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      ‘Can we revisit the advantages of elopement?’

      Max tried to smother her grin beneath her hand, not that it worked. Valerie twisted towards her on the sofa, one hand on her hip and both eyebrows up.

      ‘What?’ she demanded.

      ‘Nothing. It’s just we’ve already been over this a dozen times by my reckoning, that’s all. After half an hour, you change your mind back.’

      ‘Yes, well, right now it sounds like a splendid idea. You, me, Amy -’

      ‘And Ed and Clarice, Drew and Elena, Hannah, Ollie . . . It’s not exactly discreet, hiring a minibus to get them all away with us.’

      Valerie settled back into the sofa. ‘I know, I’m being silly.’

      ‘You’re not. I know what it is. You get back from that place sick of people and you just want to do it, keep it small. But it’s not that simple, you know it’s not.’

      Max took her hand, squeezing hard and managing to calm her down for maybe five seconds. Then her face clouded again and she pulled away to cover it with both hands.

      ‘We don’t have to invite the press for an engagement tete-a-tete. What was I thinking?’

      ‘Let them in to keep them out, that’s what you said.’

      ‘Stop quoting my exemplary arguments back at me,’ Valerie warned.

      Max dropped a kiss on her head as she stood up and went over to the window to peer down the long driveway. Even though there was no sign of them yet, she kept her eyes fixed on the farthest point just to take her mind off her churning stomach. She’d let Valerie have her little meltdown until they got here. After that, it’d be straight back into politics mode and they’d get through it right enough.

      ‘Darling?’ Valerie’s voice had smoothed out suddenly. ‘We don’t have to do this if you’re not comfortable. We can call Stevie and cancel the whole -’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Max insisted.

      ‘I know, but I’m just saying it’s an option.’

      Max turned around to face her. ‘Not really. If we don’t do it with Stevie, we’re likely to get more hassle in the long run. And she seems all right as far as journalists go.’

      With her usual fluid movements, Valerie rose from the sofa and came across to join her, slotting one arm around her waist and resting the other hand on her cheek.

      ‘Stevie’s great, yes, but this isn’t about that. If you’re not reconciled to doing this, it’ll inflict more harm than good. Even a sympathetic journalist can’t paper over all the cracks if we let them show.’

      ‘What cracks?’ Max asked. ‘There aren’t any as far I’m concerned.’

      ‘I just meant stress about being in the public eye and -’

      Breaking her off with a kiss was the easiest thing to do, and Max deliberately strung it out until they both knew Valerie would need to fix her make-up.

      ‘We’re fine, but you need to sort your lipstick out. You do that and I’ll put the kettle on. They should be here any minute.’

      Valerie rolled her eyes, but at least she’d stopped arguing. Max took off into the kitchen, spinning around a few times to check what it looked like from every angle. She knew Valerie had checked everything a dozen times, though she still straightened the fruit bowl on the counter and ran a cloth over the draining board.

      Just as she’d finished that, the doorbell rang and she listened from the kitchen as Valerie went to answer it. The voices echoed along the hallway, bouncing off the hardwood floors.

      ‘Stevie, good to see you again. How’s the book?’

      ‘Don’t ask, please don’t ask. This is Tony, the photographer I told you about. Is he okay setting his kit up in the living room? Is that where you’re thinking for the photos?’

      ‘Do you think the weather’s good enough for the garden as well?’

      ‘Front or back?’ Tony asked.

      ‘Whichever you think’s best, you’re the expert. You carry on with that and I’ll get you a drink ready. Tea or coffee?’

      ‘Tea, if you don’t mind.’

      ‘Not at all. Stevie?’

      ‘You’ve got one of those fancy coffee machines, right?’

      Valerie laughed. ‘Of course. I can make a mean latte, it’s even good enough for my daughter every now and then. How does that sound?’

      ‘Perfect, thanks.’

      The sound of Valerie doing her thing brought a smile to Max’s face. It meant that she probably looked more relaxed than she felt when the two of them came in and a glance at Stevie’s twitching hands reminded her that she was likely more nervous than either of them. From what Valerie had worked out from their coffees together, Stevie Lee had all the training and the skills to match, but her confidence was stuck somewhere between her domineering’s father heel and the dirt. Since that was something Max could relate to, she made an effort with the small talk in a way she might not have with someone else.

      It worked to keep her distracted as well, so that when it came to Stevie pressing the record button on her phone, most of the butterflies in her stomach had gone to sleep. They fluttered a bit when the questions started, but Max kept herself still and focused on Valerie beside her on the sofa.

