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Chapter 1
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It was so dark, it felt like the middle of the night and when Harriet slammed the taxi door, it sounded like a gunshot in the deserted village street. There would be curtains twitching in a minute. The only place with lights on was the bakery where Sue would be at work on her bread already. Sanctimonious cow. Sue had caught Harriet doing the walk of shame at 4 in the morning many a time and would always make some comment. Imagine what she’d have to say about her going out midweek.

Harriet stepped with exaggerated care up to the door at the side of ‘her’ corner shop, two doors along the street from the bakery. Her feet were already numb in these stupid shoes and it wouldn’t do to twist her ankle as well. Angling her body away from the street light, so that she could see the keyhole, she had a couple of stabs before she got the key in the lock and stumbled in.

After the darkness outside, the light in the narrow hallway was blinding. She covered her eyes and peered through her fingers. The stairs seemed to pulse ahead of her. Urgh. Not good. The hangover was going to be brutal tomorrow ... well, later today, technically. She had to open the shop in five hours. 

She went up the stairs on her hands and knees, pausing at the top to take off her heels. There was another door at the top. Harriet unlocked that door too, took a deep breath and pushed it open.

The flat was exactly as she’d left it. Fairly neat. Fairly tidy. Totally empty, apart from her. She chucked her shoes into the basket in the corner and padded to the kitchen where she got herself a glass of water. Of course it was empty. What had she expected? That he would miraculously be there waiting for her? And what if he had? What would he have said to find her staggering home smelling of booze and smoke and some random guy she’d pulled in a nightclub? 

Harriet gulped down another mouthful of cold water. He’d be horrified and upset, that’s what. There would be tears and remorse and she’d feel awful. But she’d happily live through that ... just to see him again for five minutes. 

Oh balls. This was what she’d gone out to avoid. This ... yearning. She didn’t have any more booze in the house. There was wine downstairs, in the shop, but she had enough sanity left to know that was out of bounds. Tears leaked down her cold cheeks. Harriet wove her way to the bedroom and, still dressed, curled up under the duvet and gave into the sadness until she fell asleep.

***
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When the alarm went off four hours later, Harriet smacked it to snooze and uncurled, slowly, so that she didn’t shatter herself into pieces. Ow. Ow. There was a band of pain around her head. She hauled herself up until she was vaguely sitting up, found the water and ibuprofen she’d put out on the bedside cabinet before she went out and gulped it down. She reset the alarm and sank back under the duvet. One snooze and she’d go downstairs. All she had to do was sort the papers. 

****
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Sitting at his computer Tim stared at his inbox. 212 messages. How was that even possible? He’d wrestled it down to less than 20 before going home the night before. He rubbed his eyes and briefly considered deleting the whole lot, just to see what happened. But no. That would be irresponsible. One of his graduate students might have emailed him something that was actually important. At least he could get rid of all the university administrative emails telling him about when scheduled computer system updates or road closures. He sighed and started to work through them, trying to prioritise the onslaught so that he didn’t get buried in it.

His mobile phone rang. He pulled it out and looked at the caller ID. Mel. Crap. He looked at his inbox and considered ignoring the call. She would only call back. He’d already had three missed calls from her that morning. She was nothing if not persistent, his twin sister. 

He sank into his chair before he answered it. This was not going to be easy. Discussions with Mel never were.

“There you are,” she said, by way of greeting. “I’ve been trying to get hold of you for days. Don’t you ever answer your phone?”

“Hi, Mel. I’m fine, thanks. You?”

She clicked her tongue. “I know you’re fine, Tim. I friended you on Facebook, remember?” 

Had she? Oh bugger. He’d forgotten about that. He’d only friended her so that he could keep up with what his niece Niamh was doing. Of course it meant that Mel could see what he was up to too. 

“Anyway,” said Mel. “I’m calling because I need a huge favour.”

There it was. Straight to the point. Although, on reflection, it saved a lot of time not beating about the bush. “I dunno, Mel, I’m really busy at the moment.”

“I know you are, Tim. I wouldn’t have called you if it wasn’t urgent.”

Tim sighed. Fair enough. She was pretty self-sufficient. She had a husband and friends to lean on, anyway. “What do you want, Mel?”

There was a tiny pause. “You know how Alex and I are going away on a retreat in Scotland in a week’s time.”

“Yes ...”

“And Niamh was going to her godmother’s place while we were away.”

