sensation overwhelmed her. The ancient oak planks were pale as silver; the black iron latch smooth with handling. How many times had she been through it? As a child, a daughter, a teenager, a lover, a mother – so many different versions of herself had found happiness inside these stone walls.

When she’d left home that morning, she’d had no idea this opportunity would present itself. Everything inside her told her it was the right decision. Everything that had seemed so confusing melted away and the answers fell into place. After all, she’d learnt to listen to the signals and trust her instincts. They had never let her down before. She put her hand on the latch and smiled as it clicked and the door opened. As she stepped over the threshold, she felt her past and her future collide.

She smiled. No one would see this coming. Everyone would say she was mad.

It was the ultimate impulse purchase.
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May was always the best month for parties, thought Cherry. The sun was bright yet soft, the breeze was fresh, everything in the garden was lush and overexcited, and everyone had a spring in their step now the good weather was bedded in and April showers were behind them. In Avonminster, students lay on the grass in front of the cathedral, revising, snoozing, flirting, summer stretching out in front of them as the end of the academic year loomed.

At Admiral House, down by the river, the drawing room was looking its very best. It was situated on the first floor, to take advantage of the magnificent view of the suspension bridge. Full-height French windows gave out onto a wrought-iron balcony, and a long table ran the width of the room. On it, platters and cake stands and wooden boards were piled high with Roquefort tartlets, Parma ham pushed into the midst of purple figs, dark red grapes and ripe rich creamy Camembert, bruschetta with tomato and anchovy, crostini with burrata and blood oranges. The effect was of a Dutch still life, the colours brooding and dark. Stone urns either side of the fireplace spilled acid-green hydrangeas, and between them was a zinc tub filled with bottles of pale pink sparkling wine from a nearby vineyard. Ranks of gleaming glasses stood in wait. The wine would flow. It always did here – it was that kind of house.

As head of the art department, Mike’s retirement party should have been held at the university, but Cherry thought having it at home gave it a more personal touch. Over a hundred people had been invited for drinks and substantial canapes and seventy-seven people had RSVP’d yes.

Cherry didn’t much care for retirement parties, usually. They felt to her like dress rehearsals for funerals. She and Mike had been to a few in recent years: soggy quiche and warm wine in some faceless function room, topped off by an unimaginative farewell gift and grindingly dull speeches.

So she was determined that Mike’s leaving do would bear none of those trademarks. It would be glamorous, relaxed and fun. A glittering celebration of the inspiration he had given to all his students. And a tribute to his career.

On the walls, scattered amidst the nudes, landscapes and abstracts they had collected over the years, were the album covers that had made Mike famous in the early seventies: swirling, intricate, psychedelic illustrations that were iconic even today. He had been the go-to artist if you were a progressive rock band wanting hints of misty mountains and elves and illicit substances on your record sleeve.

And over the fireplace, blown up and framed in black, was the image that had made her famous: the photograph of a topless twenty-year-old Cherry astride a Norton Commando in silver hot pants. She had often thought of taking it down, for it felt a bit inappropriate now, even though her long blonde hair had been covering her chest. She had styled the photo; Mike had taken it and sold the image to a poster company. It had been stuck on hundreds of bedroom walls, becoming almost as famous as the girl with her tennis skirt hoicked up over her bare bum. As photographer, Mike had got the credit, and the royalties were in his name, but as they were an item, Cherry had benefitted and never minded. Nearly fifty years later they were still together, and royalties still trickled in. So the photo stayed, a little piece of art that defined a certain age.

‘Hey.’ Mike sauntered in, rolling up the cuffs on his denim shirt, untucked over black jeans and Chelsea boots. With his thick-rimmed glasses and his hair expensively scissored to jaw length, he was, thought Cherry fondly, the archetypal professor of art.

‘Are you ready for your engraved carriage clock?’ she teased as he planted a kiss on her cheek.

‘They wouldn’t bloody dare,’ he grinned, and swiped a tartlet. ‘Sorry, I’m starving after my run.’

He still pounded five kilometres every morning, heading out over the suspension bridge. And it paid off. From behind, he looked much the same as he had the day she’d first seen him, that skinny bum in the tight jeans, the mop of curls, though these were now pewter, not gold.

Seventy. How on earth had he got to seventy? It meant she wasn’t far behind. There was nothing about either of them that said septuagenarian, unless you had very sharp eyes and could detect the tiny hearing aid behind his left ear.

Despite their wild youth, the last twenty-five years had been respectable. Mike had worked his way up to Head of Fine Art at the University of Avonminster. He was on countless committees, the trustee of several museums and art galleries, and a judge for any number of prizes. Living in Avonminster had been the perfect alternative to London, with its lively arts and music and food scenes. And it meant they were near to Rushbrook, her family home deep in the heart of Somerset. Her connection to the village was as strong as ever. Mike knew how much it meant to her, to go back to the place she still considered home.

Although Cherry had never technically worked, she had probably made more for their pension pot than Mike had. She was the queen of flipping. She had renovated over six of their homes in the past twenty years, culminating in the jewel in the crown that was Admiral House. She could see the potential in the most unassuming listing, the one that estate agents and potential purchasers overlooked as run-down, dark and dreary or downright ugly. The one that needed too much work. She would buy, work her magic and almost double their money every time.

No one had wanted to touch Admiral House when she bought it three years ago, the four-storey student house at the rough end of the river with its overgrown garden and orange pine cladding; the smell of damp that made you gag; the fire doors and cheap carpeting. She had fallen in love with the view, up the gorge to the suspension bridge, and the wrought-iron balconies on each floor, American planter-style. And today demonstrated just how her eye for an up-and-coming area had paid off. Now everyone was scrabbling for a house down here.

‘Where’s Maggie gone?’ Mike asked.

‘Getting more ice from the garage. And extra lemons.’

Mike didn’t ask if there was anything he could do. There wouldn’t be. Cherry and their daughter Maggie would have it covered between them. The dream team. Cherry was in charge of décor and organising and Maggie had done the catering. The fridges downstairs were groaning with more food to replenish what was already laid out. He’d muck in afterwards, of course. Driving boxes of empty bottles to the recycling centre, drying up plates and glasses and moving furniture back.

They both stood at the window for a moment. Cherry’s hand reached out for his and gave it a squeeze, sensing his disquiet.

‘It’s going to be weird,’ he said.

‘It’ll be fine. It’ll be over by five.’

‘I don’t mean today. I mean . . .’

