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			Chapter One

			Ros hated being late but if she needed a good excuse then taking a custard pie to the face was probably it.

			‘Seriously!’ she snapped as she blinked gloop out of her eyes.

			A group of student types in varying states of drunkenness fell about laughing.

			‘Here, let me help you,’ said a kind male voice.

			Ros looked up and was surprised to see someone quite a bit older than the others, with rainbow chalk-sprayed bushy hair and wearing a bright orange tutu. In any other situation she may have found him good-looking. ‘Thanks, but I think you’ve done enough.’

			‘It wasn’t me who threw it although it was meant for me and I did kind of duck out of the way. So, apologies.’

			‘Fine,’ said Ros, scraping the worst of it off her face before realising it had all blobbed down her suit. ‘Bloody hell.’

			‘It’s just shaving foam – it’ll wash out. I promise,’ he said with a smile.

			‘Come on! Time for birthday shots!’ shouted one of the other tutu-wearing gang and the rest broke into a chant of ‘Shots! Shots! Shots!’

			‘Hang on!’ he shouted at them before turning back to Ros. ‘You sure you’re okay?’ he asked.

			‘Never better,’ she said, as she marched away trying to ignore the sniggers of the people she passed. Southampton city centre was student party central on a Friday night and Ros berated herself for not picking somewhere quieter to meet her friend. She was thankful that it wasn’t far to the little Italian restaurant and she was pleased to see Darla sitting at a table in the window, her highlighted hair in a ponytail and wearing her favourite ‘going out’ top. Ros went straight over, picked up the napkin and began wiping off the last of the mess.

			‘Blimey! Foam parties. That takes me back,’ said Darla.

			Ros gave her friend a long-suffering look. ‘Some idiots chucked a plate in my face.’

			‘Shit. Sorry. Are you all right?’ Darla was checking her over.

			‘A paper plate piled up with shaving foam,’ elaborated Ros. ‘Is there more on me anywhere?’ she asked, feeling that she’d done a good job of tidying herself up.

			Darla pointed to her head. Ros whipped out her phone, put it on camera and an image of her with an Elvis-style foam quiff appeared. ‘Bloody students. They’re a menace.’

			‘Shall I order you a white wine while you pop to the ladies?’

			‘Yes, please. A large Pinot Grigio. But only if it’s been properly chilled,’ said Ros, dashing off.

			Ros felt better for sorting herself out in the ladies, and the damage was really only some unfortunately located damp patches in the boobs area of her jacket, although her fringe was now sticking to her forehead in that unattractive way it did when she got caught in the rain. She brushed out the rest of her dark shoulder-length hair to make herself more presentable. She returned to the table to find a large glass of wine waiting for her. She sat down and finally felt some of the tension ease in her shoulders.

			‘Bad day?’ asked Darla.

			‘I don’t understand why someone else’s lack of planning instantly becomes my crisis.’

			‘Because you’re good at sorting things out?’ suggested Darla.

			She wasn’t wrong but Ros still found it incredibly frustrating and completely unfair that they called on her as the risk manager, expecting her to suddenly dive in to fix things and stop them contravening something they shouldn’t just because they hadn’t adhered to due process in a timely manner. She produced lengthy and meticulously detailed reports and yet they were rarely read by anyone other than herself. ‘But if people just thought ahead it would make life so much less—’

			‘Fun, spontaneous, enjoyable?’ offered Darla.

			‘I was going to say stressful.’

			‘That too. Talking of stressful, I tried the cruise ships again but no luck. Apparently my skill set isn’t what they’re looking for.’

			‘Sorry,’ said Ros. ‘But aren’t you sorted jobwise with the house-sitting, cleaning and bar work?’

			‘Whilst I obviously love the glamour, I would ditch it all in a second for a chance to travel and get paid – a job on a cruise ship would be perfect. That’s why I came to Southampton in the first place after The Wanker did what he did.’

			Ros realised she didn’t actually know the real name of Darla’s ex; he’d always been referred to as The Wanker. A fitting title given he had squandered money on get-rich-quick schemes – all of which had come to nothing – whilst incurring debts along the way. What Darla hadn’t fully comprehended until the bailiffs had turned up on her doorstep was that most of the debt was either in joint names or on her credit cards, and the minute he had disappeared she had become liable to repay it all. Her choice had been between finding a way to repay everything or declaring bankruptcy and forever having a terrible credit rating, but in either case she had to admit – to herself but certainly not to her parents – that they were right about her choice of boyfriend. She’d chosen the former and had planned to get a job on a cruise ship, which would pay her enough to make the monthly payments and eventually repay it all, only her plan hadn’t gone to plan so to speak, so now she had got herself into a situation where her parents thought she was away travelling when in fact she was working her bum off in low-paid jobs in Southampton.

			‘I know,’ said Ros. ‘Maybe a job will come up soon.’

			‘It would be a lot easier to show my parents all the fabulous places I’ve told them I’m travelling to if I was actually there,’ mused Darla.

			‘I can see that,’ said Ros, trying to sound sympathetic. ‘Do you not think it would be easier if you told the truth?’ They had had this conversation before and Darla’s grimace told her so. ‘I know. I just think it would be easier.’

