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About this book 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everyone thinks she’s perfect but you…. 
 
    When Jean’s son, Eddie, is killed in a car accident, Jean’s world is turned upside down. To make matters worse, Eddie’s wife, Emma, has moved onto a new relationship—and is neglecting Eddie’s children, Jack and William. 
 
    Jean suspects Emma of foul play and believes she may have hurt Edward, but her family and friends believe Jean’s doubts are a symptom of grief. 
 
    Jean won’t rest until she knows what happened to her son. But the more she discovers about her outwardly perfect daughter-in-law—the more she realises that her life may be in danger…. 
 
    Thrilling, fast-paced and gripping, The Perfect Wife, is a riveting Psychological Thriller from the British author, Kimberley Louise. For more information about Kimberley Louise’s books, please visit her official website at  
 
    https://writerkimberleylouise.wordpress.com 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean stood by the living room door and watched her daughter-in-law, Emma, share her tales of Jean’s dead son, Eddie. With characteristic charm and that tearful look in her calm and hypnotic blue eyes, Emma was every inch the perfect wife. 
 
    She'd even organised the funeral, insisting that all mourners wear bright colours to match Eddie's exuberant personality. Eddie wouldn’t want his family and friend’s dressed in black. Wearing black to a funeral was a tradition Jean held dear. But Emma accused her of going against Eddie’s wishes. 
 
     Eddie was Jean’s son, and his funeral was supposed to be about him. Emma had taken over and made it all about her. The day had been heartbreaking enough without having to meet the elaborate demands of her attention-seeking daughter-in-law.  
 
    Testing Jean’s patience further, Emma ordered a top-of-the-range vegan buffet, which cost a fortune. She’d encouraged Eddie to switch to a meat-free diet before he died. The buffet not only stretched the funeral budget to the maximum—the food was left mostly uneaten by the mourners. 
 
     Emma also declared that the after-service reception should be held in Jean and Derek’s living room. She claimed it was what Eddie would have wanted. This sentiment went down remarkably well with the family members. But, it left Jean cold.  
 
    Under normal circumstances, Jean wouldn't have minded. Emma was her son's wife. But, Eddie hadn't even known Emma that long. He’d brought her home several weeks after his first wife, Rebecca, died from cervical cancer. Rebecca's death had left Eddie, and their twin boys, Jack and William, distraught. Jean had to step in and support her son and her grandchildren.  
 
    So Jean was naturally surprised when Eddie had introduced Emma to the family seven weeks later Jean was not impressed. Rebecca was barely cold in the grave, and Eddie and Emma were trashing her memory. Eddie and Rebecca were made for each other. Rebecca was a sweet young woman and a fantastic mother. So how could Eddie move on so quickly? It didn't seem natural to Jean. Derek told her she was worrying over nothing. He believed Emma was lovely and good for Eddie in his time of grief. But Emma was just not Jean’s cup of tea.  
 
    Watching her now, Jean believed she was justified in disliking her daughter-in-law. On outer appearance, Emma was stunning: Long blonde hair, crystal blue eyes, and flawless skin. She had one of those smiles that lit up her whole face and brightened the surrounding room. With looks like that, she was perfect for the stage, Jean often thought, which was why Jean was confused as to why she was attracted to Eddie. Everybody loved Emma—especially Eddie's friends. They assumed she helped Eddie get over losing Rebecca. And they were more than happy to accommodate her. But the Saunders family were doing fine before Emma showed up. Jean didn’t think they needed her at all.  
 
    "How are you love?" Derek asked as he stood behind her. 
 
    "I'm fine, thanks," she said. 
 
    "Emma's doing well. Isn't she?"  
 
    Jean gazed at her daughter-in-law who was laughing loudly with one of Eddie's friends. How could she giggle like that at her husband’s funeral?  
 
    "Yeah, she's bearing up,” Jean said. “Like the rest of us." 
 
    "It can't be easy for her," Derek said. 
 
    "It hasn't been easy for any of us." 
 
    Derek rubbed her shoulder and gave her one of his comforting smiles. Jean had been inconsolable since Eddie died. His death was so sudden and cruel. Eddie left work early to view a house with Emma. She had been insistent that they move out to the country, claiming it would be better for the boys. Of course, Eddie wanted to please her and make life better for his children. When Jean heard the devastating news that her son had been involved in a fatal accident — her world ended. Derek was the one who broke the news. At first, she thought she had misheard her husband. It couldn't have been right. Not her Eddie. Not her boy. But it was true. Eddie was gone. And, Jean still hadn't come to terms with it. 
 
    Jean took a deep breath as Emma glided towards them, carrying a large glass of wine. 
 
    “Jean. Derek. How are you both?" she said. She had one of those posh London accents that sounded animated. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “We're holding on,” Derek told her. 
 
    Emma moved her eyes slowly to Jean, blinking her heavily mascaraed eyelashes. “And you, Jean?" 
 
    "I'm fine," Jean answered crisply. 
 
    “You do look tired,” Emma said. “Go and lie down. I can take care of things.” 
 
    "She’s right, you know, love," Derek said. "It's been a long day." 
 
    “I'd rather not if you don't mind,” Jean replied. “I can't leave everyone. What would they think?" 
 
    "They’d think that your son had just died, and you needed some time to grieve,” Emma said.  “I'm here for you, Jean. I’m here for both of you." 
 
    She returned to Eddie’s friend, laughing flirtatiously. Derek held Jean in his arms and kissed her gently on the cheek.  
 
    "It's going to be alright, love," he said. "But I think she's right. You should take a break." 
 
      
 
      
 
    From the middle of the living room, Emma raised her hand in the air to capture everyone's attention. 
 
    "Can I have everyone's attention? It's a privilege to have you here with us today. I know Eddie knew how loved and appreciated he was. It's been a hard day. I lost the love of my life, and our wonderful boys lost their father. I can't put into words how dreadful it's been for us. But having you guys here and supporting us has meant everything. And, I know it would have meant everything to Eddie. So, can you join me and raise your glasses, please? To Eddie. The most generous and kindest man I'd ever known." 
 
    "To Eddie," the mourners said in unison. 
 
    Jean raised her glass and leaned in on Derek. "Did she say our wonderful boys?"  
 
    "Pardon?" Derek asked. 
 
    "Emma. Did she say our wonderful boys?" 
 
    "I think so, yeah. What of it?" 
 
    "They're not her boys. Their Rebeca and Edward's children." 
 
    "Oh, come on, Jean. Don't start, eh?" 
 
    Jean put her glass on the table and went up the stairs to her bedroom. She took one last glance at Emma who was again, laughing with one of Edward's friends and disappeared into her bedroom. On her way, her sister, Meredith, stopped her.  
 
    "You okay? You going for a rest," she said. 
 
    "I've got a headache," Jean said.  
 
    "I suppose Emma is taking care of everything down here. Isn't she?" 
 
    "Yes, she is. I'll see you later."  
 
    “Okay, love.” 
 
      
 
    Once inside her bedroom, she slumped up against the door and took a deep breath. It had been too much. The day had been long and treacherous. She smiled, put on a brave face, and pretended to the world that she was okay. All the time, she was dying inside. She'd never felt pain like it. She didn't feel as though there was anyone she could talk to about how she was feeling. 
 
    Lying on her bed, she put her hand over her ears to shut out the noise coming from downstairs. From her handbag, she dug out a picture of her son, Eddie. Her boy was gone. Her darling, beautiful boy was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sometime later, Jean woke up and glanced at the clock. It was eleven thirty. She turned on her side and noticed that Derek wasn’t lying beside her. He must have fallen asleep downstairs.  
 
    Jean went downstairs and paused when she reached the living room door. Looking inside, she saw Derek laughing with Emma on the sofa. Jean stepped through the door and cleared her throat. 
 
    "Jean," Derek said. "We didn’t wake you. Did we?" 
 
    "I was wondering where you were. It is rather late,” Jean said.  “We don’t usually stay up this late."  
 
    Emma glanced at Derek quickly. She then stretched forward and put her glass of wine on the coffee table. "I’m sorry. Maybe I should have left earlier.” 
 
    "It’s okay,” Derek said to her. “No need to apologise. Is there, Jean?” 
 
    "It is late, Derek," Jean told him. 
 
    A flush crept across Derek’s cheeks. Emma rose to her feet.  
 
    "Jean’s right,” Emma said. “I should be going. Busy day tomorrow. The boys are back at school."  
 
    "Can I see them tomorrow?" Jean asked. 
 
    "Maybe in a couple of days.” Emma drew her mouth into a straight line and then bit her lip. “I want to get them settled into a new routine. Losing their father can’t have been good for them.” 
 
    Jean grimaced at Derek. She wasn’t going to argue with Emma.  
 
    “Okay,” Jean said to Emma. “Well, I’ll call you.”  
 
    Emma didn’t respond, but her smile was disarming. She hastened into the hall, took her pink coat off the rack, and slipped her feet into a pair of pink stiletto heels. She picked up the matching handbag and stood in the living room doorway.  
 
    “Night, Derek,” she said with a friendly smile. “Everything will be fine. I promise.” Her eyes lingered over Jean.  “Night, Jean.” 
 
    “Night,” Jean replied. 
 
    Derek jumped up when the front door closed. He picked up the glasses off the coffee table and hustled into the kitchen. Jean followed him. 
 
    “I don’t see why I should have to ask her if I can see my own grandchildren,” Jean said. 
 
    Derek washed the glasses and put them on the draining board.  
 
    “Why were you so rude to Emma?” he said. 
 
    “I wasn’t rude to her. She was sitting on my couch drinking with my husband.” 
 
    “Don’t say it like that.” 
 
    “You were supposed to be with me,” Jean said. “I buried my son today. I’m upstairs crying into my pillow, and you’re down here having a party with her. How do you think that makes me feel?” 
 
    Derek dragged his hand through his hair repeatedly. “I buried my son, too. Or have you forgotten that?” 
 
    Derek left the kitchen. Moments later, she heard him slam the bedroom door. Jean took a kitchen table chair and sat down. Maybe she had been rude to Emma. But, Eddie was her son, and this had been his funeral. Somehow, Emma had managed to make it all about her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Jean could hear Derek getting for work upstairs. She was making breakfast in the kitchen. Derek was still angry with her for suggesting that Emma leave, but Jean didn’t think she was irrational. It was the day of their son’s funeral, and she needed her husband by her side.  
 
    Jean turned up the portable radio and placed the boiled eggs into their egg cups. Derek liked a good breakfast, but after Eddie died, Jean went into meltdown. Derek had to take care of everything. Jean had been so wrapped up in the emotional burdens that she’d failed to notice that her husband was just as affected by their son’s death. 
 
    She heard the footsteps on the staircase, so she lowered the volume on the radio and sat at the kitchen table. When Derek arrived in the kitchen his eyes widened.  
 
    “Morning?”  
 
    “Morning?” Derek replied. “I thought you’d gone for a walk.” 
 
    “I decided to make you some breakfast instead. I can take Pebbles out afterwards.” 
 
    Jean glanced at their Golden Retriever looting in the hall. She took him for a walk every morning ever since she’d taken leave from work. But that morning, Jean just wanted to focus on Derek. They’d been drifting apart, and that worried her.  
 
    “Sit down,” Jean told him. 
 
    Derek sat at the table and poured some coffee into his cup. Jean sat opposite him and waited for him to finish.  
 
    “This is not like you,” he said. 
 
    “I thought we deserved it after the week we’ve had.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s good to have people around you.” 
 
    “By people you mean, Emma.” 
 
    Derek pressed his lips as he stirred milk into his coffee. “I just think last night you were—” 
 
    “Overreacting?” Jean finished. 
 
    “She didn’t mean anything by it.” 
 
    “Can’t you put yourself in my shoes?” Jean asked. “I come downstairs to find you laughing and cavorting with another woman and—” 
 
    “We were not cavorting Jean,” Derek defended. “I resent you saying that. Particular as she’s my son’s widow.” 
 
    Jean rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” 
 
    Jean wished that Derek could see the situation from her point of view. Their son was dead. It was the day of his funeral. Jean wanted to spend time with her husband, and not find him enjoying the company of his drunken daughter-in-law. Derek sipped his orange juice and spread butter on his toast. He hadn’t touched his eggs. 
 
    “Eddie’s death devastated me, Derek.” 
 
    “His death has been tough on all of us.”  
 
    "I know, ‘Jean agreed. "But it's tough losing your only son. It really felt like my world was ending. But what kept me going was knowing I had you." 
 
    Jean pushed her hand across the table and touched his arm. She wanted a reaction but got nothing—not even a smile.  
 
    She needed him to hold her and tell it was going to be okay.  
 
     “Do you want a hand clearing the breakfast dishes?" he said. 
 
    Jean pulled her hand back. "No, this it’s fine. I can manage." 
 
    Derek got up and put his jacket on in the hall.  
 
    "I might be late tonight," he said when he returned to the kitchen. "I’ve got a lot on." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    “Maybe you should think of going back to the medical centre. It might do you good to get back to work." 
 
    Jean crossed her arms and then uncrossed them again. The thought of going back to the medical centre brought a tightening to her stomach. She loved her job—but everything changed when her son died. How did you slip back to normality? "Maybe you’re right,” she told Derek. “It gets boring sitting around the house all day." 
 
    "That was I was thinking. It will be alright you know." 
 
    “Yeah, of course, it will." 
 
    Derek kissed Jean on the forehead. She held onto his arm, but when Derek didn’t respond, she let his arm go.  Once he’d left, Jean went into the living room and watched him through the window. It seemed so easy for her Emma and her family to move on from Eddie’s death. But for Jean—life without Eddie seemed impossible.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    Jean had been looking at her wedding ring and hadn’t noticed her friend, Beatrice was talking to her. 
 
    “Earth to Jean,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “Sorry—what did you say?” 
 
    “I said what do you think about my dress?” 
 
    They were in the changing room section of a department store in Leeds City Centre. Beatrice had wanted to find a dress for her date with her new partner, Mike. She was trying on a green floral wrap over dress.  
 
    “It’s nice,” Jean said. 
 
    Beatrice squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her temples. “Nice? Jean, my partner is taking me out for dinner, and the best you can do is nice?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jean said. “It looks lovely.” 
 
    “Better,” Beatrice flew back into the changing room and closed the swing doors. “Aren’t you getting anything?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Jean replied. “Derek and I are trying to save money. The funeral left us pretty short.” 
 
    “I thought Emma paid for the funeral,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “No,” Jean replied. “Derek and I covered everything. Emma just strolled around looking pretty.” 
 
    “She is pretty. Isn’t she?” Beatrice said. “Rebecca was more normal looking.” 
 
    Jean stroked her throat and grimaced. “She’s different from Rebecca in every way.” 
 
    Beatrice bobbed her head through the doors. “I can lend you some money if you want.” 
 
    “I wasn’t fishing for a handout.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft. You’re my best friend.” 
 
    Jean caught a glance of people carrying branded store bags and sipping on to-go coffees. It had been months since she’d brought herself something new. Moments later, Beatrice emerged from the changing room and handed the young female assistant the dress. 
 
    “Are you taking this, madam,” the assistant said. 
 
    “Yes, please. I’ll have the shoes I tried on as well, and the little handbag.” She looked at Jean who was smiling at her. “What? You can’t take it to the grave. Can you?” 
 
    As though realising what she’d said, Beatrice stared down at her feet. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Jean.” 
 
    “It’s fine. Eddie’s gone. We have to move on.” 
 
    Beatrice smiled understandingly and sat beside Jean. “Gone but never forgotten. At least you have the boys.” 
 
    “Emma has them.” 
 
    “You’re their grandmother. You have rights.” 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like it.” 
 
    “Come on. Be positive. Those boys love you, and so do I. That’s why I’m treating you to the best coffee in Leeds. I’ll even throw in a Danish.” 
 
    “I need to go,” Jean said. 
 
    “No arguments, please. This is an offer you can’t refuse.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Beatrice rose from the seat. She and Jean went to the counter to pay for Beatrice’s items and then they left. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So what’s really wrong?” Beatrice asked as she and Jean sat at a table in a coffee shop by the train station. 
 
    “I’m just tired. That’s all.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
     Jean stirred her cappuccino. “Apart from the fact that I’ve just buried my son.” 
 
    Beatrice drew her mouth into a straight line and bit her lip. 
 
    “I know it must be tough for you. I’ve never had children, but I can empathise.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Don’t you dare apologise,” Beatrice said. “I’m sure it’s going to take time.” 
 
    “It’s not just the grief,” Jean admitted. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    Jean wasn’t sure she should mention her feelings about Emma, knowing not everyone shared them. 
 
    “It’s Emma. Something not right about her.” 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “Give me an example,” encouraged Beatrice. 
 
    “I can’t,” Jean said. “I just feel as if she’s playing games.” 
 
    Beatrice gave a bark of laughter. “Emma?” 
 
    “I know you’d take it like that.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It just sounds—” 
 
    “Like paranoia?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Like a mother who’s missing her son,” Beatrice corrected. 
 
    A familiar sense of sadness crept into Jean’s heart, leaving her with a soreness in the throat and lungs. Tears welled in her eyes and left her unable to speak for a moment. She blamed it on the coffee shop. Dishes clattered, spoons clinking against the side of mugs, and employees called out orders. A pleasant aromatic scent of espresso perfumed the air. Eddie loved coffee. He spent a lot of time and money in coffee shops like this. Even the smell of coffee triggered Jean’s grief. 
 
    “Eddie’s death was not Emma’s fault.” 
 
    “I know,” Jean said with a gentle nod. 
 
    “She’s grieving just as much as you are. Emma must miss Eddie terribly.” 
 
    Jean didn’t agree, but she left her doubts about Emma there. Moments later, a tall smartly dressed man approached the table. 
 
    “Beatrice,” he greeted as he planted a kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Hi, Mike,” Beatrice said. 
 
    So this was Mike, Jean assumed, eyeing her best friend’s new partner. 
 
    “Mike, this is Jean,” Beatrice said. “My best friend.” 
 
    His eyes crinkled at the corner. “Pleased to meet you, Jean.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Jean said. 
 
    Jean felt like a gooseberry. Beatrice and Mike had eyes only for each other. On that note, she picked up her handbag. 
 
    “I’d better be going. I have a few errands to run.” 
 
    “Stay a little longer,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “We’ll arrange dinner one evening,” Jean said. “But now I need to go.” 
 
    They hugged, and Jean left. As she reached the door, she caught Beatrice and Mike whispering to each other. Excitement fluttered in her belly. How sweet it was for her friend to find love at long last.  And Maybe Beatrice was right about Emma.  Everyone had the right to grieve in their own way.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Jean’s sister, Meredith, and her niece, Ava, stopped by for a visit. They sat in the kitchen while Jean made a pot of tea and opened a packet of digestive biscuits. Ava was showing them pictures of her friend’s twenty-first birthday celebration in Spain.  
 
    “Her dad bought her a new car for her birthday,” Ava said. “And she got six hundred pounds to spend.” 
 
    “Isn’t she lucky?” Meredith said. 
 
    “Some people have more money than sense," Jean said. “Have you decided what you want to do for your twenty-first?” 
 
    Ava glanced up from her phone. “I am not sure.” 
 
    “You must have some idea,” Meredith said. 
 
    Jean poured tea into the three, white cups she’d put on the table. “How about we go out to dinner?” 
 
     "That’s a great idea, Jean," Meredith said. “Ava’s birthday is next Thursday.” 
 
     “Sounds great,” Ava agreed.  
 
    Ava’s reaction to her birthday meal idea, made Jean smile for the first time that day. Eddie’s death reminded her of the importance of loved ones, and Jean was fond of Ava.  
 
    The front door screeched as it opened. “I’m home,” Derek shouted from the hall. 
 
    “Good afternoon all,” he said when he breezed into the kitchen. 
 
    “Derek? What are you doing here?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Something went wrong with the electrics. The boss sent us all home.” 
 
    “Alright for some,” Meredith said.  
 
    Jean rose to her feet to get another cup. She poured Derek a cup of tea as he sat down at the kitchen table.  
 
    “I think I’ll cook us something to eat,” Jean said. 
 
    “Sounds great,” Derek replied.  
 
    “We’re going out for a meal for Ava’s birthday,” Meredith said. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Derek replied. “Twenty-one. I can still remember when you were a baby.” 
 
    “Thanks, Uncle Derek,” Ava said. 
 
    “Your crying could wake all of England,” Derek recalled. “Do you remember, Meredith?” 
 
    “I do. She had lungs the size of Leeds!” 
 
    “Will you tell these two to stop picking on me, Auntie Jean?” 
 
    “Yes, leave her alone. You two always ganging up on Ava.” 
 
    Their chuckling was interrupted by the chime of the doorbell. Derek got up to answer it.  
 
    “I wonder who that is,” Jean said. “I wasn’t expecting anybody.” 
 
    “I’m really looking forward to this dinner,” Ava said. “I think it’s good for us to celebrate something after what happened to Uncle Eddie.” 
 
    Meredith rubbed Ava’s hand. “That’s a lovely thing to say.” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Jean said. “And we will have a wonderful time.” 
 
    The smile on Jean’s face dropped when Derek reappeared with Emma. “Good evening, all,” Emma said. “Sorry to pop in unexpectedly.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Derek said. “You’re family.” 
 
    Jean smiled slightly. “Hello, Emma.” 
 
    “Hi, Jean,” Emma said. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    “Are you looking after Jean, Derek?” 
 
    “I try,” he said. 
 
    “I know how hard this has been for you, Jean. And how are you, Meredith?” 
 
    “Great, thanks,” she said. 
 
    “And Ava? You get bonnier every time I see you.” 
 
    Ava smiled shyly. Jean noted that whenever Emma paid anyone a compliment, their faces lit up.  
 
    “Would you like a cup of tea, Emma?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Yes, that would be great.” 
 
    Derek poured Emma some tea from the teapot. Jean sipped her tea as Emma sat at the table, next to her. Emma’s expensive perfume nearly choked her. 
 
    “The boys got off to school okay,” Emma said. “It was so sweet watching them. I hope they’ll be okay.” 
 
    Jean burned inside as she listened to Emma speak about her grandchildren. But, she kept the fake smile painted on her face. 
 
    “They’re so cute,” Meredith said.  
 
    “I’ve got a picture of them,” Emma said.  
 
    She got her phone out of her bag and showed them the pictures she’d taken that morning.  
 
    “This is them at the school gates. How cute are they?” Emma said. 
 
    She shoved the phone in Jean’s face so she couldn’t miss it. Jean stared at her grandsons, Jack and William. They were the spitting image of Eddie.  
 
    “My little boys,” Jean said. She touched the screen. “They’re a credit to Rebecca.” 
 
    Jean saw that everyone was staring at her. She pushed the phone back to Emma.  
 
    “And to you, Emma,” Derek said. “They’re a credit to you too.” 
 
    Meredith cleared her throat as if to crush the uncomfortable silence. “We’re having a family dinner for Ava’s birthday. She’s going to be twenty-one.” 
 
    “Oh that’s nice,” Emma said.  
 
    “You’re welcome to come," Meredith said. “I take it you’ll be bringing the boys.” 
 
    “Of course,” Emma said. “I want them to spend time with their family. That’s what Eddie would have wanted. And I’d love to come.” 
 
    “Great,” Ava said. “It was Auntie Jean’s idea.” 
 
    “Was it?” Emma said. “Well, I suppose if you want a family dinner to mark such a big occasion.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” Ava said. 
 
    “I had a big party for my twenty-first,” Emma said. 
 
    “I bet you did,” Derek said. 
 
    “I can remember it now,” Emma said. “It was so special. Well, it should be. Shouldn’t it? You’re only twenty-one once.” 
 
    There was another bout of silence. Jean’s limbs tingled.   
 
    “I could have a party,” Ava said. “You don’t mind do you, Auntie Jean?” 
 
    Their eyes moved towards Jean. Jean’s body burned with heat. She couldn’t stand it much longer in that kitchen. 
 
    “Whatever,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’ll have a party then,” Ava said. 
 
    “It’s a lot to organise,” Meredith said. 
 
    “I can help,” Emma said.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Ava said. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure. We’re friends. Aren’t we? And, a family. I’d love to plan your birthday party. It takes the weight off your Auntie Jean. It probably would be a bit too much for her.” 
 
    Jean caught the condescending callousness in Emma’s eyes. She stood and knocked the cup of tea over. A gush of semi-warm brown liquid spilt onto the table and onto Emma’s lap.  
 
    “Jean,” Derek cried.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Emma said. 
 
    Ava fetched Emma a dishcloth and Emma wiped her red coat. “I’ll have to have it dry cleaned,” she said. 
 
    “Send us the bill,” Derek said. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jean said. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jean rushed out of the kitchen and stood in the back garden. The gentle breeze slapped her skin and cooled down the hot flush she experienced earlier. Leaning against the wall, she pressed her hand against her chest.   
 
    Moments later, the back door opened and Emma stepped out into the garden. Jean didn’t look at her.  
 
    “Are you okay, Jean?” Emma asked. 
 
    Jean wanted to scream at her. “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s a bit cooler out here. Don’t worry about the coat. I can get a new one.” 
 
    “I’ll pay for the dry cleaning,” Jean said. 
 
    “It’s not like you did it on purpose. Is it?” 
 
    Jean looked at her. “No.” 
 
    “Listen, Jean. Have I done something to offend you?”  
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I think you know. There’s tension between us.” 
 
    Jean walked away from her and wiped her face. “I’m still grieving for my son.” 
 
    “With all due respect, Jean so is everyone else. But you seem to think that you’re the only one that feels anything.” 
 
    “Eddie was my son.” 
 
    “He was also Derek’s son,” Emma said. “And Meredith nephew and Ava’s uncle. He wasn’t just your son. Derek needs you.” 
 
    “What do you know about what Derek needs?” 
 
    “I know he needs a wife who understands him.” 
 
    “Did he tell you that?” 
 
    Emma closed her eyes and sighed. “Have you told him that you’re seeing a therapist?”  
 
    “No, I haven’t.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you should?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business,” Jean said, defensively. 
 
    “I’m not trying to score points here. I just want you to know that I’m your friend, not your enemy.  I want you and Derek to get through this together, not apart.” 
 
    Derek came into the garden. “Are you two okay?”  
 
    “Yes, we’re fine,” Emma said. “Jean is going to be just fine. Aren’t you?” 
 
    Emma left with a hint of a satisfied smirk on her face. Derek edged towards Jean. 
 
    “We’re lucky to have her around,” Derek said. 
 
    Jean looked through the kitchen window and watched Emma sitting at the table and laughing with Meredith and Ava. Suddenly, their voices got louder and louder as though they were standing in the garden with her. Derek touched her shoulder, and she flinched. 
 
    “Everything will be okay,” Derek said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jean said. Not sure if she was convinced. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you’re didn’t misunderstand what Emma was saying?” Beatrice asked Jean later that night over the phone.  
 
    Jean had called her while Derek was in the bath and she was in the living room watching television.  
 
    “She threatened to tell Derek about the therapy,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m sure she didn’t,” Beatrice said. “But, Derek does have a right to know.” 
 
    “He’d only talk me out of it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that, Jean.” 
 
    “What about Ava’s birthday party? That was my idea, not hers. And she just vetoed it and made it all about her.” 
 
    “Jean!” 
 
    “Well, it’s true. She’s not even family, not really.” 
 
    “She’s related to you by marriage.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” Jean said.  
 
    “I’m sure she’s just trying to help. And maybe the two of you can work together and make Ava’s birthday party extra special.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe,” Jean muttered, unconvinced. 
 
    Beatrice whispered something in the background. “Mike’s in the kitchen making hot chocolate.” 
 
    “Right. Well, I’ll leave you to it. Enjoy your evening.” 
 
    “I will, and you stop worrying. It will be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Beatrice. Night, love.” 
 
    “Night, sweetie.” 
 
    Jean replaced the receiver and then heard footsteps coming down the staircase. Derek appeared in the living room in his dressing gown. 
 
    “That was a nice bath,” he said. “Were you on the phone?” 
 
    “It was just Beatrice.” 
 
    “Let's have an early night,” he suggested. “It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “It’s been a long month.” 
 
    Derek enfolded Jean in his arms and kissed her gently on the forehead. “But we’ll get through it. We always do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean sat on the bed, staring at a glass of water. She hated taking tablets.  The doctor had prescribed anti-depressants to make her feel better. Jean wasn't sure the tablets were working. But, she did what the doctor said. As she swallowed two pills, she gulped down the water and pressed her hand against her chest. 
 
    Jean still hadn't recovered from the funeral. Somehow, others expected her to move on as though Eddie had never existed. That was something she couldn't do. Not yet. It was like she was waiting to feel happy again. It didn't happen. It never did. Jean feared she’d feel like death forever. 
 
    But she had to stay calm. Otherwise, she’d only bring on anxiety. Jean smiled when she thought about things like depression and anxiety. She never remembered her mother talking about stuff like that. In those days, people swallowed whatever bitter pill life threw at them. 
 
    But, it was hard for Jean. Her son was dead. She knew she couldn’t grieve forever. By some miracle, her pain would fade. Her therapist advised her to put one foot in front of the other. Time was a great healer. Jean wasn’t sure she believed time would help, but she’d try. 
 
    She went into the bathroom and fetched the laundry basket. She then took it back into the bedroom and filled it with dirty laundry. It mounted up when she didn't tend to it. She never liked to leave the housework, but she hadn't the energy to do anything. Everything seemed to take an enormous effort, even doing the laundry. When she came across the black shirt and trousers she had worn to the funeral, a pain struck in her chest. Jean wiped the tears away. Moments like this were regular. Quiet times when she was alone in the house. Alone with her thoughts. She couldn't talk to anyone. As she was aware, Derek had moved on. He was getting on with his life. But Jean felt trapped. She also felt alone.  
 