He gave a gesture to mean the future.

‘It’s going to be wonderful,’ said Cherry. ‘Just think. No more admin. No more departmental meetings. No assessments.’

It had always driven him mad, the minutiae of being a departmental head. All he was really interested in was spotting talent and nurturing it. Getting his students to push themselves. Getting them to understand both the value of hard work and knowledge and practice, but also risk-taking.

‘Talent isn’t enough,’ he would tell them repeatedly. And the ones who listened to him and responded did well. He had many success stories amongst his alumni, both creative and commercial. And he was loyal to a fault, always going to their private views and opening nights.

They heard the front door on the floor below open, then a hello accompanied by excited barking and the skitter of claws on the tiled floor. Maggie, Fred and Ginger.

‘Up here, darling!’ called Cherry, releasing Mike’s hand.

Moments later, her daughter appeared in the doorway flanked by two miniature wire-haired dachshunds. The energy levels in a room always went up when Maggie appeared, her smile wide and her eyes bright. She was tall, her long plum-coloured hair cut in layers, her eyes green and laughing. Cherry felt pride that, despite what had happened, Maggie had emerged a beacon of light and strength. There were still dark days, but she fought them with courage. And everywhere she went, Fred and Ginger came too, funny furry bundles of chaos, busy, beetling and beloved of all who knew them. A purchase that had seemed foolhardy at the time, so soon after the funeral, but no one could deny that the dogs brought comfort and distraction and made them all laugh.

‘Here!’ Maggie held out a box of huge shining lemons with their leaves still on. ‘The ice is in the freezer. Hey, Dad, you look smoking hot.’

Mike smiled appreciatively. ‘Distinguished and venerable was the look I was going for.’

‘That too.’ She crooked an arm around her father’s neck and kissed him.

‘I better get changed.’ Cherry was still in a t-shirt and yoga pants. ‘It’s nearly midday and they’ll be arriving from half twelve.’

‘You better,’ Maggie nodded, running her eyes along the table and nodding in approval. ‘No Rose yet?’ asked Mike.

‘She was just getting Gertie ready. They’ll be here any minute.’

‘Can I just say,’ said Mike, ‘how much this means to me? You two organising this.’

He looked a bit overwhelmed for a moment. Cherry and Maggie looked at each other and shared a conspiratorial grin.

‘As if we’d let anyone else get a look-in, Dad. You know that.’

Mike snapped his fingers, as something had slipped his mind. ‘Oh, yes. The two control freaks. How could I forget?’

‘Perfectionists,’ corrected Cherry. ‘There is a big difference between being a control freak and simply being in control. Now, we need the ice topped up in the wine cooler . . .’

Maggie shooed her away.

‘Mum. Go and get changed. I’ll sort the ice.’

‘Ah – here they come.’ Mike was looking out of the French windows, waving. In the street below were his granddaughter and great-granddaughter: Rose, gliding along the pavement in a white ruffled midi and Greek sandals, Gertie bobbing along beside her, clutching the string of a helium balloon in the shape of a Tyrannosaurus rex that was bigger than she was. He grinned.

Trex had been his nickname when he was young, a contraction of T. Rex, due to his resemblance to Marc Bolan. Some of his mates still called him Trex. The dinosaur must have been Rose’s idea. She was even more about the detail than Cherry and Maggie, but she thought outside the box and trod her own path. Mike’s heart still buckled at the thought of what she had been through, losing her father at such a crucial age. Not that there was a good age for tragedy.

He sighed, wishing for a moment that it was just the five of them celebrating, not an enormous rabble. It wasn’t rare for them all to be together, for they lived less than a mile apart, but having them at Admiral House today meant the world to Mike. Together, they gave him ballast in an uncertain sea. Even at seventy, Mike often felt he was drifting towards the rocks, about to be swept away by an unseen current. It was the artist in him. He might be a respected academic, but the insecurity never really left you. You needed it, to be the best. And that’s why he needed them.

Cherry, Maggie, Rose and Gertie. His girls.
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Upstairs, Cherry pulled on the outfit she’d laid out on the bed earlier. She eyed it for a moment, wondering whether she should wear a dress, but she needed to be comfortable and practical. She’d be pouring drinks, handing round food, pounding up and down stairs to greet guests and usher them in. Practical didn’t have to mean unglamorous, though. She teamed sleek black cigarette pants and an oyster grey silk shirt with silver leather sneakers and mother-of-pearl earrings. She tipped her head upside down and spritzed her hair with salt spray, then flipped it into a French twist, pulling out a few stray ends. A touch of mascara and a caramel lipstick was all the make-up she needed, and a honeyed, smoky cloak of Slow Dance by Byredo.

She checked herself out in the mirror. There was always a moment of trepidation before she looked at herself. Might she be confronted by an old hag in age-inappropriate clothing; a potential laughing stock? She felt relief. She looked cool and classy; nothing was too tight or too short or too shiny. Daily yoga and thrice-weekly swims at the Lido kept her toned and strong. Even she couldn’t quite believe she was seventy next year. Seventy!

Though what did they say? Seventy is the new fifty? Actually, she felt better now than she had done at fifty, when inexplicable aches and pains and anxieties had overwhelmed her for some years. The wretched menopause. She batted away the memory. Nowadays, she woke each day feeling optimistic and energetic. And full of ideas. She – they! – had so many plans for the future now Mike was retiring.

Tomorrow, the sale of her mother’s house in Rushbrook was due to complete and they would have a beautiful blank canvas. She needed to get today over first. Mike didn’t officially finish at the university for another few months, when finals were over and marked and the degrees given out and he’d handed over to his successor, but they’d wanted to do the celebrating before the end of year stress set in.

Happy with her appearance, she slipped back down to the drawing room to add the final touches. She found her favourite French jazz station and connected it to the speakers hidden in the ceiling, adjusting the volume so it was a sultry whisper. Then she lit the half dozen scented candles dotted around the room, their spicy, woody scent soon filling the air. Entertaining was all about layering. Sound and smell were as important as what to eat and drink. Cherry had passed her entertaining skills on to Maggie, though with Maggie the music would be louder, the lights brighter, the drink would be in jugs to be poured into chunky glasses, the atmosphere more casual. Her parties were legendary. At least they had been . . .

Maggie had talked about throwing one this summer.

‘I think it’s time, Mum,’ she had said a couple of months ago, but Cherry hadn’t heard her mention it again.