Tim closed his eyes and rubbed at the headache that was gathering on his forehead. He had a feeling he knew what was coming. “Mel, I can’t look after Niamh. I’m completely snowed under with work. I have deadlines coming out of my ears and there’s a new cohort of students arriving in two weeks. I—”

“Oh, Tim, please? Niamh’s godmother has broken her leg and she can’t manage Niamh on top of that.”

“What is there to manage with Niamh? She’s fourteen. She only needs an adult to be around. She doesn’t need spoon-feeding.”

“Exactly! You could keep an eye on her in the evenings and make sure she gets something to eat. She’s ever such a nice girl, she’ll be no bother. She’ll be spending the day at holiday club anyway, so you don’t need to worry about her during the day.”

“Mel ...” he said. But his heart wasn’t in it. Mel would keep trying to persuade him and he didn’t have the energy to argue with her. She always won. Besides, he liked Niamh. Scratch that, he loved Niamh. He had spent a lot of time with her when Mel split up with her first husband. For a time, he had lived in his sister’s house, acting as in-house babysitter while Mel sorted out mortgages and lawyers and got shot of Niamh’s father Richard. Tim and Niamh had become very close as a result. Later, he’d been there to keep Mel calm while Richard took Niamh away on his access days. He and Mel argued and bickered, but if she ever needed him, he would be there. He would never to say no to her. And they both knew it.

“Please, please, please. You’ll get to hang out with Niamh without me around. I’ve asked everyone else I can think of. You’re my last hope.”

“Oh thanks.” He leaned back in his chair. “Can’t you cancel your trip?”

“You know I can’t. It’s taken me so long to arrange this. You know how hard it would be to get Alex to take time off again.” There was a tell-tale wobble in her voice. He recognised the latent panic in it. He knew what it meant. Mel’s second marriage had been slowly deteriorating – according to Mel. Alex worked too hard and his initial adoration had faded to something more mundane. Mel was feeling ignored ... and Mel hated being ignored. Tim had initially wondered if Mel was just being a drama queen, but he now knew that she was genuinely worried.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll do it. I’ll come and stay at yours, but I’ll have to work in the evenings. Niamh will pretty much have to entertain herself.”

Mel gave a little laugh. “She’ll be fine with that. All she ever wants to do is sit on Skype to her friends or watch Netflix.”

Tim smiled. Teenagers. Then he remembered all that had happened in Niamh’s life in the past few months. “How is she?” he asked. “Is she okay?”

Mel sighed. “Yeah. She seems to be ... getting on with things. She still bursts into tears from time to time, but not so often now. Mostly, she worries about friends and hairstyles and the usual stuff now.”

“Oh good. And how about you?”

“Well, I’m not exactly upset about Richard dying,” she said, too quickly. “I’ve got enough to worry about keeping my marriage to Alex alive.”

Tim frowned. Despite her brusque manner, he could feel the worry that bubbled underneath. “How’s that going?” 

Mel sighed. “In all honesty, I don’t know. A fortnight in a retreat, with no computers or mobiles, might get Alex away from his computer long enough to sort things out ... or it might just prove that we can’t be fixed. I don’t know.”

For a few seconds there was silence. The years fell away and they were six again. Tim, with scrubbed clean hands and paper face mask, was sitting on Mel’s hospital bed, playing Scrabble with the hospital’s special set that smelled of disinfectant. He’d had a brilliant six letter word all lined up, but one look at his sister sitting there with tubes coming out of her nose and wrist, and he’d ignored it in favour of a lousy three letter one. He’d let her win then and had been letting her win ever since.

There was no point fighting it. It was just a waste of precious time. “You go to your retreat,” Tim said, quietly. “I’ll keep an eye on Niamh.”

“Thanks Tim. You’re ... well, thank you.”

Tim laughed. “The words you’re looking for are ‘you’re awesome’.”

She clicked her tongue. “Oh don’t you start. You hardly inspire awe.” Her voice softened, as though she was about to laugh too. “But yes, thank you.” A beat passed. “Can you come round at about four on Friday? I’ll run you through everything before I head off.” And just like that, they were back to business. 

“Sure. I’ll see you Friday.”

