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        To Sue, Craig, Brad, Paige, and Courtney

        Special memories bind us and link our hearts together.

        You mean the world to me.

      

      

      
        
        To Jess and Jill

        Friends do give you a new lease on life.

        Thanks for helping me on my journey.

        You’re the best.

      

      

      
        
        To Mollie

        Who walked beside me through some challenging times, and who inspired this book.

        I hope everyone experiences your brand of love and loyalty at least once in their lives.
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      Join my Write from the Heart Book Club, and receive a free digital gift box, including the prequel novella to the LA Lights series, The Audition.
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        Get your FREE digital gift box

      

      The series combines action, adventure and romance, served up with fabulous friends, hot heroes, and delightful dogs. Each LA Lights book is a no-cliffhanger standalone with its own story line, and its own protagonist. You can read them in any order and don't need to have read the other books in the series, although they are more enjoyable if you have, because the stories interconnect and the characters recur.

      Here’s the blurb from The Audition:

      

      Will her talent take her all the way to Hollywood?

      

      Tessa Taylor is a regular girl; a college student with small problems and big dreams. Her dream, like so many others of her age, is to make it big as an actress in Los Angeles. But even though she's studying acting, she can't get any traction in her bid to get a job in LA, where all the auditions are. Until the week when things unexpectedly begin to change. Some news in her acting class leads to an exciting opportunity, but chance meetings might compromise her luck.

      Does Tessa have what it takes to shine in the audition?

      Download this novella now and find out. Get started at www.dijoneswrites.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Annabelle

          

        

      

    

    
      Annabelle Smithson was the best when it came to giving relationship advice.

      She pushed the stack of letters into a neat pile and picked up the top one, tracing her index finger over the solid bond paper. After she put on her reading glasses and unfolded the letter, a warm light feeling spread through her chest, as it did every time she opened correspondence from someone seeking her help.

      

      Dear Annabelle,

      I’m a regular reader of your column and hope you can help me. I’m at my wits’ end about my relationship. I’ve been with my live-in boyfriend for four years, and even though we’ve been engaged for two years, a wedding isn’t in sight. Every time I broach the subject and try to get my man to commit to a firm date, we end up fighting and break up. A week or two later, we’ve worked it out, but then I’m back to square one again, no closer to a wedding date. This has happened several times now, and I have a feeling we’ll never get married. What should I do?

      
        
        Yours sincerely,

        M

      

      

      Annabelle read the letter again, slowly this time, then removed her glasses, rubbed her eyes, and viewed the countryside flashing by through the train window. The fields were golden and green, the rapeseed swaying in the light spring breeze, and the sky was azure blue, with fluffy white clouds standing out in stark relief. It was ironic that beauty and harmony were all around, while the cities were polluted and crowded with people living miserable lives. Not that she should care too much. After all, if it weren’t for the unhappiness, intrigue, and dishonesty in people’s lives, she wouldn’t have a job.

      She was lucky. Everything was beauty and harmony in her own life. Reading the letters for her advice column in Adorn magazine every week could be depressing, though, and if she wasn’t grounded it would pull her down badly. She didn’t take anything for granted, and every day she reminded herself how fortunate she was. She had a fantastic job, a lovely flat, a fun circle of friends, and the best husband in the world.

      “What’s wrong, Annabelle?” Her friend, June, put down the Hello magazine she was reading and offered her a Pringle. “You’re completely fed up, aren’t you?” she asked in her London-Jamaican accent.

      Annabelle was tempted by the potato chip but shook her head. She patted her soft waistline, which had been expanding lately. “Yes. It’s this reader, M. She keeps writing to me, but there’s nothing particularly unusual or interesting about her problem.”

      “What is her problem?” asked June, crunching a mouthful of Pringles, which made Annabelle’s mouth water.

      “Her boyfriend won’t commit to her, and she wants to get married. Honestly, June, if I had a tenner for every woman who wrote to me about commitment—or more accurately, the lack of it—I could retire to the south of France.”

      June nodded understandingly, and Annabelle thought, not for the first time, how lucky she was to have a friend like her. Several years younger than she was, June was slim and statuesque, with gleaming black hair, clear ebony skin, and liquid-brown eyes. She was a fashion plate who spent every last pound of her salary on high-street apparel—and she wore it with panache, as if every piece had cost a fortune.