Each summer, Maggie and Frank had thrown ‘Frankstock’ in their back garden, his record decks set up against the garden wall, trestle tables groaning with food, all the neighbours invited. Everyone dressed in festival wear and danced until dawn, Frank in his element, DJing in whatever ridiculous rig Maggie had assembled for him: a golden cloak, leopard-skin leggings, star glasses . . . He had amiably donned his costume, even though he usually wore the sound engineer’s uniform of jeans and a t-shirt or a fleece.

They had got through it, somehow, after Frank died in a freak accident – a fall from some rigging at a big event. Cherry’s mother Catherine had been a tower of strength, scooping them all up into her house in Rushbrook, their sanctuary. And now she had gone too. Cherry shivered. If the past five years had taught her anything, it was to make the most of people while you still had them.

‘Hey, Cherry Bomb.’ Rose snapped Cherry out of her reverie, coming in with a tray of water jugs. ‘Where shall I put these?’

‘Just dot them round the room so people can help themselves. We need to keep them hydrated. You look stunning, darling. Where’s that from?’

‘Mountville Oxfam. It was all yellow and horrible so I soaked it in whitener and it came up a treat. Eight pounds.’

Rose did a twirl. The column of chiffon ruffles shimmered around her and settled back into place.

‘Well, it looks a million dollars.’

It was true. But then, Rose always looked as if she’d wandered off the catwalk. Her style was eye-catching and striking. Most of her clothes were accrued from jumble sales and charity shops then customised. Yet of all the family, Rose was the least enthusiastic partygoer, even though at twenty-two she should have been the most. Some people thought she was shy, but she simply only spoke when she had something useful to say. She put her energy into observing and absorbing. She was the biggest contradiction of them all: rebellious, creative, independent. Fragile.

Cherry had nothing but admiration for her granddaughter and the unconventional route she had taken. There was something of the undiscovered genius about her, but Rose always bided her time. Cherry had no qualms about her finding her feet in the long term. She was special, Rose. Her moment would come.

Gertie, meanwhile, looked set to be the biggest party animal of all of them. She bounded in after her mother with the T. rex still tied to her wrist.

‘This is for Pops,’ she told Cherry. ‘Can we tie him up?’

Cherry helped her tie the balloon to the big candelabra in the middle of the table. He hovered over the proceedings, out of place yet perfectly in keeping, like the very best art installation.

Trex. Her Trex, with his snake hips and corkscrew curls. Still her hot love since the day she’d met him at eighteen.

Our new life together starts here, she thought.

An hour later, Admiral House was bursting at the seams, filled with laughter and the popping of corks. Greedy fingers reached for the endlessly replenished food. Fred and Ginger shimmied about, weaving between the high heels to snaffle up pastry crumbs. Gertie was given a tin tray piled high with tartlets to pass around. No one could resist her offering.

Mike found himself greeted by a stream of people he hadn’t seen for years.

‘Mike!’ A woman with pink hair swooped down on him. ‘Am I allowed to call you that? Or should it still be sir?’

Mike grasped for her name. He was struggling to identify some of his former students. The difference between youthful twenty and middle-aged forty was sometimes significant: weight gain, hair loss, an increase or decrease in confidence or income or cultural capital could alter someone beyond recognition, but he did his best.

‘I think Mike’s fine now,’ he said, gamely embracing her.

Cherry and Maggie were tireless, running up and down stairs to greet people and then getting them to mingle. They were in their element, choreographing the whole event between them with just a nod or a gesture. Rose melted into the background, keeping an eye on Gertie and the dogs and any elderly guests who might need a chair or a glass of water or to be directed to the loos.

Outside the sun shone, beating in through the glass and heating up the room. The suspension bridge shimmered in the distance, a triumph of mankind over nature.

And then Anneka Harding arrived.

Anneka was dressed in layers of pale grey gauzy linen, all asymmetric hems and pointy sleeves. Her ice-white hair was in a thick plait pulled over her shoulder, bound at the bottom with a silk ribbon. She almost floated into the room, serene and confident. There were murmurs of recognition amongst the guests as she stood by the fireplace and pinged the edge of her glass with her fingernail, smiling as patiently as a diva waiting for the applause to stop. The chatter gradually fell silent and all eyes were upon her as she started to speak.

‘When Professor Lambert emailed to invite me to Mike’s retirement party, I booked my flight straight away. There is no way I would be where I am without him. Twenty years ago, he looked at a shy, nervous art student and saw potential. But he was tough on me. He didn’t let me get away with anything. He made me redo my work over and over again. He made me throw away every preconception I had about art. He made me question myself and challenge myself and critique myself. And, most importantly, praise myself, when I got it right. He was . . .’ She took in a deep breath and gave a dramatic pause, eyes wide. ‘He was my guardian angel.’

There was a smattering of applause. By the door, Maggie and Cherry exchanged glances. Maggie put a discreet finger in her mouth and mimed vomiting. Cherry jabbed her with her elbow, her lips twitching.

Now based in LA, Anneka was famous for painting auras. She would sit with the subject to pick up their vibes, then go home to paint life-size likenesses of what she had seen. They were huge canvases painted in thick layers of white paint run through with streaks of colour, and her work graced endless celebrity walls.

Mike, who wasn’t in the least airy-fairy, was nevertheless very taken by the whole concept.

‘It’s bloody clever,’ he said to Cherry when they saw her work in a copy of Hello. ‘I taught her well.’

‘You don’t think it’s a con? There’s no way she can see their aura.’

Mike shrugged. ‘It’s her interpretation of the feeling she gets from them. It’s perfectly valid.’

Cherry rolled her eyes.

‘It’s wrong, to make all that money out of people’s gullibility.’

Mike just laughed. ‘Those people are not victims. They’ve coughed up quite willingly.’

‘The biggest crime,’ said Cherry, ‘is how awful the paintings are. I bet they don’t take her more than half a day. If she even does them herself. She’s probably got a studio full of art students knocking them out.’

‘Nothing wrong with that either. It’s a time-honoured process.’

Cherry hadn’t wanted to get into an argument about Anneka Harding’s artistic integrity so she’d dropped the subject.

Now, Professor Lambert stepped forward to stand at Anneka’s side. The pair of them smiled over at Mike, who was standing by the wine cauldron looking mortified. Cherry could see his fists were clenching and unclenching, a sure sign of stress and discomfort. He hated surprises.