			‘I can’t face the looks of disappointment on my parents’ faces. Plus the “I told you he was no good” lecture. Although, to be fair, I still got a bit of that when I said I’d dumped him. But it would be awful to admit I was a gullible idiot. Pretending I’m off travelling the world is far more palatable for everyone. And I’m doing okay on my own.’

			‘Of course you are.’ Ros could relate because she was also single and happily so. There had been boyfriends in her teens and a few at university and a couple since – they had sort of tailed off the older she’d become. Ros wasn’t great at romantic relationships, mainly because she didn’t really see the point of them. She could do everything for herself, with the exception of handling power tools – they were lethal and should be left to experts. And the same went for decorating – it was messy and time consuming. Also compromise wasn’t one of her talents so going out with someone had always been a bit of a trial. To be able to please herself and keep her home neat and tidy far outweighed the few benefits of having a partner.

			Darla waved a hand in front of Ros’s face to let her know she’d zoned out. ‘How’s your dad?’

			Even though Ros knew it was coming, the question still hit her like the pie to the face had. Her dad had recently been diagnosed with cancer and to say things looked gloomy was very much an understatement. ‘I think he’s still in denial. He looks okay and he’s taking some tablets, having radiation therapy but . . .’

			Darla reached across the table and squeezed Ros’s hand, which made her smile despite the constant weight she felt she carried. ‘You know I’m here. Any time, day or night.’

			‘Thanks. That means a lot. It’s the feeling of helplessness I hate. There’s literally nothing I can do to fix this.’

			‘You’re there for him and that’s all you can do.’

			Ros knew Darla was right but watching the man who had single-handedly brought her up fade away was her worst nightmare. Her mum had left when Ros had been in primary school, so Barry had been both parents to Ros for most of her life. They had a strong bond and the thought of him dying was a pain like no other. ‘He won’t admit it,’ said Ros. ‘But even walking the dog is tiring him out. I offered to walk him but he wouldn’t let me.’

			‘The dog has a name.’ Darla was smirking. Unlike Darla, Ros wasn’t a big fan of dogs. She had absolutely nothing against them and she had to admit her father’s one had kept him active and was great company for him. But to Ros they were dirty, made everything smelly and when they weren’t doing that, they were sniffing things they shouldn’t be sniffing and trying to lick you, and heaven only knew where that tongue had been. On top of that her dad had given his pet a silly name.

			‘I know it has a name but I really think there were plenty of better ones Dad could have come up with.’

			‘I think Gazza’s an epic name.’

			‘This coming from someone who has named their car.’

			Darla wagged a finger playfully at Ros. ‘Hey! Don’t diss Sunshine. She’s ace.’

		

	

	   
		
			Chapter Two

			Darla’s day was going from bad to complete crap. She was moving again – the third time this month. It was an occupational hazard of being a house sitter. When she’d arrived in Southampton five months ago she’d been up to her ponytail in debt and desperate not to pile on any more. After one night in a hostel she’d desperately looked for an alternative and had seen an advert for a pet sitter. She’d got the gig, which meant she received free accommodation in exchange for looking after a yappy Pomeranian and fourteen rubber plants – sweet. Apart from a few nights at Ros’s when she couldn’t quite line things up, she had been living in other people’s homes ever since.

			Usually it went well. She’d had the odd hiccup like when a heron ate half the koi carp she was looking after, and the time she was feeding a chameleon and all the locusts escaped. The less said about that the better – she still occasionally had nightmares about that one – but otherwise things had gone smoothly. She now had a lot of repeat business, having built a reputation for herself and leaving each home immaculately clean even if that wasn’t how she found them.

			That morning Darla had packed her case and put the things in the car and was going back in the front door to do one last check and say goodbye to Spindle, the slightly incontinent whippet, when he shot out of the door. Darla went to grab the dog’s collar but he was too fast. He was off like a greyhound out of a trap.

			‘Crap! Spindle!’ she yelled but she knew it was pointless. Spindle had zero recall so couldn’t be let off the lead, let alone set free in Southampton. Darla checked she had the house keys and dashed off in the same direction as the dog. She headed to the corner of Highfield Lane and as she approached she heard a car horn followed by a screech of brakes. Panic gripped her and she pelted around the corner already fearing what she would find. There was a Land Rover in the middle of the road and a man crouched in front of it. Darla scanned everywhere for any sign of Spindle as she dashed over.

			‘Are you hurt?’ she asked, jogging up to the crouching man.

			He stood up and in his arms he held a shaking whippet. ‘Spindle!’ she said, overjoyed to see he wasn’t squished.

			The man was about late twenties, with a shock of unruly fair hair, a Barbour jacket and handsome but cross features. ‘Is this your dog?’ he asked. His deep voice made him sound older than he looked.

			‘Er no, but I’m looking after him.’

			‘Then you’re not doing a very good job,’ said the man.

			Darla didn’t take criticism well. ‘I do an excellent job. I have a five-star rating. This was a tiny blip. Is he hurt? Did you hit him?’

			‘I could have done and it wouldn’t have been my fault if I had. When I beeped the horn he froze so I had to slam on my brakes. He should be on a lead.’

			‘Well, obviously he should be on a lead. But he decided to go out without one so . . . I’ll take him.’

			There was a moment where the man held on to the dog. ‘Are you going to take proper care of him?’ he asked.

			‘Bloody hell, who are you? The RSPCA?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh crap, you’re not, are you?’