    Getting up, she took the basket downstairs into the kitchen. Jean looked out of the window and saw her neighbour, Christine, who waved at her.  She hadn't gotten around to talking to her neighbours, yet. Not that she knew many of them. Switching on the radio, Jean hummed along to a song while she loaded and turned on the washing machine. But the doorbell interrupted her. It surprised Jean, as she wasn't expecting anybody. When she opened the front door, she found Emma standing on the doorstep, holding a black bag. 
 
    "Emma?"  
 
    "Hello, Jean. Can I come in?" 
 
    "Sure." 
 
    Jean showed Emma into the hall. They both stood looking at each other awkwardly.  
 
    "I am not disturbing you. Am I?" Emma asked. 
 
    "No, I was just doing the washing." 
 
    "Oh, great minds think alike." Emma gave a nervous giggle. 
 
    "I'm sorry?" Jean said, confused. 
 
    Emma gave another of her giggles. "What I mean is I've brought Eddie's clothes for you." Emma held the bag up. "I was having a clear out, and I thought you'd like them." 
 
    Jean glared at Emma and took the bag from her. "These are Eddie's things?" 
 
    "Yeah. Well, it makes sense you should have them. I thought it might be best for the boys if we make a fresh start." 
 
    Jean couldn't believe what she was hearing. "A fresh start?" 
 
     "I would have only taken them to a charity shop." 
 
    "It’s quite soon." 
 
    "I think it's time we moved on," Emma said. "Holding onto Eddie's clothes will not bring him back." 
 
    Jean understood this. They were just clothes. But the funeral had been three days ago. Already Emma was having a clear out.  
 
    "But this is crazy. You can't just throw out Eddie's things." 
 
    She looked at Jean with that stunned, unknowing expression of hers. The one that fools everyone, except Jean. 
 
    "You don't want them?" Emma asked. 
 
    "That's not the point." 
 
    "Then what is?" 
 
    "Why do you want to get rid of Eddie's things?" 
 
    Emma rubbed her forehead. "I said I am having a clear out. It's nothing personal or sinister." 
 
    "Don't you dare talk to me like I'm an idiot?" Jean sputtered. 
 
    Jean could feel her blood boiling. Emma had already upset her the previous day when she’d kyboshed Jean’s birthday plans for Ava. She desperately wanted to slap Emma’s cheeky little face. 
 
    "I'm sorry," Emma said with a sigh. "I didn't mean to upset you. I thought you'd understand." 
 
    "Understand what? That you want to get rid of any memories of my son?" 
 
    Emma grimaced. "That's not true. Eddie was my husband, and I loved him. How could you suggest I'd be so insensitive?" 
 
    Emma was good at backing you into a corner. So Jean nodded and took the bag into the kitchen. Emma followed her. 
 
    "We are okay. Aren't we?" Emma asked Jean. 
 
    Emma had that look on her face. She was intent on making Jean feel guilty. It was working. The warm part of Jean wanted to hold her and tell her it would be okay. Jean knew it was manipulation on Emma's part and stupidity on hers. 
 
    "I'll take the clothes, Emma. But maybe you should give yourself time to grieve." 
 
    She nodded and rubbed Jean's shoulder. 
 
    "Take care, Jean. And I am sorry for upsetting you." 
 
    When she left, Jean sat at the kitchen table. The bag was on the floor. She couldn't bear to look inside. Not yet. Jean was livid that Emma had brought it. She might have been ready to forget about Eddie. But, Jean was not. And never would be.  
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon, Jean went to the graveyard. She promised herself that she'd only go once a month, and not so soon after the funeral. But, Jean couldn't help it. She had to see his grave. She needed to talk to him.  
 
    Losing a child was such a difficult thing to imagine and discuss. Jean felt her friends and family were tiptoeing around her, watching everything they said as though she was a child. She wanted them to listen. Don't assume; just listen to her. 
 
    This got Jean thinking about Emma. It was hard for her daughter-in-law. She knew that. Joining a new family was difficult. While the rest of the family members had taken Emma into their hearts, Jean had been less accommodating. But it was only because she was worried Eddie had moved on too quickly from his first wife, Rebecca. Now, Emma was eliminating the grief by pretending Eddie never existed. Did that make it easier for her? It was too soon for the family. Emma should respect that. 
 
    Walking past several carved headstones, Jean smelled fresh-cut grass and floral scents from flowers left on graves. A priest conducted a funeral near where she stood, reminding her of when they'd been there, short days earlier. 
 
    Bending at her son's headstone, Jean touched it, trying to think of what she wanted to say. Maybe she wanted to tell him how much she missed him. The words didn’t matter. She hadn't said goodbye in her heart, not like everyone else had seemed to. 
 
    Thinking of the boys kept Jean going. Her grandsons were her main reason for living now. A little of Eddie lived on in them, and she had to hold onto the fact they needed her. She had to be strong for them.  
 
    Jean's attention shifted when she noticed a fresh bunch of flowers on the far end of the grave. They'd been laid there recently. It was nice Eddie was getting flowers, and that people still remembered him. He'd like that. Jean stretched forward and looked at the card inside. It read: From your loving wife, Emma. From my heart to yours. I knew you'd understand. You wouldn't want me and the boys to be alone and lonely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean was making dinner in the kitchen while Derek watched the television in the lounge. She thought about Emma's note while she chopped vegetables for the soup. What did she mean? You wouldn't want me and the boys to be alone.  
 
    Jean left the soup to boil and went into the lounge. Derek had fallen asleep on the sofa. He opened his left eye when she switched off the television. 
 
    "Dinner ready?" he said. 
 
    "No, not yet. I want to talk to you about Emma." 
 
    "What about her?" Derek said, rising from the sofa and rubbing his eyes. 
 
    "That bag by the kitchen door. It's full of Eddie's clothes." 
 
    "Really?" 
 
    "Yes. Emma brought them around this morning. She wants to have a clear out." 
 
    Derek raised his eyebrows. "Oh, I see." 
 
    "Don't you think that's strange?" 
 
    "That she wants to declutter the house?" 
 
    "Don't you think it's too soon?" 
 
    "Depends which way you look at it." 
 
    "How do you mean?" 
 
    "It might be her way of dealing with it," Derek said. "Eddie's clothes are a reminder." 
 
    "Doesn't she want to remember him?" 
 
    "It might be too painful for her, love." 
 
    "That's not all. I went to the graveside this afternoon, and I saw a note Emma had left. I wanted to show it to you, but I didn't think I should take it from there. Anyway, she wrote in the note. ‘You wouldn't want me and the boys to be alone. I knew you'd understand.’" 
 
    "What's wrong with that?" 
 
    "Don’t you think that's strange?"  
 
    "Not really, no." 
 
    "What does it mean?" 
 
    "I have no idea. Emma probably meant she's not alone because she has you and me." 
 
    "You think that's what it is?" 
 
    "What else could it be? It's just a note." 
 
    "There’s a hidden meaning in that note. Emma was telling him something." 
 
    "Jean, I think you're over thinking this. Emma may leave notes on her husband's graveside if she wants to. It's not up to us to judge her for everything she does or says." 
 
    "But—" 
 
    "Jean, it's just a note. Leave it." 
 
    "Fine." 
 
    Jean went back into the kitchen and stirred the soup. She then looked at the black bag in the corner.  
 
    When she picked it up to take it upstairs, some clothes inside tumbled out of the bag onto the floor. Jean bent to pick the clothes up. She noticed a black t-shirt with a tropical tree on the front. She picked it up and could tell it didn't belong to Eddie.  
 
    "Derek?" she called. 
 
    Derek came into the kitchen, and she handed him the t-shirt. 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "I was taking this bag upstairs. The clothes fell out of it, and I found that." 
 
    "What about it?" 
 
    "Look at it!" 
 
    "I am." 
 
    "It's not Eddie's. That's not his t-shirt." 
 
    "How do you know?" 
 
    "Have you ever seen him wearing it?" 
 
    "We didn’t see every item of clothing he owned." 
 
     "I know Eddie. That shirt is not his." 
 
    "Jean, it might have been. Emma wouldn't have put in the bag if it wasn't. Would she?" 
 
    Jean thought about it. Maybe not. But Emma could have slipped it in the bag accidentally. Jean took the t-shirt from Derek and put it in the bag. She took the bag upstairs and put it in the storage cupboard next to the bedroom. She was still sure that the t-shirt didn't belong to her son.  
 
    At dinner, Derek was silent. He ate his soup and took regular sips of his water. Jean was still thinking about the t-shirt. 
 
    "I wish you wouldn't worry about things so much," Derek said. "It can't be good for you." 
 
    Jean sipped her water. "I'm just sure that wasn't his t-shirt. Just like I'm sure that note Emma left at the graveside had some hidden meaning. I think she's—" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I don't know." 
 
    "That's it isn't it? You don't know. All of this is just speculation." 
 
    "I know but—" 
 
    "You have no real evidence to suggest Emma is doing anything wrong. It's just all in your head. You've never liked her." 
 
    "It was too quick." 
 
    "What was?" 
 
    "The marriage. Between Eddie and Emma. It was too fast. They met one moment, and then the next they were married. He didn't know whether he was coming or going. He'd just lost his wife. Emma cajoled him." 
 
    "Eddie didn't mind." 
 
    "He wouldn't. He's a man. Women like Emma know how to get what they want." 
 
    "She didn't get what she wanted, Jean. Her husband died a year after she married him. None of us got what we wanted. You need to accept that Eddie's dead. Please, accept it." 
 
      
 
    After they'd eaten, Jean cleared away the dishes and took the rubbish out. It was cold and dark in the back garden, so she rushed back inside. But Jean heard the back gate open. She turned and noticed a shadow moving. Somebody was there.  
 
    "Hello?" Jean shouted. 
 
    Jean closed and bolted the door. At the kitchen window, she peered out to see if she could see anyone. But there was nothing there. Jean turned off the kitchen lights and went upstairs.  
 
      
 
    That night, Jean watched Derek sleep. She knew better than to wake him. And, what would Jean say? She might have imagined seeing someone in the back garden. Derek would say as much. But she was sure someone was there. Jean tried to sleep, but she heard something. Going to the window, she parted the curtain. She saw a blonde woman standing by the gate. The woman was wearing a red coat. It looked like Emma. Jean looked again.   
 
    The woman was gone.  
 
    But she had been there. Jean was sure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, how have you been coping since our last meeting?” Sierra Mathews asked.  
 
    Jean had been going to therapy for three weeks now. Her appointments were on Thursdays at one-thirty. A colleague recommended Sierra, who specialised in grief therapy, to help Jean deal with the sorrow of losing Eddie. There was little chance of someone spotting Jean because of the location of Sierra’s private practice, which meant that she could talk to someone confidentially. Privacy was important to Jean. Not that she was ashamed, but she wanted to remain discreet until she told Derek.  
 
    Emma was the only person who knew about the therapy sessions. She’d seen Jean coming out of the practice after one of the sessions. Upset and emotional, Jean confided in Emma. She wasn’t sure why she had told her. It wasn’t as though Jean and Emma were close friends. She supposed she had just wanted to tell someone.  
 
    Receiving therapy didn’t appeal to Jean, which was mainly due to her upbringing. Her parents never encouraged Jean and her siblings to be open about their feelings, and they certainly never had open family discussions. 
 
    But talking to Sierra was a breath of fresh air. She was empathetic, and she listened.   
 
    “I’ve been coping okay,” Jean replied to Sierra’s question. “It was Eddie’s funeral on Monday.”  
 
    Sierra smiled comfortingly. “How did it go?”  
 
    “It was tough. I don’t think my family understood how hard it was for me.”  
 
    Sierra’s brown eyes gazed at Jean. “How do you mean?”  
 
    “Derek seemed distant throughout the day. I needed his support. But, he was—”  
 
    Jean stopped and wiped her nose with a tissue.  
 
    “Would you like a glass of water?” Sierra asked.  
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    Sierra got up and poured her a glass of water. While she stood at the kitchen counter, Jean watched her. Sierra was fifty-seven years old. But, she looked closer to thirty-five. Her skin was flawlessly brown, and she had long black hair. Sierra had mentioned that her parents emigrated from Jamaica in the fifties. She’d inherited their youthful looks. Jean was not sure if the grief had aged her, but Sierra looked years younger, though they were the same age.  
 
    “You wouldn’t like something hot, like tea? I’ve got Earl Grey.”  
 
    “Water is fine.”  
 
    There was another reason Jean liked going there. She loved Sierra’s office. It was modern with couches and soft chairs, throw pillows, soft lighting, and warm decor. There was a constant smell of air freshener and scented candles.  Sierra handed Jean the water and sat back in her chair.  
 
    “Right. Let’s continue. You said you didn’t feel your husband supported you at the funeral?”  
 
    “Did I say that?”  
 
    “Something along those lines.”  
 
    “Well, I meant that he was more interested in Emma than me. That’s how it seemed.”  
 
    Sierra scrutinised Jean. “Are Emma and your husband close?”  
 
    Jean shook her head in denial, angry with herself for bringing it up. “No. Derek feels sorry for her.”  
 
    Sierra sipped her water. “When he should have been feeling sorry for you?”  
 
    “You make me sound immature.”  
 
    “That’s not my intention.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Jean apologised. “Derek and I have drifted apart. We don’t talk anymore—not about serious things. But he seems able to talk to Emma.”  
 
    Sierra waited before she replied. “Maybe Derek finds it hard to open up to you. You’ve mentioned that the two of you are not a very loving couple.”  
 
    “No. We aren’t,” Jean admitted. “But, I’ve always been a good wife to him.”  
 
    “This is not about whether you’re a good wife. I’m sure you are. But, your husband could not share his feelings about his son’s death with you. Maybe he feels more able to talk to Emma.”  
 
    “I know Derek needs his friends,” Jean conceded. “But, I need him, and he isn’t there for me.”  
 
    “Maybe he needs someone too.”  
 
    Jean closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “I guess so.”  
 
    Jean couldn’t deny Derek liked Emma. When Eddie brought her to meet them, Derek championed and praised his son’s choice.  It didn’t matter that Eddie had buried his wife, Rebecca, only six months before. It didn’t alter Jean’s feelings about Emma. She didn’t trust her, and she never would. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something was strange when Jean arrived home. Alfie charged towards her wagging his tail, the way he always did whenever she and Derek came back. Jean had left Alfie his dog kennel in the garden while she went to her therapy session. So somebody had let him out. Derek was at work so who was in the house? Tilting her head and narrowing her eyes, Jean sneaked towards the kitchen where she found Emma pouring water into the kettle.  
 
    “Oh, hello Jean. I’m just making some tea. Would you like a cup?” 
 
    Jean’s lips pressed flat. “Emma, what are you doing here?”  
 
    Emma put the kettle on the counter and flicked it on. “I told Derek I would pop round and see how you are. I haven’t really spoken to you since the funeral.” 
 
    “How did you get in?” 
 
    Emma picked up a set of keys off the kitchen table. “I used Eddie’s keys. I hope you don’t mind me letting myself in.  How was the therapy session?” 
 
    A creeping sensation itched its way across Jean’s arm. You’re the only who knows about my therapy, Jean thought. And you’re enjoying sharing my secret with me.  
 
    Jean put the suspicious thought to the back of her mind as she issued Emma with a forced, nervous smile. “It was fine, thank you,” Jean said. 
 
    “Is Derek still in the dark?” 
 
    A frown appeared between Jean’s eyebrows. “I’ll tell him in my own time.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s none of my business. I never told Eddie everything about me either. Every couple has their secrets.” 
 
    “Look, Emma—” 
 
    “Why don’t you take the weight off your feet? I’ll make the tea. All that talking must have given you quite a thirst.” 
 
    Emma added milk and sugar to two cups and waited for the kettle to boil. There was a smell of disinfectant and Fabric softener in the air. The pile of dirty dishes and washing that Jean had left that morning had disappeared. 
 
    “I’m sure there were clothes in that basket this morning.”   
 
    Emma glanced at the empty laundry basket in the kitchen’s corner. She then continued to make the tea. “Oh yeah. I did the laundry.  I thought I’d help out.” 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s fine. I don’t need the help.” 
 
    Emma bowed her head. “I’m sorry you feel like that, Jean.” 
 
    “This is my house.” 
 
    “I know. Anyone would think I’d broken in and murdered your dog.” Emma pointed towards the table.  “Drink your tea.” 
 
    “I don’t want any tea.” 
 
    “Come on, Jean.” 
 
    “I said I don’t want any tea. Did Derek ask you to come round?” 
 
    Emma put the cups on the kitchen table. “I’m sorry, Jean. I seemed to have offended you.” 
 
    “Derek didn’t tell me you were coming.” 
 
    Maybe Jean was overreacting. It was just having someone—another woman in her home, cleaning, changing things. Or perhaps it was because it was Emma. 
 
    “I can leave if you like,” Emma said. 
 
    Jean knew where this was going. As soon Emma left, she’d be on the phone to Derek accusing Jean of throwing her out. She’d do anything to make you look bad, Jean thought. Anything.  
 
    “No, I don’t want you to leave,” Jean said.  “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I know I can be a little overpowering,” Emma said. “I wish I was as shy as you. I wouldn’t get into as much trouble.” 
 
    Emma’s voice didn’t sharpen, but it had an undercurrent that made Jean’s shoulder’s go up. “Why don’t we take the tea into the living room?” Jean asked. “I’ve got ginger nuts in the cupboard.” 
 
    Emma smiled. “Okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean spent the next thirty minutes listening to Emma go on about her school days. They were sitting at the dining room table, and Emma had filled Jean in on her first boyfriend, and how she’d happily dated other men while she was with him. Jean wasn’t interested in her daughter-in-law’s dating history. She and Emma had about as much in common as a rat and a dog. 
 
    But Jean smiled and focused as she always did. Once Emma had finished telling Jean her stories, and there were many, Emma offered to make afternoon tea.  
 
    While Emma was in the kitchen, Jean was sitting on the couch reading a novel. She had read little since Eddie’s death and had missed those silent, quiet moments reading. She then heard the front door open. It sounded like Derek had come home early. She leaned forward on the couch when he arrived in the living room after chatting with Emma in the kitchen. 
 
    “Hi, love?” he said. 
 
    “Derek? What are you doing home?” 
 
    “I thought I’d finish early today. Maybe work from home. Emma’s been busy.” 
 
    “She insisted.” 
 
    “She means well.” 
 
    “She let herself in with a key,” Jean whispered with her eye on the door in case Emma came back in. 
 
    “It would have been Eddie’s.” 
 
    “Are you okay with her letting herself into our home?” 
 
    “She is family.” 
 
    “Yes, but—” 
 
    Emma appeared quickly with a tray of the teapot, cups, and saucers. She made cucumber sandwiches, another pot of tea, and found some Madeira cake in the cake tin. Derek gave her hand. A pang struck in Jean’s heart. 
 
    “I know that ham and cucumber sandwiches are your favourites, Derek,” Emma said.  
 
    “Jean used to make them all the time,” Derek said. “It’s been ages since we’ve done anything like this.” 
 
    Jean rolled her eyes as Emma disappeared back into the kitchen. Derek caught her. 
 
    “What?” he whispered to Jean. “She’s gone to a lot of effort.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask her too, Derek.” 
 
    “She’s just trying, Jean. So should you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emma dominated the conversation as they ate. She spoke about Eddie. Not that Jean didn’t want to talk about Eddie. But hearing his name, especially in the past tense, unnerved her. 
 
    “He was such a caring bloke,” Emma said of Eddie. “There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t do for me. If I wanted breakfast in bed, He’d do it. No questions asked.” 
 
    “He got that from me,” Derek said. 
 
    “When have you ever brought me breakfast in bed?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I always do,” Derek said. He grinned as his eyes worked towards Emma. 
 
    Jean tried to get in on the joke, but what she wanted was time to herself. She’d found the therapy session testing and the fact that Derek didn’t know about it made it worse. 
 
    “So, how long have you been married?” Emma asked. 
 
    Jean remembered quickly. “Thirty-Seven years.” 
 
    “Has it really been that long?” Derek said. 
 
    Jean couldn’t read his eyes. Did he mean that fondly, or regrettably?  
 
    “That’s quite an achievement,” Emma said, sipping her tea. “How did you meet?” 
 
    Jean was sure she’d discussed this with Emma before. “Through a friend,” Jean said. 
 
    “A friend of mine was going out on a date with this girl and asked me to come along to keep her mate company. That mate turned out to be Jean.” 
 
    Jean smiled, as she remembered the encounter. “Yes, we were a kind of hoodwinked together.” 
 
    Emma’s smile built slowly. “What were your first impressions of Jean, Derek?” 
 
    Derek gazed at Jean. “She was rather nice. Friendly, a little shy, but she was okay.” 
 
    Jean tilted her head downward. There was nothing untrue about Derek’s first impression of her. She’d lived under her older sister’s shadow and never escaped the confinements of that role. Even her parents seemed fonder of her two sisters.  
 
    “Was it a whirlwind romance?” Emma then asked. As though they were on a reality TV programme. 
 
    “Not really,” Derek said. “Jean and I realised that we got along, so we went out on two dates together and—” 
 
    “Let’s say things progressed quickly in the form of Eddie arriving unexpectedly,” Jean said. 
 
    Derek issued Emma a nervous, tense smile. Jean wasn’t sure she and Derek ever had recovered from Eddie’s unplanned arrival.  
 
    “In those days, it wasn’t like how it was now,” Derek said. “I thought it was the proper thing to do, as Jean was pregnant.” 
 
    “So you married because of Eddie?” Emma asked. 
 
    Jean pushed her food around her plate, not meeting Derek’s eyes.  
 
    “No, I wouldn’t say so,” Jean said. “You shouldn’t marry someone if you don’t love them.” 
 
    Derek’s nervous smile made her anxious. He didn’t regret marrying her, did he? 
 
    “Well, I agree with that,” Emma said. 
 
    Jean got up. “I need to pop upstairs.”  
 
    Jean left Emma and Derek sitting at the table and made her way out of the room. Before going up the staircase, she stopped and listened. 
 
    “You need to take care of her,” Emma said. 
 
    “I do,” Derek said. 
 
    “I mean it, Derek. She looks fragile.” 
 
    “She’s just lost her son.” 
 
    “You’re coping pretty well.” 
 
    “I suppose it’s different for mothers. I’m trying, but she always bottles things up. She’s not as open as you.” 
 
    “You need to keep an eye on her. Who knows what she might do if she’s left alone to wallow.” 
 
    Jean’s body twitched as she went up into her bedroom and closed the door. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath. I’m not fragile. I don’t need looking after. How dare she? It was no secret that Emma was beginning to get on her nerves. And it was evident that Derek adored her. Just as Eddie did. But Jean would remain calm and try to get along with her to keep the peace within the family. She was Emma’s mother-in-law and the matriarch of the family. It was her job to bridge the gap between her and Emma. Opening her eyes, Jean was startled when she noticed that someone had changed the duvet and pillow set on the bed. Had Emma been into her bedroom? This was her private space. Her and her husband’s private space. Emma had no right to touch it. She had no right at all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Monday morning, Jean sat and waited outside her practise manager's office. Being back at the medical centre felt strange—though she'd worked there for fourteen years and made many good friends over the years. It was like a second home where even the patients were on a first-name basis. But that day it didn't feel like home. It didn't feel like anything. She watched her colleagues bustle about doing their jobs and the patients sitting or standing to be tended to. It felt strange and uncomfortable.  
 
    Parkside Medical Centre had been there for as long as Jean could remember. She’d grown up with the place, and all of her family had been patients at some time or another. When a job offer arose, Jean felt particular proud and deemed it a job of importance. She was at the heart of the community, seeing faces she knew well, listening to their stories, their pain. It offered something Jean never felt she had—a voice, somewhere to belong. For those five minutes or so when she was talking to a patient, she felt important and needed. It was her second home.  
 
    But when Eddie was killed, Jean withdrew from normality and life. She felt unable to be the face of the Medical Centre, and she certainly felt unable to listen to other’s problems. She wasn't sure she was ready to go back to work. But Derek insisted she give it a shot. He said moping around the house was not doing her any good. Jean wasn't sure she was moping. She spent her days reading and trying to bring herself back to normality again. She couldn't just jump back into the swing of things like Derek. She wasn't made that way. 
 
    "Hello, Jean?" 
 
    Jean looked up from her lap and met the face of her colleague, Francis. Just like Jean, Francis had worked at the medical centre for many years and was a part of the fixture and fittings. She was also good fun and the one you went to when you wanted to gossip. 
 
    "Hi Francis, how are you?" Jean asked 
 
    "It should be me asking you that." 
 
    Jean smiled slightly. Ever since Eddie died, it was like being around her put people on edge. They feared that anything they said would be wrong. 
 
    "I'm okay," Jean replied. 
 
    "When are you coming back to work?" 
 
    "That's what I'm here to see Alison about." 
 
    "She's not been here long," Francis said. 
 
    It was common knowledge that Alison was not as easy-going as her predecessor, Harriet. She'd been practise manager for three months, but to Jean, she was settling in well. 
 
    "Well, let's hope she wants me back." 
 
    "If she doesn't, we all do," Francis said. "Do you want a coffee?" 
 
    "No, thanks." 
 
    The office door opened and Alison, a tall, mixed raced woman in her mid-fifties stepped out into the foyer. "Jean?"  
 
    Jean stood up and touched Francis' hand. "I’d better be going." 
 
    "Okay, Jean. See you soon." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once inside the office, Alison gestured to a chair. "Take a seat. How are you?" 
 
    "I'm well, thanks,” Jean said.  
 
    "I'm glad to hear that," Alison said, sitting and pulling her chair under the desk.  "And how are you really?" 
 
    Jean cleared her throat. "Well, it has been tough." 
 
    "I'm not surprised. Grief is never easy for anyone." 
 
    "That's true." 
 
    Jean noticed that Alison had made some changes around the office. It was a lot trendier than when Harriet occupied it. New filing cabinets had been installed, and the desk was new, along with the top-of-the-line printer.  
 
    It was obvious that Alison had wanted to make her mark, put her stamp on the place.  
 
    "So, do you feel you're ready to come back to work?" Alison asked. 
 
    "Yes. I miss being busy." 
 
    "It's not too soon?" 
 
    "No," Jean replied.  "I find it hard when I'm at home on my own. Derek goes out to work all day, and it's just me in that house, thinking. Derek seems to have moved on quickly." 
 
    Alison gazed at her reflectively. "Everyone deals with grief in their own way. I know that, when my mother died, my brother pretended as though it wasn't happening. I could never understand it. Here I was, cracking up, and he was laughing and joking as though nothing had happened. Then, I realised that he was a broken man. But, he couldn't show it. He felt he had to be strong for my sisters and me." 
 
    Jean never looked at it like that. She supposed Derek was trying to be strong for her, by not breaking down and showing his grief. But, she didn't want him to hide his feelings from her. She wanted to share her grief with him. The truth was: She felt alone as he was hardly talking to her. 
 
    "My husband thinks it's best if I come back to work," Jean said.  
 
    "Well, you won't have any complaints from me," Alison said with a soft, understanding smile. "You're a valued member of the team. And I know your colleagues have been missing you." 
 
    Jean nodded in appreciation. She had missed them, too. Working at the medical centre was not the most glamorous job in the world. But, in many ways, Jean felt she was helping people. She was very satisfied with her job. 
 
     "I suppose I'll be glad to be back," Jean said. "It will take my mind off things." 
 
    Alison high-fived her, and Jean yelped at her manager's rather contemporary style of interaction.  
 
    "But if ever you feel like you need time away off, then you must talk to me. I'm not the dragon everybody seems to think I am." 
 
    Jean smiled, amused at Alison's sense of humour. But she was ready. The idea of spending endless days at home thinking about her son would bring her no peace. Nothing would. But at least at work, among her friends, she could make some attempt to move forward. She only thought about Eddie when she was at home, alone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean left the medical centre and breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the car park. Maybe Derek was right. Getting back to work would give her something to get up for every morning. And it was refreshing catching up with her friends. As she was about to cross the road—she saw a homeless man sitting at the side of the centre. She hadn’t noticed him before. He was wrapped in a dirty old blanket, and his pale face was covered with a black beard. Jean was about to ignore him, but then she walked across. Digging inside her bag, she took out a couple of pound coins and threw them into the begging bowl in front of him.  
 
    “Thank you,” the man said. “You’re the first all day.” 
 
    Jean looked around. He was in a funny spot. Not many people walked past or down that side of the road.  
 
    “Have you been out here all morning?” Jean asked. 
 
    The man looked up at her. “I’ve been out here for weeks, love.” 
 
    Jean felt a pang of guilt. She wasn’t sure why. Derek often thought homelessness brought their condition on themselves, but it was easy to say that when you lived in a comfortable house and eating warm meals.  
 
    But something about him. Maybe it was his youth, sort of youth. He was not much older than Eddie was. What if had been her boy sleeping rough? It could happen to anyone, anyone at all. 
 
    “There’s a coffee shop over there,” Jean said. “Would you like something to eat? Maybe a warm drink?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Yes, thanks. Thank you.” 
 
    Jean smiled as the man got up and grabbed his bag. He then followed her into the coffee shop across the road. Jean knew the place, and the manager, Norma, as she and her colleagues brought their lunches there. When they entered, Jean noted the funny looks from the other diners. Jean gestured that the man sit at the table by the window while she ordered the drinks.  
 
