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  BROOKFORD KITCHEN DIARIES


Hi all, it’s Tallis here with your fortnightly update on everything that’s going on here in the Brookford Kitchen.  
Claire and Owen are currently in Australia. You can keep up with their travels through their Instagram page. This week, they’re in Far North Queensland, and Owen has been cooking up a storm with local shellfish that Claire’s called ‘muddies’, or mud crabs. They’ve assured me they taste far better than the name would indicate and are pretty special indeed. Check out the video on their YouTube channel.
This week on Posh or Not it’s Italian. To find out who cooks what – and whose menu comes out on top – tune in at eight on Tuesday night. Next week is our Halloween special, and Owen and Claire have some scary treats in store for that – both posh and not.
At Halloween, our attention turns to all things pumpkin, and I’ve had Claire’s roast squash with sage, parmesan and balsamic vinegar on repeat at home – and it couldn’t be easier to prepare. Simply cut a small butternut squash into thin wedges. Leave the skin on but take the seeds out. If you roast them, you can use them as a healthy snack or a crunchy topping for salads or soups. Toss the wedges with olive oil, salt and pepper, lay them on a baking tray and roast them at 220°C fan for 30 minutes until tender and golden. Add a few tablespoons of good butter and about 12 sage leaves and cook for another 5 minutes. To serve, arrange the wedges on a plate, tip over the sage butter from the pan, add the shavings of 50 g parmesan (or similar) and a good drizzle of balsamic vinegar. 
I’ve served it as a side to roast chicken, but it also makes a fabulous lunch … just add some crusty bread.
This coming Thursday sees the series return of Time for Tea where Claire travels to the Yorkshire village of Chipwell and meets a group of women who not only bake up a storm but also have been known to solve the odd mystery. Parkin, pikelets and Yorkshire teacakes will be on the menu at our gala tea held at Chipwell Hall. 
Over in the Cookbook Club, we’re featuring James Martin’s Great British Adventure during October. The members of The Cotswolds Cookbook Club will have our monthly dinner in the last week of October, so keep an eye on the Facebook group page to find out what we all cooked – and don’t forget to post your photos … we can’t wait to see them.
In this month’s Posh or Not newsletter challenge, Claire and Owen have taken on the thumbprint biscuit, with Claire making melt-in-the-mouth jam drops and Owen coming up with a more sophisticated – and luxurious – Italian hazelnut version using the best of autumn’s hazelnuts. The recipes for both are already up on the website. Which one is your favourite?
Until next time …
Tallis






  
  CHAPTER ONE

Eight weeks before Christmas


It might not have been my idea, but everyone thought it was a lovely party.  
‘It’s a lovely party.’ The smartly dressed blonde woman took a drink from a passing server and drifted further into the marquee to where my husband was holding court. Dressed in a jacket that had given up on its obligation to close, he’d surrounded himself with other men in gaudy jackets, all of whom were speaking too loudly, laughing too loudly and flirting too openly with women in dresses that were too tight and shoes that were too high. Derek was in his element.
‘Lovely party.’ This was from another woman dressed in an elegant frock.
‘Yes,’ said the man with her. ‘Lovely party.’ 
I gritted my teeth as they headed into the garden, the woman’s spindly heels sinking into the lawn that had been looking its best for this party. 
‘Drink up, birthday girl.’ Gail approached with two glasses of champagne in her hand. She added a wink, knowing the entire event was a sore point. ‘Do you know any of these people?’ 
Aside from being my closest friend, Gail was one-fifth of the cookbook club I belonged to. Together with Caro and Fee and our newest recruit, Claire Mansfield – the presenter of the TV shows Time for Tea and Posh or Not (with her husband, chef Owen Gallagher) – we called ourselves The Cotswold Culinary and Cookbook Society.
I took the glass Gail offered. ‘No, I don’t.’
‘But isn’t this party supposed to be for your birthday?’ Gail cast her eyes around the marquee. While there were chairs and tables scattered about, very few people were using them, most choosing to stand in groups where they could best access the trays of champagne and canapés being circulated by serving staff. If you weren’t interested in champagne – and knowing Derek, it would be real champagne – the bar set up along one side of the marquee was dispensing wines and beers.
‘Ostensibly, but that doesn’t mean I know any of the people Derek invited.’ With a wry smile, I cast a glance towards my husband. I reached for Gail’s elbow. ‘Come on, let’s head outside; it’s stuffy here.’
When Derek first announced he was holding a party to celebrate my birthday, I told him forty-six was not a number requiring celebration and that I’d prefer a lovely roast dinner with the three of us – me, Derek and our almost twenty-year-old son Adam.
Derek had dismissed my suggestion. ‘I think we can do better than a roast dinner for your special day. Besides, I don’t get many chances to show off my beautiful wife.’
When it became clear that despite my protests, Derek was determined to hold this party, I insisted on inviting my friends too. At first, he’d frowned, briefly and uncharacteristically lost for words; after all, I’d rarely insisted on anything. Then his face had brightened. ‘You can invite those television friends of yours – Claire Mansfield and Owen Gallagher.’
‘Claire and Owen won’t be able to make it.’ I didn’t bother to tell him they were in Australia. ‘But I’m sure Gail, Caro and Fee will be available.’
Derek had frowned again, but before he could argue, his phone beeped with a message that sent him scurrying out into the garden to make a call. Soon after, he’d announced he needed to get back to Bristol earlier than expected and had a trade show in Cardiff the following weekend so he probably wouldn’t make it home and would see me in a fortnight. Well used to his absences, I’d shrugged my acknowledgement and kissed him goodbye – the sort of peck on the cheek that passes for a kiss goodbye when you’ve been married for nearly twenty-five years and your husband chooses to live in a flat in Bristol during the week rather than with you.