			‘No, but I could have been,’ he said, handing Spindle over. ‘You’re lucky I don’t report you.’

			‘Thanks for your help,’ said Darla, through a forced smile; she was always keen to kill people with kindness rather than dwell on negativity. The man harrumphed and marched back to his car as people queuing behind had started to sound their horns in irritation at the delay. ‘Bye, bye, now,’ said Darla, giving him a cheery wave while he scowled back at her.

			She almost danced back to the property with the whippet in her arms. That had been a near disaster and a lesson learned. She’d thought Spindle was asleep in the kitchen and that she’d shut the kitchen door; she would always double-check in future. The pup looked sorry for himself. ‘It’s okay, Spindle. Your folk will be back at lunchtime and I’ve got a treat for you before I leave.’ The dog made a whimpering noise. She’d check him over when they were both safely inside, just in case he had injured himself. As they walked up the path Spindle gave her an odd look and then she felt it. A warmth that spread across her middle and down her legs as Spindle released the contents of his bladder. ‘Great, that’s all I need,’ she said.

			***

			‘You went to work smelling of wee?’ asked Ros, horrified. She put her mobile on speakerphone while she put her breakfast things in the dishwasher.

			‘I didn’t have time to get my case out of the car and change. But I changed when I got to work.’

			‘And you’re staying here tonight?’

			‘If that’s okay.’

			‘You know you can stay as long as you like.’ Ros had offered for Darla to move in but Darla had her pride and she wasn’t going to live there rent free but she also couldn’t afford the going rate for an apartment overlooking the marina.

			‘Thanks but the agency has a job from Saturday and possibly something sooner if I’m lucky. I’ll call them later to confirm what’s happening. But either way I’ll be out of your hair by the weekend at the latest.’

			‘It’s up to you,’ said Ros.

			‘You’d better go; you don’t want to be late.’

			‘Today being late would actually be a blessing,’ said Ros. ‘We have a team-building event and it’s in the marina.’

			‘That’s handy. Just a hop, skip and a jump from your place.’

			‘I’ll probably wish I’d jumped from the eighth floor rather than suffer whatever it is they have planned.’

			‘You never know. You might enjoy it,’ said Darla. Her optimism was endless if somewhat misplaced.

			‘If it’s anything like the team Monopoly they made us play last year I may throw myself in the path of the nearest yacht.’

			Darla laughed. ‘Try not to be your usual cynical self. Gotta go. Bye.’

			Ros knew Darla was right. She decided she would give the event and its organisers the benefit of the doubt and her best positive attitude. Well, as much as she could muster. She locked up and left.

			Ros was personally impressed with how long her positive attitude lasted: all the way through the initial gathering where they got their name stickers, which was completely unnecessary as they had all worked together for at least a year, through the first coffee of the day and right up until they were put into teams and given the icebreaker question: What’s the best prank you’ve ever played on someone?

			‘I haven’t,’ said Ros, turning to the person next to her to have their turn.

			‘You must have pranked people when you were a kid or at university,’ said the short lady from marketing, who Ros had recently found out was called Sonia.

			‘No. I was far too busy studying, both at school and at university. Especially at university.’ She’d been quite baffled why intelligent people had worked hard to achieve the grades to get into a top university only to spend most of their time partying. It made no logical sense at all.

			‘Still. We all did pranks as kids, didn’t we?’ said someone else.

			Ros shook her head.

			‘Not even knocking on doors and running away?’ asked Sonia.

			‘Not something I could really see any point in,’ said Ros.

			‘Whoopee cushion?’ said Alastair, one of the legal assistants who was fast becoming her nemesis as he often talked over her in meetings and she was sure he was helping himself to her milk from the shared fridge. ‘You must have had fun with a whoopee cushion. I know I did.’

			‘And that was only last Christmas,’ said Ros, remembering the secret Santa debacle only too well. ‘I’m afraid not, Alastair. But please tell us about your best prank.’

			As Alastair’s favourite subject was Alastair, he was fairly easy to manipulate. ‘There are quite a few to choose from. Cling film on the loo was a favourite at uni.’ He laughed. Everyone else looked mildly alarmed. ‘And putting salt in with the sugar. That made someone throw up,’ he said proudly. ‘But my best gag was advertising a mate’s car on the uni noticeboard. He had so many phone calls. It was hilarious.’ Again only Alastair was laughing but at least things had moved on and the spotlight was no longer on Ros.

			Ros decided there was a special circle of hell reserved for people who organised team awaydays. At least this year’s event had a bigger budget than the previous one of playing a giant version of Monopoly, where they’d dressed up as the game pieces, at a sad-looking hotel near Southampton airport. This year when they’d said there was a surprise regarding the awayday, she’d very much hoped they were going to reveal it had been cancelled.

			After the team icebreaker session, they were all called back together and the CEO, Clive, got up on a podium to announce that they were spending the day crewing yachts and would be going out as a flotilla. This was an actual nightmare of Ros’s. Granted, this time it was unlikely that Jaws would be steering the boat but still she could feel panic rising. She reached for her metaphorical safety net that rarely let her down.

			‘Can I ask a question?’

			‘Of course, Ros, go ahead,’ said Clive although she could see a nerve twitching in his jaw.