      Theirs was an unlikely friendship: the trend-conscious black secretary from the East End and the middle-class white writer from Oxford. But they’d hit it off the moment they’d met, and their friendship had remained solid over the eight years they’d worked for the same magazine.

      “I think you should answer her, especially if she keeps writing to you. She sounds desperate. I know you say there’s nothing unusual about her problem, but isn’t that the point?”

      Deep furrows formed between Annabelle’s finely arched brows. “I’m not following you.”

      “You can help loads of women by answering this one letter. Isn’t that what you want? You keep telling me mass appeal is critical.”

      Annabelle nodded. June was right.

      “If you need any more convincing, remember how your advice helped me,” June said, twisting her wedding ring. Annabelle had lived through a succession of June’s disastrous boyfriends until she’d met Eric two years ago and settled into domestic bliss. She was now mother to ten-month-old Alice, and in motherhood, she had found peace and contentment, which helped calm her previous wild ways.

      Annabelle smiled at her broadly and, giving in to her weak self-restraint, reached for the Pringles. “You’re right, and more important, if I don’t get this woman off my back, I’ll probably keep hearing from her.”

      “Good point,” said June, taking the can of chips back and popping a couple into her mouth.

      With a sigh, Annabelle unzipped her new Mac Airbook from its black case and powered it up, eager to write her reply to M. June was right; this problem would be of interest to many women. The sensible thing to do was feature this letter in her column. She’d be able to use it to showcase her mental agility, not to mention her cutting sense of humour. After all, it was important for an agony aunt to entertain her readers and offer sound advice. “Ask Annabelle” was her life, but while she loved the column more than anything, she’d be lying if she said she’d never stopped thinking about the day she’d be syndicated. Even better, perhaps she’d get a slot on TV. It happened all the time these days, like it did with Stella Roberts, who’d begun her career with a small column in the Liverpool Echo and was now featured on ITV’s national daytime show This Morning.

      Annabelle placed the Airbook on her lap. Her fingers moved quickly over the keys. As she bit her lower lip in concentration, a frown settled on her Botoxed brow.

      

      Dear M,

      Have you ever read the book He’s Just Not That Into You? It should be every girl’s Bible, and from what you’ve told me about your situation, it should definitely be yours. Here’s the bottom line: engagement is easy for your man. Marriage is a real commitment and obviously one he’s not ready for. You have two options: stay with him and stay engaged, perhaps forever, or threaten to move out and find out if he does want you. If he does, he’ll set a wedding date. If he doesn’t, eventually you’ll meet a very lucky man who will.

      
        
        Annabelle

      

      

      Fifteen minutes later, she put the Airbook back in its case and sighed with satisfaction. “Any Pringles left?” she asked June hopefully.

      “Sorry, not a one. I’m addicted to them,” she said apologetically, shaking the empty can.

      “It doesn’t matter. We’ll be back shortly, and I can have supper with James.”

      “It was a great idea to leave the conference early,” June said.

      “The closing speeches are always totally self-congratulatory and not at all interesting or amusing,” said Annabelle. “I’m dying to see James, and it’ll be a great surprise for him that I’ve come back so soon.”

      “Are you sure no one will notice we’ve left?” asked June for the third time since they’d boarded the train.

      “No, everyone will get completely smashed at the dinner and be so hungover in the morning that they won’t know who stayed and who didn’t. Anyway, I don’t give a toss. I want to get back home to London. Slough can be so depressing.”

      “Me too,” said June. “My first time being away from Alice has been hard.” She laughed. “On the bright side, Eric will appreciate me after spending two days solid with the baby.”

      “Same with James. Not with a baby of course,” she added. Children weren’t part of their plans, especially with Annabelle’s career ambitions. “He’ll appreciate me even more after being by himself. Cooking isn’t exactly his forte. He’s probably been living on Marks and Spencer microwave meals.”

