

[image: cover]






About the Author

 

Kate Fenton was born in Oldham, brought up in Cheshire and read PPE at St Hilda’s College, Oxford. A former features and documentary producer for BBC Radio 4, she lives in the North York Moors near Whitby with her husband, a GP. She has written radio drama and journalism as well as seven novels, one of which, Lions and Liquorice, was serialised on Woman’s Hour.





Also by Kate Fenton

 

The Colours of Snow

Dancing to the Pipers

Lions and Liquorice

Balancing on Air

Too Many Godmothers

Picking Up





The Time of Her Life

 

 

Kate Fenton

 

 

[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]

 

 

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2020 by Hodder & Stoughton

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Kate Fenton 2020

 

The right of Kate Fenton to be identified as the Author of the

Work has been asserted by her in accordance with

the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,

stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any

means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be

otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that

in which it is published and without a similar condition being

imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

eBook ISBN  9781529358599 

 

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodder.co.uk
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Chapter 1

‘Today is the end of an era,’ declared Annie Stoneycroft. ‘And I’m here to tell you it’s a black day for me. A very black day. Not because, at the last minute, I’m having to stand up here in place of the best man. By the way, I’m really sorry about that, folks. Here you are, expecting a celebrity turn, and all you get is little old me. What a let-down, eh? At least you can have a laugh if I topple head first into the cake.’

Anyone who happened to have observed Annie’s activities before she embarked on her speech might have wondered if she spoke in all seriousness. After rising from her seat at the top table in the silk-swagged marquee, her trim figure could have been seen craning from side to side like a sea captain on the bridge and stretching unsteadily up on tiptoe before she subsided with a frown to summon a waiter. Within minutes, a beer crate had been borne across to be upturned in place of her chair, and what appeared to be one of the groom’s mighty wooden chopping blocks hauled out of the kitchens and squared-up on top of that. With a thumbs up to her sweating assistants, Annie had scrambled aboard this improvised platform. Whereupon, wobbling a little but confident now of commanding every last silver-cloth’d, flower-frothing, sequin-spangled table in the tent, she had grasped the microphone, ready to address the assembled crowd.

Her fellow guests, meanwhile, were topping up their glasses and angling their chairs towards the top table with the stoicism of a theatre audience who have found the slip of paper in their programmes regretting that the leading role today will, perforce, be taken by an understudy. The absence of the groom’s father from his side in the front pew had already led to a most unchurchly buzz of speculation, indignation and dismay. Word had rustled round the congregation that a medical emergency – supposedly – accounted for the no-show. No, not himself. His missus. Yes, her. Bloody shame. There were sighs now mingled with the laughter when Annie recommended them to look on the bright side. At least, she said, with no time to prepare a speech, she couldn’t bore them for long.

‘Get on with it then,’ shouted a stout gent at the back. However, they were all mellowed by several gallons of Dave Eastman’s excellent champagne, and if one or two amongst them reckoned Annie Stoneycroft was inclined to be a bit full of herself and her grand ideas, she was – bottom line – one of their own. A Bucksford lass, born, bred, and long since returned to her native roots.

As someone had been recalling only a minute or two earlier, it had to be the best part of thirty years, think on, since the lass had come skittling back home. With no husband, two squalling littl’uns and, it was widely reckoned, barely two halfpennies to rub together – although she’d never let on about that. Say what you like about Annie, she’d grit, had that girl; proper Yorkshire grit. Never a one for mithering and faffing around. No, she’d just pulled up her socks and got on with it. Before you could say Farrow and flipping Ball, she’d expanded her dad’s little decorating business into Annie’s Interiors, charging an arm and ten legs for telling folk what colour to paint their walls. Next thing you know, she’d set up shop in a damn great old warehouse, all trendy brick and wormy beams, selling everything from four-poster beds to stinky candles. And rumour had it she’d come away with a very tidy sum indeed, now she’d flogged the place to a flashy property developer – who must have more brass than sense, by the sound of it. Harrogate firm, mark you. Enough said.

Still, good for Annie – that was the consensus. Because while running her business and bringing up her kids, she had also looked after her mum and dad through to the end like a Trojan. Done the same for her scallywag of a husband, too, only for him to go and die on her as well. Aye, she’d done right by one and all, had Annie.

And no one thought the worse of her now for claiming that she couldn’t have managed any of this without Bernadette Saville. Or rather, as they would all have to get used to calling her, Mrs David Eastman.

 

‘Give over blathering, you great eejit,’ spluttered Bernie, who had just taken a mouthful of wine.

‘I meant every word,’ declared Annie into the microphone, while smiling down at her friend. ‘How am I ever going to survive without you?’ She was hitting her stride now. After doing her oratorical duty at three funerals within the past five years, she had become all too accustomed to public speaking. A wedding made a blessedly welcome change. ‘I still remember the day you and I met as though it were yesterday.’

‘You’ll be after making me weep if you carry on like this,’ Bernie wailed. ‘Spoil all the fancy make-up you’ve plastered on me.’

‘Twenty-seven years ago,’ she continued imperturbably, turning back to the guests. ‘I was nine and a half months pregnant, or that’s what it felt like. With Dominic, who you can see over there, trying to sink under the table because he’s scared stiff of what his crazy mother might say to embarrass him.’ She grinned that way, raising her voice theatrically. ‘Don’t worry, my precious, you’re not born during this anecdote. You don’t have a speaking part.’ She returned to her audience. ‘Now he’s an actor, of course, he thinks I should leave the performing to him.’ She paused, enjoying the ripple of amusement.

‘So there I am, in the maternity outpatient clinic of a London hospital. The place is packed tighter than Oxford Circus in the rush hour and, this being mid-August, hotter than a sauna. What’s more, I was desperate for a pee, crossing my legs and hopping around like a demented elephant. But I couldn’t go in search of the ladies’ because my handbag strap had just snapped, spewing all my worldly goods over the lino, and my infant daughter was lying in the midst of the rubble, drumming her heels and having screaming hysterics.’

Bernie, magnificent in crimson satin with her wild red hair whipped up into a chignon (‘like a feckin’ ice-cream cornet,’ she had moaned, when Annie was supervising the hairdresser earlier) grimaced up at her and hooted. ‘Glory, yes, I’ll not be forgetting that day in a hurry, will I now?’