			‘Has someone completed a full risk assessment? This is a lot of employees to have on one boat. I’d be happy to take a look at—’

			‘Thanks, Ros, but that won’t be necessary. All the required forms have been completed and we are split across a number of vessels, all with experienced skippers from a company that are fully insured and do this very successfully, without incident.’

			‘Until now,’ said Alastair in a half-cough.

			‘I can’t swim!’ blurted out Ros and someone spluttered a laugh. She suspected it was Alastair but she was too gripped by fear to admonish him.

			‘That’s fine, everyone will have one of these,’ said a friendly-looking man holding up a bright red life jacket.

			‘At least we’ll be able to find the body,’ said Alastair, laughing alone as usual.

			The first fiasco was putting on the life jackets. They were all grouped on the pontoon next to their allocated yacht, individually trying to work out what went where. As one of the straps went between her legs, Ros was pleased she’d read the instructions and worn jeans, unlike Tiffany whose skirt was now bunched up around her backside. Life jackets were not the most comfortable garments. ‘These are ridiculous,’ said Ros to Sonia. 

			‘Try wearing one over my chest,’ said Sonia. ‘One size fits all? My arse,’ she added, trying to do it up under her ample bust.

			‘Let me help,’ said Ros, adjusting the buckles at the side and fiddling with the fastening at the front.

			‘Thanks,’ said Sonia. ‘I’m not keen on the water either. Got knocked over by a wave at Bognor Regis when I was a toddler.’

			‘Same but on the Isle of Wight. I didn’t like the seaweed, pebbles, salty taste or the thought of crabs. Not a word, Alastair,’ said Ros, wagging a finger in his direction.

			‘Don’t worry, it’ll be a walk in the park,’ said Sonia with a smile.

			‘More like Jurassic Park,’ said Ros, taking a deep breath and climbing aboard.

			Ros had to admit, the experience wasn’t entirely awful. When she was below deck or when she was sitting down, it wasn’t too bad. She made a trip to the loo last as long as feasibly possible to avoid being on deck. Unfortunately poor Sonia discovered she suffered from seasickness so Ros had to vacate her safe place in the toilet. But she did keep going back down to check Sonia was okay.

			Ros took hold of ropes when she was asked to but drew the line at dangling her legs over the side. Some of the men were finding it an adrenaline rush to stand on the bow of the boat and declare ‘I’m the king of the world!’

			Ros focused on the blue sky. It was a glorious spring day so that was something to be thankful for. The added insult of bad weather would have been too much.

			Ros had been allocated the task of tying the mooring rope around the cleat, a T-shaped piece of metal, on the pontoon. As she stood on the side of the yacht her hands were sweating with the stress and anticipation of getting the timing right and completing the only task solely allocated to her.

			The vessel drew closer and closer as it came into the berth. ‘Jump!’ yelled someone and without checking Ros leapt off the boat. There was a moment where she landed with both feet on the wobbly pontoon but it was only for a second as her momentum propelled her across the narrow walkway and she flopped face first into the water on the other side. She wasn’t expecting the life jacket to explode but that’s exactly what happened. A load bang released the mechanism inside the jacket and as it instantly inflated she was unceremoniously tipped onto her back.

			She bobbed there spitting water in all directions like an errant fountain, although she knew it wasn’t just sea water; she’d seen the pictures of what was pumped into the sea.

			‘Man overboard,’ yelled someone.

			‘Woman,’ snapped Ros from the murky water below.

			‘Ros,’ called their captain, leaning over the side of the boat. ‘What happened?’

			‘You shouted jump,’ she said with obvious frustration.

			‘No, I didn’t.’

			Sniggering from on deck answered some questions.

			‘I’ve still got hold of the rope,’ said Ros, holding it up triumphantly. Surely that had to count for something.

			‘Let it go and we’ll haul you out.’

			Then, as if it couldn’t get any worse, she saw something float towards her that was more alarming than seaweed or even Jaws – it was toilet paper!

		

	

	   
		
			Chapter Three

			Darla juggled three jobs. It was the only way she could make enough money to keep to her plan of clearing the debts within a year. She had an early morning office cleaning job six mornings a week, and took a few evening shifts at a trendy cocktail bar. That left her the afternoons free to look after any pets in her care that invariably came as part of the house-sitting deal. In exchange for looking after the owner’s animals and giving them the reassurance that their property was occupied and therefore less of a prime target for burglars, she got to stay there rent free. She was very grateful that there were so many cats and dogs that didn’t fare well in kennels and catteries; without them she’d have been homeless for the last five months.

			‘So you’re homeless again,’ said Cameron, her colleague at the cocktail bar, when she’d got to the end of her sorry tale.

			‘Yep, but hopefully not for long. The agency are trying to sort me something out. Worst case I’ll be spending a few days with a flatulent Frenchie.’ Cameron gave her a look. ‘I’m not being racist. A Frenchie is a French bulldog. He’s a champion and cost thousands apparently, but he farts like there’s no tomorrow. I mean seriously bad. If they had a canary it would have carked it.’

			‘I can’t imagine spending that much money on a pet. Even one that is a champion trumper,’ he said, checking the mixer stocks.

			‘Is this the start of another penniless student story?’ she asked.

			Cameron gave her a sideways glance. ‘Do I do that a lot?’

			 She nodded.

			‘I don’t mean to moan,’ he said.