‘I’m delighted that Anneka was able to join us today,’ Professor Lambert said. ‘I was even more delighted when I asked her if we could commission a painting to mark Mike’s time with us. We knew it would be difficult, as there wouldn’t be time for her to sit with him beforehand and it would have ruined the surprise. But she assured me that she remembered his aura.’

‘I held it with me for many years,’ said Anneka, pressing a closed hand to her heart.

‘It is a testament to his teaching, and how he inspired so many,’ Professor Lambert finished, as two men carried in a huge canvas wrapped in sheeting and propped it against the wall.

As the painting was unfurled there was a round of ecstatic applause. Anneka smiled as Mike looked at his aura – a chaotic swirl of deep navy blue and regal purple highlighted with gold. He seemed overwhelmed, totally at a loss for words. Eventually he turned to her with a little bow, his palms pressed together.

‘I can’t tell you how much that means,’ he stammered. ‘Thank you. Thank you all.’

‘Oh my God,’ thought Cherry. ‘Where the hell are we going to put that?’

A few minutes later, Mike managed to recover his composure and called Cherry to his side.

‘There is one person I couldn’t have done all this without. When I first saw her, more years ago than either of us care to remember, riding bareback on a palomino, I knew she was my muse. She’s been by my side all this time, cheering me on, supporting me, being the most wonderful partner-in-crime. My life and my career have both been down to Cherry’s vision and Cherry’s genius and it will be a huge privilege to spend my retirement with her because whatever she turns her hand to is always a huge success. And that includes this amazing party. I have not lifted a finger. This is all down to her. Thank you, my darling.’

A huge cheer rose up and Cherry blushed.

‘I’m not taking all the credit,’ she protested. ‘It was Maggie, Rose and Gertie too.’

She beckoned the three of them over, and they stood in a row, arms around each other.

‘I’m the luckiest man in the world, to have four generations of incredible women in my life,’ agreed Mike. ‘They are quite the lifeforce, I can tell you.’
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The guests began drifting away afterwards as the sun began to float lazily down towards the gorge. Cherry was suddenly longing for everyone to leave. She felt tired, and her head throbbed from one too many glasses of pink wine. She’d run out of small talk, her legs were aching and she was itching to restore order. The splendour of the table had faded, the flowers seemed to be wilting in the late afternoon sun, and even the dinosaur balloon looked a little deflated.

Mike was nowhere to be seen. She could see Professor Lambert was making signs of leaving and he would want to say goodbye. Perhaps he was in his office? Cherry ran down the stairs and along the corridor to the back of the house and put her head round the door.

There he was, by the window. She was about to call to him when Anneka stepped into view. The two of them were gazing at each other with an intensity she could feel from fifteen feet away. She froze, her greeting stuck in her throat.

‘Thank you,’ Mike was saying, ‘for the most incredible gift.’

‘I have a confession,’ said Anneka. ‘I painted it a long, long time ago. So I could keep you with me. I needed you. My guardian angel.’ She echoed the words in her speech.

Mike looked surprised. He nodded. Then smiled. He seemed at a loss for what to say. Moments passed. Eventually he pointed to Anneka’s collarbone.

‘You’ve got a sesame seed stuck to you . . .’

‘Oh.’ Anneka looked down. ‘It must be from the sausage roll.’ She raised a hand to remove it, but before she could do so, Mike reached out his forefinger and pressed it to her skin, lifting off the sesame seed. His finger hovered in the air between them for a moment, their eyes locked. And then Anneka bent her head and took his finger in her mouth, not leaving his gaze.

Cherry felt her stomach turn over.

Half of her wanted to storm in and confront the pair of them. The other wanted to run away and pretend she’d seen nothing. But in the end, she stood, transfixed, as Anneka put her other hand to the back of Mike’s head and ran her fingers through his hair. The gesture was gentle and tender.

‘I’ve never stopped thinking about you,’ she murmured.

Mike stared at her, spellbound.

Twenty years ago, Cherry remembered Mike coming home and exclaiming over Anneka’s talent. His exultation when she had got a first. How he’d watched her career from afar. Or perhaps not so far . . . She had mistaken it for the pride of a teacher in a promising student.

‘Come to LA,’ Anneka was saying, urgent.

‘How can I?’ Mike’s gaze didn’t leave hers.

‘What else are you going to do with all that free time?’ Anneka brushed his cheekbone with her thumb.

Cherry almost laughed. It was embarrassing, watching the pair of them. A forty-year-old woman toying with a seventy-year-old man. Distaste curdled with the wine in her stomach. She took in a deep breath, right down to her diaphragm, and put back her shoulders, summoning up courage from deep inside her. She stepped carefully away from the doorway and headed down the corridor. She didn’t want them to know she had seen them. She needed time to gather her thoughts. She certainly didn’t want drama. The thought of confronting the pair of them made her recoil. Protestations of innocence and denial would be humiliating and undignified. For all of them.

Don’t cry, she told herself. Do Not Cry. This was not something to play out in public, in front of family and friends. Dignity, she reminded herself, was a tremendous weapon. The minute you lost that, you were sunk.

She headed back into the drawing room. Maggie was picking up glasses from the mantelpiece and side tables; the table was cleared of dirty plates and the remaining food re-arranged neatly in case anyone was still peckish. The dogs trotted around happily hoovering up crumbs.

‘Hey, Mum.’ Maggie touched her on the elbow. ‘Great job. It was perfect. A really lovely send-off for Dad. I know it meant a lot to him.’

Cherry managed a taut smile. ‘It went well, didn’t it?’

Maggie gestured over to the painting, leant up against the far wall. ‘And that is quite the leaving present.’

She caught her mum’s eye, wanting to share a laugh about it, but Cherry wasn’t playing ball.

‘Mmm.’

‘Are you OK?’ Maggie frowned.

‘Yes – I think it’s all caught up with me, that’s all.’

‘Go and sit down and I’ll bring you a cup of tea.’

‘That makes me feel ancient!’

‘A glass of fizz then.’

‘I’ll grab some water.’

‘Shall we get a takeaway later, all of us?’

‘Why not.’

Cherry was glad Gertie thundered into the room at that moment. She was finding it hard to obfuscate. She bent down and opened her arms to the little girl. ‘Darling! Have you had fun?’

She scooped her up and turned to see Mike coming back into the room. There was no sign of Anneka. He was smiling from ear to ear. Anyone looking at him might just think it was the smile of a grateful man who had spent the afternoon with his closest friends and colleagues. Not someone who’d just been invited to LA by a woman thirty years younger.