‘And you,’ said Annie, smiling back, ‘in spite of being even more pregnant than me, and all of seventeen years old to my thirty-whatever, asked if I could use a bit of help at all, at all? Then, before I can so much as blink, Martha stops screaming. Total hush. Just like that. And I think she might actually have choked and died and at that moment I don’t care. Because a calm Irish voice is telling me the loo’s down on the left, my bag’s here with everything inside, and I’m not to fret about my little cherub, she’ll be fine, so she will.’ Annie is now on a roll. ‘By the time I get back, my hell-babe is cuddled on Bernie’s knee, chewing Bernie’s thumb, clearly wondering how she can trade in her useless mother for this miraculous creature who has not just spotted instantly that she’s cutting a tooth but knows exactly what to do about it. And since it would obviously require a crowbar to separate my daughter from her new guardian angel, I collapse into the chair beside them and ask her if she wants a job. I’m joking, of course I am. But blow me down if this slip of a girl with a bulging belly doesn’t look me straight in the eye and say—’

‘When can I start?’ cried Bernie, swabbing her tears with a bunched-up starched napkin. ‘At which exact moment, God’s honest truth, my waters broke.’

‘And since there was no way I was going to let this Wonder Woman escape, I followed her trolley into the cubicle – we never had time to get to the proper ward – and I ended up holding her son even before she did,’ said Annie. ‘Yes, Liam himself. Who I can assure you was almost as gorgeous then as he is now.’ She craned round to shoot a mischievous glance at the undoubtedly handsome, six foot three Dr Liam Saville, who cast up his eyes, blushing adorably.

‘You sure as hell sorted out that stroppy cow of a midwife,’ muttered Bernie. ‘Who still reckoned girls like me belonged in the workhouse.’

‘And we’ve been a team ever since, Bernie and me. Let’s face it, we’ve lasted longer than most marriages. It’s more than a quarter of a century, dammit, that she and I have lived together, during which she’s cuddled, cajoled, cooked for and cared for Martha and Dominic alongside her own lovely Liam, never mind my mum and dad—’

‘Don’t forget Jakey,’ chipped in Bernie, ‘bless his wicked old soul.’

‘But most of all, always, through all these years, she’s looked after me. OK, so I haven’t needed my nappy changing. And I don’t throw screaming tantrums. Well, not often. She has just been my friend, my best mate. The very bestest of best mates. We’ve laughed, we’ve cried, we’ve shared our kitchen, kids, hearts, souls . . .’

‘And a – a bottle or two,’ gasped Bernie through thick tears.

‘And a ton load of bottles, you betcha, because we’ve stuck together through thick and thin, through all her grown-up life and most of mine and I’m sorry if I sound like the soppiest, tackiest greetings card, and so help me I’m making myself sob too, but I can’t be flip about Bernie. She is fantastic. Dave is the luckiest man on earth. However . . .’ Here Annie halted, confidently stretching the expectant hush. ‘I could not have invented in my wildest dreams a better, bigger-hearted, more worthy husband for my comrade-in-arms than Dave. Yup. It’s a tragic loss for me, as I said, a black day indeed. But I have to admit this truly is a marriage made in heaven. And it is absolutely not going to be spoiled . . .’ she caught Bernie’s eye and winked, ‘because the best man’s lovely wife ate a lousy peanut.’

A roaring tide of laughter exploded from all sides, a storm of cheers and clapping. Annie beamed through her tears as she raised her glass high. ‘So, join me, please, in drinking a toast to – this very happy couple.’

 

Several hours and a good deal more champagne later, she threaded a purposeful path through the smokers huddled in the gap between the marquee and the rear door of the Hopkirk Arms. She was wondering what had become of her son – but, no, he did not appear to be out here with the fag brigade. Probably snoring in a corner somewhere. A punk-haired waitress stopped her to ask if she knew where a new bottle of Baileys might be found. Tempted to suggest that whoever wanted it should just cultivate better taste, Annie said she’d see if she could locate Bernie. She was dog-weary, but happy still to accept kisses and plaudits on her efforts as she squeezed her way through, because she did feel this day had been one hell of a triumph of planning and persuasion – as well as flat panic and last-minute improvisation.

Weather fab, church overflowing, bride sumptuous, bridesmaids adorable, groom jubilant, feet killing me and Dominic pissed. How about U?

So ran the text she had just sent to her lifelong friend, Rob Daley. Three years her junior in age but – dearly as she loved him – occasionally inclined to fancy himself her senior in wisdom. It was time he acknowledged that, far from taking to gin or daytime telly since flogging her business, Annie had invested her newfound freedom in masterminding Bucksford’s wedding of the year. Down to the last sodding buttonhole.

The sunshine was the only element for which she could not claim credit. The sun had blazed as beautifully as the bride – and Annie was undoubtedly responsible for the latter. No way had she been prepared to accept her friend’s protests that, at forty-four, she was too old for fuss and fancy feckin’ frockery. Fortunately, Dave Eastman, noted chef and proprietor of the Hopkirk Arms, had notions of hospitality that accorded with Annie’s. The size of marquee he had deemed necessary to accommodate just his immediate family, closest friends and favourite customers barely fitted on the grass behind the pub. And while he might not have roasted the giant hog himself, he had presided over the carving of it, with ruddily beaming face and a vast striped apron knotted over his wedding finery.

That marquee now glowed like an alien spacecraft in the darkness and throbbed to the beat of the DJ within. Annie’s head was also throbbing, just a little, as were her feet, her left big toe in particular. But she would no more admit that she was too old for loud dance music than she would have swapped her Jimmy Choos for driving loafers. The day a woman even thinks of resorting to flats at a wedding is the day that woman has given up – and given in. Annie had done neither. Six weeks it had taken her to starve into this dress, which was sharp-cut to bare one shoulder and both knees at a height precisely calibrated between matron and mutton. Her legs were buffed and bronzed, her blondeish hair carefully glued into careless disarray, and fingernails, which were not her own, had been lacquered a fashionable but dignified mauve. Small wonder, as she halted in the canopied entrance to the tent, that a strawberry-nosed cigar chomper, one of Dave’s late-night regulars in the side bar, told her thickly that she was looking a proper picture, not a day over twenty-nine.

‘Time for a new pair of specs, Len,’ she returned, blowing him a kiss. Before she could move onwards, however, he grasped her arm.

‘What’s the real story with Dave’s dad then?’ he said. ‘You reckon we’re ever going to clap eyes on t’bugger?’

Her smile stiffened. As far as she was concerned, this no-show by the best man was the only worm in the otherwise perfect apple of the day. Of course, she felt the disappointment as keenly as she did purely for the sake of Dave and Bernie. It had nothing to do with herself. She had not lavished so much care (and cash) on her appearance today just because she had – she would admit this much – anticipated sharing a dance or two with Dave’s glamorous parent. Although it was also true that she had never expected any other male present to be worth a leg wax. Well, she’d been right about that. Having done her duty with the familiar round of sweaty hands and wobbly beer bellies on the dance floor, she had found herself this past couple of hours sorely missing Rob, stuck as he was at some bloody conference abroad. Crap dancer, but at least they could have shared a laugh. And she was sick to death of deflecting questions about the absence of the best man. She was about to say, with what was by now well-practised indifference, that she was sure they would all get to meet him sooner or later, when she was diverted by a commotion from within the marquee.