      Twenty minutes later, Annabelle and June climbed off the train, and after a short cab ride, Annabelle was rounding the corner to the flat she and James shared. She took her lippy out of her bag and applied it carefully before checking her reflection in the silver compact she always carried with her. Her skin was creamy white against the ruby gloss, while her rich brown tangle of curls accentuated her plump heart-shaped face.

      The cab stopped, and she paid the driver and pulled out her key from her bag. It was seven, and all the lights were on in the flat, a sign that James was home.

      She let herself in quietly and crept down the hallway, determined to surprise him. Classical music was playing quietly in the living room, but she knew he wasn’t there. She heard the hiss of the shower coming from the bathroom, and the spicy, aromatic scent of his shower gel wafted through the flat. James always took long showers, so she’d fix a drink for them while she waited for him to get out. He wasn’t expecting her back until lunchtime tomorrow, so it’d be a lovely surprise for him to find her home.

      Over the music from the living room, a woman called out, “It’s going to fit. It’ll be absolutely perfect.”

      Annabelle didn’t recognise the voice. It wasn’t Susie, James’s sister. “What’ll be perfect?” she called out.

      No answer. She walked into the living room, wondering who was there.

      An ethereal-looking blonde stood in the centre of the room, holding a tape measure against the deep padded cushions of Annabelle’s expensive Laura Ashley couch.

      “Who are you, and what are you doing?” Annabelle asked amiably, wondering if James had intended to surprise her with new covers for the sofa.

      The woman spun around, dropping the tape, which clattered on the oak floor.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you,” said Annabelle.

      The blonde blinked rapidly and licked her lips. “You’re Annabelle, aren’t you?” she whispered.

      “Of course I am,” Annabelle replied. “Who are you?”

      Annabelle guessed that the woman was no older than twenty-three. She was astonishingly pretty, with alabaster skin, cornflower-blue eyes, and rosebud lips. And she was fat. Not overweight fat, but pregnant.

      “I’m Libby. I…um…work with James,” she stammered, watching the living room door nervously.

      Annabelle had never heard of Libby and was about to ask how long she’d worked with James at the high-street bank he managed, but before she could interrogate the girl further, she heard footsteps in the hall. Thank God—James was out of the shower and could throw some light on who this strange young woman was and why she was measuring Annabelle’s Laura Ashley couch.

      Annabelle smiled at the woman reassuringly, heartened by the sound of James’s footsteps outside the room.

      The next moment, her husband strolled into the living room, wearing nothing but an expansive smile.
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      Annabelle wasn’t sure who was more surprised, James or her. They stared at each other openmouthed, and although Annabelle knew what was happening and should have been devastated, the absurdity of the situation overcame her other emotions. Her husband was standing stark butt naked in front of a work colleague.

      Wait—this wouldn’t be the first time his colleague had seen him naked, would it? Her mind flashed back to all the times James had phoned from the office to say he’d be working late. No, it wouldn’t be the first time this woman had seen him naked. If Annabelle had arrived a couple of minutes later, the work colleague would be naked too. Christ, they’d be doing the no-pants dance.

      After a pause that was as pregnant as the woman measuring her couch, James cleared his throat. “Jesus bloody Christ, Annabelle. What are you doing here?”

      Annabelle noticed the way James and the woman glanced at each other, although the question was addressed to her. She also noticed a vein throbbing at his temple, in stark contrast to his erection, which, proud the moment he’d walked in, was now flaccid.

      “In case you’d forgotten,” she said, “I live here. More to the point, what’s she doing here and why’s she measuring my couch?” Her nails bit into her palms in an unsuccessful attempt to quell the hysteria rising from her chest.

      “My name’s Libby,” said the blonde. “James,” she whined, taking a step towards him.

      “I don’t care what your name is,” Annabelle snapped, closing the gap between Libby and James. “Why don’t you leave? I have things to discuss with my husband.” She eyeballed Libby aggressively, noting the way the woman placed her arm protectively over her distended belly.

      “It’ll be all right, Libby,” said James soothingly. “You get going,” he continued, moving between the two women. He wrapped a throw from the couch around his torso in a vain attempt to preserve his dignity.

      Blood roared through Annabelle’s veins and rushed to her head. “Yes, get out, you little tart!” she screamed. “Get out of my house now!”