Before leaving, he’d tossed me a business card. ‘We’ll use these people; Rosemary and Martin used them for their last anniversary party. I’ll get Rosemary to ring and book them for’ —he consulted the calendar on his phone— ‘the last Saturday in October.’
‘But I was hoping we could do something that weekend – just the three of us.’
‘The rest of the month isn’t good for me, though.’ He said it so absentmindedly that it showed his lack of concern. 
Swallowing the pang of hurt at his careless disregard for my birthday, I ran my fingers across the embossed text. ‘They sound expensive … I’m happy to do the catering myself.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous, love,’ he said. ‘You make a good roast dinner, and I’m sure you’ve picked up a tip or two from those chef friends of yours, but it’s hardly top-notch catering, is it? Besides, I want to show off my gorgeous wife, not have her hiding in the kitchen.’
‘I can at least phone them and arrange the booking.’
He’d waved my words away. ‘I’ll get Rosemary onto it. She’ll email you through the details. I don’t want you to have to worry about anything other than buying a sexy new dress.’
His playful pat on my bottom might’ve been meant to make me feel special, but instead, I’d felt patronised. If the party was to be at my house, I should be organising it instead of leaving it up to Derek’s long-time business manager. Rather than point that out, I’d smiled, pecked him again on the cheek, wished him a safe drive and a good week at work and assured him I’d talk to Rosemary about it. I didn’t tell him I’d need to let the anger seething inside of me disperse first.
I led Gail into the garden where Rosemary’s caterers had strewn fairy lights through the trees. With the temperature unseasonably mild, other guests had done the same, and I cringed at the thought of the damage being done to the garden beds in which I’d managed to keep remnants of summer alive when the companion of one of Derek’s associates stumbled across one in her heels.
We’d no sooner stepped away from the marquee when Adam and Anna joined us. Adam and Gail’s daughter, Anna had started dating in high school and, despite going to separate universities for the past year, had managed to keep their romance alive. However, Anna hadn’t accompanied him the last time Adam came home. When I asked about her on our most recent phone call, there was an edge to his voice that worried me. While I hadn’t mentioned it to Gail, I hoped cracks weren’t beginning to appear. 
‘Great party, Mum, but we’re going to head off.’ Adam placed his arm around Anna’s waist. ‘We thought we might catch up with some friends at the pub. Besides’ —he glanced back at the tent— ‘Dad won’t notice we’re gone, and I need a kebab … I’m starved!’
This didn’t surprise me – Adam must’ve grown by at least a foot in the short time since I’d last seen him; surely, he should’ve stopped growing by now. ‘Those canapes were tiny. If you’re hungry, there’s some … I think it might be Thai green curry and rice … in those little cardboard boxes in the tent.’ 
He wrinkled his nose and exchanged a glance with Anna. ‘I know, but I’ve got to get past Dad and his cronies to get in there and I’d rather not.’
‘I see.’ Earlier in the evening, Derek had commandeered Adam to introduce him loudly to a group of his associates as ‘my son, Adam. He’s at university studying something he’ll have no use for when he takes over the business!’ Adam had smiled tightly as his father had guffawed and slapped him on the back. ‘Isn’t that right, son?’
‘We’ll probably crash at your place tonight, Mum.’ Anna stepped out of Adam’s embrace and kissed her mother’s cheek. ‘Is that okay?’
‘Absolutely.’ Gail smiled indulgently at her daughter.
‘I’ll call by before I head back to uni tomorrow though,’ Adam added when he saw the flash of disappointment I couldn’t hide. 
‘That’s fine.’ I didn’t feel fine at all, but I could see the logic behind his decision. ‘You two go enjoy yourselves, and I’ll see you tomorrow.’
Caro and her husband Malcolm weren’t far behind them, Caro hugging me warmly. ‘Lovely party, thank you. The canapés were certainly … very pretty.’
‘I’m so sorry,’ And I sincerely was. ‘Are you very hungry?’
As Caro shook her head, Malcolm nodded his. Caro rested a hand on my arm. ‘They were lovely, but …’
‘There wasn’t very much to them,’ I finished. ‘And many of the trays didn’t make it out here.’ Inside the marquee, people were preparing to leave, grabbing coats and handbags, and the sound of Derek braying at something one of his associates had said floated across the night air to us. 
‘It was a lovely party, though.’ Caro squeezed my hand. ‘Have you decided what you’re doing for Cookbook Club on Tuesday night?’ Once a month, we come together at my house to cook something from our chosen cookbook before sitting down to enjoy the meal.
I nodded. ‘I’m doing the chicken balti – and you?’
Caro licked her lips. ‘I’m making a caramelised onion, cheese and courgette quiche. What about you, Gail? You’re on starters, aren’t you?’
‘I am.’ Gail took a long sip of her champagne. ‘I’m doing salmon mousse with melba toast and cucumber and dill pickle. Has Fee decided what pudding she’s making?’
‘I don’t think so.’ Caro frowned. ‘You know what Fee’s like – it will be a last-minute thing, although I think Cookbook Club is the last thing on her mind at the moment.’ 
Her gaze was directed towards Fee, who stood under a fairy-light-strewn birch tree.
