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Chapter 1

Alice

Alice was drinking her coffee when the bell rang. She stood up to answer it as her daughter thundered down the stairs. Jools got there first and flung open the door. ‘For me!’

‘Popular lady.’ The postman winked at her.

‘Thanks!’ Jools was clutching two enormous cards and three smaller ones.

Alice smiled. ‘Someone’s got a lot of admirers.’

Jools swept past her into the kitchen. ‘What can I say? I’m a boy magnet.’

She was stunning – heads turned wherever she went – but it worried Alice, who wanted her to focus more on her books and less on her looks.

Jools ripped open one of the big envelopes. ‘ “Roses are red, Violets are blue, You’re so hot, Jools, And you know it too.” So lame.’ She cast it aside.

Alice sighed. Hot? Why did teenagers have to go on about being ‘hot’ all the time? Why couldn’t they play hockey and tennis and have the odd kiss? Why did it all have to be tiny skirts and innuendo? She didn’t think Jools was having sex – in fact, she was pretty confident she wasn’t – but, all the same, she watched her like a hawk. Alice was a GP and often had young girls in her clinic, looking for the pill, asking for advice on abortion or having contracted sexually transmitted diseases.

‘Oh, puh-lease.’ Jools snorted. ‘Xavier actually signed this card. He clearly doesn’t get the whole anomynous thing.’

‘Anonymous,’ Holly said, as she walked into the kitchen, knotting her tie.

‘That’s what I said, dork.’

‘Actually –’

‘Holly, why don’t you have some breakfast?’ Alice interrupted her younger daughter, before an argument broke out.

‘I see no cards arrived for you,’ Jools said.

‘Actually, one just did.’ Ben came in, handed Holly a card and gave her a peck on the cheek.

‘God, Dad, you’re so embarrassing. She knows it’s from you. You didn’t even disguise your writing.’

He grinned. ‘Holly’s ten, Jools, far too young to be getting cards from boys.’

Holly opened the envelope. ‘Thanks, Daddy. I’m glad it’s from you.’

The doorbell rang again.

‘I’ll get it.’ Jools raced out. A minute later she was back, holding an enormous bouquet of red heart balloons.

‘Wow!’ Ben exclaimed.

Alice remembered when he had bought her some, shortly after Jools was born – she must have been four months old. He’d come in with the balloons, kissed her and told her she was the most wonderful woman in the world.

She couldn’t remember the last time he’d bought her balloons or flowers. They’d got a bit lazy. She hadn’t even got him a card for today. It was time they started making more of an effort with each other. At least they were going for dinner tonight with David and Pippa, which would be nice. They hadn’t seen them in ages and they always had fun together. She and Ben hadn’t been out in a while. They used to do that ‘date night’ thing, setting aside one evening a week, but somehow that had fallen by the wayside, too. They were both so busy all the time.

‘Who are they from?’ Holly asked.

Jools read the card and rolled her eyes. ‘Francis – he’s so desperate. I’ve told him a million times I wouldn’t go out with him if he was the last boy on Earth but he never gives up.’

‘Is that Francis Penworth?’ Holly looked impressed.

‘Yes.’

‘Oh, my God, Jools.’

‘Who is he?’ Alice was interested now.

‘He’s the British junior chess champion.’ Holly was plainly in awe.

‘Impressive,’ Ben said. ‘He sounds like the type of boy you should go out with.’

‘And die of boredom? I don’t think so. He actually plays chess for, like, five hours a day – volunteeringly.’ Jools shook her head. ‘Who does that? Only a huge nerd.’

Holly clanked her spoon into her cereal bowl. ‘He’s not a nerd, just a total genius. He’s amazing, Jools.’

‘Pushing little pretend horses and prawns around a stupid board for hours every day is not something normal people do.’

‘Pawns. And he’s going to be famous. They’re saying he could end up being a chess grand master.’

‘Whatever, Holly. He was showing me some “amazing move” last week and I almost went into a coma.’

‘Maybe if you went out with him, you’d learn a thing or two,’ Alice said.

‘And maybe I’d end up the biggest loser in school. No, thanks.’

When Jools went off to put on her uniform, Holly looked at the balloons and sighed. ‘I wish he was in my class. There are so many questions I’d like to ask him.’

‘Maybe Jools could introduce you,’ Alice suggested.

Holly coloured. ‘He’s far too cool for me.’

Ben put down his coffee cup. ‘He’s not cool enough for one daughter and too cool for the other. What are you girls like?’

Alice tidied up and called Jools to hurry. Ben picked up his kit bag. ‘I’ll see you later. I’m going for a cycle after work. I should be home by seven thirty, quick shower, then off to David and Pippa.’

Irritation shot through Alice. ‘Couldn’t you just skip the cycle today? I’ve got back-to-back patients and I’d really like you to help Jools with her homework. I’ve done it every night for the last three weeks and I’m afraid I might kill her. You should have seen her book review.’

Holly started to giggle.

‘Don’t laugh – it’s not nice.’

‘But, Mummy, it was hilarious.’

‘Show me,’ Ben said.

Alice looked over her shoulder, but she could hear music thumping from Jools’s room. She reached down and pulled Jools’s review of Jane Eyre from her school bag.

Ben opened it and read:

In my opinion Jane Eyre is a complete loser. Why would anyone want to end up with a blind man with no money? I kind of get why she fell for him in the beginning, because he was all handsome and strong. But when she saw the lunatic up in the attic and found out he’d been lying to her the whole time, she should never have come back. He wasn’t exactly great fun before the crazy woman burned his house down and he went blind, but can you imagine how grumpy and depressed he’s going to be now? What kind of a life is she going to have? It’s crazy. She should have gone off and met someone else, someone who was normal and didn’t have a lunatic in his attic and didn’t lie about being married. Mind you, she was ugly and boring, so I suppose she didn’t have much choice. Still, there must be better out there than blind and poor.



He threw back his head and laughed. ‘You have to hand it to her, she makes a good case.’

‘Not sure it’ll get her a good grade, though,’ Alice said.

‘She’ll be fine. Stop worrying about her. I’d better go – I’m in theatre at nine. See you later.’

With that, he dashed off to work and Alice hurried the girls out to school.

When Alice arrived at the clinic, Kevin was waiting for her with the kettle boiling.

‘Morning,’ she said, putting her bag on her desk.

‘Valentine’s my arse. Not one bloody card.’ Kevin sighed.

Alice made a sympathetic face. ‘Sorry about that. Maybe there’s one in the post and you’ll get it tomorrow.’

Kevin sighed again, louder. ‘Nice try, but no. I hoped Robert might get in touch, but he obviously meant what he said when he told me it was over. For good.’

Alice patted her brother’s arm. He had gone out with Robert for five months, which was an eternity for Kevin. Alice had never liked him: he was twenty-five, ten years younger than Kevin, and insisted on having an ‘open’ relationship where he got to have sex with other guys while Kevin waited for him at home. Alice knew that all Kevin wanted was to meet a nice guy and settle down, but he went for flighty, selfish, younger men, who didn’t want to be stuck in a monogamous relationship. She wished more than anything that he could meet someone who deserved him.

‘If it’s any consolation, I didn’t get a card either. And I didn’t buy one for Ben.’

Kevin handed his sister a coffee. ‘You shouldn’t get lazy in your marriage. It’s dangerous.’

‘Well, Ben did get a card for Holly, which was nice.’

Kevin sipped his coffee. ‘I bet Jools got loads.’

‘She was inundated with cards and balloons.’

‘I’d guess she doesn’t fancy any of the senders.’ Kevin
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