‘Just the hardcore left,’ he said to Cherry, who managed to nod, her voice stuck somewhere.

‘I was just saying to Mum we should have a curry in the kitchen,’ said Maggie.

‘Poppadoms!’ said Gertie, putting a fist in the air.

‘Definitely.’ Cherry smiled at her great granddaughter.

‘Good idea,’ said Mike, putting his hand in his pocket for his wallet. ‘It’s on me.’ He pulled out a wad of twenties and handed them to Maggie. ‘I better go and say goodbye to the Davenports.’

He moved over to the window, where a couple who owned a gallery in Bath were preparing to leave.

Cherry pulled Gertie a little closer. The little girl was wilting, her head falling onto Cherry’s shoulder. Cherry felt like doing the same. She just wanted to collapse into bed and forget what she had seen, overwhelmed by the fact that now she would have to do something about it, and that the future wasn’t going to be what she expected. She felt tears building up again, but swallowed them down. How long could she keep up her façade?

She felt a hand on her shoulder, and turned to see Anneka’s smiling face.

‘Cherry. What a wonderful party.’ She reached out and caressed Gertie’s curls as she spoke. Cherry had to stop herself from pulling Gertie away. ‘Thank you so much. It meant a lot to me to be able to celebrate with you all. Mike was a huge influence on me. I wouldn’t be where I was without his input.’

‘So you said.’ Cherry was ice-cool.

‘I said to Mike, if you’re ever in LA . . .’

‘I very much doubt we will be.’

Anneka smiled gamely at the snub. ‘Well, it’s an open invitation.’

‘Thank you.’

‘And thank you for the painting,’ Maggie interjected, glancing at her mother, surprised by her lack of manners. ‘What a memento. A really wonderful way to mark his retirement.’

Anneka bowed her head. ‘It was an honour. There was a time when he was my guiding light. I was very lost as a student. He set me on the path to success.’

‘It’s so generous of you to acknowledge it.’ Maggie was ploughing on bravely in the face of her mother’s froideur.

‘Excuse me,’ said Cherry. ‘I need to get Gertie something to drink.’

She left the room, Gertie still in her arms. Maggie and Anneka looked at each other.

‘I think today’s been more emotional for Mum than Dad,’ Maggie said. ‘She’s been planning this for weeks. And her life’s going to be very different now he’ll be at home.’

‘Of course,’ laughed Anneka. ‘I expect he’ll be quite a handful. There’s nothing worse than a bored artist.’

She looked over at Mike but he was embroiled in conversation and didn’t catch her eye.

Cherry plonked Gertie down in the kitchen and reached for a glass, filling it from the tap. She sipped at it, as much to quench her rage as her thirst. How dare that woman waltz in and speak to her as if she hadn’t had Mike’s finger in her mouth? As if she hadn’t tried to lure him with her wide eyes and that breathless baby voice?

‘Cherry?’ Rose was standing in the doorway, looking concerned. ‘Are you OK?’

Cherry looked over at her granddaughter. She couldn’t tell her what she’d seen. She couldn’t tell any of them. They all adored Mike. Was it her duty to ignore what she’d seen? To keep everyone else safe from the truth? Already she felt the burden weigh her down.

‘I think I’m dehydrated. Too much running around and not enough water.’

Rose looked at her through narrowed eyes. It was hard to fool her. Rose was hyper-aware. She picked up on the tiniest clues. ‘Really?’

Cherry smiled at her. ‘It’s the end of an era, that’s all. The university has been our life for so long. We’re entering the next phase . . .’

The final phase. They had both agreed it was their duty to do as many exciting things as they could, while they could. The list had not included Anneka Harding.

‘Hey.’ Rose came over to give her a hug. ‘It’ll be great for you guys. You’ve got amazing plans.’

‘Mmm.’ Cherry nodded as enthusiastically as she could.

‘You’re an inspiration to me.’ Rose squeezed her tight, and Cherry nestled into the comfort of her embrace. Beautiful, clever, upside-down Rose, who had dealt with the tragedy of her father’s death these past four years in her own unique way.

‘You’re an inspiration,’ said Cherry, and she meant it. She had nothing but admiration for Rose.

There was that lump in her throat again. Bloody Mike. How dare he put her in this situation, after everything they had been through? Surely he knew it was family that mattered? Surely he wasn’t foolish or vain enough to think that Anneka Harding would bring him anything but a temporary thrill? She imagined him for a moment, whizzing around Hollywood Hills in a soft-top car with his sunglasses on, ‘The Boys of Summer’ blaring. Was that what he hankered after?

Later, Cherry lay in bed. She could see Mike in the bathroom. The en-suite door was open and he was staring at himself in the mirror. She recognised the ritual. Most people of their age gazed at their reflection, anxious for a glimpse of the person they still felt they were behind the lines and wrinkles – a glimmer of the youth and sparkle they’d once had.

Cherry tried very hard not to focus on the fear of fading looks. To concentrate instead on being a good person, and surrounding herself with beautiful things. Mike worried about it far more than she did. He was ferocious about his daily run, paranoid about losing his hair – she could see him now, running his fingers through it as if to measure how much he had lost since the last time he looked. He turned sideways and tucked in his abs. He needn’t worry, she thought. He was in good nick.

But maybe not up to the scrutiny of Anneka. She felt her teeth grind together with the memory of what she’d seen. Why had Anneka moved in on him? Of course, he was an easy target – a vain but vulnerable man on the verge of retirement, about to lose his identity. Why had she done it?

Cherry knew the answer, of course. Because she could. Anneka was that kind of woman. Insecure, despite her beauty and success. She needed affirmation. She needed to know she was irresistible.

Mike snapped off the bathroom light and she shut her eyes. He slipped into bed beside her and she tensed. He reached out a hand to touch her thigh, patting it rather than stroking it. Affectionate rather than suggestive. Usually she wouldn’t mind the latter in the least, but tonight – no way.

‘You awake?’ he whispered, and she gave a sleepy murmur. ‘I just wanted to say thank you for today.’

She didn’t answer straight away.

‘It was all of us,’ she said eventually. ‘A joint effort.’

‘No. You were the mastermind. You always are. I’d be nowhere without you, Cherry.’

It would have been a lovely thing for him to say, and would have mollified her, if he wasn’t echoing Anneka’s very words to him. Was it conscious or unconscious? And did he mean it?