    At the counter, Norma’s face was suspicious. “Everything alright, Jean?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. Can I have a plate of Egg and chips, and two coffees please?” 
 
    Norma wrote the order down and then poured the coffees. “You want to watch him you know.” 
 
    Jean didn’t reply and took the coffees back to the table.  “Are you okay?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I’ve been better.” 
 
    “It must be tough,” Jean said, sitting at the table. “Sleeping on the streets.” 
 
    “I survive.” 
 
    Jean sipped her coffee. “What’s your name?”  
 
    “David.” 
 
    “I’m Jean. Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Jean outstretched her hand, but he just looked at her as though she was a fool.  
 
    “How long have you been homeless?” 
 
    “Years,” he said. 
 
    “Do you not have any family or friends?” 
 
    “I’m hardly going to be top of their Christmas card list, am I? Looking like this.” 
 
    “But surely they’d help.” 
 
    “I doubt it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    David looked totally uncared for, and malnourished. The smell coming from him was inhuman, and Jean forced herself to ignore it. He was the type of man that could have been somebody if he’d taken better care of himself. Or if someone, anyone had bothered to look out for him. 
 
    “Have you tried a hostel?” Jean asked. 
 
    He kept his eyes on the table. His hands were wrapped around the teacup, as though to keep his fingers warm. 
 
    “What’s the point?” 
 
    “The point is you’d find somewhere warm and safe to sleep.” 
 
    “Those places aren’t safe.” 
 
    “They’re safer than sleeping on the streets.” 
 
    “And what would you know about it,” David barked at her. 
 
    He was right. What Jean knew about homelessness she could have written on a postage stamp. But he reminded her of something she’d lost, caring for someone, being a mother.  
 
    “I don’t pretend to know what’s like,” Jean said. “But I do that there’s help out there, but you have to want to be helped.” 
 
     “Look, thanks for the coffee and all that, but I’m not looking for a mother figure yeah? Been there and done that. Buried her seven years ago.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jean said, humiliated. “I didn’t mean to pry. My son died recently. I know what it’s like to lose someone dear to you.” 
 
    “My mother wasn’t dear to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not true.” 
 
    “What do you know about it? Look, I’m sorry your son died. Life happens. But you’re not the one sleeping on the streets not knowing where your next meal is coming from. I mean, you’re no Kate Moss, but you look as if you do alright if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Jean slammed a ten-pound note on the table and rose to her feet.  
 
    “There’s no need to be rude. I was just trying to help. Make sure you pay for the meal.” 
 
    Walking out of the coffee shop, she located her vehicle in the car park. Pulling open the door, she slammed her bag on the passenger seat, slammed her door shut and thumped the steering wheel. What had she hoped to achieve? Did she think to buy a homeless man a meal would bring Eddie back? Maybe not bring her back, but help her relive those moments with Eddie. Her son was never homeless and was too ambitious and hardworking to need her to bail him out, but he needed her, she was there. That feeling of helping your child, them needing you. As she wiped her nose with a tissue, somebody knocked on the window. 
 
    “Are you alright Jean?” 
 
    Francis’s face met hers with concern. Jean wounded down her window. 
 
    “I’m fine thanks.” 
 
    “I’m off for a bit of lunch. Fancy joining me?” 
 
    “I can’t right now. I’ve something to do.” 
 
    “Okay. Well, I’ll see you back at work then.” 
 
    “Yeah. Bye Francis.” 
 
    “Bye, darling.” 
 
    Francis scuttled away, and Jean looked ahead at the coffee shop where she could see David still sitting. She pulled up her window and sped out of the car park.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following afternoon, Jean agreed to pick William and Jack up from school. Emma said she was meeting a friend and wouldn’t be back to give the children their dinner. Jean was glad for the opportunity to spend some time with her grandsons. As she stood at the school gates and watched the number of children rush to their parents, anticipation filled her as she waited for her boys. Seeing children—especially the boys—reminded her of Eddie. It was like she was transported back to when Eddie was six years old and starting his life in school.  
 
    “Nana!” she heard her grandsons shout as they charged towards her.  William ran into her open arms first, followed by Jack. Jean squeezed them, almost not wanting to let them go. 
 
    “I’ve missed you both so much,” Jean said. “How are you?” 
 
    “Good,” William said.  
 
    “Love you, Nana,” Jack said.  
 
    Jean kissed their cheeks and led them to her car. Once she got them inside, she put on their seat belts and then got into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “How about a burger boys?” Jean asked them. 
 
    “Emma said we’re not allowed to have burgers,” William told her. 
 
    She looked at them both, shocked at their answer. She’d always taken them for a burger as a treat. It was one of the reasons they loved spending time with her.  
 
    “Why can’t you have burgers?” Jean asked.  
 
    “She says eating meat is wrong,” Jack replied.  
 
    “Right,” Jean said. “Well, I’m sure one burger won’t hurt. Just keep it between you and Nana, yeah?”  
 
    The boys nodded with enthusiasm, and Jean started up the ignition.  
 
    “So, how was school today?” Jean asked as she turned out of the schoolyard.  
 
    “It was okay,” Jack said.  
 
    William and Jack were twins. They were not identical and weren't the first set of twins in the family. Jean’s grandfather was a twin, as was her mother. The boys resembled Eddie with their peacock green eyes and caramel coloured hair. Jack was the spirited one of the two, like Eddie. William was more reserved and sensitive like Rebecca.  
 
    “When are we going home?” Jack asked. 
 
    “You mean with Emma?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Emma and Charlie?” Jack said. 
 
    Jean tried to keep her focus on the road as she drove. “Charlie? Who’s Charlie?” 
 
    “Emma’s boyfriend,” William said. 
 
    “Emma’s what?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Her boyfriend,” William said. “He lives with us now. She said he’s our new daddy.” 
 
    Jean had no idea how she kept driving and how she kept her composure while she took the boys for a burger in Kirkstall. Once they arrived home, they sat in front of the TV and watched a children’s program. When Derek arrived home, he came into the lounge, and the boys ran up to him.  
 
    “Hello, boys,” he said as enfolded them in a hug. 
 
    “Nana took us for a burger,” Jack told him. 
 
    Jean shushed him by putting her finger at her lip. “I thought that was a secret, Jack.” 
 
    “Why is it a secret?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Emma’s doesn’t agree with them eating meat, apparently,” Jean said. 
 
    Derek smiled slightly. “What time are we taking them back?”  
 
    Jean stood up and ushered Derek into the kitchen.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Derek asked her. 
 
    Jean closed the door. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Emma has a new boyfriend.” 
 
    “She what?” 
 
    “Yes. The boys told me this earlier in the car. His name is Charlie, apparently. Derek, she’s moved him into the house.” 
 
    “Are you sure?”  
 
    “The boys told me this. Why would they make it up?” 
 
    “Okay. It just sounds a bit strange.” 
 
    “She is strange.” 
 
    “Jean!” 
 
    “Jean, nothing. Our son is barely dead in his grave, and she’s moving her fancy man into his house. How dare she, Derek? How dare her!” 
 
    Derek rubbed her shoulder. “Don't get wound up about it.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” 
 
    “Because we don’t want to upset the boys.” 
 
    “I want them to stay here tonight,” Jean said. “I’ll take them to school in the morning.” 
 
    “They’ve been left in Emma’s care.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I don’t want Emma or her boyfriend anywhere near my grandchildren.” 
 
    Derek nodded and went into the hall and called Emma. When he returned, he closed the door.  
 
    “What did she say?” Jean asked. 
 
    “She said the boys can stay here tonight, but we must bring them home tomorrow.” 
 
    “Home,” Jean said. 
 
    “Listen, Jean. We don’t want to get into a fight with Emma over those kids. She is their stepmother and guardian. And they seem well cared for.” 
 
    “That’s not the point. She has disrespected our son’s memory.” 
 
    “Look, Jean, we don’t want to upset the boys. Let’s just leave it for now. We’ll talk about it tomorrow with Emma.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Jean couldn’t sleep. Her chest was tight, and she couldn’t stop sweating. Getting out of the bed, she looked at Derek asleep. She then went into the spare bedroom and glanced at William and Jack.  They were asleep on the two single beds in there. She didn't want to wake them, so she closed the door gently, and went down the stairs into the kitchen. She looked inside the kitchen cupboard for a glass and noticed that there was a pack of chocolate flapjacks in there. Jean was very careful with sugar, and she insisted that Derek not have much sugar because he had high blood sugar. Where had these snacks had come? Pouring herself a glass of water, she fanned herself. It wasn’t that warm in the house. It was the middle of October so she couldn’t understand where the heat was coming from. Suddenly, she felt herself becoming really emotional. She wanted to burst into tears.  
 
    She remembered feeling like this the night she heard Eddie had been killed in a car accident. She kept seeing flashes of Eddie in his car swerving off the road. It was like it was happening again. Eddie just kept flashing in front of her.  
 
    She moved into the living where she closed the door. Going over to the couch, she sat and picked up the phone. She dialled a number. When Sierra answered, she sounded tired. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Sierra, it’s me, Jean.” 
 
    “Jean Saunders?” 
 
    “Sorry to call you so late,” Jean said.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I shouldn’t have called. Sorry. Bye.” 
 
    Jean put the phone down and rested back in the chair. She felt so stupid for calling Sierra. She’d never be able to look her in the eye again. Getting up, Jean went back upstairs to the bedroom where Derek was stirring. He raised himself from the bed when he noticed her standing in front of him. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Jean smiled slightly and got into the bed. “Go back to sleep. I’m alright.” 
 
    Jean rested her head on the pillow. She didn’t fall back to sleep. She just stared at the ceiling. She never slept again that night.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Jean prepared breakfast for the boys. William and Jack sat at the table.  
 
    “Are we going home today, Nana?” William asked. 
 
    “Yes, darling. After school.” 
 
    Jean poured some cornflakes into two bowls, and then added the milk. She was still nervous about her tense phone call to Sierra. But, she didn’t want the boys to notice, so she tried to remain calm.  
 
    “Why did we stay here?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Emma was a little tired last night after seeing her friend. So, I said I’d look after you both until this afternoon. I don’t mind. I’ve loved having you both.” 
 
    The boys didn’t respond as favourably as Jean would have liked. They obviously liked Emma. She sat at the kitchen table and poured herself some coffee. Jean had awakened with a headache that morning, and it had gotten worse. Derek came into the kitchen. He was running late. 
 
    “Good morning,” he said. 
 
    “Morning,” Jean said. “Would you like some toast?” 
 
    “No time, love. I’ve get to get to work.” 
 
    “You have to eat something.” 
 
    “I’ll grab something on the way.” 
 
    “I can make you something now. It won’t take me five minutes.” 
 
    “Jean, please don’t fuss.” 
 
    They both looked at the boys and then Derek kissed her on the cheek. “I’m sorry, love. I’ve got to go.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “We’ll take the boys back when I come home from work. It’s best if we do it together.” 
 
    What Derek really meant was he didn’t want Jean saying something to upset Emma. Their daughter-in-law was carrying on with another man hours after her husband was killed. Jean had every right to be upset. 
 
    “Fine,” Jean said.  
 
    Derek kissed the boys goodbye and then rushed through the front door. Jean sat at the kitchen table, smiled tiredly at the boys, and drank her coffee. How was Emma going to talk her way out of this? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean picked the children up from school that afternoon and made them fish fingers, chips, and peas for dinner. Once she'd fed the boys, they sat on the couch and watched television. An hour later, Derek had returned home from work. He showered and dressed, and then Jean drove them over to Emma’s house.  
 
    “I don’t know why we can’t just take them back home. Our home.”  
 
    “Jean, I’ve told you.”  
 
    “I know what you’ve told me. And I’m telling you. They should be with us.”  
 
    Jean glanced at William and Jack in the back seat. She loved them both so much.  
 
    “Let’s not talk about it in front of the kids, Jean.”  
 
    They got out of the car, and Jean ushered the boys up the front path. Jean spotted Emma watching them through the large bay windows. When Emma opened the front door, she rushed towards the boys and enfolded them in her arms. 
 
    “William, Jack. I’ve missed you both so much.”  
 
    Jean side glanced at Derek. “Hello Emma?” 
 
    “Hello, Jean? Derek? Come in?”  
 
    Emma led them into the hall, and Jean noticed she had redecorated. Eddie's magnolia walls were now sage green, and his cream carpet was now shiny wood flooring. 
 
    “You’ve decorated,” Jean said.  
 
    “Yeah. I wanted to add a splash of colour to the house. Nobody wants to live with boring plain colours do they?”  
 
    “It looks nice,” Derek said.  
 
    Jean said nothing. Emma led them into the living room which had also changed. A huge flat screen TV took up the centre wall above the fireplace. The dining table, couches and bookshelves had all upgraded. It was like a different house.  
 
    “Sit down,” Emma said. “I’ll make coffee.”  
 
    “Not for me thanks,” Derek said.  
 
    “Jean?” Emma asked.  
 
    It was a while before Jean answered. “What?”  
 
    “Would you like some coffee?” Emma asked.  
 
    “No thank you.”  
 
    “Right. If you’ll excuse me a minute.”  
 
    Emma left them for a while. Jean and Derek sat on the large corner couch. Glancing at the walls, Jean noticed that every picture of Eddie had gone. They had taken even the picture of Emma and Eddie on their wedding day down. 
 
    “Everything has changed,” Jean said.  
 
    “How do you mean?” Derek asked.  
 
    “The house. It looks different.”  
 
    “She wants to make a fresh start.”  
 
    “And that’s okay?” Jean said. “Where are all the pictures of Eddie?”  
 
    “Jean?”  
 
    Emma came back into the room. “Sorry about that. I thought the kids should stay upstairs while we talked.”  
 
    “That’s fine,” Derek said.  
 
    “I’m sorry I must look a mess,” Emma said. She put her hand through her blonde hair and then tied it up in a bun. 
 
    “How was your friend?” Derek asked.  
 
    “She’s fine. She’s getting married.”  
 
    “That’s lovely,” Derek said. “New start for her.”  
 
    “Yeah. She’s thrilled.”  
 
    Jean cleared her throat. “Have you got a friend?”  
 
    Emma turned her head to a side. “A friend?”  
 
    “A boyfriend?”  
 
    “I see.”  
 
    “What does that mean?” Jean said.  
 
    “Whatever I say will be wrong isn’t it?” Emma said.  
 
    “The boys told me you’ve got a new boyfriend called Charlie and he’s moved in here with you. Is that true?”  
 
    Emma rubbed the back of her neck. “I have a friend, and I call him Charlie. But he hasn’t moved in with me.”  
 
    “The boys say he has,” Jean asked.  
 
    “Jean?” Derek said.  
 
    “They misheard me. Eddie told me they can be a little economical with the truth. Especially William.”  
 
    Jean glared at Emma with narrowed eyes. “Those boys do not lie.”  
 
    “Look, Emma,” Derek said. “We know how lonely it must be for you now that Eddie has gone. We wouldn’t want you to be alone. But the boys are our priority.”  
 
    “Of course,” Emma said.  
 
    “We have to put them first,” Jean said.  
 
    “I don't want to upset you both. You’ve been so good to me. But you’re right, Derek. I am lonely. Losing Eddie was the worst thing ever. Charlie is my friend. We've known each other since college. That's all he is, a friend.”  
 
    Jean didn’t buy her story. Emma didn’t seem the woman to remain friends with a guy. And she doubted her grandsons had misheard her. She was lying, not them.  
 
    “I understand, Emma,” Derek said. “Eddie’s death has affected all of us.”  
 
    “That doesn’t give her the right to cavort with another man when my son is barely cold is in his grave,” Jean said.  
 
    “I’ve told you, Jean. Charlie is a friend. Not that it's any of your business.”  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Jean asked.  
 
    “I married to Eddie not you,” Emma said. “You have no right to interrogate me.”  
 
    Jean slapped her hands on the couch. “You’re still married.”  
 
    “I am widowed.”  
 
    “Look, this is not getting us anywhere,” Derek said. 
 
    “I don’t want my grandchildren staying here,” Jean said.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Emma replied. 
 
    “You heard me.”  
 
    “Jean?” Derek said.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s your decision to make, Jean,” Emma said.  
 
    “They’re my grandchildren.”  
 
    “I’m their guardian. Eddie left them in my care.”  
 
    “They’re Eddie’s children. Eddie and Rebecca’s. They’re nothing to do with you.”  
 
    Emma stood up. “I love those boys, and I want the best for them. Right now I don’t think that's you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Derek said.  
 
    “I mean I think it’s best you don’t see them for a while.”  
 
    “What?” Jean said.  
 
    “You’re clearly distressed, Jean. That's why you're seeing a therapist.”  
 
    Jean gazed at Derek.  
 
    “What therapy?” Derek asked.  
 
    “I’m sorry, didn’t you know, Derek?” Emma asked.  
 
    “You know he didn’t,” Jean said.  
 
    “What is she talking about?”  
 
    “I’ve been having counselling,” Jean said. “I needed to talk to someone.”  
 
    “Why couldn’t you talk to me?” Derek asked.  
 
    “I tried.”  
 
    “Not hard enough. Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Derek. This is all part of her plan. She told you on purpose to make me look a fool.”  
 
    “Jean, don’t do this,” Emma said.  
 
    “This is nothing to do with Emma,” Derek said. “This is about us. You should have told me.”  
 
    “I think you both need to go home and talk. I’ll be in touch.”  
 
    “About the boys?” Derek said.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” Emma said.  
 
    Derek hugged Emma but Jean didn’t. Once they were outside and in the car, Jean put on her seatbelt. Emma stood at the front door and watched them. Derek waved at her but Jean gave her a slow, disbelieving head shake. Emma gave her a cold, sinister smile. 
 
    
  
 
    When they arrived home, Jean went into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Derek went upstairs, and when he returned, Jean was sitting at the kitchen table looking at a picture of Eddie. Derek stood by the door.  
 
    “I’ve made some tea,” Jean said.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    “I’ve explained why,” Jean said. “I needed someone to talk too.”  
 
    “About Eddie?”  
 
    “Of course about Eddie.”  
 
    “Not about us.”  
 
    “It’s all relative isn’t it?”  
 
    “Is it?”  
 
    “Oh please, Derek don’t be like this. You talked to Emma.”  
 
    “Emma is not a therapist. You’re talking to a complete stranger about our business, and you didn’t even think to discuss it with me first.”  
 
    “Because I know you’d react like this. Oh Derek, can’t you see what she’s doing.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Emma. She told you on purpose.”  
 
    “I had a right to know. None of this is Emma’s fault. I told you to let me deal with her, but you've made things worse.”  
 
    Jean rose to her feet. “Emma has got you wrapped around her little finger, and she knows it.”  
 
    “I just want to keep the peace, so we see our grandkids.”  
 
    “She can’t stop us seeing us the children.”  
 
    “Emma's got all the power. She’ their legal guardian.”  
 
    “We’re their grandparents. Their Eddie’s children. My Eddie.”  
 
    “Jean, if you carry on like this, you will drive everyone away. Including William and Jack.”  
 
    Derek stormed out of the kitchen and left Jean standing by the table. Jean gazed at the picture of Eddie. In her heart, she made a promise to him. She’d not let Emma take his children from her. Never. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night while Derek slept in the bedroom, Jean grabbed her laptop and went onto the Facebook website. She never used Facebook and didn’t like social media. The laptop belonged to Derek, which was a present from Eddie. Derek hardly used it either. But she wanted to see if Emma had a profile, or what they called it. She’d heard Emma talking about using Facebook before, and if she had a profile, then she would have posted something about Charlie.  
 
    That Emma could move on so quickly was beyond her. She may have denied it earlier in front of Derek, but her lies didn't fool Jean. She didn’t buy Emma’s lies. This Charlie was more than a friend and Jean would prove it.  
 
    While Jean waited for the Facebook page to load, she made herself a cup of drinking chocolate and then returned to the kitchen table. The Facebook page loaded and Jean typed Emma Saunders into the search bar. A few seconds later, a few Emma Saunders returned in the search results. There were different women, ranging in age and ethnicities. Jean scrolled down the page checking all the profile pictures, but she couldn’t find Emma. Not the Emma she was looking for. There was one particular girl that had long blonde hair and blue eyes. A replica of Emma. But when Jean clicked on her profile, she saw that the girl lived in Ohio and was forty-four. Emma was thirty-two and lived in Leeds, so it couldn’t be her.  
 
    Jean searched again, page after page, but couldn’t find anyone resembling her daughter-in-law. Jean got up from the table and leant against the kitchen counter. She sipped her chocolate and thought. Eddie told her once about people who spied on others on social media. It was like stalking—but Jean didn’t see it like that. She was just proving a point. Her legs felt restless as she stood. She kept blowing too hot or too cold. Her menopause had passed, but her body temperature remained erratic, and her stomach churned constantly.  
 
    Jean was about to return to the table, but she heard footsteps walking upstairs. Moments later she heard Derek clear his throat and the toilet flush. She went to the laptop and closed the lid. The heat flew to her head, and it was like she was in a furnace.  
 
    “Jean?” Derek called from upstairs. “Are you down there?”  
 
    Jean wiped her mouth and stood by the kitchen door. “I’m just having a drink, Derek. I’ll be up in a minute. Would you like one?”  
 
    “No thanks,” he said. She then heard the bedroom door close.  
 
    Jean sighed relief and went back to the table. She opened the laptop lid and returned to her search.  
 
    Eddie and Emma had only been married for two months. She must have used her maiden before and may have used it on Social Media. Jean then tried to think of Emma’s maiden name. She couldn’t remember Emma ever mentioning it. But Eddie told her full name once, Jean remembered. It ended with well. Jean pressed her hand against her head. What was it? If only she could remember, then she would find Emma. She'd be on Facebook parading her life. She was such an extrovert. So full of herself.  
 
    Then something flashed in Jean’s mind. When Eddie came to see her and his father one day, he told her he’d met someone. This nice girl, he said. His eyes flashed with admiration to a point where he reminded Jean of a schoolboy. Jean couldn’t fathom how Eddie could declare he’d met the one so soon after his wife died. She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of this woman. Jean remembered he said he’d met at a dinner party of one of his friend’s. Jason Carson. That was it. Jason Carson. He was an old school friend of Eddies. They had gone their separate ways when Eddie went off to university and later found each other on Facebook.  
 
    So Eddie had gone to this dinner party—where he had met Emma and was immediately smitten. Jean remembered him talking about her as though he’d never a woman before. He said she was funny and charming and Jason insisted he ask her out. Jean knew Eddie was always easily led. He was never a leader. Weeks after this dinner party, Eddie dated Emma. Even Derek found her alluring, and he hadn’t met her. Jean warned Eddie that things were progressing too quickly. He didn't know her. But Eddie was adamant she was the one.  
 
    So Jean suggested that he introduce Emma to herself and his father. Jean wanted to see who was captivating her son. When Eddie brought her home and Jean remembered her first impressions. She acted as though she wasn’t attractive, but knew she was. Jean laughed at how pretentious she was. Men drooled over and she loved the attention. She sat at the table going on about vegan diets and how she visited salons every week to keep herself looking well. She spoke from the moment she arrived until she left and dominated every conversation. Jean wasn’t fond of her. Something about her that wasn’t genuine. But Jean didn’t want to upset Eddie, so she tried her best with Emma. But it wasn’t easy when Jean had a wonderful daughter-in-law before.  
 
    Eddie’s first wife, Rebecca, was close to Jean. She wasn’t as pretty as Emma, but she was charming, likeable and family-centred. William and Jack were a credit to her. Jean and Rebecca were more like friends. And Eddie adored her. Her death was a blow. She diagnosed with cancer and underwent treatment for two years. Then the doctors told her that the cancer had progressed to where further treatment wasn’t an option. Her death was devastating. Jean cried for days, and Eddie was numb with grief. Jean never thought Eddie would marry again. Not so quickly. If ever. She had prepared herself to take care of him and the boys. It wasn’t as if Derek needed her that much. He was so preoccupied with work and his friends that Jean found solace in looking after Eddie and her grandsons. They were her world.  
 
    Jean looked at the list of Emma Saunders on the screen. Then the surname struck her memory suddenly. Chigwell. It was Emma Chigwell. Jean couldn’t contain her excitement as she typed the name Emma Chigwell into the search bar. When the results returned, Jean scrolled down the list of faces until she came across a young woman with long blonde hair and big blue eyes. The woman wore a bright pink lipstick and had heavily massacred eyes. It was her. Jean clicked on the profile picture and landed on her page. Emma Chigwell. Born in Leeds. Lives in Leeds. Went to Roundhay High School and then Leeds Sixth Form College. It listed her occupation as a Fragrance Specialist. Then Jean eyes moved to the marital status which said in a relationship. With Charlie Baker.  
 
    Jean gazed at Emma’s status updates and found pictures of a man. He was about twenty-nine, Jean guessed. Silky dark hair, piercing green eyes, with a body that told you he spent too many hours in a gym. He gazed into Emma’s eyes in all the pictures. That was him. That was Emma’s new boyfriend. Jean clicked on Charlie Baker’s name and was taken to his profile page. On his personal information, it said he was in a relationship with Emma Chigwell. Again there were several status updates featuring Emma. They were a couple, all right. Emma had lied to her and Derek.  
 
    Jean slammed the laptop lid down. Unable to take any more. She knew Emma had someone else and her grandchildren wouldn’t lie about it. They’d seen Charlie. They’d been around him. How dare she? They had just lost their father, and there she was bringing another man into their lives. Jean would not stand for it. She didn’t care about upsetting her. All she cared about was protecting her son’s memory and his children.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Thursday morning, Jean made a pot of coffee and toasted a round of raisin bread for Derek’s breakfast. She decided she wouldn’t mention searching for Emma on Facebook. He’d only dispute it, and she didn’t want another argument about Emma. Before Derek came downstairs for breakfast, Jean went out into the back garden and hung out the week’s washing, when she heard someone shout her.  
 
    “Morning Jean?” Christine, her next-door neighbour, peered over the garden fence. “Are you doing a spot of housework?” 
 
    Jean clipped a blouse of hers firmly on the washing line before she stepped towards the fence. “Morning Christine? It never stops does it?” 
 
    Christine puckered her lips and nodded. “I’m afraid not. No sooner is one job done, does another job starts. How are you?” 
 
    “I’m okay.” 
 
    “How was the funeral? Or is that a stupid question?” 
 
    “No, it’s not a stupid question. It was tough on all of us.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. I only got back this morning. We’ve been to see Ronald’s mother in London. She’s not been well. She had to go for lots of tests, so Ronald and I went down to support her.” 
 
    Jean liked Christine and her husband, Ronald. They moved in two months after Jean and Derek in nineteen-eighty-nine. Apart from Jean and Derek, they were the only longest standing couple on their street. Jean and Derek barely spoke to the newer families. 
 
    “I hope your mother-in-law gets better soon,” Jean said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Christine said. “But she’s as tough as old boots, that one! Anyway, if you need anything, well you know where I am. Ronald and I will pop around when we get the chance, okay?” 
 
    Jean’s attention swayed when she noticed Derek through the kitchen window. “Thanks, Christine,” she said briskly. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Okay. See you soon.” 
 
    Jean picked up the empty laundry basket and dashed into the kitchen. Derek was looking at the laptop on the kitchen table. She put the basket on the floor and stood next to him, hoping there was no trace of her Facebook search.  
 
    “You okay?” Jean asked him. 
 
    “Yeah. I wanted to look for some ideas for Ricky’s stag do. But I haven’t time now.” 
 
    “I’ve made you some breakfast.” 
 
    “I’m late, Jean. I’ve got to work.” 
 
    Jean sighed. “Take the morning off.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “Are you still angry with me?”  
 
    “I’m not angry with you.” 
 
    “I needed to talk to someone, that’s why I see Sierra. Please understand.” 
 
    “I’m not saying I don’t understand, Jean. You lied. I can’t talk about it now. I need to go.” 
 
    Derek gave her a dispassionate kiss on her flushed cheek before he left. Jean stared at the kitchen table of undrunk coffee, and uneaten fruit toast, the heat inside her burning her skin.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean went to Sierra’s office that afternoon. She waited at the reception desk while the young woman in front of her completed her conversation on the telephone.  
 
    “Hi?” she said, once she was free. “Can I help?” “I’d like to see Sierra please?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Have you got an appointment?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. She’s not expecting me but I do need to see her.” 
 
    “I’ll just see if she’s available,” the receptionist replied. “Can I take your name?” 
 
    Jean gave her name and moved while the receptionist rang Sierra. Moments later Sierra exited her office with a woman who looked about fifty-something, with greying black hair, and red, tired, bulging eyes. Sierra handed her a tissue and told her to make an appointment for the following week. When Sierra noticed Jean, her eyebrows raised.  
 
    “Hello Jean?”  
 
    “Hi? Could have a chat,” Jean asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t have an appointment,” the receptionist intervened from behind her desk. 
 
    “It’s okay, Sarah, I have some free time. Come through, Jean.” 
 
    Jean followed Sierra into her consulting room and pulled the door shut. “Sit down,” Sierra said, pointing to the empty chair opposite hers. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    “Coffee, please.” 
 
    She made the coffee in the kitchenette and handed a white mug to Jean. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jean said. “Sorry to burst in like this.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It happens I have free time this afternoon.” 
 
    “Good timing.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose. So, what can I do for you?” She sat in the chair was opposite Jean and crossed her legs.  
 
    “I wanted to apologise for the other night. When I called you. I was distressed.” 
 
    “That was clear. You don’t have to apologise.” 
 
    “I wanted to. I didn’t know where else to go.” 
 
    “Has something else happened?” 
 