      ‘So, first, I’d like to say congratulations again on your engagement and the upcoming wedding. How are the preparations going? Is it going to be a big event?’

      Valerie shook her head. ‘It’s going to be family and a few close friends, neither of us are interested in a huge wedding, I’m afraid. It’ll be a local ceremony, of course, but I can’t say more than that just yet.’

      ‘Can you give us an idea of when?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t like the idea of a long engagement. It’s more fitting it in around everything else that’s the issue. I’d also like some sort of honeymoon, so it’d better be when the House is in recess, don’t you think? I’m not rushing back for a vote from the Caribbean.’

      ‘We’re not going to the Caribbean,’ Max said automatically.

      Stevie glanced over to her. ‘Where do you want to go?’

      ‘Somewhere in Europe, Italy maybe.’

      ‘I say we can do both,’ Valerie added.

      ‘I don’t see why not,’ Stevie said then she changed tack. ‘How did the two of you meet?’

      A genuine smile crossed Valerie’s face and she reached out to take Max’s hand.

      ‘She rescued me from the nature reserve car park in the middle of the night. I’d broken down and she happened to be passing in her taxi.’

      ‘That’s romantic,’ Stevie commented.

      ‘She tried knocking me out with a tyre lever,’ Max put in.

      Valerie let out a groan. ‘Please, don’t put that in the article. It wasn’t my finest moment and I didn’t actually hit her with it, I assure you.’

      As Stevie stifled her smirk, Max found herself settling back into the crook of the sofa. Valerie barely hesitated before joining her and Max draped an arm around her shoulders. If it wasn’t for the unfamiliar face sat across from them, it could be a typical afternoon with Valerie back from Westminster.

      ‘Did you began dating straight away?’ Stevie questioned.

      ‘No, not for a while,’ Valerie replied.

      ‘So, you became friends first?’

      ‘We acclimatised ourselves to the idea of each other, I think that’s a better way of putting it. You can be aware of being attracted to someone without necessarily doing anything about it all at once. And I did have a lot going on at the time. I was campaigning for our candidates in the European elections and trying to make myself known in the constituency. I didn’t think it was fair to bring a relationship into the mix just then.’

      ‘What changed?’

      Valerie nestled closer. ‘Sometimes it pays to listen to your heart and mine was telling me that this was something I didn’t want to ignore. It’s funny, I doubt we’d have ever met if it wasn’t for that stupid car, but it felt like fate afterwards. That might sound banal but . . .’

      ‘It doesn’t,’ Stevie said softly. ‘It sounds perfect.’

      Max watched as she pressed her lips together then looked down at her notes to find her thread again. It took her a minute but she moved the conversation back on to a professional footing and seemed to grow a few inches in the process.

      ‘If we can talk about politics for a second - how does it affect your relationship?’

      ‘I’m not sure it does,’ Valerie said.

      ‘Max?’ Stevie asked.

      ‘Mostly, I just stay out of it, if I’m honest,’ she answered.

      ‘Do you share the same political views?’

      ‘Not all the time, but we can have a civil conversation about it. We’ve both had different experiences that affect how we see things, but Valerie does me the courtesy of listening and I do the same for her. Mind you, I’m not going to pretend I voted for her.’

      Stevie snickered. ‘Fair enough. So, does that mean you won’t be getting on the campaign trail for the next election, whenever that might turn out to be?’

      ‘More likely I’ll be acting as the chauffeur.’

      ‘Yes, that’ll mean we get to spend some time together,’ Valerie said and Stevie nodded.

      ‘And how is it with you spending so much time in London? I expect it’s difficult.’

      Max cleared her throat. ‘We make it work. I’m fortunate to be my own boss, so I can fit my shifts in around everything she has to do and we can still see each other.’

      ‘And what do you like to do together?’

      Valerie arched an eyebrow and Stevie burst out laughing, her cheeks turning a funny shade of red.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant hobbies or films, that kind of thing.’

      ‘We take turns at picking films out,’ Max said.

      ‘Oh, here we go,’ Valerie murmured.

      Stevie looked between them. ‘What?’

      ‘She hates horror films,’ Max explained. ‘Anything with loud noises, monsters, anything like that.’

      Valerie elbowed her in the ribs. ‘Yes, thank you for that. You can guess how that little titbit will go down in Westminster, can’t you? Let’s just say I see enough horror in the real world to want to avoid it when I’m supposed to be relaxing.’