There was truth in what he said, though. When his work went out of fashion in the late seventies, when punk arrived and wanted brasher graphic imagery, not the whimsical detail he slaved over, she had pushed him into academia and given him the confidence to retrain and use his experience to teach the next generation. Later, when he’d been teaching for a while, she’d seen the vacancy at the University of Avonminster, knew its reputation as a dynamic, innovative seat of learning. The thought of being near to Rushbrook again had been too much for her to resist and she’d gently drawn him away from London and taken them south-west. He had flourished and she had been nearer to the place which still had her heart.

What was the saying? Behind every successful man . . .

She didn’t reply. Just reached out her own hand and patted his to acknowledge his gratitude, but at the same time make it clear she wasn’t conscious enough to carry on the conversation. Hopefully he would get the hint.

He did. Five minutes later, his breath deepened to a borderline snore/snuffle. Cherry lay there in the dark and allowed the tears that had been welling up almost all afternoon to roll down her cheeks. It was bloody hard, crying without making a noise. The last thing she wanted was for Mike to wake up and ask what was the matter.

It was galling, after working so hard to give him the perfect send-off. She knew he was dreading retirement in some ways, and that he was uncertain about the future. Which was why she’d wanted today to be special. She might never have had a career of her own, but she could see why leaving the university was daunting and she had, as always, wanted to protect him.

Seeing Mike and Anneka together had rocked her to the core. Normally someone who prided herself on having an answer for any situation, Cherry had no idea what to do. Ignoring what she’d seen meant living a lie and letting him get away with something inexcusable. Confronting him meant drama and ugliness and difficult choices.

After everything they’d all been through, this was so bloody unfair. If only she hadn’t gone looking for him. Maybe she was overreacting. She tended to, when she was tired, and it had been a long, arduous day. Perhaps it was just a drunken moment of flirtation, best overlooked.

Go to sleep, Cherry told herself, wiping away the last of her tears. Answers often came to her while she was sleeping; her unconscious scrabbling away and unknotting the tangles that life threw up. The morning might bring clarity. The morning might tell her she was worrying about nothing.

Tomorrow, she would go to Rushbrook. Rushbrook would give her a different perspective. Rushbrook would give her the answer, she felt sure.
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‘Skin a rabbit!’

Rose wasn’t quite sure the expression was appropriate for a three-year-old in these days of squeamishness, but it was the one her great-grandmother Catherine had used when Rose was tiny and was getting her ready for bed. And that was how people lived on, wasn’t it? By you carrying on their traditions and sayings and little ways. So she would carry on using it, in Catherine’s memory.

And Gertie didn’t seem to mind. Her arms shot up in the air and Rose peeled off her pyjamas and got her dressed in a stripy long-sleeved t-shirt and needlecord pinafore dress. She had one eye on the clock. They were running late this morning after yesterday’s celebrations, and Rose hated having to rush, as it meant she wouldn’t have time to go through her mental checklist properly. The ritual would dictate how she felt for the rest of the day. If it was skimped, she would be jumpy, her mind worrying at the details she might have missed. Though of course, nothing dreadful would happen if any of it was missed. She had to remind herself of that. Constantly. If Gertie’s lunch box was packed in the wrong order, nothing dreadful would happen. If the tyres on her bicycle weren’t pumped up in the right order, nothing dreadful would happen.

She had worked so hard at getting on top of her anxiety, but sometimes things crept up on her. She wasn’t sure why it had come to the surface today, but she thought perhaps the stress of the party had triggered it. For the party marked a change, and Rose hated change. She liked everything to stay the same, even though her logical brain told her that wasn’t how life worked.

She tried to do something new every week, just to get used to new ideas, new people, new surroundings. Yesterday, she had forced herself to speak to three guests she had never met, and had actually enjoyed herself. She’d come home feeling triumphant, but today she was tired and her brain was tetchy. Niggly. She reminded herself to eat properly before they left the house. She didn’t get hangry, but she did get what she called hanxious, if she was running on empty.

Of course, the trauma of her dad’s death was at the root of it. Before Frank had died, Rose had been quietly redoubtable, unphased by change or new things. But losing him, aged seventeen, had made her lose her confidence, made her anxious and wary. She had almost got on top of her neurosis, but the recent loss of her great-grandmother had sent her into a spiral. That hadn’t been such a shock or tragedy, or even unexpected, for she was well over ninety, but Rose and Catherine had been very close and she missed her.

And, she reminded herself this morning – for finding the triggers always helped her deal with the ensuing spin-out – today was the day Wisteria House was being handed over to its new owners. That must be why she was on edge. It had been such an important part of Rose’s life. She knew every nook and cranny, how the light fell in each room, the creak of the staircase, the whir of the grandfather clock. And the garden – she could go round it blindfold and tell where she was just with her sense of smell. The sharp musk of the greenhouse, the dreamy sweetness of the rose beds, the richness of the compost heap. She would never breathe them in again.

It was OK, she told herself. She had taken everything she had learned from Catherine and was putting it to good use. She had her family, tight around her. She was rebuilding herself, gradually. Two A level retakes down last year, and the third about to be finished in the next fortnight. Getting herself match-fit for when Gertie started school at Mountville Primary in September. That thought alone made her tummy turn over several times.

It was Maggie who had gently suggested that Gertie should start nursery in preparation.

‘I’m not so sure it’s good for her to be constantly surrounded by people who adore her. She needs to learn to share and play by other people’s rules and fight her own corner. It would do her good, Rose. And you. You need some time to yourself to do your own thing. You are the most wonderful mother, but you are more than just Gertie’s mum. It’s not a crime to allow yourself some space.’

Rose knew there was a lot of subtext in Maggie’s words. That her relationship with Gertie was possibly a little too intense. Did Maggie think Gertie was spoilt? Overindulged? They all worked very hard not to ruin her, but Gertie was definitely confident that she was adored, and could twist them all around her little finger – Rose and Maggie and Cherry and Mike – if she put her mind to it.

So Maggie had paid for Gertie to go to nursery three days a week and Rose had time to herself. She was putting it to good use, revising for her Psychology A level retake, and also volunteering once a week. But September loomed, for she knew once Gertie was at school she had to step up and become a contributing member of society and get a Proper Job. She couldn’t live at home with her mother for ever.

‘Come on, darling. Get your helmet and your lunch box.’

Gertie jumped up, putting her banana skin in the compost bin as she had been taught, and gathered her stuff together. Rose shimmied into her backpack and found her keys. Maggie had already left the house. She would lock the door, then give herself a code word to remind herself that she had done it so she wouldn’t cycle to the end of the road and have to turn back to check.