Resplendent in a diaphanous leopard print caftan worn over an ankle-length black tube skirt and flat black boots, Fee was speaking intently with one of Derek’s guests, the hand holding her champagne flute waving in the air as she emphasised a point, the liquid in the glass splashing over the side.
‘Do you know who he is?’ Gail asked.
‘No idea.’ I shrugged as if it didn’t matter that Derek had invited so many strangers to my birthday party. ‘I assume he’s either someone Derek’s done business with or wants to do business with … although usually if Derek wants to do business with someone, he wouldn’t leave him unattended.’
‘You mean he wouldn’t leave him unattended with us.’ Gail’s grin was complicit. Derek had never made a secret of his disapproval of my friends. 
I frowned slightly as I took in Fee’s companion. Although he had to be closer in age to Fee’s sixty than Derek’s forty-seven, he looked younger than Derek. Tall and lean with no sign of the middle-aged paunch that Derek had succumbed to many years ago, he sported a full head of wavy, slightly over-long grey hair and a well-groomed beard. Black-rimmed glasses gave him an almost eccentric look, although the black pants, navy open-necked shirt and olive jacket he wore looked expensive. He didn’t look like someone Derek did business with.
‘So, you wouldn’t know if he’s married?’ Caro’s smile was wry.
‘No idea; I think he arrived alone.’ 
‘Something tells me he won’t be leaving alone, though.’ Gail tilted her head slightly as she took in the scene. Fee touched the man’s arm to make a point. 
Malcolm broke the silence. ‘Isn’t he too old to wear shoes without socks?’
Chuckling, I lightly kissed Malcolm’s cheek. ‘I think it’s the fashion these days. I’ll see you on Tuesday night, Caro.’
Fee was the next to go, joining Gail and me almost as soon as Caro and Malcolm left. ‘Lovely party, Tallis. You must thank Derek for inviting us,’ she added with a smile. ‘Have you met Hugh?’ Turning to him, she said, ‘Tallis is our hostess. It’s her birthday we’re supposed to be celebrating.’ His eyes widened and something that could’ve been discomfort flashed across his face. ‘And this is Gail – she and Caro (who just left) and Claire, of course – are the other members of the cookbook club I was telling you about.’
‘It’s lovely to meet you both,’ he said, his accent strong Glaswegian. ‘I’m sorry, Tallis … Derek didn’t say anything about this being your birthday … I mean … Happy birthday.’
Taking pity on him, I held my hand out to shake his. ‘It’s lovely to meet you, Hugh, and don’t worry about that – I’m sure the only people still here who do know it’s my birthday next week are in this little circle.’ I drew an imaginary line around the four of us. ‘How do you know my husband?’
‘I don’t really …’ He cast a glance back to where Derek now stood with Rosemary, Martin and another couple. ‘I’m an architect, and Derek has asked me to do some work for him.’
Nodding my understanding, I asked, ‘Which property will you be working on?’ Derek had started in business as a builder doing small jobs such as conservatories but had grown the company until it was now one of the largest construction firms in the southwest. ‘Is it the pharmacy building in Trowbridge or the leisure centre in Chippenham?’
Frowning behind his glasses, he said hesitantly, ‘This one. It’s why he suggested I come tonight so I could get an idea of the scale I was dealing with.’
Choking on the sip of champagne I’d just taken, I searched for an appropriate response; Gail placed a calming hand on my arm as if she knew a shock was coming. 
Fee broke the brief silence. ‘Tallis, you didn’t mention you were having any work done – it’s not that long since you redecorated your bedroom.’
‘I didn’t know we were having any work done either.’ I shivered as a ripple of foreboding ran across the back of my neck. I let out a forced, awkward laugh. ‘Knowing Derek, it’s a birthday surprise – I don’t suppose you can tell me what it is you’ll be building?’ 
‘Well’ —he looked down briefly at his polished black Chelsea boots— ‘I understand we’ll be pushing into the laundry to create a butler’s pantry and converting the old stables into separate self-contained accommodation. He also mentioned a tiny house in the garden.’
When Hugh averted his gaze, I knew there was more he wasn’t saying, but I decided to put him out of his misery. ‘Well,’ I said brightly, ‘that all sounds very interesting. I’m sure Derek meant to tell me but hasn’t had the opportunity to do so.’
A grateful smile spread across his face. ‘Aye, I’m sure that’s it. Anyway, it’s lovely to meet you and again, thank you. It was a lovely party. The canapés were very—’
‘Small is the word you’re looking for,’ said Fee with a grin. ‘Derek should’ve gotten us to do them – they might not have been as elegant, but nobody would be leaving hungry, right Gail?’
‘Absolutely – not on our watch! Although I think Tallis did suggest that to him.’ Her smile was wry.
‘I did indeed, but I don’t think our food is posh enough.’
Hugh chuckled. ‘Like that TV show with Claire Mansfield and Owen Gallagher – Posh or Not – where they each cook something on the same theme, but Owen does the fancy, cheffy version and Claire does something simpler, more home-style. I love that show – they have amazing chemistry.’ He leant forward conspiratorially, a cheeky grin on his face. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but I love Time for Tea too – the one where Claire goes to villages and gets to know local producers and a team of local bakers put on an afternoon tea for a local charity … a cross between Bake-off and Escape to the Country.’ He stroked at his beard with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Derek mentioned you know her …’ 
‘We do,’ said Fee. ‘Tallis works for Claire. She’s like her production assistant.’
‘Not that Derek knows about that,’ reminded Gail sternly, with a sideways glance at me. ‘He likes to think Tallis spends her days pottering about here, shopping or getting her nails done.’