    Jean sipped her coffee. “Derek knows about our sessions. He’s not happy about it.” 
 
    “What did he say?” 
 
    “Nothing, that’s the problem. He won’t talk about it. I didn’t mean for him to find out. Emma told him when we went to see her about this new boyfriend of hers. She did it to get back at me.” 
 
    Sierra gazed at Jean. “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what she’s like. We went over there to ask her about this new man in her life. She denied it, but I knew she was lying. So last night I checked her Facebook profile and saw pictures of them all over each other. It’s like my Eddie never existed.” 
 
    “Could you have misread what you saw?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “They could be good friends.”  
 
    “Oh no, I don’t believe that rubbish for a second.” 
 
    “If you want to believe something you will. Nothing will convince you otherwise.” 
 
    Jean sipped her coffee again. “I know it’s true. Emma is a liar.” 
 
    “So your husband didn’t take the news well.” 
 
    “No, not really. Emma made it sound like I was conspiring against him. I wanted to tell Derek myself.” 
 
    “You seem to project a lot of anger towards your daughter-in-law.” 
 
    “She deserves it.” 
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because Derek and I are fragile as it is, and she’s made it worse.” 
 
    “I think it upsets your husband because you didn’t tell him about your meetings with me.” 
 
    Jean understood that. Maybe she should have told him about her therapy sessions. She knew Derek’s views on therapy. He wasn’t keen on it. And he wouldn’t agree with his wife seeking outside help.  
 
    “I try to talk to Derek. But it’s like he’s shutting me out. I need him to understand that this isn’t personal. I didn’t mean to go behind his back.” 
 
    “I think your husband is facing his own struggles. You’ve both had to deal with Eddie’s death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Jean left Sierra’s office, she went to a coffee shop in Leeds City Centre and ordered a latte and a Danish pastry. She found an empty table near the window and watched as people walked by. She wasn’t sure how she felt after talking to Sierra again, but at least she had someone to confide in. She felt lonely, and she couldn’t seem to get through to Derek. He’d stopped talking, and she didn’t know what to do.  
 
    A sound of a screaming child crushed her silent thoughts. Jean glanced at an Eastern European baby who had dropped his toy on the floor. He was sitting in his pushchair, and his screams echoed around the tiny cafeteria. Jean rose from her seat and handed the toy to the child. The baby’s mother looked at her and smiled.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Jean said. “Is it a girl or a boy?” 
 
    “He’s a boy,” the mother replied with a proud, loving smile that Jean knew well. “He’s fourteen months.” 
 
    When Jean went back to her table, she continued to gaze at the little boy, flooded with memories of Eddie flooded. Her son was such a beautiful boy. A joy. To think the crash took him from her life. That fatal car accident had not only killed Eddie but a part of Jean. She jerked a screwed-up used tissue from her coat pocket and forced in the tears breaking the barricades of her eyes. With a tight chest and unsteady legs, she tried to stand but was thrown back to her seat. It was only when she noticed a pale freckled hand on her left shoulder she glanced upward and realised she everyone was watching her. 
 
    “Are you okay, love?” the barista asked.  
 
    Jean got a squirmy feeling in her gut and shifted in her seat. “Yes, I’m sorry. Thank you for the coffee and the pastry.” 
 
    She rushed out of the cafeteria and bumped into members of the passing crowd. Fired with heat, and shame she dived towards the Leeds City Library building and leant against the cold stone wall. While she breathed in the cool autumn air, she realised she was experiencing a mild anxiety attack. She tried to avert her mind from the dark thoughts about her son’s death, and her Emma’s crushing games. Ten minutes later she could breathe properly, and she’d stopped crying. Spotting the number fifty bus pull up outside the Superdrug store, she walked across the pedestrian crossing and got her bus pass out of her handbag. Finding a seat on the bus, she sat next to an elderly woman and prayed she wouldn’t have another attack.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek hadn’t really spoken to her since they got back from Emma’s house. It was now Friday so it had been three days. She couldn’t stop thinking about Derek and the way he looked at her when he found about her therapy. Derek was big on trust and honesty in a marriage, but Jean was too ashamed to admit she needed help.  
 
    Eddie’s death had crushed her, and the only person she felt able to share her misery with was Sierra. But Derek wasn’t pleased about it and he’d expressed his displeasure at her for keeping it from him. Jean was angry at Emma for telling Derek the way she did. But she was angrier with herself for not telling him first.  
 
    Emma’s cunning smile plagued Jean all day. The scene at the house kept replaying in her head. Emma denied having a new boyfriend, but she didn’t fool Jean. The other evening when Emma had let herself into Jean’s home and forced fed Jean tales of her dating history, she admitted to cheating on previous boyfriends. There was also the note she left at the grave, and t-shirt Jean found in the black bag of Eddie’s clothes. 
 
    What if she’d cheated on Eddie? Maybe that’s why he was so eager to move away and make a fresh start. Maybe Eddie thought by moving away he could change her.  
 
    Jean was in the living room when she heard the front door. Going to the window, she saw Emma standing at the doorstep. She opened the front door but didn’t invite Emma in.  
 
    “Jean?” Emma said.  
 
    Jean looked her up and down. “Yes?”  
 
    “Don’t be like that.”  
 
    “How do you expect me to be like?”  
 
    “Can I come in?” Emma asked.  
 
    Jean showed her into the hall. Emma was walking into the lounge, but Jean stayed by the front door. 
 
    “Just say whatever it is you have to say,” Jean said.  
 
    “I know you’re angry with me.”  
 
    Jean’s mouth pulled downward into a pout. “What do you want?”  
 
    “I’m sorry about yesterday. I shouldn’t have told Derek the way I did.”  
 
    “It’s done now. You made sure of that.”  
 
    “But he was going to find out sometime, and he had a right to know.”  
 
    “It wasn’t your place. I was going to tell him in my own time.”  
 
    Emma’s eyes rolled up. “It’s out in the open now. That’s a good thing.”  
 
    “Derek’s barely talking to me. This is my marriage.”  
 
    “Well maybe you should have thought about that before you lied to him.” 
 
    “How dare you? You know nothing about me or my marriage.” 
 
    Emma nodded her head slightly. “I’m sorry. Derek will come around. Maybe I can talk to him. He’ll listen to me.”  
 
    Jean’s body twitched as she faced Emma with wide-open eyes. “No, I don’t want you to talk to him. I don’t want you interfering. You’ve done enough damage.”  
 
    Emma gripped her handbag. “I am truly sorry if I’ve caused any trouble for you. That wasn’t my intention.”  
 
    “That was exactly your intention.”  
 
    “I was upset that you accused me of cheating on my husband, yes, but I wasn't intentionally malicious.”  
 
    “Emma, I can see right through you.”  
 
     “Look, I didn’t come here for a fight, Jean.”  
 
    “Then what did you come here for?”  
 
    Emma opened the front door. “We need to make a few things clear.”  
 
    “What things?”  
 
    “I’m in charge of the boys. So I don’t need any more hassle from you.”  
 
    “Or what?”  
 
    “Or I may re-consider when and if you can see your grandchildren.”  
 
    “You can’t do that.”  
 
    “I’m not doing anything.” Emma blasted Jean with a glare. “I’m just warning you to back off. Start being nicer to me. Because if I take those boys away, you’ll never see them again.”  
 
    “I won’t let you do that.”  
 
    “You can’t stop me. I’m warning you. Don’t cross me. See you soon, mother-in-law.”  
 
    Emma left and slammed the door behind her. Jean rushed upstairs into the bathroom. She threw up as soon she reached the toilet.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean had a spitting headache. She certainly wasn’t in the mood to cook dinner that evening.  
 
    She thought about calling Beatrice, but she was so wrapped up in Mike lately, that Jean didn’t want to bother her.  
 
    It was the 5 p.m. when Jean had gotten up from her rest on the couch. She prepared some vegetable soup for dinner, and waited for Derek to get in from work.   
 
    She was still tense from her earlier conversation with Emma. She’d threaten to stop Jean seeing her grandchildren. Emma knew how much those boys meant to Jean. Losing them would kill her.  
 
    Emma was nothing to them. She was their father’s widow. And she thought she could call the shots and treat Jean like dirt.  
 
    Fancy coming to her home and bullying her. Jean had put up with enough. Those were her grandchildren. And Emma had no right to say when or not she could see them.  
 
    Jean heard the front door open, and some keys dropped in the bowl in the hall. Derek appeared in the kitchen.  
 
    “Hi, love?”  
 
    “HI,” Jean replied. “Good day?”  
 
    “Not bad. A lot on, you know how it is.”  
 
    “I’ve done us both some soup for dinner.”  
 
    “Sounds great. I’ll just go and have a bath.”  
 
    “Wait a minute,” Jean said. “We need to talk.”  
 
    “Can it wait? I want to get out of these clothes. Get something comfortable on.”  
 
    “Sure,” Jean said.  
 
    “I won’t be long.”  
 
    He kissed her and went up the staircase. While he was gone, Jean got her laptop and searched Emma’s Facebook page.  
 
    She’d noticed that Emma had posted more pictures of Charlie and the boys. Watching Charlie with her grandchildren made Jean’s blood boil. They were Eddie’s children, not his.  
 
    A tightness burned inside Jean’s chest. Her family were being taken away from her, and she felt powerless. She took a bottle of wine out of the refrigerator and poured herself a glass. She had to make Derek see what Emma was doing to their family.  
 
    And that they were at serious risk of losing their grandchildren. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m engaged,” Beatrice announced as she thrust her hand towards Jean, displaying a sparkling engagement ring.  
 
    Jean had decided to visit Beatrice on the way home from the supermarket. It was the following Monday and Jean remembered her friend was working from home that day.  
 
    “You’re engaged?” Jean asked her. She’d tried to hide her complete shock but was failing at it miserably. 
 
    “I know it’s a bit of a surprise,” Beatrice conceded. “I haven’t known Mike that long. But when it’s right it’s right,” she added brightening with a happy smile. 
 
    Beatrice took two coffee mugs out of the cupboard.  
 
    “It is quick,” Jean noted cautiously. “Even for you.” 
 
    “Jean, I’m fifty-eight,” Beatrice responded. “I haven’t got time to wait around.” 
 
    “But what if it doesn’t work out?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Then it doesn’t. Life’s too short.” 
 
    Beatrice took the milk out of the refrigerator and stirred it into the coffee.  
 
    “And you’re sure. You’re absolutely sure?” 
 
    “As sure as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    Jean reached out and hugged Jean tightly. “Then I’m happy for you. You deserve it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Beatrice said. 
 
    She handed Jean her coffee and they both went into the lounge. Sitting at the dining table, Jean sipped her coffee anxiously. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “Emma has a new boyfriend,” Jean explained. 
 
    “She’s what?” 
 
    “His name is Charlie.” 
 
    Beatrice widened her eyes. “She’s a fast mover, isn’t she? How did you find out?” 
 
    “The boys told me.” 
 
    “He’s met the boys?” 
 
    Jean nodded. “You’re a lawyer, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Whatever you’re going to say, stop right there,” Beatrice cautioned, using her lawyer voice. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Jean begged. “There’s must be some way that I can get those boys away from her.” 
 
    “Not unless they’re in any danger,” Beatrice offered. 
 
    Jean slapped the table in frustration. “She’s not fit to be looking after them.” 
 
    “That’s a matter of opinion,” Beatrice said. 
 
    “She’s not related to them. Not like Derek and me. She hasn’t any rights.” 
 
    “The court says differently.” 
 
    “Why won’t anyone take me seriously?” Jean wailed. 
 
    Beatrice touched her hand, but Jean moved it away. “The world is not against you, Jean,” Beatrice said. “You’ve just lost your son.” 
 
    “This isn’t about that,” Jean said. “I know I’m grieving. But, Emma is just not right. There’s something about her. I’ve known it from the moment I met her. The boys should be with me, their grandmother. I love them.” 
 
    Beatrice pulled her into a side hug. “I know you do, Jean. You poor love.  But you’ll just have to give this some time.” 
 
    “I’ve got to go,” Jean announced. She grabbed up her handbag and hustled to the door.  
 
    “Thanks for the coffee and the advice,” she said giving Beatrice a hug. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean stopped by the florists near her house, on the way home. She’d wanted to brighten the living room up, and besides, the ones currently there had died. She brought a tuna mayonnaise sandwich and a coffee from the local coffee bistro and was heading to her car when she noticed something in a charity shop window. It was a charity shop that Jean regularly donated to, so she knew it well. When she looked in the window, she saw a cap standing on the hat stand. It was Eddie’s. It had NYC on the front. She recognised it because she had brought it for Eddie when she and Derek had holidayed in New York five years ago. She remembered that Eddie had written his name inside it. 
 
    Jean pushed open the door and asked the cashier if she could see the hat. When the cashier handed Jean the hat, she looked inside and saw it, indeed, had Eddie’s name written inside it.  
 
    “I’ll take this, please,” Jean said to the cashier. 
 
    Livid, Jean paid for the hat, left the shop and made her way home.  
 
      
 
    When Jean got home, she could hear Derek and a woman talking in the lounge. It sounded like Emma. Jean hung her coat up. When she arrived in the lounge, Derek and Emma were sitting on the couch, laughing. William and Jack were sitting in front of the television.  
 
    “Hello, love,” Derek said. “Look who has come to see us.” 
 
    Jean went up the boys and kissed them. “This is a surprise,” Jean said. 
 
    “I thought the boys would like to see their nana,” Emma said. 
 
    Derek looked at the bag in her hands. “What have you got there?”  
 
    “I’ve been shopping,” Jean said. “Buying my son’s hat.” 
 
    “Pardon?” Derek asked. 
 
    Jean took the hat out of the bag and Emma’s eyes dropped the floor. 
 
    “Care to explain, Emma?” Jean asked. 
 
    “It belonged to Eddie.” 
 
    “I know it belonged to Eddie. I was the one who brought it for him.” 
 
    Derek stood up. “What’s wrong, Jean?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? This was a gift for my son. And I find it in a charity shop for one pound.” 
 
    “I took some things there because I didn’t want to throw them out. Maybe someone could make use of it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you give it to me? You gave me all of his other clothes. Even a t-shirt that didn’t belong to him.” 
 
    “Jean. That’s enough,” Derek held her hand, but Jean pulled it away. 
 
    “Jean, I’m really sorry. I seem to keep saying that these days. I can’t seem to do anything right.” 
 
    “I just think you should bring Eddie’s things to me, rather than take them to a charity shop. That hat was precious to him. He really loved it.” 
 
    “That’s not what he told me,” Emma said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Look,” Derek said. “We’re not going to fall out over a hat. Are we?” 
 
    “It’s not any hat. It’s Eddie’s hat,” Jean replied. 
 
    “Come on, boys,” Emma said. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Derek said. 
 
    Emma got up and ushered the boys into the hall. Derek followed her. When Jean went to the window, she saw Derek hugging Emma before she left. When Derek came back to the lounge, he shook his head. 
 
    “What was that about?” Derek asked. 
 
    “She had no right to take that hat to a charity shop, Derek. And then to make out that Eddie didn’t like it. When I knew he did.” 
 
    “Jean, it’s hat.” 
 
    “She shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    “We could have had the boys this evening. It would have been nice for them.” 
 
    “She didn’t have to take the boys.” 
 
    “I give up.” Derek threw his hands in the air and left Jean standing by the window.  
 
      
 
    While they ate dinner in the kitchen, Jean watched Derek fork his new potatoes around the plate like he’d lost interest in them. Why was he really mad at her? Had she broken up his cosy little time with Emma? She saw how they were. Laughing, chatting. He never laughed like that with her, ever.  
 
    “Are we just going to sit here in silence?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I’m not hungry,” he replied. 
 
    “Is this about earlier?”  
 
    “I think you were out of order.” 
 
    Jean put her fork down and sipped her water. “She was the one who was out of order.” 
 
    “Eddie was her husband.” 
 
    “And he was my son,” Jean said. “I brought him that hat. It was special. She’s just made it seem like it meant nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t think she meant to do that, Jean.” 
 
    “That’s not all.” 
 
    Derek raised his eyebrows. “How do you mean? What else is there?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    “No, come on.” 
 
    “She gives me the creeps,” Jean admitted. “There, I’ve said it.” 
 
    Derek tugged at his ear. “Emma does?” 
 
    “Yes. She was here yesterday. She changed the sheets on our bed.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    “She let herself into our house and into my bedroom. That’s private. I’d never go into her bedroom. She takes liberties.” 
 
    “I said it was okay that she came around. She wanted to see how you were. She’s your daughter-in-law. Hardly a stranger is she?” 
 
    “That’s just it. She is a stranger, Derek. We know nothing about her. Eddie hardly knew her, let alone us.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Jean. We got together quickly. Eddie was just being impulsive for once in his life.” 
 
    Jean got up and started clearing the table.  
 
    “What’s this really about?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean?” Jean said. 
 
    “Well you’ve never been keen on her, have you?” 
 
    “I just said she gives me the creeps.” 
 
    “Jean, she’s just lost her husband,” Derek said. “We should be supporting her.” 
 
    Supporting her. What about me, your wife. I’d lost my son. Our son. 
 
    Jean slammed the plates in the sink, one of them broke. She was tired, not psychically, but mentally. Grief was tiring.  
 
    Derek got up and she felt his hand on her shoulder, and then down her back. 
 
    “Emma’s not the problem here,” he whispered. “Although she did mention that she was worried about you.” 
 
    “Derek—” 
 
    “Listen, Jean, we need all of the help we can get. Alienating Emma is not going to help is it?” 
 
    Jean turned around and looked into his eyes. They were hazel, and what she first noticed about him all those years ago. That and his smile. 
 
    “Maybe I’d overreacted about the hat,” Jean said. 
 
    “Yeah, you did. But I understand. You need time and someone to take better care of you.” 
 
    That’s what she told you. Those are her words. 
 
    Jean nodded. “Yes, Derek.” 
 
      
 
    In the bath later, Jean soaked her aching body. The water was filled with lavender scented bubbles, foaming heavily and nicely enfolded her. Rested her head against the tub, she thought about what Derek had said. Had she overreacted? She wasn’t so sure now. She’d felt so angry that Emma had taken Eddie’s things to a charity shop, in particular gifts that Jean had given him. It didn’t sit well with Jean. And it mattered to her.  
 
    Jean didn’t want to have to deal with this right now. It was enough that she had all of these emotions storming through her, so the last thing she wanted was to be fighting with her family. As she lifted herself out of the bath, and wrapped a towel around her wet body, she went to the mirror and gently dried her face with a hand towel. It was then she noticed the aftershave in the bathroom cabinet. There was two brand named aftershaves, and a shaving foam. Jean hadn’t seen them before. They obviously belonged to Derek, but he didn’t use that brand.  
 
    Going into the bedroom, Derek was taking a shirt out of the wardrobe. He always prepared his clothes for the following day, the night before. Drying herself, she gazed at him. 
 
    “I take it those aftershaves in the bathroom are yours?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I forgot about those. They’re so expensive I dare use them.” 
 
    “I thought they looked pricey. Why did you buy them? They are not your usual brand?” 
 
    Derek nodded his head, satisfied with his choice of clothing for work the next day. He then turned his attention back to Jean. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, Emma got them for me.” 
 
    “Emma?” 
 
    “She said they were Eddie’s.” 
 
    “She gave you Eddie’s aftershaves.” 
 
    “Yeah. It was at the funeral.” 
 
    Jean dried herself, her gaze flicking upward. Derek didn’t notice she was annoyed.  
 
    “You could have said,” she said. 
 
    “I didn’t remember.” 
 
    “Did you put them in the bathroom?” 
 
    “No, she did. Doesn’t matter does it?” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t matter.” Jean hoped he heard the sarcasm in her voice, as she intended. 
 
    At the dressing table, she put on her moisturisers, and then her night dress.  
 
    “Eddie liked the expensive stuff didn’t he?” 
 
    “I don’t like her rooting around my house,” Jean snapped. 
 
    “You’re not going to start all that again are you?” Derek said with a sigh. 
 
    “Everywhere I look, I find something that’s she’s altered.” 
 
    Jean then started on her hair, Derek flopped himself on the bed. 
 
    “It’s really nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “So you keep saying.” 
 
    “Because it’s true. They belonged to Eddie, and she thought I might like them. I thought it was rather nice of her.” 
 
    “Of course you did.” 
 
    Derek rolled his eyes and got off the bed. “I’ll go and make some tea.” 
 
    “Fine,” Jean said. 
 
    Derek left the bedroom, and Jean went to her wardrobe to get her dressing gown. When she returned to the dressing table, she noticed something on the floor underneath it. Bending down, she picked up the screwed up piece of paper that appeared like a receipt. When she unfolded it and straightened it out, she saw it was actually a receipt. It was from the department store where Emma worked. The item brought was two aftershaves and one shaving foam. The cost was sixty-six pounds for each of the bottles of aftershaves, and nineteen pounds for the shaving foam. Jean gazed at the date on the receipt, it was Tuesday the 4th of September. The day after Eddie’s funeral. Derek had said that Emma had given him the aftershaves on the day of the funeral. So why was there a receipt for exactly the same aftershaves and shaving foam, purchased on the day after the funeral? Something was amiss here. Did Emma buy those products specifically for Derek? If so, why? And why would Derek lie about it? And why was the receipt screwed up at the bottom of her dressing table, as it was intended to be found?  
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Jean and Derek made love for the first time in months. Jean wasn’t sure what brought it on, as Derek was angry with her for her treatment of Emma over that hat. And then the aftershave business hadn’t helped matters. Although, nothing ever tainted Derek’s desire for sex. Jean was the less passionate of the two. It was rooted in how she felt about herself, more than the enjoyment the act itself. 
 
    When it was over, Derek fell asleep. He didn’t say he loved her, which he usually did. Maybe that would have made it more tempting, knowing he still loved her. To know that maybe he wasn’t sleeping with her because she was there. Had she become a wife he had come to accept and tolerate rather than really want?  
 
    If only he could look at her the way he used to, when they were first married. Jean was happy then. She was in love, and though she had to marry Derek because she was pregnant with Eddie, she was in love. But, something had died between them. It may have sounded melodramatic when she thought about like that, but that look wasn’t there anymore. 
 
    Their lovemaking had become formulaic, just like their conversations across the dinner table. Nothing excited them anymore—especially not each other. That frightened Jean more than anything. Deep down, when she was at her most vulnerable, she needed Derek. And, now, with Eddie gone and the family feeling so fragile, she needed him more than ever.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean hadn't been to see her father in a long while. He was living in a care home, as he'd been suffering with dementia for many years. She wasn't sure why she hadn't been to see him. If she was honest with herself, that wasn't true. She did know. Jean and her father had never been really close. In fact, Jean hadn't had a close relationship with either of her parents. 
 
    Jean had come to accept it. She was never their favourite. Meredith and her older sister, Jackie, had held the position in her parent’s affections.  
 
    As Jean parked in the care home car park, she breathed a nervous sigh. She never enjoyed going there. It was always tense. She and her father never quite knew what to say to each other.  
 
    Locking her car that Saturday afternoon, and walking into the home, she gave her name to the receptionist behind the desk. A young care assistant led her to her father's room.  
 
    When she went inside, her father, Joel, was sitting on his arm chair looking out the window.  
 
    "You're daughter has come to see you, Mr West," the receptionist said. 
 
    Her father didn't look up at either of them. The care assistant left Jean alone with him. Seeing no chair other than the one her father was sitting in, Jean went and sat on the edge of the bed.  
 
    "Hello, Dad,” she said. “How are you?" 
 
    Her father didn't reply. Jean felt embarrassed, but tried to brush this aside. Her dad had always been good at making her feel that way. 
 
    "Sorry I've not been to see you for a while," Jean said. "A lot has happened since we last saw you." 
 
    "What do you want?" he replied.  
 
    "I wanted to see how you were." 
 
    "After all this time," Joel replied. 
 
    "It's only been a few weeks. And, I told you why that was. Eddie, your grandson, died. Do you remember I told you?" 
 
    Her father continued to look out the window. His rejection cut through Jean's heart. 
 
    "I want you to go now." 
 
    "No, Dad, please. Eddie died. He was killed in a car accident. I couldn't come and see you. I wasn't very well. I have to take tablets. You remember Eddie. Don't you?" 
 
    Her father gave her a sidelong glance. "She came." 
 
    "Who?" 
 
    "His wife." 
 
    "Eddie's wife, Emma?" 
 
    Her father nodded. "She came." 
 
    "When did Emma come to see you?" 
 
    "You're a very bad woman." 
 
    Jean rubbed her sweaty hands on the thighs of her jeans. "What do you mean, dad? What did Emma say to you?" 
 
    "You've been cruel to her. Nasty. I didn't bring you up like that. Your mother would be very ashamed of you." 
 
    "How dare you say that to me?" 
 
    "It's true." 
 
    "No, it's not true. You and mom never even noticed me. I could have set myself on fire and you two wouldn't have cared less." 
 
    Joel covered his ears with his hands and started shouting. 
 
    "You're a bad woman. Bad woman. Get away from me." 
 
    "Dad, you're not thinking straight. Please don't do this. 
 
    The care assistant rushed into the room. 
 
    "What's the matter?" 
 
    "He just started getting upset." 
 
    "He was alright before," the care assistant accused. 
 
    "Well, he's not alright now." 
 
    The care assistant calmed her father down and then called Jean outside. 
 
    "This is not the first time he's reacted to you in this way," she said. "We have to keep him calm, or it could make him ill." 
 
    "I didn't mean to upset him," Jean said. "What's this he's saying about Emma?" 
 
    "Emma?" 
 
    "His grand daughter-in-law. Has she been here to see him?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I should be telling you who comes to visit." 
 
    "But you must know if she's been here or not. I need to know because I think she's saying things to him." 
 
    "What things?" 
 
    "Things that have upset him." 
 
    "He didn't seem upset when she left. Actually, he was asking her to stay longer. He loved her company." 
 
    "So, she has been here?" Jean asked. 
 
    "She's entitled to see him." 
 
    "She isn't entitled to anything. I don't want her to come here anymore. I forbid her from seeing my father." 
 
    "I'm sorry, but that's not your decision," the care assistant said. "Mrs Shipley is the one we're supposed to take orders from." 
 
    "Fine. Well, I'll talk to my sister, and we'll sort this out. I won't have my father stressed out by Emma's lies." 
 
    Jean left the care home and got into her car. She was so upset that she almost cried. Her father was so distressed that he didn't want her to come near him. He’d never showed her much affection, but she'd never seen him like that. What must Emma had said to him? Her dad was saying that Jean had been cruel to her.  
 
    Emma had no right. Jean was angry and emotional. Emma shouldn't be seeing her father. She didn't even know him. Joel never went to her and Eddie's wedding. Now she was visiting Joel and telling him lies. That's what Emma's tales were, lies.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, after Jean had taken a bath, she was drying herself when Derek came into the bedroom. He was carrying a book which he placed on his side table.  
 
    "I'm going to read a couple of chapters of this and then it's night for me,” he said. “I don't know why I'm so tired. It's not like I've done much today." 
 
    "You've been on that laptop for most of it." 
 
    "It's a report I'm doing for work. I said I'd work on it over the weekend." 
 
    "We need to talk." 
 
    "Talk about what?" 
 
    Jean dried her hair. "About Emma. I went to see my father today and he was terribly upset." 
 
    "Was he? Why? 
 
    "Emma had been to see him and told him a pack of lies." 
 
    "What do you mean, Jean?" 
 
    Jean started to put on her pyjamas. "I mean she told him I was a wicked woman." 
 
    "He said that?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "That Emma told him you were a wicked woman." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Jean, your father's got Alzheimer's." 
 
    "It's what he said." 
 
    "He probably didn't even know who you were." 
 
    Jean moisturised her face. "He knew who I was and he certainly knew who Emma was. He told me to leave. He didn't want me there." 
 
    "I wouldn't take any notice of him, love. He's not well." 
 
    "Derek, don't brush this off." 
 
    "What do you want me to do?" 
 
    "I want you to listen to me. She's told my father that I have been cruel to her. And, because he's confused, nobody is going to listen to him. Don't you think she knew that?" 
 
    "So what if she did go to see him. Maybe he wanted to see her." 
 
    "Why? He barely knows her. He barely knew Eddie, for the amount of notice he took of him. So why does he want to get all pally with Emma? It doesn't make sense. My father is being manipulated by her." 
 
    "Are you sure that's not what you want to believe?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "It's like you want to believe the worst of her," Derek said. 
 
    "I don't have to try to do that. She's proving time and time again what a master deceiver she is." 
 
    Derek came up to her. "When are you going to stop this?" 
 
    "When I've convinced everyone what she's really like." 
 
    "Fine. But don't say I didn't warn you." 
 
    Derek shook his head and went into the bathroom. Jean sat at her dressing table. Tears stung her eyes and she reached for a tissue. Emma was reaching into every open crack of Jean's family. She was a like a worm, crawling in slowly, and devouring. 
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    Jean called the care home on the following Tuesday morning and instructed that Emma was not to be allowed to visit her father anymore. She knew that she was going against her family’s wishes. But Emma was out to get her. And Jean was not going to let Emma manipulate an elderly man.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, Emma had arranged for the family to go bowling on Saturday. Jean hadn’t seen Emma for a couple of days, apart from the time she phoned so the kids to talk to them. It was nice hearing from her grandsons, but difficult hearing their rapour with Emma. She kept asking them to tell her and Derek about all the fun stuff they’d done after school or at the weekend. The boys were so excited, unknowingly letting Jean know how they felt about Emma.  
 