There was a splintering crash; some woman shrieked; the music stopped and, amongst a babble of voices and raucous laughter, Annie thought she detected her son’s voice. Groaning? With a hasty apology, she spun away and plunged into the tent. Fairy lights twinkled, hot bodies pressed forward to see what was amiss and the DJ’s voice crackled over the speakers that there was nothing to worry about, guys, a minor mishap, that was all.

A table was overturned on the far side of the dance floor amid a tangle of chairs, glasses and flowers. A shaven-headed gorilla in a tuxedo was stamping on a flicker of flame from a spilled candle, while his chum, in an ill-advised tartan cummerbund, was clumsily trying to shake wine and glass shards from a feather boa.

‘Fuck knows what got into him,’ snapped its owner, a female with improbably black hair and a sun-leathered bosom, rather too much of which was exposed by a spangled, tight-laced corset which struck even Annie as a bold choice for a female of mature years. ‘Dickbrained kid.’ She was glaring down at the floor at – yes – at Dominic, whom Annie now spotted, prostrate behind the toppled table.

Even flat on his back, with a leg caged in medical Meccano, his waistcoat rucked round his neck, and his shirtfront splattered purple with wine, he looked beautiful. That was not the view of a besotted mother – rarely had this mother felt less besotted – Dominic Stoneycroft really was something to behold. Long-limbed, lean-bodied and peachy-skinned, with a thicket of dark curls, he was blessed with the profile of a Greek statue and the lashes of a baby Alpaca. That noble head, however, was skewed at an unnatural angle against a chair leg and the lushly fringed eyes were shut.

‘Oh Lord, did he trip over his crutches again?’ Annie dropped to her knees to retrieve one of these and tuck it under her son’s limp arm.

The two men eyed one another.

‘He stood up – a bit sudden like,’ offered the cummerbunded one. ‘No harm done, eh?’

The black-haired woman snorted and folded her arms over her bulging cleavage.

‘Come on you, up we get,’ said Annie. Then more loudly, ‘Dominic, love?’ There was no response. She leaned over him but could hear nothing.

‘He hasn’t knocked himself out, has he?’ enquired the gorilla.

‘He’s been drinking,’ she said distractedly. ‘Like a fish. He’s – not used to it.’

‘What’s wrong with . . .?’ He was indicating Dominic’s splinted leg.

‘Knocked off his bike, last week. Damn nearly got himself killed.’

‘Christ. Like, uh, should we get a doctor?’

Annie shook her head, staring down, chewing her lip. This really was not like Dominic. The antics of his late father, however, had trained her in the management of comatose males at social events. She clambered to her feet, straightened her frock, smiled brightly round the assembled company – and kicked her beloved child in the ribs. Sure enough, his eyes flipped open. He had his dad’s eyes, too, as fabulously blue as the sky on a seaside postcard. Little sod. He squinted up at her, then at the other faces around her, as though struggling to remember where he was. Even as his exasperated mother reached down to heave him to his feet, however, his bleary gaze fastened on the ageing belle in the spangly corset and all at once his face contorted. ‘Shit, iss her,’ he wailed, twisting to grab Annie’s ankle. ‘Keep’r away. Chrissake.’

The woman gasped, the men guffawed, Dominic gulped – and threw up copiously over his mother’s feet.

She closed her eyes. ‘Ah,’ she sighed. ‘I think this might be home time for us Stoneycrofts.’

 

‘Shorry, Ma. I’m really, really—’

‘So you keep telling me.’ Annie peeled off one stinking, vomit-spattered stiletto, then the other, and flung them into the rear well of her car before shrugging her feet into her saggy old driving shoes with a whimper of gratitude. One steadying hand on the doorframe, she lowered herself into the leather-scented cockpit of the vehicle. Her son was already slumped in the passenger seat. ‘You’re a monster, of course. And you will deservedly feel like death tomorrow morning.’ She sighed. ‘Mark you, I don’t suppose I’ll be dancing round like a spring lamb.’

She was blinking at the array of dials on the dashboard and wondering where the ignition key plugged in. No, she was not drunk. This was just a strange car, her new toy, barely two days out of the showroom, less than fifty miles on the clock – her little treat to herself on selling the business – and, oh God, yes of course, you didn’t actually insert a key at all, you just pressed a button. Which was where exactly?

‘You’re missing the party,’ Dominic moaned, well into the maudlin phase of inebriation by now. ‘All cos of me.’

‘Things were winding up. More or less.’

Annie leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes while he fumbled for the seatbelt. ‘So. You going to tell me now what actually happened in there?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing? With that woman clearly ready to murder you? And it wasn’t even her feet you were sick over.’

‘Yeah, well . . .’

‘Come on, give. What’d you done to her?’

‘Me? More like wha’ she did.’ This burst out so vehemently Annie opened her eyes again and turned towards him.

‘Yeah?’

‘She – oh.’ He wouldn’t look at her. ‘Shit. ’Fyou must know, she, uh, put her hand on me.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘You know.’

Annie stared at him in the semi-dark. His head was resolutely turned away. ‘You’re telling me she groped you? That – that cougar-in-a-corset made a pass at my little boy?’

‘’Snot funny. So, m’be I over-reacted, bit, but, like—’

‘A bit?’ She was still laughing as she pressed the starter button and the engine roared like a tiger loosed from a cage. ‘Oh my precious snowflake. Lucky Mummy was there to protect you.’

‘Piss off.’

‘And although I don’t suppose it’s so much as crossed your tiny mind,’ she continued chattily as she craned round and began very cautiously to reverse, ‘no, I should not be driving. Not legally, anyhow, so let’s just hope I can manage to get us home safely. You’d be amazed how mopping up vomit and broken glass clears the head.’ She braked too hard, flinched, pushed the gear lever into first, took a deep breath and barely touched the accelerator. The car surged forward.

The schoolboy in a cheap suit who’d sold her this baby had intimated that the spec of the sports model generally made it more of a, you know, young person’s car? He had been struck gratifyingly dumb when she had tartly asked how soon he could deliver.

‘Just keep your fingers crossed this isn’t the one day a year the North Yorkshire Constabulary ventures into the wilds. An hour and a half for a bloody taxi, can you believe it? In Bucksford?’

‘So? Could’ve had ’nother drink.’