      Libby stooped to pick up the tape measure, but at a signal from James she decided against it. She gathered her bag and coat and scurried out of the room without a backward glance.

      Annabelle and James stared at each other, and in that brief space of time, scenes from her life with James flashed through her mind. Her pulse raced dangerously, and her breaths came in gasps. Was she about to die?

      “How long have you been sleeping with her?” she yelled. Could this be happening? Could she survive such pain?

      Silence. James face was ashen and waxy, with beads of sweat shining on his skin. Hopefully he was having a heart attack.

      “How could you do this to me? And with her?” She shook with anger and disgust. “She’s pregnant, for Christ’s sake.”

      James was slumped in a heap on the couch, his head in his hands. When he lifted his face, she stared at him aghast. His expression told her the news she dreaded.

      “No, God, please no,” she cried. “She’s pregnant with your baby, isn’t she?”

      James nodded and hung his head again.

      “You bastard.”

      He lifted his head and viewed her defiantly. “Yes, she is. Damn it, Libby’s given me what I wanted from you. A baby. For God’s sake, Annabelle, was it too much to ask that we do what normal married people do and have a family?”

      “How dare you?” she said reproachfully. “I thought you loved me.”

      “I do love you, but loving you isn’t enough. I want more. You’re married to your career. You’re so wrapped up in other people’s problems that you can’t see the issues right under your own nose.”

      “Issues?” she screamed. “What issues?”

      “For starters, your husband’s been unhappy for ages, and you’ve done nothing about it.”

      James had been unhappy? He hadn’t shown it. He could have told her at any time, but he hadn’t, which spoke magnitudes. “What do you expect me to do if you’re unhappy?”

      “Nothing,” he said, a surly expression on his face. “I have to fix it myself, and fixing it’s what I’m doing. I want a normal life. A big house filled with children and dogs—but you want entirely different things.”

      “You bastard. All you had to do was tell me. We could have talked about it. We could have gone to counselling or something.”

      James slowly shook his head. “It would’ve done no good, and you know it. You’d never have changed your mind, and I want children.”

      “And that gave you licence to have sex with a young girl you work with?”

      “It wasn’t like that. We talked about all sorts of things and found we had a lot in common, despite the ten year age difference. I’ve fallen in love with her.”

      Annabelle snorted in disdain. “In love? In lust you mean. She wouldn’t be pregnant with your child if she was a fat fifty-year-old with a moustache.”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course she wouldn’t. But that’s not the point. I’ve fallen in love with her, and she is pregnant. I want to be with her.”

      “Be with her? What do you mean ‘be with her’?”

      James sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to find out like this.”

      She sank onto the couch and reached for a cigarette from the pack on the coffee table, her hand trembling. With difficulty, she lit it then took a long pull of the acrid smoke. It filled her lungs, focusing her.

      “How the hell was I supposed to find out?”

      James didn’t answer.

      “Maybe I’d come into the office one day, and you’d have a picture of your baby on your desk?”

      He still didn’t say anything.

      “Or maybe I was supposed to read the birth notice in the Times?”

      He examined the ceiling. “You’re being ridiculous,” he said patronisingly. “I wasn’t going to tell you about Libby straight away. I thought once we’d split, I’d⁠—”

      “Once we’d split? What do you mean by that?” She felt the blood drain from her face. She took another long drag of the cigarette, but it didn’t help.

      “When you came back from the conference, I was going to tell you that I need to be by myself.”

      Annabelle stared at him incredulously. “By yourself? You were going to tell me you needed to be by yourself, and then you were intending to move in with your pregnant mistress? A pregnant mistress who’s practically a child?”

      He hung his head again.

      “My God,” she continued, “that’s why she was measuring the couch.” His silence confirmed her suspicion. “You were planning to take my couch with you. My Laura Ashley couch, which I paid for with my own money.” She picked up one of the pillows and smacked him in the head. “You absolute shit.”

      James flinched. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but I’ve made up my mind, and there’s no point pretending things will work out. You can keep your couch. I’m packing a bag and then I’m leaving for Libby’s.”
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      At the Adorn offices, June impatiently scrolled through the Evening Standard online. “Here it is,” she said. “It’s perfect for you.” She read the ad aloud.