    When Emma phoned on Friday evening and said she’d planned an evening out, bowling, Jean grimaced as she held onto the phone. 
 
    “Bowling?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Emma replied, theatrically. “It’ll be fun, just what you need.” 
 
    Why her specifically? Everyone was feeling down after what happened to Eddie. But in spite of her initial resistance, Jean agreed. Jean wasn't in the mood, but she pushed herself for the sake of the family. Especially as she was still annoyed with Emma over the aftershave business.  
 
    It seemed so strange, but Jean wasn’t sure why. Derek did say that Emma gave him the aftershave at the funeral, and then Jean found a receipt for the same aftershaves under her dressing table, in her bedroom. The whole thing seemed odd, and someone was definitely lying. 
 
    Jean hadn’t said anything to Derek, as he would only disregard her concerns. She’d have to choose her moment, wisely, and not come across as the jealous wife who constantly suspected her husband of foul play. She wasn’t that, although, you could never be too sure. 
 
     Meredith and Ava couldn't make it bowling that evening, but Beatrice and her new partner, Mike, attended. As Jean waited at the check-in counter for her shoes, Emma was standing beside her talking the man in front of them. Jean wasn’t sure if Emma knew him, but Emma would speak to anyone. The attendant behind the counter was spraying shoes with deodoriser, with a cubby hole cupboard filled with ugly shoes behind him, and looked as fed up as Jean felt.  Emma finished her conversation and then turned her attention to Jean. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to come, Jean,” she said. 
 
    “It’s okay. Maybe it would do me some good.” 
 
    “That I can count on.” 
 
    Jean brought the volume in her voice down. “Emma, I found a receipt for some aftershave in my bedroom. It was under my dressing table.” 
 
    “Oh, did you drop it by accident?” Emma asked, pursing her lips. 
 
    “No, it’s not mine. I was wondering if it was yours.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “You gave Derek some aftershave, he said they belonged to Eddie.” 
 
    “Yes, I remember. Eddie was always buying that stuff. I didn’t see the point in keeping them in the house so I gave them to Derek. He told me to put them in the bathroom cabinet.” 
 
    “So where did the receipt come from?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I’ve no idea. You may have dropped it by accident. I’m always doing that.” 
 
    “I would have remembered if I’d brought expensive aftershave for my husband. It’s not mine.” 
 
    Emma brought her face closer to Jean. “Yes, but you haven’t exactly been yourself lately have you?” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Jean snapped, slightly. 
 
    “Well, it’s understandable. Everything you’ve been through. I know you told the care home that I wasn’t to see your father anymore. I don’t know why you thought that was a good idea. It will only upset him.” 
 
    “I did that because you’ve been lying to him. And I’m not talking about my dad. That’s nothing to do with you. We’re talking about the receipt and the aftershaves.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised if you become a little forgetful. I’m telling you that you’ve brought them and forgotten about it.” 
 
    They’d reached the check-in counter, and Emma began speaking to the attendant. Jean gazed, and a number of things ran through the mind. That was receipt was yours, you liar. I know it was you.  
 
      
 
      Jean noticed Emma had been drinking that evening. But, it was okay. Jean would be glad of the excuse to take the boys home with her. 
 
    Derek threw his bowling ball down the lane and hit ten pins. Jean stood up and clapped. As Derek came back to the table, Emma stood up and kissed him on the cheek. A cold tremor shot down Jean's back. 
 
    "That was good, darling," Jean said, as Derek sat down. 
 
    "He was better than good, Jean," Emma shouted. Even though she was only sitting inches away from her. 
 
    "I've still got the knack," Derek said. "Eddie was a good bowler." 
 
    "Yes, he was," Jean said. 
 
    Derek went to the toilets while Emma bowled. Beatrice edged closer to Jean. 
 
    "She's good with them, isn't she?" Beatrice said. 
 
    "I suppose she is," Jean said. 
 
    "How are you doing?"  
 
    "Good. Well, you know." 
 
    "It will get better." 
 
    "You think." 
 
    "I know," Beatrice said. "I've never lost a son, but I did lose my mother, and that was tough. And at least you've got Emma and the boys." 
 
    "How do you mean?" 
 
    "It’s like a reminder of Eddie. She has his spirit. I can see why he was attracted to her." 
 
    "He was lonely." 
 
    "It was more than that," Beatrice said. "He could have had anyone, but he chose her." 
 
    "I suppose," Jean said. 
 
    Jean sipped her Coke, trying to digest what Beatrice had said. But, she couldn't. What if it had been Emma outside her bedroom window on Thursday night? Or Emma who had lied about and deliberately planted the receipt in her bedroom? Would they all think she was so wonderful then? 
 
    Beatrice left Jean and joined Emma. Jean noticed that Beatrice and Emma got along. Mike seemed to like Emma too.  It was like Jean wasn't there.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Moments later, Jean was walking towards the toilet, and Emma shouted after her. 
 
    “Jean?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Emma looked unconvinced and tilted her head to a side. “You’re not worried about that receipt business are you?” 
 
    “No. Now if that’s all.” 
 
    “Jean, I really would like us to be friends. But I feel like you’re hell-bent on making it an impossible task.” 
 
    Jean’s gaze flicked upward. “Emma, this is really—” 
 
    Jean was interrupted when a tall, slender young woman with curly red hair approached Emma. 
 
    “Katy?” The woman asked. 
 
    Emma looked at her, but then shifted her gaze. “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “It is Katy isn’t it?” The woman asked, looking towards Jean in confusion. 
 
    “No, my name is Emma.” 
 
    There was a moment of confused, awkward shifty gazes and silences. 
 
    “I’m sure…I must have been mistaken. Sorry to have troubled you.” 
 
    The woman strode away, looking back at Emma as though she was sure she’d got the right person. Emma shook her head and laughed nervously. 
 
    “Some people, honestly,” she said. “I better get back to the boys.” 
 
    Emma left Jean, who continued to the toilets, but her eyes never left that woman who had thought Emma was someone called Katy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, they ate in the restaurant section of the bowling centre. As everyone was tucking into their food, Emma got up. 
 
    "Beatrice, how are things going between you and Mike?" she asked. 
 
    Beatrice looked at Mike and smiled girlishly. "Good, I think.” 
 
    “Things are great,” Mike said. “We’re both very happy.”  
 
    "You look great together," Emma said. "Don’t you think so Jean?" 
 
    Jean sipped her Coke. "Yes, I do. Don't you think the boys have had enough fizzy drinks?" 
 
    "They're fine," Emma said. 
 
    "Just relax, Jean," Derek cautioned. 
 
    "Yes, Jean, lighten up," Emma said. "We're supposed to be having fun." 
 
    Jean sipped her Coke again as a method to keep herself calm. Everyone went quiet.  
 
    "It's good to see you're enjoying yourself again," Mike said to Emma. "I can't imagine what it's like to lose someone you love." 
 
    Jean started coughing, and Derek tapped her back. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Derek whispered. 
 
    "Yes, I'm fine," Jean whispered back.  
 
    "Would you like some water, Jean?" Emma asked. 
 
    "No, thank you," Jean said. 
 
    "Yes, Mike, these last couple of months have been tough, but I'm putting one foot in front of the other. If I had a therapist, that's what he'd tell me. Isn't that right, Jean?" 
 
    Emma looked directly at Jean. For a moment, Jean was locked into her gaze, unable to move. She could feel the heat rushing to her head.  
 
    "I guess so," Jean said. 
 
    Nobody knew about Jean’s therapy, and Emma knew it. She was enjoying the power she had over Jean. Jean was scared she might say something. 
 
    "Are you and Beatrice going to get married?" Emma blurted out.  
 
    "You can't ask them that!" Jean said. 
 
    "Why not?" Emma replied. 
 
    "It’s okay, Jean," Beatrice said. 
 
    "No it's not okay,” Jean said. “It's none of her business." 
 
    "Jean," Derek said. "Calm down, love." 
 
    "I'm sorry," Jean apologised.  
 
    She looked at Beatrice and Mike who both seemed uncomfortable. She didn't mean to cause a fuss, but Emma was pushy. And, Jean hated pushy people.  They were her friends, and it was up to them when they got married.  
 
    "It's alright," Emma said. "I understand. Really, I do. Eddie's death has been tough on you. I just wanted to cheer everyone up." 
 
    Judging by the silence that followed, Jean gathered Emma had accomplished her task to make her look bad.  
 
      
 
    When they got home, Jean and Derek prepared for bed. Derek hadn't stopped talking about bowling since they got back. He kept saying how it was kind of Emma to arrange for them all to go out as a family. 
 
    Jean found the whole evening torturous. But, Derek would only dismiss her if she said so.  
 
    "Eddie would have been pleased," Derek said. "Seeing us all together like that." 
 
    "Yes, I suppose he would have been." 
 
    "And Emma didn't mean anything by it, you know." 
 
    "How do you mean?" Jean asked as she unbuttoned her shirt. 
 
    "When she was teasing Mike and Beatrice. She's got that sense of humour. They knew she was joking." 
 
    "Okay, if you say so," Jean said. 
 
    "I do," Derek said. He came closer towards her. "Let me help you with your shirt." 
 
    "I'm fine. I can do it." 
 
    He undid the top button, and she took it off. Derek then leaned forward and started kissing her. 
 
    Jean recoiled. "I'm tired. It's been a long day." 
 
    "I really want you," Derek said. 
 
    "I'm not a machine, Derek. I can't just turn on a switch when you want me to work." 
 
    "I want to make love to my wife. What’s so bad about that? It's natural." 
 
    "I'm not in the mood." 
 
    "You never are. Are you?" 
 
    “Is that all you care about?” 
 
    Derek threw his hands up in the air. “I want to make love to my wife. We did the other night, and you seemed fine then.” 
 
    “That was then.” 
 
    “What’s changed?” 
 
    Jean sat at her dressing table and started brushing her hair. “I found a receipt under the dressing table. You lied to me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “You said Emma gave you those aftershaves at the funeral. She brought them for you, I found the receipt. They were brought the day after the funeral.” 
 
    “Jean I’ve got no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I knew you’d say that. But the evidence is there.” 
 
    “What evidence?” 
 
    “Emma planted that receipt in here so that I would find it.” 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    Jean stood up. “I don’t know. I don’t know why she does anything. But it’s all aimed at making me look like a fragile, unstable nut case in front of my friends and family.” 
 
    Derek’s expression was tense. “Jean, this all sounds crazy. Emma isn’t doing anything to you. She’s just getting through all this the best way she can. We all are. This isn’t just about you.” 
 
    “How do you explain the receipt then?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.” 
 
    Jean shook her head, sighing heavily. She went into her wardrobe for her dressing gown, but it had fallen off the hanger onto the pile of bags she’d had at the bottom. When she picked it up, she noticed a shopping bag, belonging to the department store where Emma worked.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I don’t understand—” Jean stuttered. 
 
    She picked up the bag, and when she looked inside, found two bottles of aftershave, and shaving foam.  
 
    “What are those?” Derek enquired. 
 
    Jean flew into the bathroom, yanked open the bathroom cabinet, and the aftershaves that Emma had given to Derek were still there.  
 
    “Where did these come from?”  
 
    Derek took the bag from her and sighed. “You must have brought them.” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    “You don’t remember.” 
 
    “I didn’t buy them.” 
 
    Jean went into the bedroom and sat on the bed. She had heartburn, and her throat felt tight, dry, and restricted. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Derek said. “We all make mistakes, not to worry. I’ll go downstairs and make you some tea.” 
 
    Derek closed the bedroom door behind him. How had this happened? It was like an awful game. Life had changed so much since Emma arrived in their family. And only Jean could see it.  
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    "Mike is such a wonderful man," Beatrice said. "You know how hard they are to come by." 
 
    Jean had met Beatrice for a coffee the following afternoon. It was a Monday lunchtime, and Beatrice called and told her she wanted her advice. They were sitting inside in an Italian bistro on the busy road near to where Jean lived. 
 
    "I agree," Jean said.  
 
    "And, of course, I'm not getting any younger. I have to think about the future." 
 
    "How do you mean?"  
 
    "Well, if he wants to get serious one day—" 
 
    "Has he said that? That he wants to get serious?"  
 
    "Not in so many words. But, he's hinting at something. He keeps asking me what my plans are for the future. I doubt he's talking about holidays." 
 
    Jean sipped her water. "You can't second guess what he wants." 
 
    Beatrice nodded. "I know that. But, I don't want to scare him off. Listen to me. Anyone would think I was a teenager." 
 
    "You're just worried," Jean said. "Is it because of what Emma said yesterday evening?" 
 
    Beatrice looked confused. "Emma? What did she say?" 
 
    "When she was going on about how you and Mike should get married. You know, when we went bowling. I think she’d had too much to drink." 
 
    "Oh that," Beatrice said. "She was just joking. Wasn't she?" 
 
    "I thought it was rather rude and insensitive, but then that's Emma all over." 
 
    Beatrice took a sip of her juice. "She has a sarcastic sense of humour. It's not a crime. And Mike seems to like her." 
 
    "So does Derek. But what I mean is that she was out of order." 
 
    "Are you sure you're not just taking this too seriously?" 
 
    Jean stared at the ground, working hard to steady her own breathing.  
 
    "I just thought she had embarrassed you." 
 
    "No, of course not. She's a lively girl. The drink just got too much for her. That's all." 
 
    "But she shouldn't be drinking like that, not when she's supposed to be looking after the boys." 
 
    "Jean, really. It's not as bad as all that." 
 
    Jean realised she probably sounded neurotic, so she stopped herself from saying anything more about Emma. 
 
    "So, what are you going to do about Mike?"  
 
    Beatrice shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know. But if he wants to get married, then I'll consider it. Maybe Emma did us a favour." 
 
    "I doubt that." 
 
    "Seriously. I never thought about marriage before. And it's about time I got serious with someone. Look at you and Derek. How many years have the two of you been married?" 
 
    "Thirty-Seven." 
 
    Jean couldn't believe it as she said it.  
 
    "That's a lifetime." 
 
    "It feels like it." 
 
    "And would you be without him?" 
 
    "I suppose not." 
 
    "I've never had that," Beatrice said. "You're very lucky." 
 
    "But you've got Mike. A passionate love affair. I've never had that." 
 
    "We're never happy. Are we?" 
 
    "No, we're not." 
 
    Jean smiled as she sipped her drink.  
 
    "Do you think I should marry Mike?" 
 
    "I can't answer that." 
 
    "You know me better than most." 
 
    "If that's what you want. But marriage isn't all that it's cracked up to be." 
 
    "Is everything okay between you and Derek?" 
 
    "Yes, well, we've just buried our son. It's bound to have an effect on our relationship." 
 
    "Of course it is. But you've been together for years. There isn't a mountain; you two can't climb together." 
 
    "I wish I had your confidence, Beatrice. I really do." 
 
    Beatrice raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Jean thought before she answered, and lied. “Yes. Everything is fine.” 
 
      
 
    At home, Jean made herself a cup of tea and drank it standing up in the kitchen. Derek was in the garden. At one point she saw and heard him talking to their neighbour next door. She took her tea upstairs to the bedroom, went into the wardrobe, and took out the shopping bag with the aftershaves. What if she took the receipt into the store and asked one of the assistants if they remembered her buying it. There would be cameras everywhere in that shop. Surely if Jean had purchased those aftershaves, she’d a left a trail of evidence. Did she use her credit card? Cash?  
 
    The bedroom door opened and Derek entered, drying his hands with a hand towel. 
 
    “That garden will be the death of me. What are you doing?” 
 
    “I just thought I should call the bank.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “They’d have a record of this purchase. It will be on my statement. Or I could just look online.” 
 
    “Are you still thinking you didn’t buy them?” 
 
    Jean stood up. “I don’t think I know.” 
 
    “Jean, I told you it doesn’t matter. I’ve got a mate at work. We can give them to him, it’s his birthday. Or donate to charity if you like.” 
 
    “I don’t want to give them to charity or to your mate at work. I want to know where they came from. How they ended up here. Why you’re so quick to believe that your wife is going crazy, and can’t actually remember buying her own husband expensive aftershave.” 
 
    Jean put the aftershave back into the wardrobe, grabbed her tea, and went back downstairs. Derek followed her.  
 
    “Jean, I don’t think you’re crazy.” 
 
    “You could have fooled me.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to say. But you won’t listen to me, will you?” 
 
    Jean moved into the lounge, turned on the TV, and sat on the couch. Derek switched it off using the remote.  
 
    “Jean, we can’t go on like this. You can’t accuse Emma of all sorts, and make out like she’s got some sort of vendetta against you.” 
 
    “I’m just stating the facts.” 
 
    “They’re not facts. It’s all in your head. The grief is confusing you.” 
 
    Jean knew he’d see it like that, which was why she never wanted to say anything.  
 
    “Derek, I don’t want to argue about this. I just think something strange is going on. If you don’t want to see it, then there really isn’t any point in us discussing this any further.” 
 
    Derek sighed heavily and left the room. She then heard him go out of the back door, and return to the garden. Jean rested her head back on the couch and finished her tea which was now cold. She got up, went into the kitchen to make herself a cup of tea. Looking through the kitchen window, she saw Derek on his mobile phone. She couldn’t hear what he was saying, and couldn’t open the window, or he would know she was there, probably listening. But he was throwing his hands up in the air, as though she was exasperated. Moments later, he returned to the kitchen, smiled tensely and then went upstairs. Jean watched him, wondering who he was talking to. 
 
      
 
    In bed that night, Derek was fast asleep. Jean watched him. She often did that. Nothing could wake Derek when he was asleep. She was the opposite. Getting up gently, she pulled on her dressing gown and saw Derek’s phone on her dressing table. She never checked his phone. Never had any reason to. But he was acting cagey and was so tense ever since that call this afternoon in the garden. He never spoke to Jean about it, which he often did. Maybe it was business, Jean had no idea. But looking at his call history would put her mind at ease. Picking up the mobile, she took it out of the bedroom, and into the spare bedroom. The other bedroom used to belong to Eddie. Jean hadn’t been in there since Eddie’s death. Of course, it didn’t have Eddie’s things in there anymore, but Eddie’s presence had never left it since he moved out. To Jean, it would always be Eddie’s bedroom. 
 
    The room she was standing in now was used as a spare for guests, and one side of the room was a little study for Derek. There was a desk, with a lamp, and a tea coaster on it. Jean wheeled the chair from under the desk and sat down. Looking through Derek’s phone made her guilty, suspicious, either of which she wasn’t. His caller history was full of calls from her, work, and his best friends, Luke and Joseph. Then there was the call from that afternoon. Jean recognised the number straight away, as she’d call it herself so many times.  
 
    It was Emma’s number.  
 
    She was who he talking to in the garden. Of course, there should be nothing suspicious in him talking to his daughter-in-law. But why would he think it necessary to keep it from his wife? Jean got up and went to the window. She pulled the curtain slightly, it was dark, and tips of rain were streaking down the glass. The garden that Derek had been working on all day had been shielded by the darkness, just like Jean’s mind of late. Nothing made any sense, and as a woman who needed order and routine, she could feel herself becoming lost in all the uncertainty.  
 
    Grief manifested itself in many ways, was what her therapist told her. We all grieve in our own way. But was this grief? Jean wasn’t sure. Eddie’s death had taken her to a place of sadness that was dark, overwhelming, terrifying. Losing a child was unbearable.  
 
    As she made her way back to her bedroom, Derek was still asleep. She put his mobile phone back on the dressing table. Her body was cold as she climbed back into bed. She never slept.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What bothers you the most about your daughter-in-law?”  
 
    Jean was standing by the window in Sierra’s office. This was her fourth therapy session, and she was beginning to wonder if therapy was a good idea. 
 
    “Everything,” Jean replied. 
 
    “Can you be more specific?” Sierra asked. 
 
    Jean turned around and looked at Sierra, who was sitting on her chair with her legs crossed and a notebook and pen in her hands.  
 
    “I’m just worried about my grandchildren?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s the right person to be caring for them.” 
 
    “But she was your son’s choice.” 
 
    “Eddie was taken in by her. That’s all.” 
 
    Jean returned to her chair and moved her hand through her hair. Sierra continued to study her. 
 
    “When did these feelings begin?” 
 
    “Do we have to talk about Emma?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m the one that’s supposed to be asking the questions.” 
 
    “I suppose they started the moment Eddie brought her home.” 
 
    Jean had never got over her initial feelings about Emma. She’d never taken to her—despite what everyone was saying about her. 
 
    “Was it become you think he’d moved on too quickly?” 
 
    “I suppose. Rebecca—his first wife, hadn’t been dead long. I don’t think he was thinking straight.” 
 
    “You didn’t think he loved her?” 
 
    “I suppose not. Why are still talking about Emma?” 
 
    “Because I think she’s an important part of your grieving process.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You seem to have deep issues with her. I’m just trying to establish when these issues were formed and how they can be resolved. The last thing you need is to have this on top of grieving for your son.” 
 
    Jean stood up again. She started to feel anxious. She didn’t think she had deep issues with Emma. If anything it was the other way around. Emma hadn’t been particularly amiable towards her either. 
 
    “I am trying to deal with my issues with her. But it doesn’t subtract away from the fact that I think she shouldn’t be looking after my grandsons. She’s not their mother. Rebecca was. And I’m their grandmother.” 
 
    “Don’t you respect your son’s wishes?” 
 
    “It’s not about that.” 
 
    “Then what is it about?” 
 
    “It’s about me doing right my family. Eddie would have wanted that.” 
 
    “I’m sure he would but—” 
 
    “I know you think I’m some crazy old woman who’s gone it in for her daughter-in-law because she took her precious son away. But I can assure you you’re wrong. I’m a good person who has always tried to do the right thing.” 
 
    “I don’t think that, Jean.” 
 
    “Everybody thinks that. Even my husband. He doesn’t believe me either. It’s like she’s poisoned everyone against me.” 
 
    “Why do you think that?” 
 
    “Because nobody listens to me. Nobody ever listens to me.” 
 
    “Not even your husband?” 
 
    “Especially him. I’m even lying to him now.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Emma. The things I know about her.” Jean fetched her handbag from the couch and rooted around for her notebook. She opened it up, vigorously flicking the pages until she landed on the page she wanted. 
 
    “I wrote it all down. I was outside her house for two hours yesterday. Watching everything. Two men entered the house at different times. She was very friendly with both of them. I’ve never seen them before. But it’s all here, the times and the dates.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching your daughter-in-law’s house?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Technically, it’s my son’s house.” 
 
    “But she’s living there.” 
 
    “Yes—but that’s not the point. She shouldn’t be entertaining her male friends a week after she’s buried my son. It’s not right.” 
 
    Sierra held her hand out for the notebook and read Jean’s notes. She then bit the inside of her lip. 
 
    “How many times have you followed Emma?” 
 
    “I don’t follow her.” 
 
    “That’s what this looks like.” 
 
    “I don’t agree. She won’t let me near the boys unless she says so. How else am I supposed to prove that she’s unfit to take care of them?” 
 
    “I don’t think this is the way to do it,” Sierra said. 
 
    “They’re not your family are they?” 
 
    “Jean—I think you need to consider your actions carefully.” 
 
    “But you make it sound like I’m doing something wrong.” 
 
    Jean shifted in her chair, unable to get comfortable. Maybe the note-taking was taking things too far. But she needed to remind herself of what she saw.  
 
    “I’m not trying to make you feel guilty or alarm you, but I just want you to think about what you’re doing. How it may seem.” 
 
    “And how is that?” 
 
    “That you may have a severe grudge against your daughter-in-law.” 
 
    Jean’s stomach churned. “That’s not what this is about.” 
 
    “But you can’t actually explain what your problem is with her can you?” 
 
    “That’s why I took the notes.” 
 
    “You should talk to your husband about this.” 
 
    “What’s the point when he won’t listen?” Jean stood up and walked towards the window. “You’re not listening to me either. I shouldn’t have come. Actually, I think it’s best that we forget about this altogether.” 
 
    Jean grabbed her notebook out of Sierra’s hand. Sierra stood up and tried to stop her.  
 
    “Jean, I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re doing really well.” 
 
    “I won’t be coming again.” 
 
    Jean dashed out of the office and found herself gasping for breath on the street. Pressing the pedestrian crossing button, she darted across the busy main road and headed down one of the side streets. Once she’d stopped, she located her car in the car park and sat inside for a moment. She just needed a moment on her own. Her bag was on the passenger seat. She took out the notebook and started reading the various notes she’d written about her daughter-in-law. The things she’d said, the list of things Jean believed she’d done wrong. There were a number of things. Jean had recorded it all. Everything she said to Jean, including her jibes and bitter jokes. The aftershave incident, the night Jean saw her in her garden, watching her. Purposely stopping her seeing the boys when Jean wanted to see them. The time Jean saw Derek talking to her in the garden. And the fact that he’d never mentioned it.  Jean had every wretched moment recorded on paper and in her mind.  
 
    Emma was not going take her husband and her family away from her like she’d taken Eddie. Jean was not prepared to let that happen. She’d fight for her grandsons until the bitter end. Flicking through the pages, Jean wrote down today’s date and then put the diary back in her bag. Everyone may think she was crazy, but Emma was bound to slip up one day. And for Jean, that day couldn’t come soon enough. 
 
      
 
    Derek was sitting at the kitchen table, looking at his phone. Jean had prepared soup and bread rolls for dinner. She wasn’t in the mood to prepare anything else. Besides, it was cold outside, and the soup was warm and comforting.  
 
    Once she’d put the bowls of soup onto the table, she sat down and couldn’t look at Derek.  
 
    “Good day?” he asked. 
 
    “You know how it is.” 
 
    “It’s going to take time you know.” 
 
    A brief flash of a saddened smile crossed Jean’s face.  
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Derek sipped his soup. “Maybe we should go out for dinner one evening. Get out of the house.” 
 
    It had been ages since she and Derek had been out to dinner.  
 
    “Yeah, that would be great.” 
 
    Derek smiled. “And it will give us the chance to put all of this business behind us.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “All this stuff with Emma. The sooner you two can kiss and make up, the better. I’m not angry that she told me about your therapy. At least you’re getting the help you need.” 
 
    Jean cleared her throat. “I’m quite you see it that way.” 
 
    “A friend was telling me about this forum online. It’s where a group of grieving mothers get together and offer each other support. You should try it. Every little bit helps.” 
 
    Jean sipped her water. “I thought you didn’t agree with therapy?” 
 
    “I didn’t before. But speaking to Emma, she made me see that it’s not that bad really. And if it helps you, then I should support you.” 
 
    Jean wanted to spit. Those were Emma’s words, not Derek’s.  
 
    “So she spoke to you.” 
 
    “Well in a matter of speaking.” 
 
    “You’ll listen to her, but you won’t listen to me.” 
 
    “Come on, Jean.” 
 
    “You didn’t want to discuss it the other morning. In fact, you barely want to discuss anything with me these days.” 
 
    “Isn’t it any wonder,” Derek muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Derek pounded his fist against the table top. 
 
    “I can’t talk to you. Because every time I try, it’s like talking to a brick wall.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare make this about me, Derek? You’ve been making secret calls to Emma, and I want to know why.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Jean threw her spoon down and stood up. “I saw you the other day in the garden. You were on the phone, and you looked tensed and worried. So that night I checked your phone, and it was Emma you were talking to.” 
 
    Derek’s nose wrinkled. “You checked my phone?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. Because you’ve been hiding things from me.” 
 
    “Where has this come from?” 
 
    “What were you talking about?” 
 
    Derek got up and stormed into the living room. Jean followed him. 
 
    “I can’t believe you checked my phone. Why would you do that? Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    Jean grimaced and slightly shook her head. “You’ve never given me any reason not to until now. Until I saw you talking to her.” 
 
    “Jean, it’s not what you think. What do you think?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.” 
 
    Derek shook his head. “I’m not having an affair with Emma.” 
 
    “Then what’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s nothing like that.” 
 
    “Tell me what is going on?” 
 
    “If you must she’s worried about you being around the boys.” 
 
    “Being around the boys? What do you mean she’s worried about me being around the boys?” 
 
    He repeatedly swallowed, trying to find the right thing to say. 
 
    “It’s the way you’ve been behaving, Jean. Emma said the boys are scared of you. That’s why she hasn’t been around lately. If you must know I was defending you. Telling her, she’s nothing to worry about. But I’m not sure now.” 
 
    “Let me get this right. Emma wants to stop me from seeing the boys?” 
 
    Suddenly, Jean’s muscles felt sore. Derek sat down at the dining table. His head in his hands. 
 
    “Like I said she’s worried about you.” 
 
    “Like hell she is.” 
 
    Jean, stop this.” 
 
    “No, Derek. She can’t do this. I won’t let her.” 
 
    “There’s not a lot you can do is there. Unless you start meeting her halfway.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “Let her get on with her life.” 
 
    “But she’s got my grandchildren?” 
 
    “Jean, you haven’t got any choice. If you don’t stop hate campaign against Emma, she’ll make things difficult for you. Is that what you want? Do you think that’s what Eddie would have wanted?” 
 
    Jean nodded as Derek got up and held her.  
 
    “What am I going to do?”  
 
    “You’re going to leave everything to me. I’ll sort it out. You can’t do this alone.” 
 
    As Jean rested her head on Derek’s chest, all she could she could see in her confused mind was a picture of Emma’s face, smiling at her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Are you okay?” Derek asked Jean the following Monday morning.  
 
    Jean was sitting at the dining table in the living room, pouring milk onto her cornflakes. She hadn’t really spoken to him that morning.  
 
    “I’m just nervous about work,” Jean said. 
 
    “You’ve nothing to be nervous about.” 
 