      ‘That and you jump at loud noises,’ Max supplied.

      After Valerie swatted her, Stevie grinned and moved the questions on a bit. They went through some day in the life and political stuff before Stevie finally looked back at her notes and grimaced.

      ‘Valerie, this is your second marriage and your first to a woman. How does that make you feel?’

      ‘Oh, I . . .’

      The light touch she’d been using to steer the interview crumbled away and Max felt her shudder. In fairness, Stevie was hunched over her notebook as if she wanted to fall through it and she’d obviously asked the question because it was expected, not because she wanted to. She didn’t push for a quick answer, so when Valerie found her voice, it was all her own doing.

      ‘I loved my late husband dearly. You know, I owe him so much and his generosity and intuitive selflessness governs how I still act today, not least because I see so many of those qualities in our wonderful daughter. But Tim would be happy to see me happy, and I truly am. I think if you’d have told me a few years ago that I’d be eager to marry anyone else, I wouldn’t have been able to understand the concept. It’s only Max who could’ve brought me to this point and, yes, it feels different, but not because she’s a woman or because this is my second marriage.’

      ‘How do you mean?’ Stevie pressed gently.

      Valerie threw Max a warm smile. ‘I think when you come to a relationship later in your life, you’re aware of yourself in a way you perhaps weren’t before. There’s so much of your everyday existence that you need to rearrange to accommodate someone else. I think if you’re willing to do that, you know there’s something at the root of it, that you’re with the right person.’

      Even if they’d never talked about it like this before, it sounded right to Max’s ears. When Valerie looked over for reassurance, she just smiled then a flutter of shutter clicks in the corner warned they weren’t alone with Stevie anymore. Tony was stood in the doorway with his camera held up to his eye. He slowly lowered it.

      ‘All the posed photos in the world won’t measure up to something like that. I’ll bet you anything we end up using one of those. But if we want some time in the garden, we’d better get a move on.’

      Stevie closed her notebook. ‘That’s great, we’re done here anyway. You go do your thing.’

      The idea of a load of pictures brought Max back down with a thunk but Valerie hauled her up off the sofa and held tight through the whole thing. It went on for longer than she was comfortable with, though Valerie threw in some of her Westminster patter to stop it getting too serious. By the time Tony packed up his gear in the rear yard, Max felt like she’d done a shift in the cab and then some.

      Now her part was done, Stevie seemed to have relaxed a bit and she swivelled around to get a proper look at the cottage from the outside.

      ‘This place is gorgeous. Is that a garage?’

      ‘An old barn converted into a workshop for Max to play with her cars. I’d let you have a look but there’s oil and grease everywhere. A car part on every available surface.’

      ‘Don’t listen to her, it’s not that bad,’ Max replied.

      ‘Oh, I assure you, it is.’

      Stevie grinned. ‘You two are adorable.’

      ‘Well, you make sure it comes across like that in the article,’ Valerie said.

      ‘Don’t worry, it will. And I’ll send you a draft before I submit it to the editor. You know, I really appreciate you pushing the opportunity for me. It’s good to get a by-line that isn’t anything to do with my dad.’

      ‘I bet. Seriously, how’s the book coming along?’

      Stevie scratched her ear. ‘I’m mostly working from a cafe rather than the cottage.’

      ‘And?’ Valerie persisted.

      Max chuckled. ‘And there’s a woman.’

      ‘Is there?’ Valerie asked with fresh interest.

      Stevie lowered her chin and tucked her arms across her stomach, probably optimistically hoping that’d break Valerie’s stride but it didn’t.

      ‘Oh, there is. What’s her name?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Stevie mumbled. ‘Look, she works in the café, that’s all, and I can’t figure out if she likes me or if I just make her nervous.’

      Max couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Far as I’m concerned, that’s normal for women. Keep plugging away at it.’

      ‘No, keep plugging away at the book,’ Valerie said.

      ‘She’s clever, she can multitask,’ Max shot back.

      Stevie didn’t reply, though her cheeks had gone beetroot again. Tony was pretty much done with his gear and waved as he set off for his car, giving Stevie the opportunity to mutter a quick goodbye and rush to her own car.

      Once they were back in the house, Valerie halted in the hallway.

      ‘Was it as bad as you expected?’

      Max shook her head. ‘Stevie’s all right. But I’m glad it’s over with.’