He was smiling when he hung up. He could take a bit of time off to hang out with his niece at the weekend. It had been weeks since he’d last seen her. With a jolt, he realised it had actually been months. Time flies. He opened his email and looked at the 5 messages that had come in while he was on the phone. This mountain of work would still be there, whether he took the weekend off or not. Maybe some of it would even go away. Maybe doing something different wasn’t such a bad idea. 
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Chapter 2
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Tim arrived at his sister’s house half an hour later than expected. Mel waved his apology away with an impatient flick of her hand. 

“There’s food in the fridge,” she said. “There’s a Tesco order on Monday. We’re not expecting anyone to call for anything, apart from the guys who are coming to repair the greenhouse. That’s next week. It’s all written on the calendar.” She swanned off up the stairs as she spoke, forcing Tim to hitch his laptop bag up and follow her. “You’re in the guest room,” she said. “You know where everything is. I’ve sent you the list of what Niamh is allowed to do. She knows the rules.” She paused at the door of the guest room. “In fact, where is she? Niamh? Niamh.”

While his sister was distracted, Tim ducked past her into the room and dumped his laptop bag onto the bed. His other bag was in the car. It could come in later. In the hallway, Mel barked, “Niamh get down here. NOW!” 

Mel lived in the nice part of town, in a tidy, four bedroomed house that had a garden big enough to have a greenhouse in it. Unlike the flat that Tim rented, it felt airy and full of light. He leaned against the window frame and looked out at the well-tended front lawns in the street. One day, he would be able to live in a place like this. Although, in all honesty, he spent all his time either at his laptop or crashed out in front of the telly these days, so what was the point of a nice house if you barely noticed it? Besides, this was the sort of place that needed more than one person to make it feel lived in. He’d had hopes that Sarah ... he shook his head. No. He couldn’t think about that. That way lay misery.

There was a hissed mother/daughter argument taking place on the stairs down from Niamh’s attic room. Tim rubbed his eyes. This was not a great start.

Outside, a dark car pulled up. Mel’s husband Alex got out. Alex was still in his suit and, by the time he reached the front door, on the phone again. Tim liked Alex. He worked too hard, according to Mel, but apart from that, seemed nice enough. He was kind to Niamh, which counted for a lot in Tim’s opinion.

“Oh, thank goodness, Alex is here,” said Mel.

There was a clatter of footsteps and Mel and Niamh came downstairs. Right now, with matching expressions of annoyance, they looked exactly alike – both slim and blonde, with the same oval faces – like time lapse images of each other. Niamh gave Tim a nod by way of a greeting before she got dragged downstairs by her mother. Tim followed. 

“You’re late,” Mel said to Alex. “Now we’re going to be late.”

Alex held up a finger. “Yes, I’ll be back by then. Okay. Look, I’ve got to go,” he said into the phone. After a few seconds, he said, “Thanks” and hung up. “I’m sorry,” he said, giving Mel a perfunctory kiss on the cheek. “Things overran.”

“You’re not going to be able to use that thing while you’re on the retreat,” said Mel, pointing at the mobile phone. “So you may as well leave it behind.”

Alex gave her an incredulous glare and put his phone in his pocket. “Are you leaving yours?”

“No, but I’ve got to have it to check in on Niamh.” Mel strode into the living room, where the packed bags were waiting. “There are the bags. Let’s get going, or we won’t get there until the small hours of the morning and we’re supposed to be in mindfulness class by nine tomorrow morning.”

“Can I at least get changed first,” said Alex.

“No! We’re late already.” Mel was practically jumping with impatience.

Alex put a hand on her shoulder. “How about you practice your breathing for a moment. Slow down. That’s what this retreat is all about, why not practice.”

“But—”

Alex strode past Niamh and Tim and disappeared upstairs. Tim caught Niamh’s eye. Was it always like this? Niamh shrugged and looked away.

Mel clicked her tongue. “You see?” She said to Tim. “See what I mean?”

Tim took another glance at Niamh, who had hunched into herself and was watching her mother through her hair. “Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t we put the bags in the car while we wait for Alex?”

“Good idea.” Mel grabbed her handbag. “I have spare keys.” She pulled out the keys, picked up one of the bags, leaving Tim to pick up the other, and went outside.

Tim glanced at Niamh again, who rolled her eyes and picked up a smaller day bag. They took the bags outside and popped them in the boot of the car. Tim arranged the bags so that they wouldn’t slide around too much on the drive.

He got back to the hallway just as Mel pulled Niamh to her in a fierce hug and kissed her forehead. 