‘Exactly. And since when did you acquire such a taste for booze? Please God it isn’t hereditary. Hey!’ Preoccupied with trying to flip the headlights up to full beam, she had only just noticed that the breathing beside her was thickening. ‘Don’t you dare go to sleep, Dominic Stoneycroft. We’ll be home in ten minutes, and you’re going to get yourself and your crutches out of this car and up the stairs because I certainly can’t do it for you.’ She stabbed what she thought was the radio, heard a dialling tone and cursed as she stabbed it off again. ‘Remind me to read the handbook in the morning. So come on, my lovely, if I can’t get loud music out of this machine, we’ll just have to talk. I need you wide awake. One pretty amazing humdinger of a wedding, huh?’

‘Sorry? Oh. I guess.’

‘Don’t over-enthuse.’

‘Yeah, well. Dunno what Bernie sees in . . . Not really.’

‘Are you kidding?’

‘Dave. You know?’

‘I bloody well do not know. Dave Eastman is single, solvent, straight – and sane. Which makes him rarer than rubies amongst blokes his age. Plus he’s a darling, and crazy about our Bernie. And vice versa. Shagging away like teenage rabbits, from what I gather.’

‘Whoa!’

‘I thought that’d wake you up,’ she said, steering smoothly onto the Bucksford Road. ‘Hard for you to believe, I realise, that the old Adam can still stir in the over-forties, but—’

‘Huh. ’F you knew.’

‘Knew what?’

‘Nothing. Just – ’nuff about, y’know, sex.’

‘What’d you think I was going to say? Ask when you last had any? Worse, tell you when I did?’

‘Ma. Puh-lease.’

‘Yes, well, maybe this isn’t the time for ancient history. Ever noticed the way magazines go on about how liberating it is when your children finally metamorphose into adults? When at last you can talk freely and frankly about absolutely anything?’

‘Look, if you really wanna know—’

‘Makes you wonder what planet they live on. Because in my experience your generation curl up into a ball if anyone so much as—’ She broke off. ‘Shit.’

‘When I – when I—’

‘Quiet!’

‘Thing is, ’slike—’

‘No. No, please God no. Please.’

‘Mum?’

Annie had dropped the car’s speed to a crawl and her voice to a whisper. ‘Tell me I’m not seeing this. Behind, in the mirror. There’s a blue light. Flashing. D’you think . . .?’





Chapter 2

‘OK, let me get this straight,’ said Rob Daley. ‘You were drunk as a skunk, doing forty-plus in a built-up area? With your hazard lights going.’

‘I didn’t know that. I’d pressed the wrong button. Apparently.’

‘So you were flashing away like Blackpool Illuminations. With sonny boy here’s coat-tails flapping out the side of the passenger door.’

‘I didn’t know that either. And God knows what that’ll cost me, because it’s hired morning dress, of course.’

‘And that’s all? Well, I can’t imagine what made the boys in blue think they should pull you over.’

‘Oh ha ha. You know sarcasm’s going out of fashion?’

‘That right? The classic line used to be that it was the lowest form of wit. There was always some smart Alec at the front of the class trotting that out with a huge smirk, like I’d never heard it before.’ He grinned. ‘Well, I always said you’d be desperate for stimulation without your business. Never thought you’d resort to getting yourself arrested, though.’

Dominic lifted his head. ‘It was all my fault, Uncle Rob. I made an arse of myself. Mum had to get me away before I – well, whatev. I don’t remember much. To be honest.’

‘He was sexually assaulted,’ offered Annie. ‘By an ageing harpy in a very tight dress.’

‘Not funny,’ he said, flushing.

‘And before your Uncle Rob chips in with a politically correct chorus about abuse always being abuse and not to be joked about, blah-diddly-blah, can I just say, sweet of you to fall on your sword, kid, but it wasn’t your fault.’ She sighed. ‘Not really. I was the one climbed into that driving seat. Unlike you, I knew what I was doing, and it wasn’t just that I wanted to get you home. Fact is, I was dog-tired, hoarse from shouting over the disco and I couldn’t face hanging around until after midnight, waiting for a cab. So here I am.’ She shut her eyes. ‘With a splitting head and forty-odd grand’s worth of new car sitting in the drive. And very soon no licence to bloody drive it. The only question is for how long. And my tea’s gone cold.’

‘Poor old Nan,’ said Rob. ‘What an idiot. D’you want me to cook you up some breakfast then?’

 

It was past noon. They were in the kitchen of The Red House, Deerbourne Lane, the sprawling Edwardian villa that had been Annie’s cherished home for so many years. The terrifying sum she had scraped together to buy such a property would now, of course, scarcely purchase a garden shed up this desirable end of town, and her many improvements and enlargements had only inflated the value further. This kitchen alone was bigger than the entire flat that Dominic had recently been sharing with two other struggling actors in Camden Town, and its splendours had regularly featured in the advertising for Annie’s design services. The vaulted ceiling rose to an intricately wrought atrium; the floor was flagged in stone venerably pocked from service in a Lancashire cotton mill; and two whole walls of glass doors folded open into the garden. There were solid banks of cupboards and shelves, artfully washed in assorted greys and topped with marble gleaming smugly in the midday sun, while a battle-scarred refectory table, big enough to seat twelve, presided in the centre of the room.

Annie and Dominic had been slumped round one corner of this table when Rob arrived. They were still swaddled in their dressing gowns, with half-drunk mugs of tea, tumblers of water and various analgesics scattered between them.

As ever, he had barely bothered to knock on the back door, just clattered in across the flags on bowed legs, thanks to the plugs protruding from the soles of his cycling shoes, with his stocky frame shrink-wrapped in the inevitable Lycra. Annie had more than once observed in his hearing (with only the kindest of intentions) that she had yet to meet the man who looked anything other than a plonker in cycling gear. And even though, as she had remarked just now while squinting up at him through red-rimmed eyes, Rob was blessed with a shapelier bum than most middle-aged male cyclists – in fact, quite a fine bum – it bloody well wasn’t enhanced by the bulge of padding all these bikers wore stitched into their ballet tights. What was more, his chin was bristling as blue and square as a Brillo pad, his thicket of grey hair stuck up like a lavatory brush and, as she had squawked when he leaned down to kiss her, he was dripping with sweat.

‘But you love me really,’ he had said.

‘Can’t think what gives you that idea.’

Once she learned, however, that the carrier bag he had dropped by the door contained the necessary components for a full English along with the Sunday papers, all of which he’d had the forethought to purchase before pedalling up Deerbourne Hill, she was moved to declare that there were times when, yes, she could feel quite fond of him.

‘Well, I knew I’d likely find nowt worth eating in your fridge,’ he commented, briskly tumbling the contents of his bag across a marble worktop. ‘Not these days. The place’s gone to the dogs since Bernie moved out.’