    Jean gazed at him. “Grief changes everything. You can think you know something, and then discover you never really knew it at all.” 
 
    Derek’s eyebrows squished together. “Right, well, I better be off to work myself.” 
 
    Jean smiled faintly as he kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    “Have a good day,” she said. 
 
    “You too, my love.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean went back to work. Though the idea of liaising with colleagues and patients unnerved her, but it got her out of the house and stopped her thinking about Emma. 
 
    Alison agreed that she'd work part-time until she was able to increase her hours. Jean was fine with that. She agreed to work Monday, Wednesday’s and Thursdays, one to five-thirty pm. That shift pattern suited her fine as she settled back in. 
 
    She was glad to be back. As soon as arrived, it felt like home. Francis was in the kitchen making everyone coffee. While Jean had been away, a new receptionist called Natasha had been appointed. She was standing at the receptionist desk, waiting for openning time so she could let the patients in. Jean could already see them through the windows.  
 
    "I'm so glad you're back," Francis said as she handed Jean her coffee. "It's not been the same without you." 
 
    "I've missed you all," Jean replied. "Thanks for the coffee." 
 
    "You're welcome. What do you think of Natasha then?" 
 
    "She seems okay. A little lively, but I don't doubt that will do us some good." 
 
    "I suppose so. A bit scatterbrained though." 
 
    "Give the girl a chance. This is probably her first real job. It will be an experience for her." 
 
    "Jean Saunders, the voice of reason." 
 
    "Hardly." 
 
    "How are things at home?" Francis asked. 
 
    "We're getting there." 
 
    "It's going to be fine. I can't imagine what you're family have been through. But once you stick together then it will be alright." 
 
    "Thanks." 
 
    "I better go and sort these files out." 
 
    "I'm not quite sure what I'm to do today." 
 
    "I think Alison just wants you manage reception today with Natasha." 
 
    "Okay, I think I can manage that." 
 
      
 
      
 
    Francis went off to her desk and Jean went to the reception and started tending to patients. She was back in her element. Many of them were happy to see her and for a moment, she could forget about Emma.  
 
    It was hard not to give her any thought, but Jean had to focus on her work. 
 
    As the morning progressed and the patient cue lengthened, Jean was getting on with checking everyone in and letting the doctors know their patients had arrived. Just like the staff, Jean got on well with many of the doctors that worked at the surgery. In particular, DR Harris who Jean had known for years, and his father was her mother's doctor.  
 
    It was one of the reasons she liked working at the surgery. It was like a family.  
 
    But as Jean looked ahead in the cue, she noticed someone. A tall, dark-haired man was standing behind Mrs Grayson, an elderly patient of DR Harris.  
 
    It was Eddie. Jean was sure of it. But how can she be sure when Eddie was dead. Jean gripped her mouth as the young man smiled at her. She must have been going mad. 
 
    “Mrs Saunders,” she heard Natasha say. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jean suddenly realised where she was. Gazing at Natasha, Jean felt dizzy, restless, and a tingling in her limbs.  
 
    "Excuse me," Jean said to Natasha. 
 
    Jean went into the toilets and bent over the sink. Was she losing her mind? That can't have been Eddie, as she knew he was gone. But for a moment, seeing that smile on that young man's face brightened her heart. Because she wanted to believe he was still with her, just for one moment. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, Jean had managed to make it through the work day. When she arrived home that evening, she saw Derek and Emma laughing in the kitchen. She was holding a cup of tea. Jean took off her coat and hung it up, before she entered the kitchen.  
 
    “Evening, love?” Derek said.  
 
    Jean gave a half-smile. “Evening.” 
 
    Emma sipped her tea, and stopped engaging with Derek immediately, as though Jean had interrupted a private joke.  
 
    “How was work?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Fine,” Jean said. 
 
    “Oh yes, you went back to work today didn’t you?” Emma added. “Good for you. It will do you good, getting back in the swing of things.” 
 
    Coming from anyone else, that comment wouldn’t have offended Jean. But every word that came out of Emma’s mouth felt like a dig at her.  
 
    “Yes,” Jean replied to her statement. “Where are the boys?” 
 
    “I dropped them off in town, told them to have a look around the shops. See if there was anything they fancied.” 
 
    There was a moment where everyone paused. And then Emma erupted into a fit of laughter, followed by Derek.  
 
    “Your face,” Emma said.  
 
    “Honestly, Jean, you didn’t think she was telling the truth did you?” Derek asked. 
 
    The two of them continued laughing, but it was plainly obvious that the joke was on her. When they realised that Jean wasn’t laughing with them, they both stopped.  
 
    “They’re in the living room, Jean,” Emma said. 
 
    Derek looked at Emma nervously. “Emma has cooked us a lasagne for dinner. That’s nice of her isn’t it?” 
 
    Jean glanced at the oven door. “Marvellous. I’ll just go and see the boys.” 
 
    Jean turned and went into the living room. She was sure she could hear Derek and Emma laughing. William and Jack were sitting on the couch watching TV. There were two glasses of milk on the coffee table. When they saw her, they both leapt up and ran into her arms. Jean squeezed them tightly, thinking about the young man she saw at the medical centre. These were her boys, who she lived for now. Who reminded so much of the son she’d lost. 
 
    Once she let them go, they returned to the couch and continued to watch the TV. Jean didn’t return to the kitchen, Derek didn’t seem to notice her anyway. She went upstairs and took the make-up off the face. She just wanted to freshen up. Take the troubles, not there were many, of her face. She also just wanted it to be her and Derek. Eating a meal together, talking about the day, moving forward. It seemed as though Emma was visiting quite regularly. Everywhere Jean turned, she was there. She just wanted her home, to herself.  
 
    But she realised that excluding Emma would mean excluding the boys, and that to Jean seemed inconsolable.  
 
    As she sat at her dressing table, brushing her hair, she was sure she saw the door handle twisting.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    Jean continued to brush her hair and there it was again. The door handle twisting. Jean got up and went to the door and pulled it open, there was nobody there. Stepping onto the landing, she bent over the bannister and could hear Derek and Emma laughing in the kitchen. She went into the bathroom, the two other spare bedrooms, and the cubby hole. There was no-one there. The TV was still on in the lounge. The boys were still in there. As she went back into the bedroom, she left the door ajar, and sat back down on the bed, and watched the door handle.  
 
      
 
    “Would you like some more wine, Jean?” Emma asked. 
 
    Jean looked up from her lasagne. It tasted delicious, but she wasn’t hungry.  
 
    “No, thanks. One glass is enough for me.” 
 
    Emma put the wine bottle down. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m just tired that’s all.” 
 
    “I understand, it’s been a testing day for you hasn’t it?” Emma asked. 
 
    Jean gazed at her. “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Derek looked at Emma, and then at Jean. “She just meant that with you going back to work after….” 
 
    “My son dying?”  
 
    Silence followed, and then Emma touched Jean’s hand. “It’s okay Jean. We all know how hard this has been for you. You don’t have to pretend around us. We’re your family.” 
 
    Something about that made Jean feel cold. She sipped her wine. 
 
    “Emma’s right, love,” Derek said. “We don’t want you taking on more than you can cope with.” 
 
    “I’m coping just fine, thank you. Like I said, I’m tired. I just wanted to come home and curl up on the sofa, and watch rubbish on TV.” 
 
     Derek shifted nervously in his chair. Emma’s eyebrows drew together. “Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft,” Derek said. 
 
    “I just thought a nice meal with the boys would do some good.” 
 
    “I have no problem with seeing the boys,” Jean said. 
 
    Emma’s chin tilted defensively higher, and she turned her chin slightly away. “So it’s me you don’t want to see.” 
 
    “No, she didn’t mean that,” Derek said. 
 
    Emma rose from her seat, dropped her tissue in her plate, and clapped her hands for the boys to come to her. They were on the couch, having eaten earlier.  
 
    “You don’t have to leave,” Jean said.  
 
    “I think it’s for the best,” Emma said. 
 
    “Maybe they can stay here tonight,” Jean said. “I can take them to school in the morning.” 
 
    They were walking into the hall. Emma was grabbing their coats off the coat rack. 
 
    “Maybe not, Jean. I think you need to rest. We don’t want anything upsetting the boys.” 
 
    “I’d never upset the boys. Ever.” 
 
    “Jean, just leave it,” Derek said. 
 
    Emma opened the front door and ushered the boys out.  
 
    “Say goodbye to Granny and Grandpa,” Emma said. 
 
    Derek and Jean hugged William and Jack. Emma hugged Derek, but not Jean. 
 
    “I’ll give you a ring sometime. Take care.” 
 
    Jean watched her and the boys walk to the car. Derek went behind them and helped the boys into the car. He then kissed Emma on the cheek and she got inside and drove away. Jean waved at the boys as they sped away, and the waved back, blowing kissed. She attempted to wave at Emma, but she didn’t even look at her, let alone wave.  
 
    When Derek got back in the house, he walked past her and went into the living room. Jean closed the front door. 
 
      
 
    That night, Jean lay beside Derek in bed. She could tell he wasn’t sleeping. She always knew. But it was obvious he didn’t want to talk to her. She turned her head slightly and touched his shoulder. 
 
    “Derek?” 
 
    After a few moments. “What?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean for her to leave.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now.” 
 
    “It clearly does.” 
 
    “You made her feel as though she isn’t wanted.” 
 
    Jean didn’t mean for it to sound like that. Well, at least she didn’t think she did.  
 
    “I wanted the boys to stop here tonight.” 
 
    Derek turned over and faced her. “After the way you’ve been behaving?” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “The business with the aftershave, the way you keep getting at Emma. You’re hardly co-operating with her are you?” 
 
    “Why do I need to co-operate with her? I’m their grandmother. Their Eddie’s children.” 
 
    “They’re in her care. She’s their mum now. She’s right, you will upset them if you keep carrying on the way you have been doing.” 
 
    “Derek, I think you’ve got Emma all wrong.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know—” 
 
    “Then why say it?” 
 
    Jean’s chest started to hurt. “I just feel something in my stomach. There’s something not right about her.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I can’t put my finger on it.” 
 
    “Jean’s it all in your head. It’s the grief.” 
 
    “It isn’t.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go and see your doctor.” 
 
    “Listen to me, Derek. I know I’m right. Emma is not who you all think she is and I am worried about my grandchildren.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean met her friend, Gwen, in the Fusion bar in Headingley the following week. Gwen had just returned from a post-retirement holiday in Italy. She’d phoned Jean that morning, insisting that they meet for a coffee and a catch-up.  
 
    Jean didn’t really feel like it. After her evening with Derek ended in disaster, the last thing she felt like doing was meeting old friends. She had to force herself to leave the house. 
 
    Gwen was sitting at a table when Jean arrived.  
 
    “Jean. Hi,” Gwen said, standing and enfolded her friend in a hug.  
 
    “Hello, Gwen,” Jean said.  
 
    Gwen held her apart and surveyed her. The close scrutiny made Jean feel even more uncomfortable than she already did.  
 
    “You look well,” Gwen said.  
 
    Jean smiled tightly and studied her friend.  
 
    Gwen Marshall could never be described as growing old gracefully. Heading into her sixth decade, like Jean, Gwen wore age as well she wore her expensive perfume. Dressed appropriately for the autumn weather in an Aloe Vera coloured cross over dress, she wore a classy cream scarf around her neck, not to mention her knee-length, low –heeled, black boots.  
 
    Her red hair sparkled as much as her green eyes. The trip to Italy had worked wonders for her. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you in how long?” 
 
    “Six months, dear. And what a six months it has been. Sit down. Drink?” 
 
    “I’ll just have a sparkling water, please,” Jean replied. 
 
    “Water? Is that the best you can do? We’re having a bottle of wine and no arguments.” 
 
    Jean smiled as Gwen went to the bar to order. Jean hadn’t been to this particular restaurant before. It seemed a little too trendy for her taste. Most of the customers didn’t look a day over thirty-five.  
 
    When Gwen returned, she carried two glasses of white wine which she placed on the table. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jean said. “Have you coloured your hair?” 
 
    Gwen laughed. “You mean have I dyed it? Yes. I have. Shame on me.” 
 
    “It looks lovely.” 
 
    Jean ran a hand through her hair and Gwen caught it.  
 
    “How are you?” Gwen asked her. 
 
    “Good. How was Italy?” 
 
    “Fab. Marshall didn’t want to come back. I had to literally bribe him to come home. Mind you, you only live once. How’s Derek?” 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s at work.” 
 
    “Oh,” Gwen said. “Has he not retired yet?” 
 
    “No. He’s enjoys working.” 
 
    “He’s not like Marcus then. He couldn’t wait to give up his nine to five. He reckons retirement is the best thing that’s ever happened to him. Hence, we have just spent six months in Italy. It’s nice not having to worry about getting up at the crack of dawn every morning.” 
 
    “Derek said he’d be bored at home all day.” 
 
    “When he’s got you? Are you still working?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Jean, we’ve been there and done that. It’s time to enjoy life now. How’s Eddie doing? I heard he’d got married.” 
 
    Jean’s chest tightened. “Yes. He did.” 
 
    “How is it going?” 
 
    “Good. I’m not too keen on his wife, though.” 
 
    “Well, it’s that old mother-in-law versus the daughter-in-law battle. Is it? Let’s face it. Nobody is ever going to be good enough for our precious sons. It will work itself out.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “At least he’s moved on. It can’t have been easy for him losing Rebecca.” 
 
    “It was tough on him, yes. We all saw that. But now he’s got a new life.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Eddie’s wife?” 
 
    “Emma.” 
 
    “I once knew an Emma. Completely in love with herself she was.” 
 
    Jean sipped her wine. “She is quite confident.” 
 
    “She needs to be, taking on those two boys. How are they?” 
 
    “They’re great.” 
 
    “Good. I must say you’re looking slim. Have you lost weight?” 
 
    “I’ve gained, actually.” 
 
    “Are you getting enough sleep?” Gwen sipped her wine. “I’m sorry. You do turn me into a mother hen. I hope you’re taking care of yourself.” 
 
    “How are your children?” 
 
    “Grand. Amelia is in Australia. She’s getting married next year. Ben is doing well. He’s a lawyer now, just like your Eddie. I’m very proud of him. He’s in Paris.” 
 
    “That’s lovely. They’ve got their whole lives ahead of them.” 
 
    “Are sure you’re alright, Jean?” 
 
    “I’m just tired.” 
 
    “I’m having a birthday party for Marcus next month. He’s going to be sixty-two. Why don’t you and Derek come along? It would be good to see you both.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” 
 
    “Are you about to turn me down? I won’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    Jean smiled. “Okay.” 
 
    “Great. And maybe you bring Eddie and his new wife too?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jean arrived home, later that day, she found Derek in the living room with William and Jack.   
 
    “Where have you been?” Derek asked. 
 
    The boys rushed up to her. “Hello, darlings. I went for a drive,” she answered Derek. “What are the boys doing here?” 
 
    “Emma rang and said she was bringing them over. Seems she’s had a change of heart.” 
 
    Jean kissed her grandsons. She was happy to see them. But, she wondered what had changed Emma’s mind. She hadn’t heard from Emma for a week.  
 
    “That’s good of her,” Jean said. 
 
    “I said it wouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “Of course it’s not a problem. Where’s she going?” 
 
    “She didn’t say.” 
 
    “You didn’t ask?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was my business.” 
 
    The boys, bored with Jean’s cuddling, went back to watching their cartoon program. Jean went into the kitchen and filled the kettle with water. Derek followed her. 
 
    “How did your meeting go with Alison?” he asked, leaning on the kitchen door.  
 
    “Good,” Jean switched the kettle on and then took the milk out of the refrigerator. “Better than I expected. She’s a real hoot. She’s happy for me to come back.” 
 
    “You’re an asset to that place. She wouldn’t want to lose you.” 
 
    Jean smiled slightly. “It will be good to get out the house. It was rather refreshing being back at the medical centre.” 
 
    “So I do know what I’m talking about then,” Derek said. “I said going back to work would do you good.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Jean agreed. 
 
     Derek moved towards her and kissed her lips. It was nice being close to him, even if those moments were fleeting and temporary.  
 
     “Where else did you go?”  
 
    “Oh, nowhere important. Just fancied a drive.” 
 
    Jean didn’t want to mention David. Derek’s opinions of people begging were not always charitable. And she wasn’t sure if she could explain why she had done it.  
 
     “Are you glad the boys are here?” he asked her.  
 
    “Over the moon. But—” 
 
    “No buts Jean. Let’s just try and make this work. This is what we want, to spend time with our grandchildren.” 
 
    “And you’re happy with Emma having full control, are you. Doing that when Emma says so.” 
 
    “I just want everything to go back to normal. I don’t want to start a war with Emma, not after everything we’ve been through these last couple of months.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jean conceded. “Maybe you’re right.” 
 
    Jean had to keep the peace. She had to pretend everything was okay so as not to upset Emma and lose access to her grandsons. Something about just didn’t feel right.   
 
    “When did Emma gain so much control over family? And why could she not do something about it?” she wondered aloud. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s like that,” countered Derek. “You’re just choosing to see it that way. Should 
 
    “Should we take them out for something to eat?” Derek asked. 
 
    Jean nodded. “Yes, okay.” 
 
      
 
    That night, Jean couldn’t sleep. She kept thinking about what Derek said about her obsession with Emma. She could understand how it might seem that way. But, it wasn’t an obsession that drove her against Emma. It was Emma’s behaviour, in particular, her behaviour towards Jean. 
 
    Turning to her side, Jean switched on her bedside lamp and glanced at her clock. It was ten past three in the morning. She got out of bed and slipped her feet into a pair of slippers on the floor. She then slid on her dressing gown and stepped out onto the landing. She poked her head through the spare room door. Derek was fast asleep. Jean stepped into the bedroom and made her way to the bed. She sat on the edge and stroked his head, gently. He stirred slightly and then opened his eyes.  
 
    “Derek, I’m sorry,” she said. 
 
    “I’m trying to sleep, Jean.” 
 
    “Please, can we talk?” 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Please, Derek.” 
 
    “Not now.” 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Jean got up and closed the bedroom door. Making her way downstairs, she went into the kitchen and made herself a hot chocolate. After she’d finished, she took the hot chocolate into the living room and sat on the couch. Flicking on the TV, she clicked through numerous channels, unable to find anything that satisfied her. She turned off the television and went to the dining room table where she saw a picture under the table. It must have been left there by the boys. When she picked it up, she smiled. It was a painting by the boys. But, her smile faded when she looked closer and saw that they had drawn stick people with the names under them. The sticks names were Emma, William, Jack, and Charlie. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Jean got the boys ready for school and waited for Emma. Derek had already left for work. She’d noticed he’d been doing a lot of overtime since Eddie died. Derek told her that they needed the money as the funeral had left them penniless. 
 
    As Jean stood in the living room, she heard a car pull up outside. She went to the door and watched Emma get out of the car. She went into the hall and opened the front door.  
 
    “Morning, Emma,” she said. 
 
    “Morning, Jean,” Emma replied. 
 
    Emma kissed her on the cheek. It left Jean really cold. But she gave her a tight smile.  
 
    “How are you this morning?” Emma asked her as Jean led her into the living room. 
 
    “Good, thanks,” Jean said. 
 
    Emma hugged the boys who ran into her arms.  
 
    “I’ve missed you both,” Emma said. “How have they been?” 
 
    “A delight,” Jean said. “I could have dropped them off at school.” 
 
    Emma shook her head. “I want them to keep to a routine. It’s best that way. They’re used to me taking them.” 
 
    Jean ignored the obvious jab and helped William and Jack put on their coats. She didn’t want them to leave. Looking at Emma’s hand, she saw a large ring on her third finger. Emma noticed her watching it and started rubbing her ring. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Emma said. “I thought I’d treat myself.” 
 
    “Yes—it’s very nice.” 
 
    Jean thought it looked like an engagement ring, but she didn’t say anything. Not in front of the boys. 
 
    “Right, come on, boys. Time we were leaving. Say thank you to Nana.” 
 
    Jean kissed her grandsons and walked behind them into the hall.  
 
    “Emma?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I was wondering if you fancied going for a coffee some time.” 
 
    “You and me?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s this nice place in Headingley. Just opened.” 
 
    “What’s brought this on?” Emma asked, looking at her reflection in the mirror. 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, you’re hardly my biggest fan.” 
 
    Jean couldn’t argue with him there. But, she wanted to keep her relationship civil with Emma, for the sake of the boys. 
 
     “I know we’ve had our differences,” Jean told her.  
 
    “You’ve had your differences, Jean,” Emma corrected her. 
 
    Jean ignored the tone of her remark. “We should try to get along for the boys’ sake.” 
 
    Emma glanced at the boys and smiled. “Yeah. Okay. Where is the place?” 
 
    “It’s called the Lunchbox. It’s by the library. Are you working today?” 
 
    “No. I’ve got the day off.” 
 
    “Shall we say one o’clock?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “It will be a nice family outing.” 
 
    Emma smiled, but Jean could see she wasn’t convinced. Neither was she. But, at least it was a chance for the two of them to talk. Emma left with the boys and told Jean she might be a couple of minutes late—but she would be there.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jean arrived at the Lunchbox in Headingley, Emma wasn’t there. Jean went up to the counter and ordered a cappuccino and one of the delicious looking cakes that were staring at her from behind the glass display case. Jean took her cake and coffee to a table and waited patiently. Fifteen minutes later, she saw Emma stroll into the shop. She was holding a plastic bag from her department store. Jean recognised the label. Her red trench coat and blonde hair were luminous. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late,” she said. 
 
    “It’s okay. Can I order you a coffee?” 
 
    “I’ll get it. Would you like a refill?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Emma went to the counter. Jean could see her laughing with the waiter behind the counter. Moments later, she strolled back and sat at the table. There it was again, that huge ring on her finger. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting this,” Emma said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You inviting me out for a coffee.” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep things civil for the boys’ sake.” 
 
    “We both want what’s best for them, Jean.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    It pained Jean that she had to sit and agree as their opinions differed. Jean didn’t actually think Emma cared about the boys at all. Why else would she move another man in so quickly? 
 
    “How is Derek?” Emma asked. 
 
    “He’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s been tough on him. Hasn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s been tough on all of us.” 
 
    “Men are not as open with their feelings as we are.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’d tell me if he was really struggling.” 
 
    “It’s not always easy talking to the wife. He wants you to lean on him.” 
 
    “Has he said something?” 
 
    Emma sipped her coffee and took a while to answer. “No. Not really. He’s just very sensitive and not like you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    “He’s not as tough as you.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t listen to me, Jean,” Emma said as she picked the bag she’d brought in off the floor and handed it to Jean. “I’ve brought you something.” 
 
     “What is it?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Open it and see.” 
 
    Jean opened the bag and took out the green blouse that was inside. She unfolded it and stretched it out in front of her. It was very large. 
 
    “You don’t have to buy me clothes,” Jean said. 
 
    “It’s no problem. Besides Derek said that you could do with some new stuff.” 
 
    “It’s a very bold colour,” Jean said.  
 
    “It will brighten you up. You’re always wearing greys and blacks.” 
 
    “I like the clothes I wear.” 
 
    “But does your husband?” 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said that,” Emma said. “But you have to admit, Jean, you haven’t really been taking care of yourself. Have you? And there’s the weight gain.” 
 
    Heat rushed to Jean’s head and she felt nauseous. Emma was smiling, or maybe she wasn’t.  
 
    “Jean, are you okay?” She heard Emma ask. 
 
    Suddenly, Jean was transported back to the playground where pupils surrounded her. Fatty Jean keeps all the food to herself because she is so mean. As the pupils chanted the rhyme, and rancorous laughter followed, Jean saw a pitiful image of herself, huddled in the corner crying for her mother. She wasn’t sure why she was crying for her mother, as she teased her too. The only person who never called her fat was her father. Everyone else mocked her weight. And now it was happening all over again. Even her husband thought she was fat. Jean stood up and grabbed her handbag. 
 
    “Jean, where are you going?”  
 
    Jean didn’t answer. She made her way to the door, ignoring Emma’s calling her name. She just wanted to go home and be alone.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jean arrived home, she slammed her handbag on the floor and rushed straight to the kitchen. She poured herself a glass of cold water to cool down. Emma had mastered the art of infuriating her. Why would Derek choose to confide in her? If they had problems then why didn’t he talk to her?  
 
    Jean understood that her having counselling and not telling Derek was not exactly being truthful.  But she’d spoken to a therapist, not to her son’s widow—if she could call Emma a widow. 
 
    Sometime later, Jean heard the front door and a bag drop on the hall floor. When Derek emerged in the kitchen, where she was sitting at the table, nursing a coffee, he rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “I’m glad that shifts over.” 
 
    “I haven’t made anything to eat,” Jean said. 
 
    “That’s okay. That takeaway on the corner is still open. Shall I get something?” 
 
    “I went for a coffee with Emma today.” 
 
    “Really? That’s nice.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far. I thought it might bridge the gap between us. How wrong was I?” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “She brought me a blouse because she thinks I need a new wardrobe. Apparently, you’re not happy with the way I look.” 
 
    Derek looked at her oddly. “I never said that.” 
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Derek.” 
 
    “I’m not lying.” 
 
    “Where did she get that idea?” 
 
    Derek stumbled to get his words out. “I might have mentioned that you struggled with your weight and finding nice things to fit.” 
 
    Jean stood up. “I see.” 
 
    “It wasn’t malicious.” 
 
    “No, it was damn right stupid.” 
 
    Jean stormed into the living room. Derek followed her. 
 
    “She seemed to be concerned about you, as I was.” 
 
    “Emma isn’t concerned about me. The only person she cares about is herself. You know I’ve battled with my weight all my life. Now I’ve got some jumped up thirty-something giving me fashion advice.” 
 
    “She probably didn’t mean anything by it,” 
 
    “She knew exactly what she was doing.” 
 
    Jean could see in Derek’s eyes that he thought she was irrational. But, he wasn’t there in at that coffee shop. He didn’t see the look in Emma’s eyes as she delivered her venomous advice to Jean.  
 
    “I talked to Emma because I was worried about you. I never said I was unhappy with you, I’d never say that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’d do.” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    The image of Derek laughing with that girl in the coffee shop flashed in Jean’s mind. “It means that you should never have trusted Emma.” 
 
    “She’s my son’s widow.” 
 
    “She’s not a widow!  She’s a manipulative liar whom our son picked up on the rebound from Rebecca. Do you remember Rebecca? His actual wife?” 
 
    “This isn’t about Emma. Is it?” Derek asked.  “This is about you. You can’t face the fact that Eddie has gone, and you’re using Emma as some sort of emotional punching bag.” 
 
    “I must have a word with Sierra. Seems you’d make a good therapist too.” 
 
    Derek shook his head. “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.” 
 
    “Why can’t you see what she’s really like?” 
 
    Derek stormed out of the living room and then Jean flew up the staircase behind him. They entered the bedroom. 
 
    “Anyone would think you were the first woman to have a child die.” 
 
    “Yes, I miss my son. And I would give anything to have him back. But that has nothing to do with Emma. There’s something about her that isn’t right. I wish you could see it.” 
 
    “All I can see is you making a fool of us.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You’re obsessed with Emma. You always have been.” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Ever since Eddie brought her home, you’ve been like a cat on hot bricks! Always nit-picking at everything she does. You’re driving me mad, Jean.” 
 
    “Oh, well if I’m driving you mad, then maybe you’d better sleep in the spare room tonight.” 
 
    “Fine by me.” 
 
    Derek stormed out of the bedroom, slamming the door and leaving Jean on the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek said nothing the following morning. He left for work once he’d eaten his breakfast.  Jean didn’t go to work. She couldn’t face it. She hadn’t slept, eaten, or showered.  The thought of Emma and Charlie together in Eddie’s house made her nauseous. They’d disrespected Eddie’s memory. Tossed him aside as though he’d never existed.  
 
    Emma was deliberately hurting Jean. With her cunning, devious smiles and artfulness, she’d played the family well. Enjoying the control, she wielded over everyone gave Emma power. Side-lining Jean was a part of her game. 
 
    Sitting at the kitchen table, Jean gazed at the picture the boys had drawn of Emma and Charlie. Derek said they were just being kids. But, Jean read more into it than that. William and Jack liked Charlie. That meant trouble for Jean. A new father figure would alienate not only Jean but also her son, Eddie. She’d lose his boys for good.   
 
     Emma did not want Jean raising her grandchildren. Eddie would have wanted her to protect them. And Jean would not let him or his memory down. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “So how have you been, Jean?”  Sierra asked.  
 
    Jean’s weekly meetings with Sierra had become a salvation. It was the only place she felt safe.  
 
    “I’ve gone back to work. I went back on Monday.”  
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    “I’m not sure now. I thought I was ready but now I feel on edge.” 
 
    Sierra opened her notebook and took notes. “Are you are okay with me taking notes?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I want to see if there’s a pattern with your behaviour. Triggers, so to speak.” 
 
    “Triggers?” 
 
    “It is when something causes a negative response,” Sierra replied. “If I can diagnose what is triggering your panic attacks, then we can develop a plan of action to deal with them.” 
 
    Jean shook her head. She was sure what her main trigger was.  It was Emma. 
 
    “What makes you feel on edge?” Sierra asked.  
 
    “I accused Derek of having an affair.” 
 
    “What made you think he was having an affair?” 
 
    “I saw him having lunch with another woman one afternoon. They looked very cosy together.” 
 
    “What was your husband’s response?” 
 
    “He told me I was overreacting, and it wasn’t how it looked. It was a business meeting. She was a client.” 
 