      
        
        Female flatmate wanted to share luxury house W8 with male business owner who travels frequently. Large sunny room, ensuite bathroom, modern conveniences. Rent one hundred pounds per week inclusive, in exchange for house-minding while the owner is away.

      

      

      Annabelle snorted. “It has to be a misprint.”

      “What do you mean?” asked June, squinting at the ad.

      “Luxury house W8, one hundred quid a week? Unlikely.”

      “In exchange for house-minding while the owner is away.”

      “It could be in exchange for something else,” muttered Annabelle.

      She sighed. “Don’t be cynical. Why don’t you ring up about it? It couldn’t do any harm. Here. I’ll print the ad for you.”

      “S’pose,” conceded Annabelle. “It’s not like I’ve got a lot of other choices at the moment.” She sighed and took the paper from June’s outstretched hand.

      

      The taxi slowed. Annabelle read the ad again and let out a long, low whistle of appreciation when she saw the number on the outside of the house. It was a beauty. Maybe her luck was changing.

      It’d been a rough week since James had moved out, and she’d decided that she had to move out of their flat. She’d been desolate and lonely, but more important, she couldn’t afford it on her own, and it was too small for a flatmate. Besides, the place held oodles of fond memories—and now bad ones as well.

      When June had first read the ad in the Evening Standard, it’d sounded too good to be true, and from the vantage point of the taxi, it still did. An imposing Edwardian detached mansion in one of the more affluent areas of West London, its creamy white walls set off the clipped box hedges leading up the path to the glossy black front door. Never in her life had she imagined living in a house like this—certainly not for a hundred pounds a week.

      Despite June’s optimism, there had to be a catch or a misprint in the ad. Either way, the owner might not like her, or she might not like him or the house. She shook her head, wondering what there’d be not to like about a man rich enough to live in this gorgeous house in Holland Park, which probably was worth three million pounds at a conservative estimate.

      Once the taxi pulled to a stop, Annabelle climbed out and paid the driver. She walked up the steps to the front door, smoothing the tight beige pencil skirt over her ever-expanding hips, before ringing the brass bell. She heard the door chime echo deep inside the house, followed by footsteps across the floor. The door opened to reveal a matronly woman in her fifties, wearing a floral dress and a cardigan. She smiled politely and inclined her head in greeting before opening the door wide to let her in.

      “Miss Smithson? I’m Cynthia, Christian’s housekeeper. Please come in.”

      “Hello, Cynthia. Nice to meet you. Please call me Annabelle. I’m a bit early, I’m afraid.”

      “Yes, Christian tried to telephone you, but you’d already left your office. He’s flying to Eastern Europe later today and has to take care of a few things before his trip.”

      “He isn’t here?”

      “No, but he’s asked me to show you around in case he doesn’t get back before you leave.”

      “What a shame. I was hoping to meet him. He sounded lovely on the phone. Would you rather I come back later?”

      She smiled. “Not at all. I’ll show you the room. Follow me,” said Cynthia, leading the way.

      The housekeeper bustled up a couple of dozen stairs on the grand central staircase, while Annabelle laboured behind.

      On the second level, Cynthia pushed open a door and gestured for Annabelle to enter. A Javanese four-poster bed with a moss-green satin coverlet was the centrepiece of the room, with matching side tables and a dressing table completing the bedroom suite. Framed paintings of country scenes lined the walls, and her feet sank into plush carpet. An imposing fireplace opposite the bed was dressed and ready to be lit.

      “This isn’t at all what I expected,” Annabelle said.

      “Do you like it?” Cynthia asked with a concerned frown.

      “Yes, it’s beautiful. I expected something traditionally English, but this room is like something from Asia. I love it, though,” she said quickly. She inhaled the lavender furniture polish that kept the wood glowing and ran her fingers over the smooth teak of the bedposts.

      “Christian travels a lot,” Cynthia explained, “and he’s a bit of a collector.”

      A disturbing thought surfaced in Annabelle’s mind. Surely the ad had contained a misprint. This room couldn’t possibly be on offer for a hundred pounds a week. She cleared her throat and hesitantly said, “The ad in the Evening Standard said the rent is a hundred pounds a week. Was that a mistake?”