‘Rhubarb,’ she said as she turned the key. It was rhubarb season. Soon she’d be picking the claret-coloured stalks, breathing in the sharpness.

‘Rhubarb!’ echoed Gertie, who knew the drill, and they climbed on board Rose’s bike and set off into the morning sun.

An hour later, Rose was on her knees, digging her fingers into the earth, feeling for the first of the radishes. She could hear the roar of the morning traffic not so very far away from her, for the raised bed she was rummaging in was on the edge of an industrial estate on the outskirts of Avonminster. Once a week she came here to harvest what had been planted then cook up a storm at the Soul Bowl.

The Soul Bowl was funded by a local entrepreneur. It was Aaron’s way of paying back society for his success. He’d made a small fortune selling funky sports gear online and had built a kitchen and dining room next to his warehouse. Anyone who wanted lunch could go there, no questions asked. He knew what it was like to go hungry. He’d lost his way in his teens, done things he wasn’t proud of, but he’d turned himself around and now it was time to pay it back. He was there, every day, chatting to everyone, eating with them, noticing if anyone was subdued or looked out of sorts, ready with advice. He could always spot the signs of someone in trouble.

Rose had no qualms about giving up her time to garden and cook for him, and it was good for her to be pushed out of her comfort zone and talk to people. What she had been through gave her a natural empathy, for she knew that life could knock you off your feet out of the blue, and that you weren’t a bad person for not coping.

She eyed the rest of her haul: lettuce, Swiss chard, carrots and a few fresh peas. And rhubarb, of course, for she had known it would be ready and that rhubarb and custard would be on the menu.

Had she locked the door? She paused for a moment in her work and reminded herself that her code word was supposed to reassure her, not trigger her. Of course she’d locked the door. Of course she had. Of course she had. Of course she had. She picked up her trug, trying to silence the voices in her head, and headed into the Soul Bowl.

In the tiny kitchen adjoining the dining area, she washed all the mud off her hands. Then she began to assess what she might cook, looking in the cupboards and the fridge for the rest of the food that had been donated. A gardener’s pie, she thought. There were masses of sweet potatoes she could mash for the topping. Onions, carrots, celery, leeks and parsnips for the bottom. Some of the clients would moan there was no meat, but they always scraped their plates clean. It was part of the ritual – the teasing banter and pretending to complain. She knew they were grateful. And she made sure that what she gave them was as delicious as it could be. Plenty of butter in the mash. Plenty of cheese on the top.

She gave Aaron a high five as he walked in.

‘Hey, Rosalita! What’s cooking?’

He had the lean physique of the triathlete he was, and was dressed in an orange hoodie with Smashed It written over the back and tight low-slung track pants.

‘Gardener’s pie,’ she told him. ‘And maybe mac’n’ cheese with some Swiss chard.’

‘Some what now?’

‘Posh cabbage,’ grinned Rose, knowing full well that Aaron knew what it was.

Sometimes, she looked at Aaron and felt something she shouldn’t. Though really, who wouldn’t? He was successful, kind, funny and pretty damn gorgeous. He wore his wealth lightly. He cycled to work, never flaunting the electric BMW she knew he kept in the garage at the bottom of his apartment block. He never forgot his origins. Went back to his mum for tea several times a week. Hung out with his old mates. She knew he lent money too. To his friends with a band, to record a demo. To his cousin, to start up a food truck selling Jamaican curry goat and rice and peas in different locations around the city. No interest, and no time limit on the repayment.

And something in his spirit reminded her of her dad, which was funny, because they couldn’t be less alike. Aaron, young, black, street-smart and achingly cool; Frank, white, middle-aged and a bit of a geek, though they both loved music. Frank hadn’t been wealthy like Aaron, but he’d been incredibly generous with what he did have, and with his time. He’d nurtured people and given them confidence. She missed that about him. The way he understood people and how to get the best out of them. Aaron did that too. He made you want to please him.

She set to work in the kitchen. It was simple, but kitted out with everything needed to cater for large numbers: a fridge freezer, a cooker, a double sink and a dishwasher that cleaned everything in five minutes. And plenty of pots and pans and baking trays. She laid out the vegetables then pulled everything out of the fridge and cupboards that she needed: butter, milk, a big bag of grated cheese, pasta . . . There was enough today to give them a choice, which made her happy.

Five minutes later she was busy peeling the sweet potatoes and dicing the veg for the filling. Aaron flipped on the sound system and some upbeat sixties reggae filled the room. She couldn’t help smiling, moving to the beat. By midday, the gardener’s pie and the macaroni cheese were in the oven browning. She grabbed a cup of tea and went out into the dining room where the guests were gathering. There were usually about twenty. Half of them were regulars, the rest were people who turned up occasionally and there were always a few she didn’t recognise at all.

She moved amongst them, greeting the familiar faces, giving a fist bump or a high five or a pat on the shoulder. She made a point of talking to anyone who looked awkward or shy or unsure. Even though Aaron worked hard to make sure there was no stigma attached to coming to the Soul Bowl, people were sometimes ashamed. The first time they came, at any rate. They were soon put at their ease.

The rule was everyone had to sit at the table. ‘Eating together is a really big part of being human,’ Aaron said. ‘And I want this to feel like family.’ Some ate and left as quickly as they could; others lingered, eager for company and chat, and they were never hurried. They were mostly men, but the ages varied. Some were barely out of school; others were clearly of pension age. They were all polite. All grateful. They responded to kindness.

And they all had different reasons for being there. Some were living rough and had been for a while. Others had fallen on hard times and were hoping to get back on their feet. A few were simply lonely, usually the older ones. It was clear that substance abuse was rife, though no one was allowed in if they were visibly drunk or using. Many struggled with their mental health. Sometimes Rose felt overwhelmed by the issues, and didn’t know where to start helping.

‘You’re doing what you can,’ Aaron told her when she voiced this one day. ‘That’s what’s important.’

Rose wasn’t always convinced that her mac ’n’ cheese was going to change anyone’s life, but she did her best to integrate and chat over lunch.

Today she was next to Gaz. He was a regular, and the two of them had bonded over the nineties music he was a fan of. He was impressed with her knowledge.

‘How do you know so much about the Stone Roses?’

‘My dad,’ she explained. ‘I’ve got all his playlists. Seventies, eighties, nineties . . . We talked about music all the time.’