‘I shan’t rise to the bait,’ she said, rocking back in her chair and propping one leg languidly over the end of the table. ‘Just pour us a large orange juice and hand over the Sunday Times. What about you, Dom?’

‘I’m going out for, um, some air.’ He was already reaching for a crutch with one hand while patting his pockets for his cigarette packet with the other. Before he limped out, Annie saw him shoot a wary glance at Rob, whose back was towards them as he opened one cupboard door after another, whistling under his breath. Dominic had only the other day remarked to his mother that you could never quite forget Rob used to be a headmaster. Not that he said anything, exactly. It was just his look.

‘Tell me about it,’ Annie had responded. She said she got that look every time she refilled her wineglass or said ‘fuck’. However, it was water off a duck’s back if, like her, you could remember Dr Robert Daley, MA (Cantab), as a scabby-kneed, snotty-nosed kid, three years and twenty paces behind you, badgering to be let in to your gang.

Annie and Rob went back a long way. Indeed they had known one another for many years before her younger sister married his elder brother, Annie having started at Sandy Hill Primary on the same day and in the same class as Philip Daley. However, while Annie’s family had lived in a trimly hedged semi up towards the park, the Daleys were squashed into a council terrace situated, quite literally, on the wrong wide of the track. As well as the long defunct railway, the canal and river ran nearby in what was then very much the rougher end of Bucksford. Nowadays, of course, with every last city and town rediscovering its waterways, this quarter of town was smart, almost hip – well, by Yorkshire standards. Suffice to say Annie’s former warehouse was down that way, overlooking a canal long since cleared of supermarket trollies.

The old Daley home had vanished under a sports complex, however, and Rob’s parents dead these many years. All Annie could remember of his dad was a gurgling cough, the oxygen cylinder beside his chair and a smell of stale beer. His mum was a very different character. A cleaner by day, a dressmaker by night and a tiger mother round the clock, she had determinedly propelled her two boys onwards and upwards. Gratified as she had been by Philip’s degree from Manchester, her crowning triumph had come with little Bobby’s cap and gown at Cambridge. By the time she died, he was head of a thousand-pupil comprehensive with a growing reputation for taming the wilder outposts of the education system. While Annie’s mockery was a flimsy disguise for (slightly amazed) pride in her old playmate’s distinguished career – ‘is it bleeding social conscience or d’you just like marching into playgrounds with your sheriff’s badge and guns blazing?’ – she had quite seriously asked if he wasn’t tempted by a quieter life in the kind of joint where they wore blazers and played violins. He was not. He had, however, retired from his last headship three years ago. Annie said he must be finding it too easy by now to batter schools into submission and up the league tables. At fifty-five he was a respected consultant and pundit on education policy, advising governments and public bodies both at home and internationally. It was a long-booked conference in Chicago where he was the keynote speaker that had kept him away from Bernie’s wedding.

‘I told her how gutted I was to miss all t’fun,’ he remarked now, slapping a frying pan onto the hob with a clang that made Annie flinch and grope for the paracetamol. ‘Seems you gave a cracking turn, standing in for Dave’s dad. Shame about him not showing up, though. For the Eastmans, anyhow.’ He began breaking eggs into a bowl. ‘Scrambled suit you? They weren’t saying much last night, but I could see they felt it.’

She looked up from her newspaper, surprised. ‘You actually got to the Hopkirk Arms last night?’

‘Sure. Managed the earlier flight by the skin of my teeth and drove like the clappers. They reckoned you’d only been gone ten minutes.’

She groaned. ‘God. If you’d been just a whisker earlier I wouldn’t be in this mess. Because as sure as eggs is eggs – and yes, scrambled’s great, thanks – you’d have had those car keys out of my fist before I could say welcome home.’

‘Happen I might at that. Two rashers?’

In spite of a double first from Cambridge and the Order of the British Empire from Her Majesty for services to education, Rob Daley had never felt any need to smarten up his accent. Quite the contrary. According to Annie, he damn well revelled in his rough, gruff man-of-the-people image. She herself had sensibly chucked her flat vowels along with her fag ends out of the train window on the journey down to her own university in Bristol. She regularly pointed out that Rob’s eeh-bah-gummery was a bit rich coming from a bloke who, even as a spotty teenager, had been sounder on sonnets than whippets.

More privately, she had sometimes pondered the mysterious way Robbo had metamorphosed from irritating kid brother into (occasional) Dutch uncle. There had been the occasional twitch of disapproval from him when they were in their twenties and sharing a flat in London. He had been manning the chalkface in some forlorn outer postcode while Annie was employed in the epicentre on various glossy interiors magazines, hurtling from party to party, job to job and, at even giddier speed, man to man. Rob would sigh and roll his eyes but he remained her sturdy comrade, always ready with a laugh or a comforting shoulder when, as must happen to a young female careering through the 1980s, she occasionally crashed.

Yes, Rob was reliably good fun to be around in those days. She reckoned the rot had set in with Frances, the woman who became his wife and was the only person on earth other than his mother ever to call him Robert. She could always remember when that pair first hooked up because it wasn’t long after she herself had lost her heart (also her head, her job and a stone and a half) to the mad and fabulously bad Jake Stoneycroft.

However, six months ago, after nigh on thirty years of a marriage everyone had believed to be as stoutly dull as the Bank of England, this same Frances had walked out on her husband. Just like that. With no advance warning nor, so far as could be ascertained, any whiff of a secret lover in the Georgian terraced house she had quietly purchased and furnished for herself in York before detonating the marital bomb. Shock? Annie was still reeling. She had been fond of Fran. Well, fond-ish. She would have been the first to tell you how attractive Fran was (if you like the skeletal look), how stylish (in a beige carpet throughout sort of way) and clever – oh, seriously, seriously clever. Barrister, QC, all that. Also a model mother to three delightful kids, intimidatingly competent at everything from jam-making to sudoku-cracking and never less than impeccably civil and helpful to Annie herself.

In fact the only charge Annie could make stick against Frances Daley was her dustily lawyerish sense of humour. For which read, lack thereof. But perhaps that was saying no more than that she didn’t laugh much at Annie’s jokes. Probably not clever enough for her. Also, it had seemed to Annie that Rob, too, laughed less when the wife was around. He was more the starchy headmaster than the brat who had kidnapped her Sindy doll. And buried her in Dad’s rhubarb patch, what was more. Not that Annie bore grudges.

‘Dearest and best beloved old friend?’ she said.

He glanced over his shoulder. ‘What you after?’

‘Pot of coffee?’

 

‘Some vegetarian you are,’ said Annie, half an hour or so later. ‘How many pieces of bacon is that?’

‘I never said I was vegetarian,’ returned her son. ‘I just try to avoid meat. Mostly. It’s all about a healthier, more sustainable lifestyle, yeah?’