			‘You’ll be minted next year when you graduate,’ said Darla, trying to sound encouraging. ‘Computer engineers, even the junior ones, get paid well.’

			‘And that’s what I’m focusing on,’ said Cameron, being his usual upbeat self. Darla liked Cameron but they were just friends. He was beefy with wild hair and whilst he was very sweet sometimes you just knew that mates was all you would ever be.

			‘Are you free tomorrow afternoon for a coffee? I want to pick your brains about some software I’ve seen on offer.’ She didn’t need to disclose that she was hoping it would enable her to make realistic-looking postcards from exotic locations. So far her parents had only received two postcards from people that Darla’d met in the bar and managed to persuade to post for her, from their holiday destinations. One had worked well, but the second one from Carla had confused her parents a bit until she’d explained she’d hurt her wrist skiing and someone had written it for her.

			‘Not tomorrow, sorry,’ said Cameron, pulling an apologetic face. ‘Besides being skint, I’ve got course work to catch up on. I hardly did a thing yesterday because my housemates had an all-day party and the time I’d put aside this morning to study I had to spend tidying up.’

			‘You’re not their dad. You should just leave it for those spoiled posh kids to sort out,’ she said, moving past him to update the specials board.

			‘I can’t. It drives me potty. The odd unwashed cup and a few scattered things I can cope with but the place looked like we’d been burgled. I actually wondered if someone had turned the place over when I went downstairs for breakfast. If we were ever robbed, we’d never know.’

			‘Then move out,’ said Darla.

			‘I’m tied into the rental agreement until the end of July. I can’t afford to pay for somewhere else as well as my share of this place.’

			‘Then you need a way of coping with them for the next four months. Earplugs?’ she suggested.

			‘Are they expensive? Because I’m a—’

			‘Poor student, yeah I know. You’ve mentioned it once or twice.’

			***

			Late on Sunday morning Ros let herself into her dad’s place on The Avenue. The double-fronted early Victorian property had been her home for her teenage years. Ros didn’t need to announce her arrival as Gazza was already on it and was barking wildly as he cannoned into the hallway and proceeded to pogo around her, threatening to destroy her tights.

			‘Down,’ she said to no effect at all. Her dad, Barry, had done some training with Gazza, and the little black dog could present his paw on command, but Barry’d taught him nothing that appeared to be useful. Apparently, he was a purebred Patterdale terrier but that didn’t mean anything to Ros.

			‘Hello?’ called out Ros, shutting the front door.

			‘Cabbage! Gazza always knows when it’s you,’ said Barry. Ros very much doubted that this was the case. The little dog was barely in control of his bodily functions and didn’t seem to be able to think beyond the next smell.

			Ros went into the living room where her father was sitting in his favourite chair, looking a little paler and thinner than he used to. ‘Hi, Dad.’ She gave him a hug. ‘How are you feeling?’

			‘Fair to middling,’ he said with a wan smile. ‘Always tired after radiotherapy. But we’re nearly at the end of my sessions.’

			Ros sat down and Gazza dutifully went to lie down at Barry’s feet. ‘What happens next?’ she asked, mentally crossing her fingers, toes and anything else crossable.

			Barry wobbled his head. ‘From what they tell me, we wait for a bit. Keep taking the tablets. Do some more tests and see. There was talk of a trial, some experimental thing they’ve not tested on many people yet but—’

			‘I don’t think in your state being a guinea pig would be a very good idea.’ Ros was alarmed that the hospital had even discussed something like that with a terminally ill patient. The consultant she’d seen had told her all they could do was try to slow his demise and keep him comfortable and that she was to think in months not years. She had tried to press him for something more concrete but he’d not been keen to provide what he called an expiry date.

			‘I suppose,’ said Barry, reaching for her. Ros gripped his hand and their sad smiles mirrored each other. ‘Anyway, there’s no point being all gloomy. How are things with you?’

			Ros slapped on a more positive face. ‘Good, thanks. Work is crazy. It’s like trying to herd belligerent cats and nobody does as I ask until I’ve chased them umpteen times. But it keeps me out of mischief. The team event was a new level of hell and is thankfully over for another year. I’d best crack on with dinner.’

			Sunday lunch was what anchored Ros’s week. Her dad had made a roast dinner every week and as she’d grown up it had been the thing they always did together. His Yorkshire puddings were legendary and there was something very comforting about a home-cooked roast even if they made it together now. Barry got on with making the batter for the Yorkshires while Ros prepared everything else and Gazza pottered about looking up hopefully in case anything edible or otherwise was dropped. Ros updated her dad on her work issues in more detail and he nodded in all the right places, even if he didn’t fully understand it. He had always been in her corner, her silent cheerleader, and she had no idea what she’d do without him.

			Ros was a forward planner so it was hard not to think ahead, but sometimes she had to force herself not to and to focus on the now and the time they had left.

			After their meal Ros tidied away and loaded up the dishwasher while Gazza tried to lick the gravy off the plates when she wasn’t looking.

			‘What else can I do while I’m here?’ she asked as she wiped down the surfaces.

			‘There’s nothing that needs doing. Just a chat would be lovely.’

			‘I’ll put the kettle on.’

			Time with her dad had always been precious. Somehow work had leached into their plans, and until his diagnosis she’d only seen him for lunch on a Sunday, which she felt guilty about, but at least she was seizing all opportunities to spend time with him now. Ros made the drinks and they chatted. She pushed her mental to-do list to one side and enjoyed her father’s company.