      Cynthia laughed and shook her head. “The board is a hundred pounds a week. But like the ad says, there’s a reason for that. Since Christian’s away a lot, he wants someone responsible to housesit in his absence. Did he tell you how often he’s away?”

      “Yes, he did.”

      “And I presume he told you about Mollie?”

      “He mentioned her briefly,” Annabelle said, trying to recall exactly what Christian had said. She’d been typing her column while speaking to him on the phone and hadn’t paid much attention.

      “She’s getting elderly,” continued Cynthia, “and he needs someone to mind her while he’s away. She misses Christian greatly when he’s not here.”

      She nodded absently. “Mmm, that’s what he said.” Presumably Mollie was an elderly relative. How much trouble could she be? “Does she live here?”

      “Yes, but she’s out at the moment with Christian, which means you won’t get a chance to meet her today either. Unless they get back shortly,” she said, tapping her watch.

      “No problem. To be honest I could do with a bit of extra company myself.” She paused, wondering whether or not to confide in Cynthia. “I left my husband recently, and I’m feeling a bit out of sorts at the moment.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it,” said Cynthia, “but Mollie will be good company for you. This is a big house to be rattling round in by yourself, and Christian is away quite a bit.”

      Annabelle nodded. “Yes, it’ll be good to have company.”

      Cynthia backed out of the room, signalling for her to follow. “I’ll show you the rest of the house, and then we can have a cup of tea if you have time.”

      “Thanks. That would be nice.” Annabelle followed her through the rest of the house to the large, sunny, ground-floor kitchen.

      “What sort of housemate does Christian want?” she asked, taking a seat at the kitchen table. She leaned over and rummaged in her bag for her cigarettes.

      “Someone responsible,” said Cynthia, pouring tea into two white china cups, “who’ll treat the house with respect.” She passed a cup to Annabelle, who took it gratefully.

      She sipped the sweet brew, enjoying its floral aroma. “Thanks. This is lovely.”

      “A nonsmoker of course,” continued Cynthia. “Christian can’t stand smoking.”

      Annabelle’s tea coursed down her windpipe. She coughed and covered her mouth to stop it from coming back up. “Of course,” she said, recovering quickly, “you wouldn’t want a smoker in this beautiful house.” She dropped the Pall Mall packet back into her handbag and crammed it down so it wasn’t visible. Shame about the no-smoking rule, but she’d do anything to live in this divine house, including chatting with the elderly Miss Mollie while dying for a cigarette.

      “Are you interested in the room?” asked Cynthia, after they’d exchanged small talk for a few minutes.

      “Yes, I’d love to move in,” she said eagerly. “It would suit me right down to the ground.”

      “And I think it would suit us right down to the ground to have you here,” said Cynthia. “That’s settled then.”

      “You don’t have to check with Christian?”

      “No, dear. He said he’d leave it to me. I’ve been with him for five years now, and I know what suits him.” She lifted her eyebrows. “Even better than he does himself.”

      Annabelle said goodbye then walked to the end of the road.

      She took a final look at the house and clapped her hands in excitement. Her luck was definitely changing. Better get a move on now and get home, she thought. She turned, bumping into someone approaching from behind.

      “I beg your pardon. I wasn’t watching where I was going,” she said to a man a few years older than herself.

      “No problem,” he said in a genial tone.

      What was that? Something warm and wet touched the outside of her leg.

      “Eek,” she cried, and took a step back, stumbling on the curb.

      The man caught her by the elbow. “Are you all right?”

      He was holding something in his hand. It was a lead, and on the end of it was the ugliest dog she’d ever seen. Mottle-haired, with brown and black splodges merging into one another in a tiger-skin fashion, the dog was massive. It moved towards her legs and snorted, displaying its fang-like teeth.

      “Shoo,” she shouted, shaking her bag at the animal.

      It moved back and stared at her balefully from bloodshot eyes sunk deep in a squashed-in face. Then it moved forwards again, snuffling and grunting as it lifted its nose to the bottom of her new skirt.

      She stared at the creature in fear and repulsion, watching its nose inch towards her crotch.