      ‘Me too. Now . . .’ Valerie raised her arm to check her watch. ‘I cleared my schedule for the entire afternoon and Amy won’t be home for at least another three hours.’

      ‘That’s handy,’ Max said.

      ‘I certainly think so. I’m sure we can figure out something to do until she gets back.’
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      Valerie became aware of Oliver loitering in the doorway just as she realised what time it was. She swore under her breath and stretched across the desk for her headset, but Ollie held up a hand.

      ‘Wait, wait, it’s not that.’

      ‘I’ve got less than five minutes and you know how these things break when it’s most inconvenient. I’d rather be early than late - again. Ollie, what? What is it?’

      After a glance over his shoulder, he slipped inside and closed the door behind him. Valerie clasped her hands together and waited for the blow to fall.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ she questioned when he wasn’t forthcoming.

      ‘There’s someone - some people - that you need to make time for.’

      Valerie held his gaze. ‘Constituents? Something formal - what?’

      ‘Neither. Look, I’ll cancel your conference call, say the broadband’s playing up and we can reschedule -’

      ‘I care about this organisation, I don’t want to offend them. You’ll have to give me a bloody good reason -’

      ‘There’s a couple outside claiming they’re Mr and Mrs Jarvis.’

      She found herself on her feet and halfway to the door before she knew what she was doing. Without any distinct idea of what she wanted to do next, she leaned heavily against her desk and raised her eyes back to Ollie.

      ‘It’s above my pay grade, sorry.’

      ‘Yes, I wish it wasn’t. Have they said what they want?’

      He shook his head. ‘They just dropped the name and asked if they could speak to you. They didn’t make a big deal out of who they were, but it was obvious they knew I knew. What do you want me to do, Boss?’

      For a few seconds, Valerie’s mind was blank. She felt as though she’d been called by the Speaker in the House just at the moment the entire thread of what she needed to say had unravelled inside her. As she had at those times, she drew her thoughts back together and focused on what needed to be done.

      ‘Okay, right, take Gillian and Stacey out for coffee. Put it on my bill. I’d rather this was kept between the two of us until I work out what’s going on. I know they’re not ones for gossip, but I don’t want other people knowing anything about this before Max.’

      ‘You’re getting to grips with this honesty stuff.’

      ‘Well, I’ve learned the hard way. You take Gillian and Stacey out through the back door and I’ll deal with Mr and Mrs Jarvis. Thanks for your discretion, Ollie, I appreciate it.’

      He offered a translucent smile then left the office. Valerie listened to his progress across to reception, hearing the rumble of a deeper voice as he spoke to Peter Jarvis. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t interpret much about the man from the distant sound of his voice, but her preconceptions had free rein anyway. Civility was her stock in trade and she knew she’d need to put it to good use if she was to protect Max in the way she’d like to.

      Oliver and the others had gone, leaving her no option but to stride out of her office wearing what Amy called her politician’s face. The Jarvises were stood beside the constituency map on the far wall, scrutinising it with more fascination than it merited.

      At least their distraction gave her ample time to appraise them. Peter Jarvis seemed every bit the seasoned soldier she’d expected, yet Sadie was dwarfed by him. From the little she knew, Valerie might have anticipated a bullish petite woman, but she seemed bottled to size.

      ‘Mr Jarvis, Mrs Jarvis - I’m sorry to have kept you.’

      Peter stooped as he turned around, a deliberate attempt to counterbalance his height. Valerie was familiar with the manoeuvre thanks to some of her more odious Westminster colleagues and it was the incentive she needed to forgo the pleasantries. She wasn’t even going to ask them to sit down.

      ‘So, what can I do to help you?’ she queried.

      He blinked then straightened his spine. ‘Well, it’s awkward as I’m sure you know. We thought we’d be better reaching out to you first, given how it’s been between us and Maxine over the years.’

      ‘I know things have been strained, yes.’

      ‘That’s a political way of putting it, you can tell your line of business. No, there’s a lot of water under the bridge with us all, but we think it’s about time we put it right.’

      The hallmarks of an opening salvo were conspicuous and he would have settled back into his seat with a complacent smile if she’d had the grace to offer him one. As it was, he simply rocked back on his heels in a way that looked faintly ridiculous to a politician of her experience. She gave him the moment to savour before coolly responding.

      ‘With respect, why now? It’s been a long time since you’ve had any contact, and it’s not as though you didn’t know where she was - she’s lived in this town since you sent her home. Why now after all this time?’

      ‘It’s difficult once there’s a wound to mend, isn’t it, Sadie?’