    “And, you don’t believe him?” 
 
    “It’s a likely story.” 
 
    “You don’t trust your husband?” 
 
    “Things are different now. They have been for a while since Emma arrived on the scene. She’s changed everything.” 
 
    The uncomfortable thoughts of Emma replayed in Jean’s mind. It was a vicious, never-ending cycle. Jean tried to crush her anxiety about her daughter-in-law and please those around to no avail. 
 
    It was Jean against everyone. 
 
    “Do you think he could be telling the truth?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “And what about your daughter-in-law? How do you feel about her now?” 
 
    “My feelings about Emma haven’t changed,” Jean said. “She’s having a relationship with a guy called Charlie. She’s told us this herself.” 
 
    “How does that make you feel?” Sierra asked. 
 
    “Horrified,” Jean admitted. “How dare she pretend Eddie never existed?”  
 
    “Maybe that’s her way of dealing with grief,” Sierra suggested. 
 
    Jean swallowed hard. “She should respect my family.”  
 
    Sierra’s forehead wrinkled. “How did your husband take the news?” 
 
    “Nothing ever bothers Derek.” 
 
    “What was your marriage like before?” 
 
    “Normal. Everything was normal before she came along.” 
 
    “You mean Emma?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean Emma. She didn’t care about my son. He should never have married her.” 
 
    Sierra wrote in her notebook and then sipped her coffee. “What about you and your husband? What was that like?” 
 
    “I just told you.” 
 
    “You told me about Emma.” 
 
    “It’s all relative,” Jean said. “Derek and I were doing okay. But she ruined everything.” 
 
    Sierra’s eyes narrowed, eyebrows pulling down in concentration. “Do you blame her?”  
 
    “What for?” 
 
    “For your son’s death.” 
 
    Jean asked herself this question many times. The day Eddie died, he’d viewed a new house with Emma in the countryside. Would her son be alive if Emma hadn’t pushed him into moving? Was she to blame for his death? 
 
    “I think she has caused problems for my family,” Jean said.  
 
    Sierra wrote in her notebook again. “So you’d say yes? You blame her?” 
 
    Jean thought for a moment. “I miss him.” 
 
    “Do you blame her?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jean blurted out. “I blame Emma for my son’s death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean drove to Emma’s house after she left Sierra’s office. As Emma had spotted her the last time, she had to be smart and park where Emma couldn’t see her. She stood behind the large tree at the corner of the street and watched a young man and woman standing in Emma’s front garden. When Emma opened the door, she hugged them and then led them into the house. Jean stood and watched for twenty minutes as more people arrived. Emma was having a party! 
 
    Where were the boys? They would have been home from school. Judging by the noise coming from the house, it was not the environment for children. Jean knocked on the front door. Charlie answered it. He wasn’t wearing a shirt—just jeans, a pair of tired looking moccasins on his feet, and a white towel draped over his shoulder.  
 
    “Hello Mrs. Saunders,” he said. “I was just—” 
 
    He covered his chest with the towel. Jean rolled her eyes in disgust.  
 
    “Can I speak to Emma, please?” Jean asked. 
 
    Before Charlie could answer, Emma shouted from the hall. “Who is it, Charlie?”  
 
    “It’s your mother-in-law,” Charlie answered.  
 
    Emma came to the door. “Hello Jean,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting you.” 
 
    “That’s obvious,” Jean said. “Can I see my grandchildren?” 
 
    “They’re not here,” Emma replied.  
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “With a friend,” Emma said. “I’m just having a few friends over. It’s Charlie birthday. So I’ve arranged for them to stay with a babysitter.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask Derek and me?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I didn’t want to bother you both,” Emma said. 
 
    “Bother us? They’re our grandchildren.” 
 
    Charlie went back into the house. Emma folded her arms. “Look, Jean,” she said. ”Don’t make a fuss. It’s his birthday. I don’t want him upset.” 
 
    “You don’t want him upset?” Jean said. “What about me and Derek? Don’t our feelings count anymore?” 
 
    “Of course you matter,” Emma said. “But it’s obvious that you and Derek are having problems.” 
 
    “It’s not the impression he gave me,” Jean said. “I said Derek and I are fine. Emma, the boys need stability.” 
 
    “And I need a life,” Emma said. “But you don’t seem to understand that. Being a frustrated housewife may suit you, Jean. But, it’s not the life for me.” 
 
    “Hang on a minute!” Jean said. 
 
    “No, you hang on! I’m tired of this. You’re harassing me, and if it doesn’t stop, I’ll report you to the police. And then you’ll never see your precious grandsons again.” 
 
    Emma slammed the door in Jean’s face. Jean banged on the door and shouted but nobody answered. When she reached the end of the gate, she looked up at William’s and Jack’s bedroom window. She was sure she saw her grandsons looking at her. Then somebody closed the curtains. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek was sitting on the couch when Jean arrived home. He stood up and switched off the television.  
 
    “Where have you been?” Derek asked. 
 
    Derek sighed with exaggeration as he took off her coat and boots. “I went to see a friend.” 
 
    “I just got off the phone with Emma,” Derek said. “She told me what you did.” 
 
    “What do you mean what I did?” 
 
    “You threatened to take the boys away from her.”  
 
    “I threatened no one,” Jean protested. “She was having a party, so I thought the boys could come home with me. But they weren’t there--so she says. They were with a babysitter. She could have asked us. We’re their grandparents.” 
 
    “She doesn’t trust us,” Derek said. “I’m not surprised if you will pull stunts like that.” 
 
    “This is just another one of her games, Derek. The boys were there. I saw them at the bedroom window. She is trying to stop us from seeing them.” 
 
    “You!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s you she doesn’t want to see them,” Derek said. “I saw them yesterday.” 
 
    Had she heard him correctly? “And you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    Derek brought his eyebrows closer together. “I thought it would upset you. Emma and I were worried about the effect Eddie’s death has had on you. You shouldn’t see the boys for a while.” 
 
    A sharp pain struck at the back of Jean’s throat. “You saw my grandchildren, and you didn’t tell me?” 
 
    Derek stumbled backwards and bumped into the dining table chair. “I didn’t want to worry you. Believe it or not, we have your best interests at heart.” 
 
    Jean’s stomach tightened.  “My best interests? You and Emma plot against me behind my back and you have my interests at heart.   ” 
 
     “Oh, believe what you want,” Derek said. “You’ve always been a control freak, Jean. You can’t just stand that your precious son chose Emma over you.” 
 
    Heat charged through Jean’s body. “That’s not true.” 
 
    “Before Rebecca died, she and Eddie were planning to move to Australia with the boys. Eddie was sick of your meddling. Her dad wanted them to come and live with him.” 
 
    “Eddie never mentioned it.” 
 
    “That’s because you would have talked him out of it. Ask Rebecca’s father in New Zealand if you don’t believe me. You’ve got his number. They couldn’t wait to get away from you. And sometimes, I know how they felt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean wanted to speak to Emma so she went into the department store where she worked. 
 
    She and Derek were barely speaking and she didn’t want to jeopardise contact with the boys because of her personal feelings about Emma. What if Derek was right and Jean was being harsh on her? What if this was all in her head? Jean wasn’t sure of anything anymore. 
 
    Emma was laughing with a colleague at the perfume counter. When she saw Jean approaching, her smile dropped. 
 
    "Morning," Jean said, nervously. 
 
    "Good morning, Jean. What can I do for you?" 
 
    The young woman she was with moved away and left them to it.  
 
    "I'm not here to buy anything," Jean said. "I was wondering if we could have a chat." 
 
    "I'm working." 
 
    "I know. I won't keep you long. I just wanted to apologise for the way things have been between us." 
 
    Emma tapped her finger on the counter. "I see." 
 
    "You do understand that’s it been really tough on me, and the whole family." 
 
    "It’s been tough on everyone." 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But you seem to think you’re the only one who has been affected by Eddie’s death.” 
 
    “I was his mother.” 
 
    “And I was his wife.” 
 
    "Emma, I'm trying to apologise." 
 
    "I know you are, and I accept it. But you asked me if I understood why you criticise everything that I do. The answer to that is no." 
 
    "I don't criticise everything you do, Emma." 
 
    "That's how it comes across to me." 
 
    Jean's stomach tightened. "I'm sorry if I've made you feel uncomfortable." 
 
    "I'm doing my best, Jean. I'm raising your grandchildren, keeping your family together." 
 
    "Well, I'd hardly say—" 
 
    "And all you can do is judge me. That's not very charitable. You’re hardly in a fit state to be coping with everything on your own. You need me, Jean." 
 
    A deep ache snapped through Jean. This was typical. Emma was an expert at making Jean appear wrong. 
 
    "I think we’d better leave it there. You're obviously not ready to discuss this rationally.” 
 
    Jean was about to walk away. She couldn’t bear to hear anymore. 
 
    "You’ve treated me like dirt. Just because I’m younger than you. You’re jealous of me aren’t you?” 
 
    Jean glowered at her, her brows lowered. "How dare you." 
 
    “It’s true though isn’t it?”  
 
    “No, it isn’t true.” Jean gripped her handbag and glanced around. She’d realised she’d been shouting.  
 
    "I need to get back to work," Emma said. 
 
    Jean nodded and walked away from the counter. She reached the entrance door and took a deep breath. Why did I come here? I knew she’d make a fool of me. I just knew. 
 
    Jean's eyes caught the shoe section. They had some slippers for sale, and Jean needed a pair. She walked towards a cream pair that she liked and picked them up. But, as she looked towards the perfume section, she saw Emma standing with Charlie.  
 
    They were laughing, and then he grabbed Emma and started kissing her. Jean didn't want them to see her. So, she made sure she was out of view, but could see what was going on. 
 
    After they'd finished kissing, Emma waved him off and Charlie walked out through the entrance. Jean put the slippers back and rushed out behind him quietly. She watched him walk towards the main road where all the buses were passing. When he turned to go up another road, Jean lost sight of him.  
 
    Going back into the store, she walked towards Emma’s perfume counter, but there was another girl there now. Jean looked around to see if she could spot Emma, but there was no sign of her. Digging inside her handbag, she took out of her mobile phone and started to call Derek’s office. But his receptionist said he in a meeting all morning. 
 
    She’d wait in reception until his meeting was finished. She needed to speak to him. Derek's office was in the centre of town, so Jean walked and thought about Emma, and that man. Who was he? He was certainly more than a friend. They were together, as in lovers. Jean’s body flushed from hot too cold in violent bursts as she paced through Leeds City Centre. She didn’t notice anyone or anything. My son is barely cold in his grave,” Jean thought. She can’t get away with this behaviour. It’s not right.  
 
    This was all she needed. Why couldn’t anyone see what Emma was really like? Was it normal for someone to have a new relationship weeks after her husband was killed?  
 
    Reaching Derek’s office, Jean paused at the door. When she got inside, the receptionist was the on the phone.  
 
    "Are you wanting Derek?" she asked. 
 
    "Yes, please." 
 
    "Take a seat. He won't be a moment." 
 
    Jean sat down in the waiting area until Derek arrived. His smile was tense.  
 
    "Jean, are you okay?" he asked. 
 
    Jean led him outside. "You won't believe what I just saw." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I went to see Emma to apologise. Needless to say, she was rather abrupt with me. Anyway, I saw her with Charlie." 
 
    "So?" 
 
    "Derek we need to do something." 
 
    ”Charlie is living in my son’s house.” 
 
    "Have you been spying on her?” 
 
    “I’m protecting my son’s legacy.”  
 
    "Jean, I'm at work." 
 
    "You always are." 
 
    "I can't talk about this now." 
 
    "It's important." 
 
    "We'll talk about it at home." 
 
    Jean clung to Derek’s arm. "She's not what she seems. It's not normal. Maybe she and Charlie were carrying on while Eddie was alive. What if he’d found out about it." 
 
    "Jean, please stop this." 
 
    The receptionist opened the office door. "Derek, there's a client on the phone. He says it's urgent." 
 
    "I've got to go, Jean." 
 
    “Derek don’t go—” 
 
    “We’ll talk at home.” 
 
    Derek kissed her on the cheek went back inside. Jean started to walk, wondering and thinking the worse. The sight of Emma and Charlie creating an intense, fervent pain in her chest. Something about Emma made Jean’s whole body blood run cold.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening in their bedroom, Jean combed her hair at the dressing table, while Derek lay on the bed reading a book. Then the doorbell rang. 
 
    “Who’s that?” 
 
    Derek got off the bed and went to the window. 
 
    “It’s Emma. I’ll go and let her in.” 
 
    Derek left the bedroom, and Jean heard him going down the staircase. Jean got up and went to the window. Emma was standing at the doorstep. She then smiled as Derek opened the door and stepped inside. Jean went into the wardrobe and slipped a cardigan on. She then looked at herself in the mirror. Emma was laughing with Derek as Jean stepped down the staircase. 
 
    When Emma noticed Jean, she stopped laughing. 
 
    “Hello Jean?” she said. 
 
    “Emma,” Jean said.  
 
    “How are you both?” Emma said.  
 
    “We’re bearing up,” Derek said. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Emma replied. “I’m glad you’re both doing okay. I’ve been thinking about you both a lot.” 
 
    “Where are the children?” Jean asked.  
 
    “With a friend,” Emma replied. 
 
    “What friend?” Jean asked. 
 
    “How about we let Emma get through the door before we give her the third degree?” Derek said. 
 
    “They’re in safe hands,” Emma said.  
 
    Derek showed Emma into the living room. She didn’t sit down.  
 
    “I would have preferred if you’d brought them,” Jean said. “We haven’t seen them in days.” 
 
    “I said I wanted to give you some time,” Emma said. 
 
    “Time for what?” 
 
    “I clearly thought you needed a break. It was obvious to me and everyone else that Eddie’s death has taken its toll on you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sorry if my son dying upsets me.” 
 
    “Jean?” Derek said. 
 
    “I haven’t come here for a row with you Jean,” Emma said. “How about I bring the kids around at the weekend. They can stay over if you like.” 
 
    “That would be great,” Derek said. 
 
    “Why can’t they stay longer?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Because it upsets their routine,” Emma said. 
 
    “And moving a strange man into the house after they’ve lost their father doesn’t upset their routine?” Jean asked. 
 
    “But I don’t think this is fair. I have only had your best interest at heart. And you think it’s perfectly acceptable to spy on me.” 
 
    Jean looked at Derek. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “She’s been watching me,” Emma said.  
 
    “Where?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I’ve seen her. She parks outside of my house and watches me.” 
 
    “I was not watching you,” Jean said. “You don’t have to make it sound so—” 
 
    “Strange,” Emma said. 
 
    “Is this true, Jean?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I just wanted to see the boys, that’s all. You’re the one who has been playing games. You’re the one who has been trying to make me look bad. You’re the one who has been trying to turn my family against me. This is all, you Emma. Not me.” “Listen, Jean. I know you’re upset about Eddie, but it doesn’t give you the right to keep persecuting me like this.” 
 
    “Persecuting you?” 
 
    “What would you call spying on me? I’ve even seen you writing things down in that notebook of yours. Is that the behaviour of a rational grandmother? I could report you to the police for harassment.” 
 
    “How dare you?” Jean said. “Maybe I should report you. You neglect those boys. You and your wild parties and your casual boyfriends.” 
 
    “Jean, I told you to stay away until Emma contacted us,” Derek said. 
 
    “She has no right to stop us seeing the children,” Jean said. 
 
    “I didn’t stop you seeing them, Jean,” Emma said. “I was just worried that all of this has been too much for you. I was doing this for you.” 
 
    “Don’t make me laugh,” Jean spat. “I know you were you seeing Charlie with when Eddie was alive. How many times did you cheat on him? Is that why he wanted to move away?” 
 
    Emma shook her head and stormed into the hall. 
 
    “I don’t have to listen to this,” she said. 
 
    “Emma wait?” Derek asked.  
 
    Emma opened the door and turned back to Jean. “I came here today because I wanted you to see the kids. They’ve been asking for you. But all you’ve done is insult me.” 
 
    “She didn’t mean to Emma,” Derek said. “It’s just that she’s worried about kids. We both are.” 
 
    “I can speak for myself, Derek,” Jean said. “I have a right to look after my son’s interest.” 
 
    “Yes, and I was his wife. And he left his interests with me. So I’d like it if you’d stop stalking me and thinking you have the right to run my life.” 
 
    “What about the kids?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    Emma left, and Jean went into the kitchen. Derek followed behind her.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” Derek said. 
 
    “Why do you always defend her?” Jean asked her. 
 
    “I am trying to keep the peace. Don’t you think we’ve been through enough?” 
 
    “I know what we’ve been through,” Jean said. “Do you think losing your only son is easy? Knowing you’ll never see him again. Touch him, hold him. Tell him how much you love him. I miss him so much that I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “That’s not Emma’s fault, love.” 
 
    “Doesn’t anything about her behaviour strike you as odd?” 
 
    “She’s just lost her husband,” Derek said. 
 
    “And now she’s practically living with another man, days after she buried him. She uses the grandchildren against us as a weapon.”  
 
    Derek flew his hands up in the air. “Jean, you don’t like her. You never have. Nobody was ever good enough for your precious son.” 
 
    “That’s not true, and you know it. I loved Rebecca. Emma couldn’t hold a candle to her.” 
 
    “Rebecca is dead. And so is Eddie.” 
 
    “Emma is destroying this family, Derek.” “Are you sure about that? Because from where I’m standing, you’re the one who is tearing us apart.”  
 
      
 
    The following morning, Jean went to Beatrice’s office in the town centre. Beatrice worked alongside two other solicitors, and the company was called Summerfield and Bentley solicitors. It’s soft and warm contemporary decor was Beatrice idea, along with the pretty twenty-something receptionist who constantly clicked her pen and shuttled paper from the printer. 
 
    She made Jean the worst cup of coffee Jean had ever tasted, but at that moment, acidic tasting coffee was the least of Jean’s troubles. 
 
     While she sat in the waiting area, Beatrice stepped out of her office with a middle aged man and shook his hand. 
 
    “Right, Mr Shipley, I’ll be in touch.” She then noticed Jean sitting on one of the chairs. “Jean?” 
 
    Jean hastened towards her. “Sorry to bother you at work.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Come inside?” 
 
    Jean followed Beatrice into her office and took a seat at the desk, but Jean told her sit on the couch in the corner. Beatrice poured some coffee.  
 
    “I need to you do something about Emma,” Jean said. 
 
    Beatrice handed Jean her coffee and sat beside her. 
 
    “Has something happened?” 
 
    “She’s threatened to stop me seeing the boys.” 
 
    “She’s actually threatened you.” 
 
    Jean started fanning herself with one of Beatrice’s leaflets. “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you hot? Would you like me to open the window?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Jean snapped. “About Emma. She came around to the house last night and told Derek that she didn’t think I was fit to be around the boys.” 
 
    Beatrice bit the inside of her lip. “Why would she say that?” 
 
    Jean paused. “Well she said I’ve been stalking her.” 
 
    “Stalking her?” 
 
    “She’s twisting things. I wasn’t stalking her. I was going to knock the door, but she doesn’t make feel welcome.” 
 
    “Jean…stop. Calm down.” 
 
    As Jean thought about the worst case scenarios, her chest tightened, and she felt dizzy. “Sorry. I’m just scared that she’ll take them away from me. They’re all I’ve got left.” 
 
    The thought of losing her grandchildren was unbearable. Especially losing to someone like Emma. They already had a good mother in Rebecca. And Jean could raise them in the way she knew Rebecca would approve of. 
 
    “Were you watching the house?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    Jean could hear the accusation lurking in her friend’s voice. “Only for a moment. I was sitting outside in my car.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I wanted to see that the boys were okay.” 
 
    Beatrice deliberately lowered her head to study Jean. “But you can see how it looks.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to alarm Emma.” 
 
    “But you have, and if this goes to court, then that’s what she’ll say. That you’ve been pestering her. Standing guard outside someone’s house is hardly rational behaviour is it?” 
 
    “Are you going to help me?” 
 
    Beatrice’s body twitched, and she faced Jean with wide-open eyes. “I don’t know what you want me to do.” 
 
    Jean grabbed her handbag. “Thanks for nothing.” 
 
    “Jean. Wait.” 
 
    Jean flitted towards and opened the office door. “I thought you were my friend.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Friends support each other.” 
 
    “I’ve always supported you. But I think you’re still grieving, and it’s affecting your judgement.” 
 
    This wasn’t about grief, Jean was sure of that. She wished everybody would stop assuming it was. When Jean left the office, she retreated to the upmarket coffee shop at the end of the street. It was a little pricey for Jean’s tastes, but she needed a cup of tea to relax her mind. As she was about to push open the door, she saw Derek and a young dark-skinned girl sitting at one of the tables. The girl looked in her twenties and had a large afro-type hairstyle and large gold earrings dangling from her ears. She was laughing at something Derek was whispering to her. Jean dashed towards the table. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing Derek?”  
 
    Derek and the girl both looked embarrassed as they gazed at her. 
 
    “Jean, what are you doing here?” Derek asked. 
 
    “I was asking you the same thing. Who’s this?” 
 
    Derek jerked back and his neck turned red. “This is Charlene. She’s a client.” 
 
    “I see. Treat all of your clients to expensive lunches do you?” 
 
    Jean glanced at Charlene. “You don’t think that we’re—” 
 
    “What am I supposed to think? Here’s me worried sick about our grandchildren and here you are taking a young woman out to lunch.” 
 
    Charlene stood up. “I think I’d better leave you to it.” 
 
    “No, wait,” Derek pleaded. 
 
    But Charlene grabbed her handbag and left. Derek looked at Jean. 
 
    “Now look what you’ve done,” he said. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    Derek got up and left Jean standing in the restaurant. She breathed deeply, as a strong heat pulsated through her body, making her feel nauseous.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that evening, Jean and Derek was sitting in the living room. Neither of them were saying anything.  
 
    “Was she really a client?” Jean asked after a long silence. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’ve never mentioned that you were taking a client out for lunch. What was I supposed to think?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to trust me.” 
 
    Jean turned her gaze towards the window. “And you’re supposed to tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I was taking a client out to lunch. I’m a businessman. It’s not that unusual. Do you honestly think I’ve got the time to have an affair? With everything that’s going on.” 
 
    Jean glanced at him. “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that we’re in trouble, Jean. Big trouble.” 
 
    Derek got up off the couch and went into the kitchen. Jean followed him. 
 
    “Financial trouble?” she asked. 
 
    Derek was pouring himself a glass of water. He took a gulp before he answered. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How much trouble?” 
 
    “We barely keeping our head above water. The recruitment agency is running at a loss. We’re losing money like it’s going out of fashion.” 
 
    Jean’s breath hitched in her throat. “I knew the funeral had stretched us financially, but I thought we at least stable.” 
 
    “We’re not stable, Jean. We’re far from stable.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    Derek spread fingers out in a fan across his breastbone. “That’s why I was taking Charlene out to lunch. She was going to put some business my way. It would have been an important contract that could save our business. And you’ve gone and ruined it.” 
 
    “Derek, that’s not fair.” 
 
    “Do you hard I have to work to keep that place going?” 
 
    “I said I’m sorry for accusing you. But what was I supposed to think?” 
 
    “You’re supposed to think that not everyone out to get you, Jean.” 
 
    “I had no idea.” 
 
    “No, because you’ve been so wrapped up in your obsession with Emma, that you’ve no time for anything else.” 
 
    “If she didn’t make us put on that circus of a funeral, we wouldn’t be in this mess.” 
 
    Derek sighed as he walked past her. 
 
    “You won’t listen will you?” 
 
    “No, you won’t listen. I’m tired of this Jean. I can’t go on like this. I feel like I’m drowning.” 
 
    Cheeks flaming, Jean took a startled step back. “How do you think I feel? I’ve been trying to tell you for weeks that Emma is destroying this family. And you won’t listen.” 
 
    “You better listen to me. If you don’t stop this, you’re the one who is going to destroy our marriage. Not Emma. Because I’ll walk out that door and I’ll never come back.” 
 
    Derek stormed up the stairs and slammed the bedroom door. Jean wept and hugged herself as she leaned against the wall.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    The following Monday morning, Jean was watching Derek making breakfast in the kitchen. “I called the medical centre this morning,” Derek said. “I told them you’d caught a bug. Alison said she understood.” 
 
    “Why?” Jean asked. 
 
    “You’re not feeling yourself.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    “Well, that’s not true, love. Is it?” 
 
    Derek sat beside her. Jean got up. “I’m going to work,” she said. 
 
    “But I’ve called them.” 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have,” Jean said. “I can make my own decisions.” 
 
    Jean left the kitchen and went upstairs to her bedroom. She didn’t want to go to work. But, anywhere was better than inside that house. 
 
      
 
    When Jean got to work, Alison suggested she update patient records and not manage the reception desk. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Jean,” Francis said. 
 
    “Morning, Francis.” 
 
    “What a morning, I’ve had, shuffling these files around. They don’t pay me enough for this,” said Francis. 
 
    “We’re moving over to digital files now, so we shouldn’t have this problem for long,” Jean noted. 
 
    “Thank the Lord for that,” breathed Francis “How are you settling in?” 
 
    “Okay. Alison wants me to update patient records today.” 
 
    “Lucky you! I’ve got a bunch of them right here. Don’t say I never give you anything.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jean said.  
 
    “It’s quiet today. Well, for a Monday morning,” Francis noted 
 
    “It’s a good job. We’ve only three doctors on today,” Jean commented. 
 
    “Doctor Marsden is off with the flu,” Francis observed. 
 
    “Oh dear,” commiserated Jean. “She’s nice. Isn’t she?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s all right. Alison is settling in well.” 
 
    “Yeah. She’s been really nice to me since I’ve got back. Really supportive.” 
 
    “I missed you when you were away,” Francis told Jean. 
 
    “You missed my coffee, you mean,” Jean countered, laughing. 
 
    “Speaking of which.” 
 
    Jean smiled and stood up. “Still black with one sugar?” 
 
    “You got it.” 
 
    Jean made the coffees in the kitchen area. When she returned, she noticed Natasha serving Emma at the reception desk.  
 
    “Hello, can I help you?” Natasha asked Emma.  
 
    Emma gave Jean a sidelong glance. “I’m here for my appointment with Doctor Williams at 10:20.” 
 
    Natasha checked the computer. “Great. If you take a seat, the doctor will call you when he’s ready to see you.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Emma said. “Morning, Jean,” she added. 
 
    Jean didn’t smile. “Morning.” 
 
    Emma sat in the waiting area. Jean wished the doctor would hurry and call Emma. She made Jean nervous.  
 
    Francis brought in another bunch of files and placed them on the desk.  
 
    “I’d forgotten how good your coffee is,” she said. “Alison asked if you could take these files into her office.” 
 
    “Why me?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I think she wants to have a chat,” Francis said with a smile.  
 
    “A promotion, do you think?” Jean joked. 
 
    “I hope not,” Francis said. “Your head is big enough.” 
 
    Jean took the files and headed to Alison’s office. But, as she passed the ladies’ toilets, Emma stepped out, brushed against her and Jean dropped the files. A flush of heat crept across Jean’s cheeks as she knelt to pick them up. Emma stood on one folder. Jean looked up at her. The smile was twisted, sinister, as she removed her foot slowly. Jean glanced around and everyone stared at her. She was so embarrassed, she clutched her chest. The pain got tighter and tighter. 
 
    Jean’s body burned as she stared at the heap of files on the floor. Charging into office, she grabbed her handbag and coat and raced through the rear entrance. 
 
    Leaning against the wall outside, she gasped for breath. She felt so stupid for dropping the files like that. She’d lost control. She kept seeing Emma’s face as she struggled to breathe.  The door flew open, and Alison stood in front of Jean.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Alison asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Your daughter-in-law was just telling me how much you’ve been struggling lately.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Jean snapped. 
 
    “Maybe. But, is it too soon for you to come back to work? Your husband said you weren’t feeling well.” 
 
    “No, I’m fine really. It was just a mistake.” 
 
    “Please, Jean. Don’t think I’m getting at you. I just need my staff to be at their best that’s all.” 
 
    Alison smiled sympathetically and went back into the surgery. Jean staggered to the bench and sat. She wanted to cry.  How dare Emma talk to Alison about her? She really was taking liberties. Jean took a sweet out of her bag and pushed it into her mouth. She then went to the bin and pushed the wrapped inside it. When she went back to the bench, her handbag was gone. 
 
    Jean rushed back into the surgery. Francis and Natasha were tending to the long line of patients forming in the waiting area.  
 
    “Have you seen my bag?” Jean asked.  
 
    “Sorry, Jean,” Francis replied. “I’m just tending to the patient.” 
 
    “My bag has gone,” Jean said.  
 
    Jean looked under the desk, the chairs, and the stationary cupboard. Natasha and Francis watched her. 
 
    “Jean, are you alright?” Natasha asked her. 
 
    “I wish people would stop asking me that,” Jean said.  
 
    “Where did you leave it?” Francis asked. 
 
    “Well, if I knew that,” Jean said. 
 
    Alison came out of her office and into the reception area. “I’m still waiting for those documents I asked for. What is going on?” 
 
    “Jean has lost her bag,” Natasha told her.  
 
    Jean was still looking for her bag. She looked in the waiting area. Alison came up to her. 
 
    “Jean, why don’t you come into my office?” Alison said. 
 
    “My bag has been stolen!” Jean stammered. 
 
    “Please come into the office,” Alison said firmly. 
 
    “You don’t understand. There are pictures of my son in there.” 
 
    “We can sort it out in my office.” 
 
    Jean followed Alison into her office.  
 