      Her heart beat erratically, and although she wanted to run, her feet were rooted to the ground. “Get that animal off me,” she cried to the owner.

      “Sorry,” he muttered. He tried to pull the animal away, but a passing car backfired.

      He dropped the lead, and the dog, realising it was unrestrained, jumped against her, leaving a trail of slime across her skirt.

      Annabelle stared at her skirt in horror, unable to touch the glutinous mass.

      “Sorry about your skirt,” the man said in a friendly voice. He pulled the dog away and reached into his pocket. “Here’s a handkerchief.”

      Annabelle’s pulse slowed.

      “Not everyone likes dogs,” she replied. She rubbed the starched white linen square over the light fabric, grimacing as the slobber spread across her skirt. “And situations like this don’t help.” She handed the hanky back, careful not to touch the drool.

      The man flushed but didn’t reply, then stuffed the handkerchief back into his pocket.

      Annabelle waited for another apology.

      It didn’t come. Instead he smiled at her diffidently.

      “Make sure you keep your dog under better control in future,” she said finally.

      “Come, girl,” he said to the dog. “Let’s get you home.”

      Annabelle brushed her skirt down, disgusted at the state of it. She hated unruly dogs—any dogs for that matter—and irresponsible owners who should know better than to keep a dog in the city.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t run into these two again.
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      Annabelle stood in the middle of the room, staring at the open boxes. She knew she should feel some kind of emotion, but she was detached and dispirited, as if she were a bystander examining the remnants of someone else’s life.

      Books, DVDs, old CDs, a photo album. She poked at the album, pulled it out of the box, and flicked over one or two pages, touching photos of James and her in this room in happier times. She had assumed her future was all mapped out, but now she was no different from the countless lonely women who wrote in to her at “Ask Annabelle.” Now she knew, firsthand, what it was like to be alone, unhappy, and unsure where her life was going.

      The warm spring sun streamed in through the open window and bounced off the wooden floor, illuminating the dust balls in the spot where the couch used to sit. Her eyes filled with thick gummy tears as she contemplated James and Libby snuggling up on the couch in their new home. She hadn’t wanted to keep the Laura Ashley sofa after all. It was a sad reminder of the night she’d walked in on them, and they could bloody well keep it.

      Was it her fault James had an affair? Had her ambition to be the best advice columnist in Britain driven a wedge between them? Had her refusal to give him the family he wanted pushed him to seek solace elsewhere? She shook her head angrily and rubbed the back of her hand over her eyes.

      No, it wasn’t her fault. She said it out loud, and the words reverberated around the room. She said it again, this time with conviction, but what was the point? He wasn’t there to argue with her. She’d always told him she’d never have children, and he’d said he was fine with that; he loved her and she was all he wanted. He’d said it again and again, but he hadn’t said it recently. Things might have changed for him, but that didn’t excuse his behaviour, did it?

      A light rap at the door startled her, and she got up, wondering who it was.

      Hopefully the movers hadn’t arrived early. It certainly wouldn’t be Dad. He wouldn’t travel across the city by himself, not in the state of mind he was in currently.

      She pulled her hand through her curls and opened the door tentatively. James stood there. Her knees gave way at the sight of him, and she slumped against the doorframe.

      “My God,” she said, “what are you doing here?”

      “You don’t need to call me God,” James said in a feeble attempt at humour. “I hope you don’t mind me dropping in.” He paused and the silence lengthened, but she was determined not to be the one to break it. “I was in the neighbourhood,” he continued awkwardly.

      Annabelle moved to let him in, wondering if he could hear her heart hammering in her chest. She wished she had lipstick on.

      “I’m in a bit of a state, as you can see,” she said, waving her hand at the boxes. Her state was less about the boxes and more about his turning up unannounced.

      His jaw dropped at the chaos in the flat. “You’re moving?” he said.

      “I can’t afford to stay here by myself.”

      Hopefully he felt as guilty as a crook who’d swindled a pensioner out of her life savings.

      “More important,” she continued, “I didn’t want to.”

      “Why? I thought you loved it here. You were the one who wanted it in the first place.”