“Now be good and don’t give Uncle Tim any trouble.” Mel patted her daughter on the cheek. Niamh rolled her eyes. Her eyes were the thing that was different from her mother’s. Where Mel’s eyes were blue, Niamh’s were startling green, like her late father’s. 

Alex appeared on the stairs behind them. He had changed into jeans and a shirt, but he still looked distinguished, with his long, clean-cut face and hair that was greying at the temples.  Tim wasn’t greying yet, but he was willing to bet money that he wouldn’t do it as gracefully as Alex did. 

“And you,” said Mel, pointing at Tim and making him jump. “Look after my precious baby.”

“Muuum!” said Niamh.

“Well you are precious,” said Mel. 

“And I will look after her. Or we’ll look after each other. Now you go off and enjoy yourself,” said Tim.

“I won’t be able to have my phone on me most of the time, so you’ll have to call the main reception if there’s anything urgent. Have you got the number?”

“Yes,” said Tim. He stood next to his niece.  “We’ll be fine. Won’t we Niamh?”

“Yeah. Bye, Mum. Have a great time. You too, Alex.” Niamh stood by the door, her back to Tim and waved her mother and stepfather off. When, at last, the car pulled away, Niamh closed the door and turned to him. “I don’t know why Mum thought you needed to come,” she said. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

Tim put up his hands. “Woah. Steady on. You’re fourteen. Mel can’t leave you alone in the house for two weeks. Anyway, I’m not here to babysit. I have work to do. I’m just here to be an adult presence. If you need one. Okay?”

Niamh stuck her hands in her jeans pockets and looked at him through her hair. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” said Tim. “Your mum left me a list of rules ... Look, I need a coffee. Let’s go see what she’s said and figure out what we can live with.”

By the time they’d made coffee, the atmosphere was a little lighter. Niamh even cracked a smile. 

“Oh come on,” said Tim. “It’s not that bad having your uncle to hang out with.” She used to adore him. 

Niamh didn’t say anything, but she pulled a face. “At least you’ll be better than Mum and Alex.”

Tim raised an eyebrow. As a child, Niamh had been really impressed by that. Clearly, now that she was older, being the cool uncle was a lot harder work.

“They need this retreat,” said Niamh, meaningfully. “Things were getting ... snappy.”

Oh dear. No wonder Mel had been so adamant about going on this retreat. With one failed marriage behind her, she would be keen to keep this one intact. If Niamh had noticed, then things must have deteriorated further than Mel had let on. “Ah. That bad, huh?”

“Yeah. Things aren’t the best around here at the moment.”

He looked at her for a second. The attitude had subsided a little. Enough to let him see that she looked tired and worried. Poor kid. It had been a tough year for her. First her father’s sudden death, now this. “How are you, Niamh? Are you okay?”

“Well, I could be better,” said Niamh. She fiddled with her nails, picking off nail varnish. “Uncle Tim? Could you do me a favour?”

Uh oh. He knew that tone. It was almost exactly the same tone that Mel used before she bossed him into doing something. “Depends what it is,” he said, cautiously.

“Could you take me to Yorkshire?”

He laughed. He hadn’t been expecting that. “Whatever for?”

“I want to go see Harriet.”

A prickle of alarm shot down his back. “Who’s Harriet?” he asked, even though he knew exactly who Harriet was. She was the woman who had wrecked Mel’s first marriage. Richard’s mistress. 

“Dad’s girlfriend.” She kept picking at her nails, not looking up.

He had only met the Harriet woman once, at Richard’s funeral, when she’d stood, a silent, drooping figure, not speaking to anyone. But then, why would she? The rest of the people there were Richard’s friends and family and it appeared he’d never introduced her to any of them. 

“Why do you want to go see her?” 

“I just do, okay? Will you take me?” Finally, she looked up, eyes flashing.

“No. Well, I can, but I’d have to ask your mother first.”

Niamh shot to her feet. “No. She never—” She made a ‘ugh’ noise. “Never mind.” She stamped off. 

Tim listened to her footsteps thumping up the stairs and drank his coffee. That could have gone better. 
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Chapter 3
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Harriet staggered down the narrow stairs. She still felt nauseous after another mad Friday night, but her head had stopped pounding and the lag between her turning her head and her vision catching up was gone, which meant she could go down and get the stocktake sorted out. 