‘How can he not know about it?’ Hugh closed his mouth when he realised that, given I had no idea we were apparently putting what was effectively a whole new dwelling in the garden, there might’ve been a few communication issues between my husband and me.
‘He doesn’t know because he’s not around enough to take notice of Tallis or the brilliant things she’s doing.’ Fee glanced across to where Derek was farewelling more of his guests. ‘And when he is around he’s not smart enough to appreciate her.’
While I couldn’t argue with her – nor would I attempt to argue with Fee while she was on her soapbox – I needed to make at least a semblance of effort to defend my husband. ‘Derek is a very busy man,’ I said unconvincingly. 
‘Too busy to tell you your garden is about to become a building site?’ Gail cocked one eyebrow as she said it.
She was right – and so was Fee. 
Hugh shuffled his feet. ‘I’m sorry. It appears I’ve caused trouble, and that was never my intention.’
With a shake of my head, I waved his words away. ‘No need for you to apologise.’
Fee’s smile was mischievous. ‘That’s our cue to get out of here. Hugh’s offered to drive me. Did you want a lift too, Gail?’ She placed a red-nailed hand gently on Hugh’s arm. ‘That’s okay, isn’t it? Gail doesn’t live far from me.’
‘Absolutely,’ he said.
Gail and I shared a smile. Fee had sworn off men after her second divorce but had, it appeared, relaxed that intention. As she left, Fee whispered in my ear, ‘Who knows? I might have found number three.’
After waving goodbye to the others, I yawned and made my way back to the garden, pleased to see that the last of the partygoers were on their way out and the caterers had commenced packing up. Of Derek, there was no sign. 
Martin caught me up and kissed my cheek. ‘There you are. I’ve barely spoken to you tonight. I don’t suppose you know where Rosemary is?’ He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s getting late, and we have a long drive home.’
‘I haven’t seen her for a while.’ I hooked my arm through his and led him to the back door, standing aside as a server pushing a trolley loaded with boxes of glasses came out. ‘You know you and Rosemary could stay the night here – the guest room is always made up.’
Rosemary and her husband Martin had been friends with Derek at school, and Derek had employed Rosemary years ago, way back when I’d no longer been able to deal with the administration of the (then) fledgling building company on my own. Rosemary had taken over completely from me when Adam was born, her role growing as the company expanded. 
The four of us – Derek and me, Rosemary and Martin – had frequently socialised over the years. We’d take turns to have each other over for dinner and then, as we’d become more comfortable financially, meet at local restaurants. Rosemary and Martin, childless themselves, were godparents to Adam, doting on him. 
He smiled his thanks. ‘Thank you, but I have an early golf game in the morning.’
‘Well, we’d better find Rosemary, then.’ I walked ahead of him through the kitchen and down the hall, pausing with my hand on the smooth doorknob to the study. ‘Knowing Derek, he’s probably poured a post-party whisky, congratulating himself on the business he’s done tonight and giving Rosemary orders about what she needs to do come Monday.’ 
Still smiling back at him, I held the door open for Marty to enter the room. At his gasp, I swivelled around, peering past where Marty stood in the doorway, rooted to the spot – watching his wife on her back on Derek’s leather-topped mahogany desk, her head thrown back and her legs spread apart while my husband’s head was nestled between them. 






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Rosemary was the first to come to her senses, sitting up with a jolt and pushing Derek away, doing her best to cover herself. Derek straightened, bemused at first, until he followed her stare and saw Martin and me standing in the doorway.  
‘Tallis, honey, this isn’t what it looks like—’ His face paled as he backed away from the desk, pushing his shirt into his pants and rezipping his fly.
‘Rosemary! How could you?’ Martin flew into the room.
His raised fist jolted me into action. ‘Marty! No!’ As I would’ve reached for his arm, Martin’s fist found its target with a grimace-inducing crunch, the blow strong enough to floor Derek and leave Martin shaking his wrist.
Rosemary was quickly on the floor beside Derek, cradling him in her arms. ‘What have you done?’ she wailed, glaring at her husband.
Derek, with blood pouring out of his nose, was still muttering, ‘It’s not what it looks like.’
‘Yes, it is.’ My voice was quiet, too quiet, as a strange calmness descended over me. It was almost as if I’d left my body and was floating above them, observing the whole ridiculous scene from somewhere in the clouds. ‘It’s exactly what it looks like, isn’t it … Rosemary?’ 
Refusing to flinch under my stare, Rosemary’s chin firmed. ‘Yes.’ She stroked Derek’s hair as he continued to whimper. ‘It’s exactly what it looks like.’ Helping Derek to sit, Rosemary used the side of the desk as leverage to heave herself to her feet before offering him a hand up. ‘I’m sick of sneaking around, and while we didn’t want you to find out this way, it’s time you did. Derek and I’ —she reached for his hand— ‘want to be together, don’t we, darling?’
Darling? What right did she have to refer to my husband as “darling”?
Derek nodded slowly as he pressed a handkerchief to his bloodied nose, then with his eyes refusing to meet mine, more emphatically, and that’s when the part of me that was floating over the top of it all returned to my body. ‘Yes, we do.’
In the background, Martin released a sob and the bile from too much champagne on my mostly empty stomach thought it was better out than in. With my hand over my mouth, I bolted for the downstairs powder room, managing to shut the door just in time. 
When there was nothing left in my stomach to bring up, I collapsed onto the floor in a puddle of … hurt? No, not hurt. Disbelief? Perhaps. Betrayal? Definitely.
With a groan, I staggered to my feet and, ignoring the raised voices in the study, made my way upstairs.