			‘I’ve been thinking,’ said Barry.

			‘Sounds ominous,’ said Ros.

			‘Hear me out before you say no.’

			‘Okay,’ she said, but her father knew her well so she was already forewarned that she was not going to be in favour of whatever he was about to share.

			He scratched an eyebrow before fixing her with a look. ‘Life is short, Ros. Too short for grudges and regrets. I’d like you to contact your mother.’

			At the very mention Ros felt her hackles rise. The thought of her mother always triggered resentment and hurt. ‘Dad, please don’t ask me to do that. How could that possibly end well?’

			‘Whatever has happened, she’s still your mum and when I go . . . I don’t like the idea of you being alone in the world. And I hear she’s mellowed.’ He passed her a scrap of paper. ‘Here’s her address and phone number.’

			Ros didn’t look at the details; she just shoved the note in her pocket. This was a very uncomfortable position to be in. She so wanted to please her dad and put his mind at rest but the thought of playing happy families with her mother quite frankly made her a little bilious.

			‘Ros?’ Her dad was looking at her. She could see this meant a lot to him.

			‘I’ll think about it.’ That was as much as she could promise. She had a lifetime of emotional damage that she laid at her mother’s door so the thought of contacting her was as appealing as free climbing above hungry crocodiles.

			‘Don’t take too long,’ he said.

			They talked about old times and happy memories until Barry looked a little tired. Ros picked up the mugs.

			‘I’ll put these in the dishwasher. I’ll call you tomorrow but ring if there’s anything you need.’

			‘Will do,’ he said but they both knew he wouldn’t. As she stood up he added, ‘Actually, could you put the recycling out please, Ros?’

			‘Sure.’ She gave him a hug and a kiss and went to leave the room. The phone rang and Barry answered it as he waved her off. ‘Hello, Pete, you okay? Yeah, about the same, fair to middling. She’s well. She’s been here for Sunday lunch—’

			‘Hi, Uncle Pete; bye, Uncle Pete,’ called Ros from the hallway and she waved to her dad. She gathered up the recycling and could hear her dad’s side of the conversation in the background. She took the rubbish to the bins and then came back to pick up her handbag.

			‘No, Ros doesn’t change. She’s still working too hard . . .’ Ros smiled to herself and turned to leave. ‘No, there’s no room for anyone else in her life. Her job takes up all her time.’ Ros paused for a second. She knew she shouldn’t be listening but it was interesting to hear her dad’s take on her single status. ‘I agree, Pete. She’s the classic strong independent woman. And I know she’s content as she is, or at least she says she is, but I can’t help feeling that she could be a little happier. Ros has always found it hard to make friends even as a kid. It’s been just the two of us for so long that it breaks my heart to think of her on her own, and if I’m being honest it’s the one thing that really worries me about dying.’ Ros was reaching for the door handle but she froze. Her dad laughed as her Uncle Pete said something. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But if I could just see Ros settled in a relationship with someone decent, I’d rest easier knowing she wasn’t going to face this by herself after I’ve gone. I could die happy.’

			Ros felt the lone tear slide down her cheek and had to swallow down the emotions bubbling inside her. She’d heard enough. She’d probably heard too much. She quietly opened the back door and slipped out.

		

	

	   
		
			Chapter Four

			Ros put her mother’s contact details in a drawer and diarised a reminder to do something about it within the next two weeks. She figured that was enough time to have weighed up the pros and cons and completed a mental risk assessment. Although she knew her dad must be feeling desperate for her to not be alone if he had resorted to her mother. What with that and the eavesdropped conversation Ros had a lot going on and was feeling quite overwhelmed. Emotions weren’t her strong suit so when they were triggered it seemed to take up a lot of energy and all her headspace. 

			She knew she was lucky to have a friend like Darla and it was lovely that she was staying with Ros for a few days as there was a gap in the house-sitting jobs. Within the hour Darla and Ros were curled up on Ros’s sofa sipping glasses of well-chilled wine as Ros relayed the overheard conversation.

			‘Chuffing heck. I wasn’t expecting that,’ said Darla when Ros had finished. ‘How are you feeling?’

			Ros had to think for a moment. ‘Is it bad that I’m a bit cross?’ She felt awful for feeling that way. ‘I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve explained that I don’t need a blooming man to complete me and yet he still wants to see me in a relationship.’

			‘But that wasn’t what he was saying. He even acknow-ledged that you’re a strong independent woman.’ They spontaneously clinked glasses at that. ‘He’s always been there for you unconditionally and he’s worried that when he goes you won’t have that anymore. I mean, you’ll have me and whilst I am frigging marvellous, it’s not the same,’ said Darla.

			‘I’m frustrated that I can’t say anything. I can’t tell Dad that I’ll be fine on my own because then he’ll know I’ve been eavesdropping. But worst of all I feel so sad that with everything he’s dealing with, that’s what he’s worrying about and I can’t fix it.’

			‘Being a strong independent woman doesn’t mean you can’t be in a secure, supportive relationship too. They’re not mutually exclusive. I mean they are about as easy to find as a dodo’s tooth, but some people seem to manage it.’