‘The nineties were the best,’ Gaz told her, though they hadn’t done him any favours. He was a drinker, she knew, because he’d been very open about his problem. He’d also had drug problems in the past.

‘It was easier to kick the drugs,’ he said. ‘The booze is the tricky one. It’s everywhere.’ He gave her a lopsided smile. He had light blue eyes and dark eyebrows, freckles that made him seem younger than his years – about forty, Rose reckoned – and a full mouth. He looked thinner than usual, his face a little pinched, his cheekbones sharp. ‘But with the booze, you know . . . Sometimes you think I’ll just have a can, take the edge off. And before you know it, you’re all over the place.’ His face clouded over. ‘I can’t handle it. And I know I can’t. So why do I do it? Shell’s kicked me out again.’

‘Where are you sleeping?’

‘Mate’s sofa. But I can’t kip there for ever.’ He picked up his fork and Rose could see his hand was shaking. Was it from last night’s excess or because he needed another drink? He saw her looking. ‘I always shake,’ he said. ‘I’ve done too much. Too much partying.’

He put his fork down again. He’d barely eaten anything.

‘Aren’t you going to finish your food? Not eating makes me hanxious. You know, hungry and anxious.’

‘I don’t feel too good,’ he admitted. ‘It’s nice, though. Everyone likes your cooking best.’

She laughed at that, and was touched by his compliment. She didn’t feel she could push him to finish. He was looking down at the table, shaking even more. As if he’d got a chill or a fever.

‘Where are you staying tonight?’ She was worried about him ending up on the street.

‘Aaron says I can use the pod.’

Aaron had built a pod in the car park for emergency shelter. You could only stay there one night, then you had to wait another week before you could come back. But it was dry and warm, with a toilet and a basin.

‘Cool. Do you want to take some food away with you? I’ve got some bread. I can make you some cheese sandwiches?’

He looked puzzled, as if he was wondering why she could be bothered with him. Even though he was much older than she was, she felt a strong need to look out for him.

‘It’s my daughter’s birthday today,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ said Rose. ‘That’s nice . . . isn’t it?’

Gaz had come to fatherhood relatively late. His girlfriend, Shell, had talked him into having a baby, against his better judgement. Gaz was more aware of his problems than anyone. Shell had been over-optimistic and had misjudged his ability to lead a quieter life and be a responsible adult. There was no doubt he loved his daughter, but his demons were more than he could manage. Now, he was trapped in a cycle of being on the straight and narrow, falling off the wagon and being kicked out of the house by an exasperated Shell.

His face was bleak. ‘I haven’t even got the cash to get her something. What kind of a useless dad is that?’

Rose looked down at the table. It was one of Aaron’s strictest rules, for the staff not to give out any money. It was too easy to be taken in by a sob story, and the cash could then be misused.

‘She wants a plushy unicorn. It’s only twenty quid but I don’t have it. I’m supposed to be seeing her later but how can I turn up with nothing?’ His face twisted, and Rose realised he was going to cry. ‘Why am I such a loser? Why can’t I get it together? I love them both so much and I let them down. Every time.’

‘You can get help. You know that. Talk to Aaron.’

Gaz’s eyes flickered over to Aaron, joshing in the corner with a cluster of younger lads who clearly looked up to him. Rose could see him thinking that Aaron was everything he was not. He crumpled in front of her, his head drooping.

‘I guess this is rock bottom. Not even having the money to get your daughter a birthday present.’

Rose thought of Gertie, and her bed at home, smothered in more cuddly toys than any child needed. She looked over at Aaron, hearing his warning words in her head. And she looked at Gaz and saw the face of a man humiliated by his own weakness.

‘I’m not supposed to give you money,’ she said in a low voice. ‘But come and get some food off me in the kitchen before you leave.’

Gaz looked mortified she might think he was begging. ‘That’s not what I meant.’ He looked down at his lap. His fingers were twisting round each other. He was shaking more than ever. ‘I don’t want to get you in trouble.’

What would her dad do? Rose wondered. She thought Frank would probably give Gaz the benefit of the doubt. It was a risk. Her head said no, but her heart shouted louder. Twenty quid for a plush unicorn. How could that hurt?

‘No one will know,’ she said. ‘No one will find out.’
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An hour’s swim at the Lido usually cleared Cherry’s head and focused her. But today the water did nothing to wash away her anxiety. She powered up and down, doing sixty lengths, then dried herself, got dressed again, and jumped back in the car. Now she was heading out of Avonminster, over the suspension bridge, compass pointing to the south-west.

She had crept out of bed at six thirty, sunlight streaming through the slats on the white wooden venetian blinds as she pulled on sweatpants and a t-shirt, tied up her hair and slipped on her sneakers. It wasn’t unusual for her to leave the house before Mike surfaced – she liked to get to the Lido and get her swim done as early as she could – but she was particularly careful not to wake him this morning. He was face down in his pillow, dead to the world.

Downstairs, there’d been no evidence that nearly a hundred people had partied here the day before, except for the rows of shining glasses waiting to be put back in their boxes now they were dry, and the congratulatory cards lined up on the island. Cherry had taken the tablecloths and napkins out of the washing machine and soon they were whirling round the dryer.

In the drawing room, Mike’s guardian angel was propped up against the wall. Cherry looked at it in distaste, tempted to put a foot right through the canvas. Or to take the whole thing up to the suspension bridge and drop it over the edge. How satisfying it would be, to watch it drop down into the water below and watch Anneka’s handiwork dissolve in the river, the colours floating away downstream.

She remembered her promise to herself. To be serene. And dignified. She grabbed her bag and headed for the door, anxious to be gone before Mike came down the stairs and began to exclaim about what a wonderful day it had been. She needed a plan before she saw him again.

Now she was whizzing down the M5, sliding down through the Mendips to her childhood home, deep in the heart of Somerset. Once, she had been eager to escape the tiny, sleepy village where you couldn’t do anything without everyone knowing, especially if you were the local doctor’s daughter. Now, the very air seemed to whisper her name as she drove through the small market town of Honisham, passing the landmarks of her youth. The sprawling secondary school was still there – she hadn’t got into the grammar school, and could still feel her disappointment the day the results had been announced. Her mother had comforted her. ‘Not everyone is academic, darling. You will flourish, whatever you do. The important thing is to take any opportunities that come your way. And follow your heart. You have a big heart, Cherry. It will serve you well.’

Cherry took some solace from her mother’s words, and in the
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