      “Too many memories here.” She clenched her fists, determined not to cry in front of him. “Anyway, why do you care what I do now?” She dug her fingernails into her palm.

      “Of course I care,” he said reproachfully. “Just because I’ve…um…because I’m not here, doesn’t mean I don’t care anymore. I care a great deal.” His voice was self-righteously indignant.

      “You’ve got a funny way of showing it,” she said, regaining her equilibrium and lifting her chin defiantly. “How’s Libby?”

      “Good,” he said stiffly. “But I didn’t come here to talk about Libby.”

      “Then what did you come to talk about?”

      He walked over, sat on the windowsill, and gazed into the street below. “I still want you to be part of my life, Belle. We’ve been together a long time. You’re my best friend.”

      Did he just call her his best friend?

      “Your best friend?” Annabelle asked, snorting in derision. “Please, I don’t want to hear this rubbish.”

      “Hear me out. I mean what I say. It’s been odd without you this last week. I never meant to hurt you, never meant for any of this to happen.”

      “James, you don’t sleep with someone by accident.”

      “I know.”

      “Why did you do it?” she asked. “Why did you cheat on me?”

      “We’ve grown apart. You’re so wrapped up in your work you can’t see anything else.”

      “You’re blaming this on me?”

      “Not exactly blaming you, but…” His eyes darted away from hers, and he fidgeted, as if he knew he couldn’t have said anything worse.

      “How dare you?” Anger and pain were battling in her in equal measures. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

      “I’m your husband,” he said.

      “You’ve no right to call yourself my husband, not after what you’ve done.”

      James ignored her. “I’m your husband, and I’m trying to tell you that your job⁠—”

      “My work is more than a job—you know it is.”

      “But it is a job, Annabelle. It’s just a magazine column, for Christ’s sake.”

      “Just a magazine column?” She shook her head, her curls bouncing. “No, it’s more than just a column. The women who write to me consider me their friend.”

      “But they’re not your friends, are they?”

      She sighed. “These women are desperate and alone. They need guidance.”

      “Do you think you’re qualified to give them guidance?”

      “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You’re not a counsellor.”

      “Don’t be so patronising,” she said. “I’ve been doing this for years.”

      “I know you have, but you’re giving them guidance at the expense of your own relationship.”

      “You shouldn’t try to make me choose between you and my column.”

      “I’m not,” he said. “You’re the one who decided work was more important.”

      “I didn’t. You’ve always been my priority.”

      “If I’m your priority,” he asked, “why didn’t you care about what I wanted?”

      “I did care, but you said I was enough. Didn’t you?”

      He ignored her and stared out the window.

      “Didn’t you?” she persisted.

      “Yes, damn it, I did. But I thought you’d change your mind. Most women do.”

      “I’m not most women, and you know that,” she huffed. “I want tons more than the average woman. I want a career, a brilliant career. Anyone can have a family.”

      “Not anyone. I can’t.”

      “Yes, anyone can and you are. With Libby, in case you’d forgotten.”

      He flushed. With anger or embarrassment?

      “But we can still be part of each other’s lives, can’t we, Belle?”

      She didn’t answer. What on the earth could she say?

      “I don’t expect you to come around immediately. But in time, you’ll see this can work.”

      “This?” she asked. “This what?”

      “Us being friends, staying part of each other’s lives.”

      She shook her head. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “I’m not. Not if you want it to work.”

      “I don’t. You’ve decided where your loyalties are, and they’re not with me. Please leave. I’ve got to finish packing.”

      “Where are you going?” James tapped his fingers on the windowsill; the noise sounded loud in the near-empty room. “At least tell me where I can find you.”

      “It’s none of your business,” she said, moving to the door and opening it. She wanted him to go before she broke down and sobbed.

      He got up from his perch and headed towards the door, but at the last minute he stopped. The scent of his aftershave hung between them, and he moved towards her, tantalisingly close. She took a step back, widening the gap between them.

      “Bye, James,” she said, and closed the door firmly behind him, before he could say anything further.

      After he’d gone, she sat on the floor and laid her head against one of the boxes. Tears tracked down her cheeks, gently at first. She ran her finger over them, trying to stem the flow, but it was impossible.

      “You bastard, how could you have done
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