			Ros sighed heavily. ‘I respect that but I think I’m better on my own. I don’t have the time or the inclination to search out a mate. It’s all a bit of an effort having someone else to constantly think about.’

			Darla sipped her wine. ‘At least you’re not considering rushing into something just to put your dad’s mind at rest.’

			‘And I feel bad about that too. It wouldn’t take too much effort to hook up with someone so Dad could go to his grave at peace. Would a good daughter do that?’

			‘You’d hate yourself for it,’ said Darla. ‘And even if you could get past that, your dad is savvy enough to know if it was a casual fling, which is definitely not what he meant by wanting to see you settled.’

			‘Then we’re agreed – there’s nothing I can do and I just need to forget about it.’ Ros nodded to herself as if in agreement. Although it was going to be very hard to stop her dad’s words from repeating in her head like a bad TikTok video.

			They’d drunk enough wine so Ros went to make two cups of vanilla and camomile tea as she found it was good for helping her to relax, especially before bed. When she returned to the sofa Darla was scrolling through her phone.

			‘Everything okay?’ asked Ros, passing her a mug.

			‘I cleared another credit card this week. That’s one down, one to go.’

			‘You’re doing really well. I think your parents would be proud of you if you told them.’

			‘Maybe when it’s all over and I’ve got enough money to get my own place back in Oxford.’

			‘You don’t plan to stay in Southampton then? I thought you liked it here.’ Ros didn’t like to think of Darla moving away. She had very few friends. To be precise, Darla was the only one.

			‘I do, Southampton is great, but I feel I’ve got something to prove. Like I need to set everything straight so I can go home again. Not that I don’t like the house-sitting.’

			‘But it’s not the same as your own place,’ added Ros.

			‘It’s not. I’m still waiting on the agency to confirm my next job but don’t worry, I’ll definitely be out of your hair soon.’

			‘It’s fine. You are welcome to stay as long as you like.’

			‘I know and I really do appreciate that but I can’t pay you the going rate and that’s not fair.’

			‘But we are friends. Which means you don’t need to pay at all,’ said Ros.

			‘Thank you. It’s really kind of you but I also have my pride. I just don’t want to feel that I owe anyone else a thing. Does that make sense?’

			‘I understand.’

			‘And anyway I quite like stopping for the odd night here and there; it feels like a sleepover, minus the sugary treats.’

			‘I have apples,’ offered Ros.

			‘They’re not Jaffa cakes now, are they?’

			Ros and Darla had missed each other the next morning as Darla left for work before Ros’s alarm went off. But even so Ros was a little surprised to get a phone call at work.

			‘What do you mean, you’ve solved my problem?’ asked Ros, trying not to sound as harassed as she felt as she fired off another chaser email to a tardy colleague. If they worked for her, most of them would be on Performance Improvement plans.

			‘Meet me at the cocktail bar at half seven and I’ll explain,’ said Darla.

			‘Are you working?’

			‘Nope.’

			‘Cocktails? On a Monday?’ Ros was dumbfounded.

			‘They do soft drinks too. Don’t question it. Trust me.’

			‘Then why not meet at . . . Hello, Darla?’ But she had hung up.

			Ros spent the day firing off chaser emails, fielding Alastair’s stupid comments and going over in her mind too many times what on earth Darla wanted to see her about that required her to go to the cocktail bar on a Monday. It wasn’t exactly convenient and why couldn’t they talk at the flat? Despite her irritation Ros was intrigued so after work she had a shower and a very quick stir-fry before putting on a jacket and walking the twenty minutes to the bar, even though it definitely wasn’t a night of the week she would usually be drinking. She liked to keep a healthy eye on her alcohol intake. The risks of liver damage were to be avoided.

			Darla was already sitting on one of the tall bar stools chatting to the barman when Ros arrived. They hugged and Ros ordered a lime and soda water with crushed ice and a slice.

			‘Are you okay, Darla? Because you weren’t making a lot of sense on the phone.’ Ros always felt it best to be honest.

			‘Feels a bit weird to be on this side of the bar but I am fine and so are you going to be. Now I know you can sometimes be a bit negative—’ Ros wobbled her head but didn’t completely disagree; if she was one thing it was that she was pretty self-aware and knew her own limitations ‘—but I need you to listen right to the end of what I’m about to say before making any comments. Okay?’ Darla locked her with a serious gaze.

			‘Yep.’

			‘Right until the very end,’ emphasised Darla.

			‘Yep. Got it,’ said Ros, wriggling in her seat, aware that the barman was watching her. Bar stools were one of the most uncomfortable forms of seating; she put them in the same box as Marmite and Alastair.

			Darla held up her palms as if playing charades. ‘Your dad needs peace of mind. For that to happen he needs to see you with someone who is worthy of you, treats you well and doesn’t put a foot wrong. Sadly it’s literally only for a few weeks, a couple months tops.’ Ros found herself swallowing hard at the thought of it. ‘What you need is someone who will do a professional job for an agreed fee.’

			Ros spat out her lime and soda, showering Darla. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said through splutters. ‘For a moment there, I thought you meant a gigolo.’ Ros laughed.

			Darla was twisting her lips. ‘Not a gigolo, no. I’m thinking a professional arrangement, purely platonic, where they attend arranged meetings with your dad posing as your long-term boyfriend.’ When there was no response from Ros, Darla did a ta-dah with her hands.