Absently toeing my shoes off before I entered the bedroom, I bent down to pick them up, holding each by their block heel and swinging them lightly as if preparing to throw them. Standing in the doorway, the plush cream carpet soft under my feet, I contemplated doing that. How would it feel to lift my arm and hurl each beautiful, blameless shoe against the wall? To watch them bounce off and land on the carpet, the heels leaving an indentation on the smooth cream-with-the-barest-touches-of-sage wall. I imagined tracing those indentations with my fingers, and I imagined screaming, a guttural scream that would come from the depths of my empty stomach, a scream that would hold all Derek’s broken promises and my broken dreams. 
Oh, how I wanted to scream – for the loss of my marriage, for the lonely hours I’d spent in this beautiful house (a house I never wanted in the first place) before I found Gail, Caro and Fee. For the years I’d wasted and the days without purpose before I began working for Claire. But I didn’t throw the shoes, and I didn’t scream. Perhaps if this had happened a few years ago I might have, but now? It seemed as though I’d been waiting for this moment – to have my suspicions proven to be true – but now the moment had arrived, I didn’t know how I should be feeling. I should be feeling something, but … what?
Half-collapsing onto the upholstered oatmeal ottoman at the end of my bed, the half-forgotten shoes dangled from my fingers. When had it become my bed instead of our bed? Was it when Derek bought the apartment in Bristol and began staying there each week? It made sense, he’d said, and he avoided the lengthy commute from Fenwyck each morning. I understood, but why, I asked, make the move from Bristol to the Cotswolds if he wasn’t going to live here? 
Was it when he began playing golf each Saturday morning with Marty and his Friday night arrival home became Saturday night, or was it when conferences and other business-related events became so regular there were times I didn’t see him for weeks? 
Or was it last autumn when Adam left to go to university in London? Before that, Derek would at least start the evening in our bed but would move to the guest room during the night. Once Adam left, Derek didn’t even pretend to sleep in this bed when he came home, saying we were both used to our own space. I’d been glad of it. He snored, and I’d grown used to having no one beside me, the luxury of when I woke hot and sweaty during the night – hormones rather than lusty dreams to blame – being able to slide across to the cold side.
When did we last have sex? I stretched my stockinged legs out in front of me, my head tilted back. It would’ve been earlier last year … that was probably the last time we’d all been out for a meal as a family, too. Derek had come home from somewhere or another, we’d had sex, and the following day, the three of us had gone for lunch to The Lamb, Owen Gallagher’s restaurant in Brookford. It had been very nice – both the sex and the meal out. What had been even nicer was Derek’s expression when he’d realised how well I knew Owen and his realisation of how the wife who’d been in his shadow all these years was spreading her wings. I knew he didn’t like it, but that small rebellion had filled me with a quiet satisfaction. 
That was also the afternoon I’d heard Derek on the phone to someone, and he’d left immediately afterwards, presumably to be with that someone. I’d heard enough to know that he and the caller had had a disagreement, and I’d heard enough to understand that the weekend, as nice as it had been, had only been because of that disagreement, that I was his dependable Plan B. Had it been Rosemary even then?
Rosemary had always been part of the office furniture … so to speak. I even joked with Rosemary that she was Derek’s work wife. Looking back, I could’ve been jealous of the other woman’s closeness to my husband, but neither had ever indicated there was anything there other than an abiding friendship and close working relationship. Rosemary was the last person I would’ve suspected of having an affair – least of all with Derek. 
For a start, she’d always seemed happily married to Marty. While Derek and I had drifted apart over the years – Derek towards the business he was building and me into motherhood – Rosemary and Martin had seemed to grow closer. They were the couple who went away on mini breaks to country hotels, booked cruise holidays and did things together. Rosemary’s Facebook page was full of photos of them. I’d looked upon their togetherness with, if not envy, at least regret. The idea of Rosemary having an affair – of either of them having an affair – was unthinkable. 
Then there was Rosemary herself. Derek’s type were flashy blondes who wore super-high heels and squeezed into tight-fitting dresses that showed off their assets – all of them – and Rosemary, as lovely as she was, was more comfortably built; although, I had to admit she had far fewer curves these days than she’d used to have. Besides, weren’t men Derek’s age supposed to leave their wives for younger models? Rosemary, though, was his age. Yes, until tonight, it would’ve been inconceivable to even contemplate Rosemary could be involved romantically with Derek.
After that day, when I overheard Derek in the garden, I even confided my fears to Rosemary. It had been in the ladies’ room of a swanky London bar, and I’d said out loud the words I’d previously been unable to say out loud to anyone.
‘I think Derek is having an affair.’
Rosemary had patted my arm in a comforting way and said she thought there had been someone, but she also thought it was over. ‘He’d never leave you,’ she’d added. ‘You’re too important to him.’ But not important enough to keep his trousers zipped. Upon further questioning, Rosemary had revealed the other woman to be the wife of a supplier. She’d even said she was sorry I’d found out about it – not that it had happened. As if it would’ve been okay if I didn’t know. 
While I’d suspected that Derek had, from time to time, been unfaithful over the last few years, I’d never known for sure, and that had suited me. If I didn’t know for sure, I didn’t need to do anything about it. If I didn’t know for sure, I could grit my teeth and concentrate on Adam and the house and garden and wait for things to run their course.