‘Like riding a bike round central London?’ she said, through a mouthful of toast. ‘And look where that’s got you.’

‘Proper little bundle of sunshine you are this morning, Nan,’ said Rob, reaching for the butter. ‘How’d you actually come off, Dom – pothole? Your mum never got round to the backstory. Too busy thanking God you were alive and cursing me for being abroad when she rang us from the hospital. Oh, and ranting about the machine coffee. That’s when I thought maybe I didn’t need to hop on the next plane.’

‘I was in shock. What’d you expect, after I’d gone pelting down to London in the middle of the night, not knowing whether my son was alive or dead?’ Annie swept on before her son could answer. ‘He had an argument with a Bulgarian container lorry, that’s what, so he’s bloody lucky to be here eating bacon. Hyde Park Corner at night, I ask you, with dodgy lights and pissed out of his skull. And don’t you dare turn that back on me, Rob Daley, because I might have been driving illegally last night but I could still string a sentence together, whereas when I found this maniac trussed up and bloodied to the eyeballs in a hospital bed, legless with drink and inches away from ending up legless full stop, I mean—’

‘It wasn’t drink.’ Dominic pushed back his chair and stumbled to his feet. ‘Well, not just drink.’

Annie’s eyes opened very wide. ‘Now he tells me. Stoned, too?’

‘Stoned?’ Dominic grimaced as he wedged a crutch under his armpit. ‘You’re showing your age, Ma. Um, thanks, Rob, that was a lifesaver. The scrambled eggs were awesome.’

‘My pleasure,’ said Rob. ‘Just a whisper of cayenne, that’s the secret. And not overcooking, of course.’

Annie finished the last fragment of toast as Dominic limped off into the garden. ‘Since when did you turn into Heston Blumenthal?’

‘I’m having to learn fast, aren’t I?’ Rob shrugged. ‘Now that I’m shifting for myself.’

‘What? Oh.’ She bit her lip. ‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t beat yourself up. Statement of fact. Fran’s gone, old house’s gone, I’m still unpacking boxes in the flat, with sole care and control of a shiny new kitchen. And I’m here to tell you the cookers these developers put in nowadays are so bloody complicated you need a degree course just to turn the grill on.’ He took a swig of tea. ‘Matter of fact, I’ve always quite liked cooking. It was Fran used to hustle me out of the kitchen. She said I made more mess with one supper than she did in a week.’

Annie’s eyes flickered towards the pans, tools, pots and crumpled packaging strewn across her own worktops. ‘No, really?’ She did not pursue this line of attack, though, because she sensed an opportunity. They – which is to say Annie, her sister Jennifer, Bernie and even daughter Martha on the phone from New Zealand – had been speculating amongst themselves at length but largely fruitlessly as to what lay behind the collapse of the Daley marriage. The older women had talked to Rob, of course, variously offering sympathy, surprise, solidarity or shepherd’s pie. He had responded with polite impenetrability all round. The most revealing admission any of them had prised out of him was that no, he couldn’t honestly say he’d seen this coming. Gobsmacked would about sum him up. But there you go, eh? Naturally, Annie was not prepared to accept such blokey stoicism at face value.

‘So how’s Fran getting along?’ she enquired now. Very casually. ‘In her new house?’

Rob had just taken a bite of toast. ‘Fine,’ he said thickly. ‘So far as I know.’ He swallowed and met her gaze squarely. ‘And before you ask, yes of course we’re in touch. All the time. We’ve three kids and the thick end of thirty years joint finances to sort out for the divorce agreement. And no, we’re not at war. It’s fine, she’s fine, I’m fine, any other questions?’

Now or never. ‘Why’d she leave you, Robbo?’

At least this silenced him, if only for a moment. He glanced at her rather oddly. ‘You got any suggestions?’

‘Apart from you being impossible for any sane woman to live with? Oh, don’t give me the kicked-spaniel look, you know I’m joking. No, I haven’t the foggiest, how should I? We all thought you two were rock solid.’

He looked down at his hands, at the left hand where, for the first time, she noticed a pale indentation where his wedding ring had lived. ‘Yup,’ he said quietly. ‘Reckon I did and all.’

This was so different from his usual brusque tone that Annie was moved to put her hand over his and was as much surprised as touched when his fingers twisted to return her clasp. ‘Poor old Bobsy,’ she said. ‘We’ll have to find a nice little friend to cheer you up, won’t we?’

Considering she had spoken from the heart, in a one hundred per cent genuine surge of affectionate sympathy, she was not expecting him to snort and snatch away his hand. ‘I was being nice to you,’ she protested.

‘Yeah, well. It’s unnatural. Frightened the life out of me.’

‘Idiot. I’m concerned for you, that’s all.’

‘Finished with that plate?’

‘For Pete’s sake, can’t we have an adult conversation for once? I’ve been feeling guilty for weeks, actually, but what with winding up Jake’s estate, selling the business, the wedding – and now Dom crashing home – it’s been one blessed thing after another. I’ve had no chance to talk properly, see how you’re getting on, be a friend in need, all that.’

‘In need of what?’

She grinned. ‘How about a woman?’

He rose to his feet and eyed her satirically. ‘You offering?’

‘Be serious, you pillock. Female company, if you’d sooner call it that. I refuse to talk about girlfriends and boyfriends—’

‘Thank God for that.’

‘—because with the best will in the world, we’re not youngsters any more, are we?’ She rose too. Scooping up mugs and side plates she followed him across to the sink. ‘But I’m sure it must be tough, finding yourself rattling round in a strange flat . . .’

‘The flat’s great.’

‘If you like operating theatres. No, no, don’t jump down my throat, your, um, apartment’s fine, lovely. What I’m talking about is being on your own. For the first time in decades.’

He glanced up from the dishwasher into which he had begun to thread cutlery. In the wrong rack, but she let it pass. Some things in life are even more important than the correct stacking of dishwashers. ‘So are you, with Bernie gone,’ he said. ‘Living on your tod. For the first time.’

‘Actually I’m not, not now Dom’s back. And with all the ironmongery in his leg and zilch in the bank it looks like he’ll be around for a bit. Plus he’s bust up with his girlfriend, did I tell you? Not that she’s any great loss . . . Anyway, that’s beside the point. I’m a woman.’

‘You don’t say.’

‘Whereas it’s well recognised that men aren’t good on their own. Scientific fact. They die younger.’

‘Been reading the Daily Mail?’

‘I’m offering to help, OK? Come on, I did a pretty amazing job pairing up Bernie and Dave.’

Rob straightened and turned to stare at her. ‘You’re never claiming credit for that marriage? Anyone with half a brain could see those two were made for one another.’