Ash was behind the till, leaning on his elbows and reading a paperback. On Saturday mornings, he arrived at eight, delivered the papers and took over from Harriet by eight thirty. She had gone back to bed after he’d arrived.

He was a slim hipped kid, with dark chocolate skin and a smattering of acne. He read all the time. As far as Harriet could tell there was no pattern to his reading, he read everything. It was weird. He looked up as she came in through the connecting door. “Afternoon,” he said, pointedly.

She was late. She knew that. Only about half an hour, but still, when you lived above your place of work, it was awkward. She waved a hand. “I’ll make it up. I’m only on for four hours today.”

Ash shrugged. “Were you out again last night then?”

“Uhuh.” She grabbed a coffee from the pot in the back room and found the stock lists that she’d printed out the evening before. 

“Where’d you go?” 

She told him the name of the nightclub. 

“Oh yeah,” he said. “I’ve been there.”

“Have you?” She’d never heard him mention going clubbing. She’d assumed he just stayed at home and read. 

He shrugged. “It was all right. Not really my scene, to be honest. All that clubbing and drinking. Waste of money. I’d rather go to the pictures or something. At least you get to be entertained and not feel like crap the next morning.” He raised an eyebrow at her, or tried to. The smile ruined the judgemental look he was going for.

“Shut up,” she retorted. “Cheeky git.” She shuffled into the stock room and started at the far end. After a few minutes, she called out, “Has it been busy today then?”

“Not really,” Ash called back. “The usual Saturday morning regulars. Oh, the pub called to say that we need to deliver the Sunday Times and the Independent to the pub tomorrow as well as the usual haul. They’ve got people staying.” 

The pub tended to take the Yorkshire Post and the Courier as standard. They only got the rest of the papers in if guests requested them. “Have you—”

“It’s in the order book,” he interrupted. The chime on the door rang, signalling a customer. Harriet went back to her work.

****
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When it was time for a break, Harriet took her third coffee with her to let Ash off for a few minutes. He grinned at her and put a bookmark into his book.

“What’re you reading now?” she asked.

He held it up for her. Sci-fi fantasy. It was Jane Austen and some sort of thriller last week. She shook her head. “You read the weirdest collection of stuff.”

“It’s a big world,” said Ash. “You’ve got to see it from lots of different angles.” He slipped off the stool he’d been sitting on. 

“I’ve done my seeing the world.” Harriet plonked her coffee down and clambered onto the still warm stool.

Ash stopped. “Really? When?”

“One summer I did a really lucrative project. When the money came in, I went Interrailing.” She smiled. “Met a great guy en route.”

She could see him hesitating, wondering if that was Richard. His lips moved, as though he had words lining up, but he didn’t ask. She was clearly alone now. It was nice of him to show that much sensitivity. 

“You can ask,” she said. “It was just a summer thing. We stayed in touch for a bit after we got back, but it wasn’t meant to be. He lives in the US now. Married now, with a couple of kids.”

She knew the question in his expression wasn’t about that. He wanted to know why she was alone now. She hadn’t told anyone in the village about Richard, just let them assume he’d split up with her. It was better than the truth. Less painful. Of course, everyone wanted more information, gossip, but she wasn’t going to give any of them a chance to ask her that. She turned away. Thankfully, a customer came in.
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A reminder went off on Tim’s phone. While he was keeping an eye on Niamh, he tried to get ‘home’ to Mel’s house before Niamh was dropped off after holiday club, which meant leaving at four thirty. He sighed and turned the reminder off. He’d tried to plan his day so that paperwork that needed review was left until the end. He could take that home. It was Friday now and he and Niamh had fallen into a companionable pattern where they sat with their respective laptops in separate rooms, until it was time for supper, when they ate together. She was a nice kid, a bit quiet and monosyllabic compared to how she used to be, but that was probably a teen thing. She was meant to be going to a friend’s house after holiday club that day, so he could stay a little longer, but he had to go and pick her up from her friend’s at a reasonable hour. 

He stuffed the paperwork into a folder and put that and his laptop in the bag. Before he could log off, his phone rang. 

“Hi, this is Faisal from the funding office. I’ve got a few queries about the grant application we were discussing earlier.”

“I’m about to leave. Can this wait until Monday?”

“Not really. There’s a six day review period and the deadline is—”

“Okay fine. I’ve got a few minutes, what’s the problem
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