Knowing my friends had their suspicions was more difficult to ignore. On several occasions, I’d noticed Gail lowering her eyes or looking away if I mentioned Derek was delayed or away due to business. I’d even caught Caro sending Fee a look of warning one time … If anyone was to say anything, it would’ve been Fee. Each time, I pretended not to notice. I knew they assumed I was keeping the status quo until after Adam finished his A levels, but Adam had been gone for over a year now. 
Adam. Did he know? My breath caught in my throat. It was one thing my friends suspecting my husband had been unfaithful; it was another knowing my son had known and hadn’t said anything. My mind went back to all the times Adam had made himself scarce when Derek was home, how there had been occasions when it was obvious he hadn’t wanted to talk to his father … Had he known and said nothing?  
Raised voices from downstairs filtered through into the bedroom; I couldn’t make out the words. Biting at my bottom lip, I knew I couldn’t hide away in here all night, knew I should go down, confront Rosemary and Derek and comfort Marty; knew I should make sure the kitchen had been put back to rights and the caterers had been paid. I should do all of that, but suddenly, I wanted to do none of it. Allowing the shoes to slip from my hands, I rose to my feet, reached behind my neck and unzipped my black party dress, shrugged my arms from the sleeves and let it slither to the floor, my tights and party underwear following.
Leaving the clothes where they lay, I padded naked across to my walk-in wardrobe and idly flicked through the clothes that hung there before opening the drawers and selecting more comfortable underwear, a pair of cuffed joggers and a long-sleeved T-shirt, adding a slouchy cashmere jumper over the top. Lacing up a pair of trainers, I picked up the tote that held my laptop, shoved my purse and keys into it, took a deep breath and headed downstairs.






  
  CHAPTER THREE


Gail fumbled with her keys. Finally, managing to coordinate the top key with the bottom key, she swung the door open and turned the interior light on, waving to let Hugh know she was in and he and Fee could be on their way. 
Hanging her black cashmere wrap (a Christmas present from Claire last year) on the bannister, she bent down to undo the tiny buckle on her black Mary-Jane-style heels. Holding the shoes in one hand, she padded up the stairs in stockinged feet, past the landing where Anna’s bedroom and the main bathroom were and up to the top floor and her bedroom.
Drawing the curtains on the small window overlooking the market square, Gail reached behind to undo the zip on her dress, squirming to grip the zip and inch it down, the hot pink taffeta falling to the floor. Finally, she could breathe again. The tightly fitted bodice of the fifties style A-line dress had felt even more fitted tonight than when she’d tried it on in the store, and Gail had worried all night that she was one canapé and one exhalation away from a wardrobe disaster of the broken zip variety. Even though Tallis, Caro and Fee had told her she looked lovely and the pink was perfect against her blonde hair, pale skin and rosy cheeks, Gail had felt trussed up and uncomfortable. Since Anna had left home last autumn, she’d put on a few pounds she couldn’t afford to carry, but when she’d bought the dress, she’d been hopeful of being able to shed at least a couple of those.
When she’d said as much to Caro and Fee, Caro had reassured her and told her you certainly couldn’t tell. Fee, however, had been blunt and said, ‘You look gorgeous, but if the dress is too tight, you should’ve bought a bigger size – after all, it’s just a number.’
Fee would say that, she was at home in her skin.
Tallis had also said she looked beautiful, but Gail bet that even though she never seemed to worry about what she ate, Tallis had been the same size since the day she got married. 
Gail asked her once how she did it, and Tallis said it was because she walked the dogs twice most days and was always in the garden pottering about digging and weeding and planting, but Gail knew she was simply that woman who never put on weight. Tallis would never know what it was to wake each morning with a new resolution to limit bread, resist that extra chocolate digestive with her morning or afternoon tea, and not have any more than one glass of wine with her meal. And Tallis would certainly never know what it was like to go to bed each evening and beat yourself up for failing at what other women seemed to do so easily. 
Tallis wouldn’t know – or understand – about the empty parts in her body that needed to be filled with … something. Even though he was rarely home, Tallis had Derek and, thanks to him, was financially secure. Tallis also had her big house, a job she loved and a purpose. Gail, though, had none of that. Sure, she had her job with Liam, the village solicitor, but that’s all it was, a job. As for financial security, Gail had been a mother, father and sole provider for Anna, sometimes working multiple jobs in order to make ends meet. It hadn’t been that many years since she’d been living pay to pay, praying her car wouldn’t break down or some other disaster would befall them and leave her and Anna looking for a new, even more affordable place to rent. It was only since she’d moved to Fenwyck that she’d been able to make do – and even save a little – on a single salary. 
Tallis would be horrified if she knew Gail envied her in this way, but every so often, the feeling crept up on her and wouldn’t let go. Like tonight. Tallis made entertaining – even though she was entertaining people she’d never met before – look so effortless. She made everything look effortless. Along with the work she did for Claire, Tallis also administered the online version of The Cotswolds Cookbook Club where thousands of people cooked from the same cookbooks each month. So many friendships had been made in the same way that theirs was – and Tallis was responsible for that. Yet she made it look effortless.
While Gail knew that no marriage was perfect – and suspected Tallis’ was far from that – Tallis had never confided in her. Tonight, though, below the envy she hated herself for, was sympathy for Tallis. When Hugh had mentioned Derek had hired him to complete renovations on Tallis’ house – renovations she clearly knew nothing about – Gail hadn’t missed the way her friend’s lips tightened or the way her spine straightened as if she was getting ready to go into battle. Yet Tallis had smiled, laughed and pretended – like the perfect hostess she was.