‘Ha!’ Annie leaned back against the sink, folding her arms. ‘It’s all very well saying that now, but who spotted the potential in the first place? Who was sending Bernie up to the Hoppy night after night to help with the little girls? And you know it isn’t easy forging relationships after a certain age. The game’s different. No one knows the rules. People are terrified of making a fool of themselves.’

Rob returned to the dishwasher. ‘Tell me about it.’

‘See? You do know what I’m talking about. And getting Bernie and Dave together I felt like—’ She broke off. ‘What’s that barmy Scottish sport where they chuck boulders along the ice?’

‘Curling?’

‘Exactly. With those two, I’ve been like one of the broom-swishing minions, whizzing out in front, sweeping all the crap out of the way. Don’t pull faces, Rob Daley, it’s true. I was forever throwing them together, including babysitting his kids so they could go out on their first proper dates. In fact, if you’d been at the wedding yesterday, you’d have heard Dave saying all this and more in his speech. I was very touched.’

Rob was studying a dismayingly egg-encrusted pan. ‘I heard Dave spent most of his speech quoting the email his dad’d sent, instead of turning up.’

‘His bloody wife was taken ill. Allergic shock or something.’

‘Yeah? Well, much as I hate to say I told you so . . .’

‘Only your favourite phrase,’ said Annie, seizing the pan from him and filling it with water.

‘How much did I bet you the guy wouldn’t show?’

‘I can’t remember,’ she said, untruthfully. ‘But very likely about what it’ll cost me to replace this saucepan. So shall we call it quits?’





Chapter 3

Annie used to say that Dave Eastman’s life story was more the kind of tear-jerker you boggled at on the telly than anything you expected to encounter in the real world.

Where to start? Perhaps with his first wife expiring in downright Victorian fashion during the birth of the second of their two daughters, conceived only after an agonising and expensive decade of fertility treatment. And that wasn’t all. Thanks to years of slaving and saving through assorted tenancies, she and Dave had just managed to buy the country pub of their dreams in a pretty village outside prosperous Bucksford. Of course they were swimming in debt with the business barely established. To cap it all, his widowed mum, who’d done her best to help out for a couple of years, began sinking into a final recurrence of cancer.

Having long since determined with gloomy Northern relish that there was no way poor old Dave could carry on alone at the Hopkirk Arms – with two kiddies, one of ’em barely started at nursery? – the locals were now comfortably certain of his imminent bankruptcy and departure. Nor were they prepared to abandon their dire prognostications when Bernadette Saville took to lending a hand with the motherless bairns. And the bar. Then the staffing rotas, the VAT, the refurbishment of the letting bedrooms and – finally – the lonely landlord himself. Whereupon they were not in the least surprised. Hadn’t they been telling Dave all along things would come right in t’end? Many a pint of his expertly cellared ale was raised in celebration of his newfound happiness, because there could be no doubt Dave Eastman was once again a happy man. Most wholeheartedly had he loved his first wife and his mother, most sincerely did he mourn them, but his was not a nature to dwell in the vale of tears. Life goes on, and there’s forty-odd booked in for dinner.

This summary, however, omits the most intriguing – and most talk-show worthy – strand of Dave’s history. It begins on a quiet autumnal evening not long before his mum’s demise. She is by now drifting high in the morphine clouds, and while her other children and grandchildren have been attending in shifts what is tearfully recognised to be her deathbed, only her eldest son Dave is by her side at this crucial moment. He is flicking through a copy of the Radio Times. This may sound prosaic, but deathbeds, as Annie herself has learned, can last for days, weeks and even years. You can’t just sit around weeping as you await the end.

His mum gasps, ‘There’s your dad.’

And Dave says, gently, ‘No, Mum. Dad passed on a long time ago, remember?’

‘No,’ she says, more loudly, sounding agitated. And he realises she’s pointing one wavering finger at the cover of the Radio Times. Having opened it to see when the football might be coming on, Dave has already twigged, with some disgust, that it’s a very old copy, years out of date, which for some reason was stuffed into his mum’s bedside cabinet. The cover features a full-colour photo, in tweeds and trilby, of handsome Doctor Cockerdale. Remember Country Doctor? Every middle-aged, middle-England woman’s essential Sunday evening viewing around the turn of the millennium? Not that Annie would have admitted to being middle-aged back in 2000. She will scarcely admit to it now, when she’s about to qualify for a senior railcard. Even so, she regularly used to find herself curled in a corner of the sofa alongside Bernie, with a mug of coffee and a fond smile, watching the charmingly bashful doc tootle around the calendar-pretty villages of what purported to be 1950s Yorkshire in his well-polished Morris Minor, saving lives, delivering babies, fluttering hearts.

‘Simon, whatshisname, uh, Spencer?’ says our Dave to his ailing mum without interest. He knows the face well, without ever having been what you’d call a fan. At eight o’clock of a Sunday evening he’d be at work in some steaming kitchen or other. Besides, his notion of good television generally involves guns, gags or balls. Very much a boys’ boy is Dave. He is not suspecting, not for an instant, the bombshell his dying ma is about to drop. ‘What about him?’

Of course this tale was well polished by now. Dave had been recounting it in strict confidence to a new best friend in the bar at least twice a week. His teenage mum apparently met the equally juvenile Simon Spencer at a Butlin’s camp. His mum was on a family holiday. The young Spencer, already an aspiring performer, had wangled some kind of job backstage at the camp summer show. They were both kids, however, too young and too madly in lurve to give a thought to contraception. The inevitable happened. This was the 1970s, so Simon wasn’t marched to church at the end of a shotgun, but he was certainly expected to stick by young Lorraine.

And he would have stuck by her, he would, Dave now insisted. He only went off to work on that cruise ship to earn some money to support their child. It was his mum broke off the relationship because, with Simon away on the high seas, she took up with the man he had always known as his dad. A nice man, a good man, bit strait-laced maybe, and older than Mum, but offering to bring the unborn babe up as his own, with no bugger the wiser. Just so long as she gave the order of the boot to slippery Simon. Which, after a lot of heart-searching (said Dave) she did. In fact, she did more than break off with Simon. She wrote to him, care of P&O, and told him she’d had a late miscarriage. So that was that.

When Dave reached this suspenseful juncture in the tale, it always triggered a blizzard of questions. Had he never suspected his dad wasn’t actually his real father? How did he feel? Had he rushed straight off to contact this Simon Spencer? If not, why not?