			Ros sucked in a deep breath. She loved Darla, she really did, but boy did she have some hare-brained ideas. Now, to let her down gently. ‘Whilst I really appreciate the time and thought that you’ve put into this, I’m afraid it most likely would be a complete fiasco, and also where on earth would I find someone to do that?’

			‘Hi,’ said the barman, leaning on the bar.

			‘Excuse me, we’re having a private conversation,’ said Ros. Darla was off her stool and heading for the door. ‘Hang on, Darla!’

			‘My work here is done,’ called Darla. ‘Sort out the fine details between yourselves and thank me later. Love you!’

			Panic rushed through Ros’s system. What sort of hell trap had Darla led her into? She was acutely aware that the barman was studying her. ‘I’m really sorry um . . . what was your name?’

			Someone was tapping a pint glass on the other end of the bar. ‘Another pint in there, Ron. When you’re ready.’

			‘Ron, is it?’ she asked.

			The barman nodded. ‘Let me serve my mate and I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere or Darla will kill the pair of us.’

			An excruciating few minutes past where Ros swung between being glued to her seat and wanting to sprint for the door. Her manners got the better of her and she waited for the barman to return. ‘Ros, I’m all yours,’ he said.

			‘So it would appear,’ said Ros. ‘I’m afraid, Ron, I don’t know what Darla has said but—’

			‘Pretty much what she just said to you. Your dad is sick. Really sorry about that by the way. Cancer sucks.’

			‘Indeed it does,’ said Ros.

			‘And you need someone to pretend to be your partner until . . .’ There was an awkward pause where the barman walked his fingers across the bar and then made wings and mimed them flying off over his shoulder. ‘I’m short of cash and Darla thinks I’d fit the bill as your fake boyfriend. What do you think?’

			‘For a start . . .’ There was so much wrong with Darla’s suggestion she wasn’t sure where to start. ‘Ron? That wouldn’t work. Ros and Ron sounds ridiculous.’

			‘I was thinking more Ron and Ros.’ He grinned at her.

			‘I’m sorry. That’s simply not believable.’

			‘Would you seriously not go out with someone because their name was too similar or didn’t match perfectly with yours?’

			‘That’s irrelevant. In this situation everything would have to work perfectly. It would have to in order to be completely believable. I’m sorry but Ron isn’t going to work.’

			The barman shrugged. ‘Okay. How about Cameron?’ he suggested.

			Ros was amazed he had capitulated so quickly but she was grateful that he had. ‘If you really don’t mind, I think Cameron would be far better.’

			‘Cool,’ he said, wiping down the bar top. The corners of his mouth were twitching.

			Something was amiss. ‘Cameron,’ she said out loud. The barman instantly glanced up. ‘Darla’s friend from work.’ Things were starting to make a little more sense although not to the level that would make Ros comfortable.

			‘Ahh rumbled,’ he said, putting down a new coaster for her glass.

			Oh great, thought Ros, a comedian – that’s all I need. He leaned against the bar. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Ron is a nickname. One of the lads in halls misheard my name as Ron and it stuck. What happens next? Should we agree a price?’

			‘Oh no. I mean I appreciate what you are offering to do but it’s completely bonkers.’

			‘Why? If it gives your old man peace of mind surely that’s worth it.’ Something was rocking her sensible core values and it was unsettling. ‘I mean, is everything else all right with me? Anything else you want to change?’ He splayed out his arms.

			Ros took a moment to study the man in front of her closely – bushy hair, warm eyes and a disarming smile. Where had she seen him before? ‘Do I know . . .’ And then it dawned on her. ‘You! You’re the custard-pie-wielding, tutu-wearing stu—’

			‘Oh crap! That was you? I regret ducking that day. And to show how sorry I am, here’s another lime and soda on me.’ He filled the glass and lined it up next to her current drink on another new coaster. ‘I’m not usually like that. It was the birthday of one of the lads in my house share and they’d already bought me the tutu and it was quite hard to get one in my size apparently. I didn’t like to let them down. That’s what I’m like. I’m helpful and dependable and my student loans are spiralling out of control so I really need the cash. And I think you really want to put your dad’s mind at rest so we could help each other out here. What do you say? Do we have a deal?’

		

	

	   
		
			Chapter Five

			Darla was very pleased with herself. It was a genius plan introducing Ros and Cameron even if she did say so herself. Cameron was a completely lovely person who needed some cash and Ros was in need of a credible boyfriend stand-in. She was ignoring the many calls to her mobile from Ros. She’d known her for a while and had learned it was best to let her run out of steam before engaging. Right now Ros would be thinking of the many reasons why this wouldn’t work. When she stopped to think, that was when Darla would step in and point out all the things that would work and how this solved everything perfectly.

			Having sorted out Ros’s problem Darla felt she was on a roll and was keen to sort out her own accommodation issues. For one thing she wasn’t keen on staying the night at Ros’s because Ros definitely needed longer to get her head around Darla’s quite frankly genius fake boyfriend suggestion. She’d been calling the agency incessantly and nothing local enough was coming up. Her mum and dad had messaged and she had fobbed them off too many times so knew she would have to call them soon.

			Darla went to the marina and strolled along the many rows of yachts. Some never left their moorings. People with more money than they knew what to do with, she supposed. As she walked past one with a
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