Shaking her head to clear those thoughts, she walked into her ensuite bathroom and washed away her make-up, leaning forward to critically examine her face under the harsh lights. Despite turning forty-one in the summer, her face was still relatively unlined, although, she thought unkindly, that was probably due to carrying too much weight. What do they say? Once you hit forty (or was it fifty) you choose between your face or your figure. Her blue eyes were still clear, and when she smiled, her twin dimples formed deep holes in her cheeks. Tallis had told her once that when she smiled, everyone around her couldn’t help smiling back, but Gail didn’t see that. Pulling her thick blonde hair back into a ponytail, she changed into flannel pyjamas and sheepskin boots and made her way downstairs.
Even though she knew she shouldn’t, Gail opened the fridge and examined the contents. It wasn’t as if she’d eaten much at the party – barely anything, in fact. Just a few bites, really. After all, her dress was too tight to fit anything more substantial than a bite or two.
Taking out the bread she’d baked that morning, a wheel of brie and a packet of ham from the fridge, Gail cut two thick slices from the loaf and topped one with the brie. After a good grinding of pepper, she draped the cheese with the ham and placed the other slice on top. Reaching for a glass from the cupboard, she poured a large splash of red wine, then pulled a frying pan from the hook above the bench and melted a good-sized knob of butter until it was foaming. Only then did she lift the sandwich into the pan and cook it until the bottom was golden-brown and the cheese was beginning to ooze. Then she flipped it, adding some more butter for good measure.
It was as she slid her sandwich onto a plate and turned the heat off under the pan that there was knocking on her door. Glancing at her watch, Gail frowned – and not just because the pleasure of her sandwich would need to be deferred momentarily. It was too early for Adam and Anna to come home – besides, Anna had her keys – and way too late for anyone else.
Placing the chain on the heavy wooden door, Gail opened it a crack, wide enough to see Tallis standing there. Only an hour or so ago, Tallis was dressed for the party, every bit the elegant hostess. Now she seemed forlorn and unsure, her hands pulling in the edges of her scarf, her feet shuffling on the spot, her eyes downcast. Panic briefly rose to Gail’s throat – had something happened to Anna or Adam?
‘I know it’s late, but is it okay if I come in?’ Tallis asked as if it was something she did every night of the week.
Wordlessly, Gail opened the door, and the taxi that had been idling out the front drove off.
Once inside, Tallis shrugged out of her Barbour wax jacket and unwound her scarf. Her face had been scrubbed bare of the evening’s make-up. It was, Gail thought, the first time she’d seen Tallis without make-up. Even if she was heading out to run errands or take the dogs for a walk, she would usually have had at least applied foundation and a lick of mascara.
‘Sorry to barge in at this time of the night.’ Tallis wrung her hands as if she didn’t know what else to do with them. Her face was pale, and her eyes were unable to meet Gail’s. 
‘It’s fine, Tallis.’ Gail smiled gently and took her friend’s arm, ushering her through to the sitting room. ‘I’ve just poured myself a glass of wine and made a toastie – are you hungry?’  
‘You know what? I really am – hungry, that is – and that smells amazing.’ Tallis followed Gail to the galley-style kitchen at the back of the cottage and leant back against the oak table.
‘I know I shouldn’t be eating at this time of night …’ Gail flushed in embarrassment at being caught indulging and poured another glass of red wine for Tallis. 
Tallis chuckled warmly. ‘Don’t apologise – there was barely a bite in each of those canapés. Besides, I’m the one bursting in uninvited on you.’ Lifting the glass, she gulped half of the contents, not meeting the question in Gail’s eyes.
Gail topped up her glass, pushed across the plate she’d prepared for herself and set about slicing more bread. ‘Here, you have this one.’
‘Thanks.’ Tallis picked up one triangle of golden toastie and crunched into it. ‘Oh, this is bliss.’ 
Gail allowed Tallis to eat the rest of her sandwich and sip at her wine in silence, somehow knowing she needed the space the food and wine granted her. It wasn’t until her sandwich was ready that she suggested they head into the sitting room. ‘Let’s sit down where it’s more comfortable,’ she suggested. ‘The fire’s lit, and we can chat.’
Tallis nodded. ‘You must be wondering why I’ve descended on you at this time of night.’ Picking up her glass and the open bottle, she followed Gail.
‘Yes, but you don’t need to tell me if you’re not ready to.’ Gail sat on one end of the sofa, kicking off her sheepskin boots and curling her feet under her. Tallis slipped off her trainers and did the same, sinking into the two-seater that sat opposite.
Taking another mouthful of wine, her gaze on the fire, Tallis seemed to choose her words carefully. ‘Marty and I walked in on Derek and Rosemary tonight.’ A frown flashed across her face. Was she replaying the scene? ‘They were … he was … they were having sex. It’s … The affair’s been going on for a while.’
‘I see.’ Gail’s response was simple and concise. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’ While it didn’t surprise Gail to receive confirmation of Derek’s infidelity which she’d long suspected, she was surprised to hear it was Rosemary. She was also surprised to see Tallis seemed to be dealing with it as stoically as she was. Her eyes were clear and her face bore no indication of tears. Perhaps she was still in shock and it hadn’t yet sunk in. Gail remembered how she’d cried for days when Jim had left, her tears dripping onto her baby’s head as she fed from her breast. She would’ve taken to her bed and never gotten out of it if it weren’t for the knowledge that she was all Anna had. 
‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Tallis said conversationally as if this was something she told Gail every day of the week. ‘How did I not know about it? The truth is, I suppose I did, but at the same time didn’t.’ Her gaze on the fire, she spoke as if in a trance. ‘When Marty asked me if I’d seen Rosemary and I told him they were probably in the study, it felt as though a key was turning in a door. I heard it click and it was like I knew what I’d see on the other side, but I still needed to see it, you know?’ Without waiting for a response, she continued. ‘Her legs in the air, his head between them.’ Gail choked on a toast crumb. ‘Do you think if people could see themselves having sex, they’d be sworn off it for life? I’ve often wondered how people can film themselves and then rewatch it.’ Tallis shuddered and grinned wryly at Gail. ‘There was part of me that wanted to laugh at how ridiculous they looked, as if they were in a film playing on-screen lovers and not real people … not my husband. Poor Marty, though … he was devastated. The look on his face, the sound that came from him.’ Tallis shook her head at the memory, one finger tracing the stem of the glass she was cradling. ‘I at least had suspected Derek was being – or at least had been – unfaithful, but Marty had no idea. He’s devoted to Rosemary.’ She let out a short, hard laugh. ‘Rosemary and Marty were so into each other I used to look at their relationship and envy them their mini breaks and holidays and romantic dinners and nights away. Where Derek and I took each other for granted – and eventually drifted apart – they never did. Well, it certainly didn’t look as though they did.’ Shrugging, Tallis forced a smile. ‘I suppose you look at other people’s lives and only see what you want to see or, rather, what they want you to see – or what they put on their social media.’
Gail placed her empty plate on the coffee table and hoped Tallis put the colour in her face down to the warmth of the fire, Tallis’ comment too close to what she’d been speculating before Tallis had knocked on her door. ‘No, we never see the whole truth.’ 
‘I know you all wondered why I stayed with Derek,’ Tallis said after a brief pause. ‘I saw it on your faces every so often’ —she smiled weakly— ‘even though you were all too kind to ask me outright. Fee came close on a few occasions.’ 
‘We did.’ Gail hoped Tallis was unaware of how she, Fee and Caro had speculated about Derek and the state of Tallis’ marriage. ‘But we also understood it was your business, and you had your reasons – even Fee.’ She sent her friend a coy smile. ‘If you knew he was playing away, why did you stay?’
Tallis sighed and placed her now empty glass on a coaster, Gail automatically leaning across to refill it. ‘Now, there’s a question.’ Letting out another short laugh, she paused briefly. ‘Honestly? The same reason most of us stay in jobs we don’t really want to be in – financial security. At first, it was because I didn’t know for sure – and while I didn’t know for sure, I didn’t need to do anything about it. So, I didn’t ask the questions I should’ve asked. You probably think I was mad, but at the time, I was thinking about Adam and getting him through his last few years at school. He’d suffered when we moved to Fenwyck – you know how much trouble he had fitting in.’ Gail nodded; she’d had the same issues with Anna. ‘If it hadn’t been for Anna …’ Tallis lifted one shoulder. ‘I didn’t want to have to move him again, and I didn’t want to potentially ruin his chances of getting into university simply because his father couldn’t keep his trousers zipped and his mother couldn’t afford to leave. After all, I had no money of my own and no means of earning any, so I didn’t rock the boat.’ She picked up her glass and took a large mouthful. ‘It really was that simple.’ 
‘But Adam’s been gone for over a year.’ Gail wasn’t sure she could’ve sat quietly and ignored Derek’s infidelities the way Tallis obviously had – even in that beautiful house Derek had bought her.
‘Yes, he has.’ Tilting her head, she rubbed at her forehead. ‘I found out for certain Derek had an affair early last year, and ironically, it was Rosemary who confirmed it and said it was over. Adam only had a term to go, so I sat tight. Then Claire offered me the job working for her.’ Tallis exhaled and smiled at the memory. ‘It was like I was drowning and had been thrown a life raft. Here was my chance to put some money aside – my escape fund, I called it. I saved as much of the allowance Derek gave me as I could, plus what I’d earnt. The irony was, now I had the means to leave, there was no real reason for me to do so. Derek was hardly ever home, and he’s never been abusive or unkind. Besides, it’s not as if I had anyone I wanted to be with.’ A look Gail was unable to decipher flicked across Tallis’ face. Was it regret or something else?
‘And now?’
Tallis smiled, and in her smile was relief – but it was tempered with something else. ‘My marriage is over, but I have no idea what comes next. I feel as though I should be upset and hurt and all those other things you’re supposed to feel when something like this happens, but I feel none of it.’ Another mouthful of wine. ‘I left them to it – Derek and Rosemary and Marty. I called a taxi, picked up my bag and my coat and walked out.’ Another short laugh. ‘I wonder if they’ve even noticed I’ve gone yet?’ Tallis looked across at Gail, and she seemed to crumble. Uncertainty and fear were replacing her earlier stoicism. ‘I know you’ve got Anna and Adam here tonight, but could I please stay? I’ll sleep on the couch … I can’t go home tonight.’ Her green eyes filled suddenly with tears. ‘What does come next? Is it even my home still? And the dogs? I need to get the dogs.’
As Tallis’ voice rose in panic, Gail put her glass down and rushed across to where she sat, taking her friend in her arms. 
‘I don’t know why I’m crying.’ Tallis wiped away tears. ‘I’m not in love with Derek, not anymore. And we haven’t had a proper marriage for ages.’
‘Oh sweetie.’ Gail rubbed her back. ‘It’s one thing to know your marriage is over and to be preparing for the end – but it’s entirely another to be confronted with it the way you were tonight. Regardless of how you felt about him in recent years, you loved him once, built a life with him and brought up a child with him. It’s okay to grieve for that
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