Dave would respond that he had never suspected a thing, was knocked sideways, backwards – every which way – by the news. He confessed that the possibility of this famous actor being his biological father quite, you know, tickled him. Nothing against his other dad, you understand, but the old man had been dead and gone a long time. However, no, he had not immediately tried to get in touch with Simon Spencer because . . . Well, was it all true, for starters? His mum had been away with the drug fairies by the time she came out with this extraordinary tale. Plus there were his brothers and sisters to think of, because they were never going to be half-brothers and half-sisters to Dave, no matter what his parentage turned out to be. Naturally he was chary of springing the news on them, particularly when they were all still grieving for their mother. What he did not admit, perhaps even to himself, was that the composition of a letter or email to this Simon Spencer broaching such a sensitive issue was a challenge for someone whose literary endeavours did not generally stretch beyond a scrawl on cheques and Christmas cards.

Then Bernie swept into his life. She heard the story. She marvelled, she shed tears, she laughed, she hugged the great steaming eejit – and she went straight back to the Red House to consult Annie. Naturally. Annie had pondered for a full five seconds before decreeing that Dave most certainly must act upon his mother’s startling revelation. The sooner the better.

Her advice, of course, was quite unrelated to a charmingly absurd vision that may have flickered across her mind of handsome Dr Cockerdale driving his shiny Morris Minor up Deerbourne Lane. Nor was she in the least influenced by the regular tittle-tattle in the gossip mags about rifts in his real-life marriage. She never read such rags. Well, perhaps she glanced at the odd article when in the hairdresser. That must be how she came to know that this Simon Spencer was – what a coincidence! – almost exactly her own age.

What is certain is that she was prodding busily at her phone even as she instructed Bernie that an email needed to be despatched, forthwith and immediately, care of Mr Simon Spencer’s agent – look, she had already Googled the contact details, piece of cake. The text must be brief, and she was inclined to think it should come from Bernie herself on behalf of her shy husband-to-be—

‘Shy?’ her friend had squawked. ‘Are we talking about my Davey here?’

—because delicacy of phrasing was essential, nothing must be stated as fact, they must just open a door to the possibility . . . Look, would Bernie like her to draft something? After an hour of condensing long and hard thought into short and soft words, Annie took a deep breath and watched Bernie press send.

She had not been unhopeful of some sort of response, given she could swear she’d seen a piece during her last cut and blow-dry about Mr and Mrs Simon Spencer’s sadness that their marriage had never been blessed with offspring. Inevitably, the feature had concentrated more on her, since there could be no competition as to which of that couple rated top billing, but amid the usual guff and fluff about their gracious Hollywood mansion, there was a coy hint that their menagerie of dogs, cats and parrots – was there even a miniature pig? – might be a substitute for the nursery full of children she and her husband had hoped for. Which sounded promising, did it not?

Even in her wackiest fantasies, though, Annie had never anticipated that the actor himself would telephone the Hopkirk Arms the very next evening. Yes, within twenty-four hours and all the way from California, Simon Spencer had called. And he had talked to his newly discovered son for an hour and three quarters. And what a conversation that had been. When the man learned he had two little granddaughters as well as a son, he had actually wept down the phone. Well, actors are emotional creatures, aren’t they? Even if they were born in Yorkshire. Simon Spencer wanted to know every last thing about his new family and could hardly wait to embrace them all. A gloriously happy ending appeared to be imminent. Except . . .

This life-changing conversation had taken place months ago, back in the spring. And while barely a week had passed since then during which Dave had not been in touch with his newly discovered dad via phone, email or Skype, all the many plans for Simon to come and acquaint himself with his family ahead of the wedding had, one way or another, failed to translate into a visit.

It was not hard to identify the spanner in the works. Anyone who has ever opened a newspaper, let alone Hello! magazine, will guess. Simon Spencer, after all, was married to an ageing Hollywood goddess more newsworthy by now for her tantrums than her talents. Countless stories were written about her maladies, if not her movies, about her collapses, mental and physical, along with her ‘addictions’, recoveries, relapses – survival of all of which she was famously ready to ascribe to anything from avocados to Aztec astrology. With a sackful of crystals thrown in. She had become the patron saint of health cranks and tabloid hacks alike. Yes, this was the Deptford Diva herself, born in London, immortalised in Beverly Hills – none other than Dame Viola Hood.

There should surely be a drum roll, a dimming of the lights and a storm of applause as the divine Vi makes her entrance onto the page. Her lustre may have faded in recent years, but whose does not, sooner or later? And once a star, always a star. Except Viola is not about to appear, not in the flesh. Even Dave Eastman, an optimist to his bones, never seriously hoped Viola would accompany her husband to little old Bucksford. He had, though, truly believed his dad would be there to support him at the altar. But what had happened, barely hours before the wedding?

 

‘Nut allergy my arse,’ said Bernie, some ten days later, after she and Dave tottered home from what passed as a honeymoon – with kids, at Disneyland Paris. ‘You ever heard of anyone over the age of eleven allergic to peanuts? Jaysus, allergies hadn’t even been invented when I was a kid. Get yourself inside, woman, we need to talk. I am so big with news I could burst.’

She had already seized Annie’s arms and was tugging her into the bar. This being a balmy late July morning, the doors were thrown wide even though the Hopkirk Arms was still closed to custom. A basket stuffed with newly purpled heather had replaced the fire in the grate, sunlight glinted from the racks of bottles and glasses, and there was a sweet tang of beeswax and orange peel in the air, usurping the more usual public house miasma of beer and chip fat. This was down to Bernie’s artistry, as Annie knew well. Premises under her care were more than spanking clean, they glowed, they smiled, they blossomed. Bernadette Eastman was also one of the few women she had ever known who not only quite naturally took your hand or threw an arm around your shoulders but was able to sustain the intimacy without awkwardness.

‘Not a word until you’ve a coffee in front of you,’ she said, pressing Annie into a chair. ‘Two minutes. Don’t move a muscle.’

Bernie was as tiny and fine-boned as a sparrow, with wild gingery hair, currant eyes and a sharp nose, childishly freckled. From afar, her slight figure could be mistaken for that of a schoolgirl, rather than the mother of a hulking, rugby-playing registrar in a London teaching hospital.

‘I,’ she said, returning with two brimming mugs, a dish of flapjacks and a couple of sheets of A4, close-printed, ‘have received an email. Addressed to me, myself, personally, not to Davey Boy. No, don’t say a word, Annie Stoneycroft. You can guess who it’s from, and I can see from that lemon-sucking look on your face you’re going to tell me it’s only more blather. Which it is not. At least, yes, he does apologise all over again, to be sure he does, but . . . Well, you must read it for yourself.’

Annie rummaged in her bag for reading specs. Since they were sparkly pink and jokily oversized – more a toy, obviously, than a necessary prop for ageing eyes? – they were not hard to locate. She was just playing for time. Whatever they said, she had known how deeply Simon Spencer’s absence from their wedding had wounded Bernie
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