      ‘Sometimes it’s easier to let things drift,’ she agreed.

      Her voice jarred somewhat. Certainly, it was consistent with her mousy demeanour, but it was at odds with the portrayal of a mother eager to reconcile with her child. She looked away as Valerie glanced towards her, eyes ricocheting across the ceiling instead.

      ‘Anyway,’ Peter continued finally, ‘when we saw that interview in the paper, it gave us a nudge, if you know what I mean. We read all about the life she’s living with you and it gave us the kick we needed to reach out.’

      ‘You would’ve been better approaching Max, I think.’

      ‘To be honest, we thought she might turn us away.’

      ‘That’s her prerogative, of course.’

      ‘Yes, but if you could smooth the path . . .’

      Valerie raised her chin. ‘I’ll mention you dropped by, of course, but there’s no way I could govern her reaction, nor would I want to. If Max chooses not to engage with you, that’s her choice.’

      ‘Maxine’s always been stubborn,’ Sadie muttered.

      That wasn’t in the script if Peter’s slight quiver was any indication. Valerie affected ignorance as she redirected the conversation.

      ‘Are you living local now?’

      Peter nodded. ‘Up in North Yorkshire, not far from Harrogate.’

      ‘That part of the country’s beautiful, I don’t spend nearly enough time up there. Now, is there any specific message you want me to pass on to Max?’

      ‘I suppose just that we’d value the chance to talk. You could tell her that we always knew she’d find her way. And that we love her, of course.’

      ‘Of course,’ Valerie echoed, taking a step towards the door. ‘I hate to be rude, but I am missing a rather important conference call and I need to -’

      ‘Sure, sure, we won’t keep you. It’s funny thinking of our Maxine marrying someone like you, isn’t it, Sadie?’

      This time, Sadie didn’t respond, just stretching her lips in the vague approximation of a smile and following her husband to the door. Peter made a show of leaving a strip of paper on the reception desk then they were gone and Valerie released the breath she’d been holding.

      After retreating to her office with a fresh cup of coffee, she attempted to focus on her emails until the team returned forty minutes later. Gillian and Stacey got straight back to work, but she was unsurprised when Oliver knocked on the open door.

      ‘Safe to come in?’

      ‘Please, do. Did you manage to reschedule the call?’

      ‘Monday morning, early. Before the train back to London.’

      ‘Needs must, I suppose. Thank you for that.’

      ‘No problem. So, what did they want?’

      Valerie massaged her temple. ‘They’d seen the engagement interview in the newspaper and decided it was the right time to make amends with Max and meet her wildly successful fiancée.’

      ‘Tell me if I’m off base, but you seem a bit cynical about that.’

      ‘Really, Ollie, you should know me better than that by now.’

      ‘Okay, your cynicism’s flashing in neon across your face - better?’

      ‘Eminently. In the end, it’s down to Max whether she wants to be cynical about it or not. I mean, they’re her parents.’

      ‘But?’ Ollie pressed.

      Valerie nibbled on her lip, wondering how much to tell him. As usual with Ollie, she settled on the unvarnished truth.

      ‘Over the summer, everything’s been amazing. The house is perfect, Max’s comfortable in our relationship for probably the first time. Amy’s happy with her course, even Clarice has come around to it all. I’m wary of throwing another spanner into the works.’

      ‘Maybe it’s just another extension to your ever-growing family.’

      ‘That’s the other thing, isn’t it?’

      ‘Talks are still ongoing, I take it.’

      She pushed her empty coffee cup aside. ‘It comes down to logistics. We both know we want to try, but we can’t seem to get past the practicalities. Truthfully, it’s overwhelming when you look at Max’s responsibilities to the cab business and all my commitments. I’m not sure throwing a new set of grandparents into the mix is exactly going to help matters.’

      ‘Which would be fine if they hadn’t just walked in uninvited,’ Ollie replied.

      ‘I know, I know.’ Valerie tilted her head back and exhaled. ‘I’d better just get on with it then, hmm?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I thought you were working late.’

      Valerie had been attempting to read a policy paper when Max’s remark cut through the kitchen. She was stood in the doorway, scrubbing at her eyes as though she’d misremembered their weekend plans. It’d hardly be the first time they’d got their diaries crossed, but Fridays were usually a hectic crush of constituency meetings and public appearances leaving very little time for them.

      ‘Change of plan,’ Valerie replied. ‘I need to talk to you about something.’
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