    “Sit down. Would you like me to call the police?” 
 
    Jean shrugged her shoulders. “I left it outside. I just turned my back for a minute, and it was gone.” 
 
    “I’ll call the police. Maybe it was stolen. There are some shady characters hanging around out there. Don’t worry, Jean. It will be alright.” 
 
    “It’s only my first week back,” Jean mumbled. 
 
    Alison gave her a slight, worried smile as she made the call to the police.  
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    Jean was standing in Alison’s office with two female police officers. One of them looked like a teenager with pink lip-gloss and a dark side-swept fringe that covered her short forehead. The other one was black, a little older, stern looking. 
 
     “Can you tell us what happened, Mrs–?” the older officer asked.  
 
    “Saunders, Jean Saunders,” Jean told her. She sat at Alison’s desk, feeling nervous. The police always made her nervous. 
 
    “You’ve reported a stolen handbag. Is that correct?” 
 
    “Yes, I was outside, you see. I went to put a sweet wrapper in the bin and when I returned my handbag had gone. I’d left it on the bench.” 
 
    “Did you see anyone else around the building?” 
 
    “No. Alison came out to talk to me, but then she went back inside.” 
 
    “And you saw no one after that?” 
 
    “No. I was alone.” 
 
    “If I may interject,” Alison said. “There is a homeless man that sleeps at the side of the centre. I don’t know his name.” 
 
    “David,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m not sure what his name is,” Alison said. 
 
    “His name is David. He told me the other day when I took him for a coffee.” 
 
    “You took this David for a coffee?” The officer asked Jean. 
 
    “I was just trying to do something nice. He looked like he hadn’t had a meal in days.” 
 
    “I don’t think that was wise, Jean.” 
 
    “So what do you suggest I do? Ignore him?” Jean said. “He’s somebody son.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw this David?” the officer said. 
 
    “The other day,” Jean said. “Thursday, I think. It was when I came to see Alison about coming back to work.” 
 
    “Well, we might want to talk to him.” 
 
    “About what?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Jean, it’s possible it could have been him,” Alison said. 
 
    “What about one of the patients?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Surely not.” 
 
    “Did you hear the back door open?” The officer asked. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear any footsteps, anything like that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I think if somebody took your bag from outside, you might have heard them running away or breathing heavily.” 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything,” Jean insisted. 
 
    “Are you sure you took your bag outside?” The officer asked. 
 
    “Positive,” Jean said. “But, then, yes I must have done. I remember taking the sweets out of my handbag. I always keep sweets in my bag.” 
 
    The officers looked at another.  
 
    “Well, we will ask around.” 
 
    “When will I get my bag back?” Jean asked. 
 
    “I can’t answer that I’m afraid.” 
 
    “There’s a picture of my son in that bag. It’s my favourite picture. I carry it everywhere. My son, Eddie, he died. He was killed in a car crash.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the officer said. 
 
    “So I need that bag back. I don’t care about the money. I just want that picture of my boy.” 
 
    “We will try our best, Mrs Saunders. But, we can’t promise anything,” the officer said. “You do need to cancel any credit or debit cards. Let your bank know what’s happened.” 
 
    Jean nodded. “I don’t care. I just want the picture.” 
 
    “Well, we will need you to come down to the station and make a statement. Could you do that now? Or maybe after work?” 
 
    “I don’t think she’s in the fit state to return to work today,” Alison said. “She’ll go now.” 
 
    “Is that okay with you, Jean?” 
 
    Jean nodded, stood up, and followed the officers out of the office. Before she left, she looked at Alison. There it was again, that smile of support, but also of pity. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After Jean went to the police station to give her statement, the officers gave her a lift home. They told her she’d need not hope for her the return of her bag, but they would do their best. Jean told them she understood. But, she was heartbroken that her picture of Eddie had been taken. It was one of them standing on the beach at Blackpool in 1995. Eddie was ten years old. Jean was kissing his cheek and Eddie was laughing. Derek took the picture with his old camera. Jean had carried that picture in her handbag for years. It reminded her of her son, as he was always smiling.  
 
     Once Jean said goodbye, she let herself into the house, she hung her coat up at the coat rack and saw Derek’s coat hanging. Walking down the hall, towards the kitchen, she bobbed her head around the living room door and saw Derek sitting on the couch. He had a tray on his lap, with a bowl of reddish soap, two crusty bread rolls, and a glass of water.  
 
    “Hi,” Jean said. 
 
    “Hello,” Derek replied. “There’s soup left in the pan. You need to warm it up.” 
 
    Jean pulled a chair from under the dining table and sat. “It’s okay. Listen, Derek, I had my bag stolen today.” 
 
    “Your bag? Where?” 
 
    “At work.” 
 
    “Are you okay? How did it happen?” 
 
    “I was carrying files to Alison’s office, and Emma was there. She bumped into me. I dropped the files and was so embarrassed that I ran outside and took my bag with me. I went to the bin to put a sweet wrapper in and when I turned my bag was gone.” 
 
    Derek looked confused. “Did you call the police?” 
 
    “Yes. Alison called them. I may not get my bag back. They think David took it.” 
 
    “Who’s David?” Derek asked. 
 
    “He’s this homeless guy that sleeps outside the medical centre,” Jean explained. “I brought him a coffee the other day.” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    “Why is everyone so surprised by that? It’s called being caring.” 
 
    “And the police think this David has nicked your bag?” 
 
    “I suppose so, but I’m not sure. He didn’t seem that kind of person.” 
 
    “He’s homeless. He begs for a living.” 
 
    “Derek, don’t be so stuck up. Not everyone has the privilege to live in a nice house like we do.” 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Derek said. “You brought him a coffee, and he nicks your handbag. Is that how he repays you? Wait until I get my hands on him.” 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” Jean said. “Besides, we don’t even know if it was him.” 
 
    “I don’t see who else it could have been.” 
 
    “There were several people in and out of the centre all day. Emma was one.” 
 
    “Emma? Why would she steal your handbag?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was her. I said she was there. Oh, Derek, I’m so upset about this.” 
 
    Jean had hoped that Derek would have held her, but he touched her hand as though she was a friend at work.  
 
    “It will all right,” he said. “You need to call the bank.” 
 
    “I did it at the police station.” 
 
    “Would you like a drink? Tea?” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll just wash my face.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Derek switched the kettle on. Jean was about to climb the staircase when she saw something on the floor. It looked like a picture. Jean bent down and picked it up. It was the photograph of Eddie. It was the one of Jean and Eddie at Blackpool in nineteen-ninety-five. Jean pressed her hand against her mouth and ran back into the kitchen. Derek was pouring boiling water into a cup.  
 
    “Tea’s ready,” he said. “What’s that in your hand?” 
 
    “It’s the picture of me and Eddie.” 
 
    “What picture?” 
 
    “The one in my bag.” 
 
    “Where was it?” 
 
    “It was on the doormat. Somebody must have posted it through the letter-box.” 
 
    “I heard nothing.” 
 
    “They must have done. This picture was in my handbag.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You could have dropped it and not noticed.” 
 
    “Never! I guard this picture with my life. I always carry it my bag. Besides, it was in my bag when I was in the medical centre. I remember seeing it.” 
 
    “Jean?” 
 
    “I remember seeing it. I touched it. I looked at it. It was there in my bag.” 
 
    “So, what’s it doing on the doormat then?” 
 
    “Somebody put it there.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know. But, I’m calling the police.” 
 
    Jean went into the lounge and called the police.  
 
    “Can I speak to the PC Hickman, please? It’s Jean Saunders, and it’s regarding the theft of my handbag.” 
 
    Jean looked back at Derek who was standing behind her, shaking his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That night, Jean asked Derek to come back to their bedroom. She didn’t want to sleep alone. While they slept, Jean turned over and rested her hand on Derek’s chest. It had been a while she had done that.   
 
    “Are you asleep?” she asked him. 
 
    “No,” he replied. 
 
    “I know you don’t think I should have called the police about the picture.” 
 
    “You could have dropped it. That constable said that.” 
 
    “I didn’t drop it, Derek. It was in my handbag. I saw it myself. Somebody posted it through the letter-box.” 
 
    “Why would somebody steal your bag and then post a photograph through the letter-box? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Jean sighed. “If the person had malicious intent, then yes.” 
 
    “Malicious intent?” 
 
    “Yes. If the person was trying to get at me.” 
 
    “Who would do that?” 
 
    Jean paused. “Emma?” 
 
    “Emma?” 
 
    “She was at the surgery today. She could have taken the bag.” 
 
    “My God, Jean.” 
 
    Derek flipped the bedsheets off his body and pulled on his dressing gown. As he tied his robe, he glared at Jean. “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “I didn’t say it was her. But what if it was?” 
 
    “She’s not like that.” 
 
    “You didn’t see what she was like. The way she was looking at me. I don’t think we can trust her.” 
 
    “So, she posted the picture through the letter-box.” 
 
    “I know it sounds crazy.” 
 
    “Too right it does.” 
 
    “Derek, I don’t think Emma should look after our grandchildren. Please, let’s consider going for custody.” 
 
    “What are you talking about now?” 
 
    “I’m talking about protecting Eddie’s legacy.” 
 
    “This isn’t about Eddie.” 
 
    “It is,” Jean said. 
 
    “No. It isn’t,” Derek said. “This is about you and your vendetta against Emma.” 
 
    “Have you ever wondered why I have a vendetta against her?” 
 
    “So you admit it then?” 
 
    “Derek, she is fooling you. I think she took my bag.” 
 
    “Jean, you dropped your picture. Emma didn’t take it.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “I just know,” Jean replied. 
 
     Derek said. “I don’t think you should have gone back to work. It was too soon.” 
 
    “I was fine to go back to work. I was ready.” 
 
    “I don’t think you were. Maybe you should ask for more time off.” 
 
    “I will not. I will not let Emma drive me away from my place of work.” 
 
    “She’s not doing that, Jean. You are.” 
 
    Derek stormed out of the bedroom and Jean heard him going down the staircase.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The following morning, Jean was preparing breakfast in the kitchen. When Derek came downstairs, he already had his workbag strapped over his shoulder.  
 
    “So, you will not discuss this anymore?” Jean asked him. 
 
    “I need to go to work. I said all I would say last night. For all the good it did me. You never listen to me. You never have.” 
 
    “I’ll listen to you when you listen to me. You can’t expect me to give up my job.” 
 
    “I never said that. I meant to take more time off.” 
 
    “What I need is a husband who supports his wife instead of his crazy daughter-in-law.” 
 
    Derek was about to storm out of the kitchen. But, he was interrupted by the doorbell. Jean went past him and into the hall. She answered the door and was greeted by the two police officers.  
 
    “Hello, Mrs Saunders. Can we come in?” 
 
    Jean widened the door, and the two officers stepped inside.  
 
    “Has something happened?” Jean asked. 
 
    Derek came into the hall. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We have spoken to David Amory, the homeless man you befriended.” 
 
    “I didn’t befriend him exactly.” 
 
    “He claims he was nowhere near the medical centre on the day your bag was stolen. He was in hospital, and we have verified that.” 
 
    “Is he okay?” 
 
    “Never mind that. What happens now?” David asked. 
 
    “Well, we’ll continue our enquiries,” the officer said. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jean said. “At least I got my picture back.” 
 
    “Yeah. At least that’s something,” The officer replied. “I’m always losing things.” 
 
    “I didn’t lose it,” Jean said. 
 
    “Thanks, officer,” Derek said. “I’ll see you out.” 
 
    “Sure. If we have any further information, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “Thank you, officer.” 
 
    Derek saw them out and closed the front door. Jean shook her head at him and went back into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That following Friday was Ava’s birthday. Jean was not looking forward to the party, as Emma had taken over the proceedings, just as she had done with Eddie’s funeral. Jean was still reeling from the uncomfortable scene when Emma had turned up and ruined Jean’s plans for Ava’s birthday.  
 
    It was a lovely family moment which Emma had soured with her narcissistic behaviour. It was one in a long list of incidents that Jean had to put up with. But Jean put her feelings aside for Ava’s sake. Today was about Ava. 
 
    Jean and Derek sat in the car outside Meredith's house. Jean could see people arriving for Ava’s party.  
 
    “We don’t have to stay long,” Derek said. 
 
    “How will that look?” Jean asked. 
 
    “It will look like you’re not up to it,” Derek said. 
 
    “Stop saying that,” Jean barked. “I’m not ill.” 
 
    She was tired of everyone treating her like an invalid. When they knocked on the front door, Meredith answered. “Derek, Jean, how lovely to see you. Come in.” 
 
    As soon as they stepped inside, Emma rushed towards them. “I’m glad you both could make it,” Emma said. “Looking good, Jean! Black is really your colour.” 
 
    Jean cast a slight frown, but then hid it with a smile. The scent of Emma’s perfume made her swoon. Jean had a bottle of the same perfume in her handbag. She’d recognise that scent anywhere. Jean brushed the thought to the back of her mind when Ava appeared and threw her arms around Jean.  
 
    “Hi, Auntie Jean and Uncle Derek!” Ava said. “Thanks for coming.”  
 
    Ava looked stunning in a floor-sweeping black gown that complimented her pale skin. She’d styled her hair into two long braids that overlapped at her shoulders. She reminded Jean of her mother, but without the confidence. She was so proud of what a lovely young woman Ava was becoming. 
 
    “We wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Jean said. “Happy birthday, darling. I wish your Uncle Eddie could have been here.” 
 
    Ava smiled. “He is, in spirit.” 
 
    They moved to the living room. Jean recognised none of Ava’s friends. She didn’t realize her niece was so popular.  
 
    “Can I get you a drink?” Emma asked. 
 
    “No thanks not from me,” Jean replied.  
 
    She’d had a headache all morning, and she didn’t think drinking would help. But she was fine to watch everyone else enjoying themselves.  
 
    “I'll have a beer, please,” Derek said 
 
    “Come on, Jean,” Emma encouraged.  “It’s not every day your only niece turns twenty-one. Have a nice glass of wine.”  
 
    “Okay,” Jean agreed so as not to make a fuss. “I’ll have a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Great,” Emma said. “I’ll get the drinks. Why don’t you mingle?”  
 
    Jean was not the mingling type as social events made her feel like a frightened squirrel. She stopped Ava as she walked past to give her a birthday present.  
 
    “This is for you,” Jean said.  
 
    “Hope you like it,” Derek said. 
 
    “Thank you Auntie Jean and Uncle Derek,” Ava said. 
 
    She took the present from Jean and unwrapped it.  It was a rather plain looking black blouse that Jean was sure she would like as Ava never wore garish clothes. Emma brought Jean’s wine and gasped with astonishment. Jean saw the look of horror on Emma’s face, but she disguised it with a smile.  
 
    “What a lovely black blouse,” Emma said.  
 
    The sarcasm in Emma’s voice made Jean want to pour the glass of wine over her head. But she didn’t. That wouldn’t solve anything.  
 
    Ava didn't look too pleased with her gift either, but she gave Jean an appreciative hug. “I love it, Auntie Jean. Thank you.” 
 
    Jean looked around. People were watching them, and the spotlight made Jean feel hot and sick.  
 
    “Well, if you don't like it I kept the receipt. You could always return it,” Jean said, adding a nervous laugh to her sentiment.  
 
    “I won’t be returning it, Auntie Jean. I love it.”  
 
    She hugged Jean again which made her feel a little better. Emma shrugged her shoulders and trotted off, flinging her hand through her long blonde hair as though it was her birthday and her day. Ava was such a sweet girl, so friendly and warm. Jean did not want Ava hanging around with the likes of Emma Chigwell. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, Jean watched Emma and Ava laughing in the corner. Derek then joined them and the three of them laughed. When Jean noticed Emma go upstairs, Jean tiptoed behind her, and waited for Emma to come out of the toilet. “Hello Jean,” Emma said, startled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It's a great party.” 
 
    Emma gave a small trace of a smile. “Well, it was my idea. I knew Ava would appreciate it.” 
 
    “Well Ava’s enjoying herself,” Jean said. “No Charlie?” 
 
    “He’s working,” Emma said. 
 
     “Is that new perfume you’re wearing?” Jean asked her.  
 
    Emma dabbed her hand on her neck and then smelled her wrist. “Yes. It's lovely. Isn’t it? Here, smell.” 
 
    Emma pushed her wrist under Jean’s nose, and Jean felt her blood boil. It was her perfume. Jean was sure.   
 
    “It's very nice,” Jean said. 
 
    “Thank you. If I remember I'll get you a bottle,” Emma said. “That’s funny. I didn’t have you down as a perfume lover.” 
 
    Emma smiled as she dashed down the staircase. Jean’s eyes followed her. Resting her hand on the bannister, Jean took a deep breath before she re-joined the party.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the living room, Jean watched Derek dancing with Emma. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d danced with her. Jean didn’t recognise the music being played, nor did she identify any of the guests except those who were family. Everyone was enjoying themselves, but Jean wanted to go home.  
 
    “You not dancing?” Emma asked her.  
 
    “I'm fine, thank you,” Jean replied. 
 
    “Come on, Auntie Jean,” Ava shouted from the middle of the dance floor.  
 
    “I'm not much of a dancer,” Jean said 
 
    Emma danced with Ava while Jean felt hot and sticky again. She went to the table to pour herself a drink.. What she wanted was a glass of cold water. Jean poured herself a glass in the kitchen and then returned to the living room where she picked up her glass of wine. She was not a big drinker. But, she felt she should join in with everybody else and pretended to enjoy herself. She wasn’t sure how much wine she drank, but she felt woozy and the room was spinning. She made her way to the couch, but everything seemed to spin faster and faster.   
 
    “Are you okay, Auntie Jean?” she heard Ava ask. 
 
    Jean looked up at her, but Ava’s head faded out of focus.  
 
     “I think you've had enough,” Derek said.  
 
    “I want a drink,” Jean slurred. 
 
    “I think you’ve had enough,” she heard Meredith say.  
 
    Everybody was watching her. Derek pulled her up, but she didn’t want to go anywhere with him.  “Don't spoil this for Ava,” Derek whispered to her. 
 
    “I feel terrible,” Jean said. 
 
    “I’m taking you home,” Derek said. 
 
    “I don't want to go home,” Jean said. “Where’s Eddie?”  
 
    “Eddie is dead for goodness’ sake!” Derek's voice shook her.  
 
    But his voice seemed so loud, it shook her.  
 
    He pulled her up off the couch, but she shoved him away and plunged onto the table of food and drink. Horrified and ashamed, Jean got up, held her head down, and cried.  
 
    “Right. I am taking you home now,” Derek said. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Jean cried as Meredith, Ava, and Emma watched Derek march her out of the living room.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean glanced at her reflection in the mirror. She looked awful. Her hair was a mess and her face, pale and insipid. When she went into the kitchen, Derek was drinking coffee.  
 
    “What happened last night?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Don’t you remember?” 
 
    Jean shook her head. “No.”  
 
    “You made a fool of yourself, that’s what happened?”  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You got drunk and fell onto the table. Everyone was staring at us. It was embarrassing.” 
 
    Jean could see Derek was disgusted. “I only had two glasses of wine.” 
 
    “You almost passed out.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Jean sat at the table. If she could remember something, it would help, but Ava’s party was a blank.  
 
    “Ava was mortified. After all the effort Emma putting into setting up the birthday party.” 
 
    Jean looked at Derek. “I must speak to Ava. Tell her how sorry I am.” 
 
    “If you think it’d help.” 
 
    “I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Jean slammed his hands on the table. “I told you not to drink anymore. But you wouldn’t listen. You never listen to me.” 
 
    “Stop shouting at me, please.” 
 
    Derek stormed out the kitchen. Jean rushed after him, begging to stay with her, but he slammed the front door in her face.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That afternoon Jean drove over to Meredith's house. She couldn’t bear the thought of Ava being angry with her. When Meredith answered the front door, her displeased expression spoke volumes.  
 
    “Hi?” 
 
    “Hello, Jean?” Meredith replied, coldly. 
 
    “Can I speak to Ava please?” Jean asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Meredith said. She let Jean into the hall just as Ava was coming down the staircase.  
 
    “Auntie Jean are you okay? I was worried about you last night we all were.” 
 
    “Ava. I wanted to say I'm so sorry. Is it possible could take you out for lunch?” 
 
    “I would meet a friend.” 
 
    “Oh, well maybe another time.” 
 
    Ava looked at Meredith. “Maybe I could cancel. I’m sure she’d understand.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ava.”  
 
    Ava went back upstairs to grab her coat while she was upstairs Meredith looked at Jean. 
 
    “It really upset her,” Meredith said. “What did you do it?” 
 
    “I only had one drink, two at most,” Jean said. 
 
    “I know it was a party but you passed out. It was strange.” 
 
    “Yes it was. That’s what I don’t understand.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I didn’t drink that much. How did I pass out?”  
 
    “I thought you would put your differences with Emma aside for Ava’s sake. How could you Jean?”  
 
    Ava returned and took her jacket off the coat rack.   
 
    “I'm ready now,” Ava said. 
 
    Jean smiled at Meredith as she and Ava left the house. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean took Ava to a restaurant in Headingley. They sat by a table in the corner.  
 
    “So did you enjoy yourself last night?” Jean asked.  
 
    “Yes, it was great.” 
 
    “Emma went to a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “She knows how to plan a party. It was great to have something to celebrate.” 
 
    “Until I ruined it.” 
 
    “I never said that. Mum said you and Emma were having issues.” 
 
    “Did she say why?” 
 
    “No. Nobody knows what your problem is with her.” 
 
    “I can't explain it.” 
 
    “But you must know why?” 
 
     “It’s complicated. I don’t want to get you involved.” 
 
    “I am involved. We all are, Auntie Jean.” 
 
    “It’s just that ever since Emma came into this family, there seems to be this tension. I can’t put my finger on it, but there is something strange about her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about it, Auntie Jean.” 
 
    “At least you’re not angry with me,” Jean said. 
 
    The last thing Jean wanted to fall out with her niece. They’d always been close. Although Jean was not pleased about Ava’s closeness with Emma. 
 
    “I had a great time last night,” Ava replied. “Emma’s really nice if you get to know her. She said she had problems with her previous mother-in-law too.” 
 
    Jean gazed at Ava. “Her previous mother-in-law? Emma’s been married before?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Ava said. “She didn’t really go into it. You know how she is. She never talks about her past.” 
 
    Jean rubbed the edge of her chin. “Yes. I wonder why?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek was in the garden when Jean returned home. She hung her coat up in the hall and watched him through the kitchen window. He chatted to their neighbour, Christine, over the garden fence. Jean switched on the kettle and took two cups out the cupboard. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she thought about Ava. She adored her niece and was relieved she wasn’t upset. But Jean was still suspicious about her behaviour. She couldn’t understand it. Jean wasn’t a heavy drinker and would never have gotten drunk. She’d never make a fool of herself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek came into the kitchen as the kettle boiled.  
 
    “How long have you been home?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Not long,” Jean said, making the tea. “I’m making tea.” 
 
    “Thanks. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Sorry I stormed out like that earlier.” 
 
    “You were angry,” Jean said. 
 
    “I was just talking to Christine, next door. She said Gwen visited earlier, but there was no one home.”   
 
    “Gwen?” Jean asked.  
 
    Jean remembered that she hadn’t told Gwen about Eddie and was frightened of her telling Derek.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll come back,” Jean said. 
 
    “She went off for months, didn’t she? Went abroad? Have you not heard from her? She may not know about Eddie.” 
 
    Jean handed the cup of tea to Derek. “There you go.” 
 
    “I need this. Did you see Ava?”  
 
    “Yes, and I apologised but I—” 
 
    The doorbell interrupted Jean. Derek answered the door and returned with Emma.  
 
    “Hello, Jean? Sorry to pop around unannounced.” 
 
    “You don’t need an appointment,” Derek said. 
 
    “You’re so kind, Derek,” Emma said. “I just thought I’d come and see how Jean was doing.” 
 
    “She’s still standing, just about,” Derek said. 
 
    They laughed, but Jean didn’t join them. Derek showed Emma into the living room. Emma took off her jacket and Jean saw she was wearing a new dress. It was floral and highlighted her svelte figure.  
 
    “I was a little worried about you, Jean. I would have phoned, but I thought it was best I come instead.” 
 
    “We’re glad you did,” Derek said. “Can I get you a cup of tea?” 
 
    “Thanks that would be great.” 
 
    Derek went into the kitchen and Jean sat opposite Emma on the couch. There looked at each other, not saying anything. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay,” Emma then said. 
 
    “I’m fine. You didn’t need to come all the way over here.” 
 
    “I’m not interrupting anything am I?” 
 
    “I meant you didn’t need to put yourself out.” 
 
    “We’re family, Jean.” 
 
    “How are the boys?” 
 
    “They’re fine and coping really well.” 
 
    “That’s good.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about last night.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean, feeling you embarrassed yourself. Mind you, it was funny. I wish I’d filmed it. I know you didn’t mean to ruin it for Ava.” 
 
    “Ava is fine about it.” 
 
    “She would say that.” 
 
    “She told me.” 
 
    “Ava is a sweet girl. She wouldn’t want to hurt your feelings. But making a show of yourself like that in front of her friends, just imagine how she felt.” 
 
    Jean pondered over her words. She knew she’d embarrassed her niece. She wasn’t proud of herself. Derek came back into the lounge and gave Emma her tea.  
 
    “I was just telling Jean that she needn’t worry about last night,” Emma said. “It was just one of those things.” 
 
    “You’re not still worried about it are you?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Jean said. 
 
    “Ava enjoyed her party. That was the main thing.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Derek said. “You’ve been like a breath of fresh air in her life.” 
 
    “That’s a nice thing to say,” Emma said. 
 
    “It’s true,” Derek said. “And she’s been through a lot you know.” 
 
    Jean shot Derek a hard look to stop him from going any farther, but he ignored her. 
 
    “She seems like a happy-go-lucky type of girl,” Emma said. 
 
    “She is,” Derek said. “But she suffers from depression.” 
 
    Jean didn’t think it was any of Emma’s business. The family wasn’t ashamed of Ava’s struggles with mental health, but it was a private, family matter. 
 
    “I didn’t know,” Emma said. 
 
    “Why would you?” Jean asked. “It’s personal. Well, it was.” 
 
    “Emma and Ava are friends.” 
 
    “Well, I think Ava should hang around with girls her own age.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that Jean.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jean’s right,” Emma said. “It is a private matter.” 
 
    “You’re family,” Derek said. 
 
    Emma looked at Jean. “Yes, I am. But maybe I should be going.” 
 
    “You haven’t finished your tea.” 
 
    “I’m sure Emma has things to do, Derek.” 
 
    Emma got up and Derek showed her out. While she was leaving, Jean went up to the window and watched Emma walk down the path and get into her car.  
 
    “There was no need for that,” Derek said when he returned to the living room. “She was just trying to be nice.” 
 
    “Sure she was,” Jean said. 
 
    “What’s the matter now?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Jean answered. “I’ll make a start on dinner shall I?” 
 
    Jean barrelled into the kitchen and Derek returned to the garden. While he mowed the grass, and the chicken fillets roasted in the oven, Jean took the laptop and searched for how you knew when somebody spiked your drink. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So you think Emma spiked your drink?” Derek asked Jean the following morning as they sat at the kitchen table.  
 
    “Yes I do,” Jean replied.  
 
    “What makes you think that?”  
 
    “There is something about her. I can’t put my finger on it. But I had only one glass of champagne, and that was it. She must have been behind it.”  
 
    “That’s a very serious allegation, Jean.”  
 
    “I know, and I wish to God that I didn’t think like this. But, I feel like Emma is turning my family against me. She deliberately tries to humiliate me, like getting me drunk at my niece’s birthday party. She knew how much I was looking forward to it. And she ruined it.”  
 
    Derek’s lowered his head. “I think you resent her for marrying Eddie. This is a part of your obsession with her.”  
 
    “You’re wrong.”  
 
    “Am I?”  
 
    “Yes, you are. Derek, I think Emma is dangerous, and we need to do something about her before it’s too late.”  
 
    “Before what, Jean?”  
 
    “Whatever she’s planning.”  
 
    “And what is that?”  
 
    Jean stood up. “I can’t explain it.”  
 
    “And that’s the problem.”  
 
    “We were different before she came. I don’t know why but she’s damaged this family. Look at Ava! She barely notices me anymore. Ava and I were so close.”  
 
    “So, you’re jealous of Emma. Is that it?”  
 
    “Why won’t you believe me?”  
 
    “Because you’re not making any sense,” Derek said. “I want to help you, but I feel out of my depth.”  
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “I’m practically going under, Jean. The business is in trouble. We could lose the house, and the cars, and everything. I don’t even know how we will pay for my son’s funeral.”  
 
    “I know things are tight.”  
 
    “Tight? We’re drowning in debt, Jean. You’re only working part-time.”  
 
    “I can go back full-time.”  
 
    “You can’t go back full-time because you’re not well. You’re too bothered about Emma when you should be worrying about our future.”  
 
    “Only because I know what she’s doing.”  
 
    “I’m worried about what you’re doing. How often do you think we’ll see the boys now? Everybody thinks you’re a drunk, and irrational.”  
 
    “You think I’m crazy. Don’t you?”  
 
    Derek paused. “I don’t know what to think.”  
 
    “I need you to stand by me. Everyone is against me, and rooting for Emma.”  
 
    “You can’t stop. Can you?”  
 
    “No, I can’t because I don’t understand how we can go from a normally functioning family to this. And I think Emma is behind it. And I won’t stop until she is out of this family.”  
 
    “Jean—”  
 
    “No, Derek. I’ve listened to you long enough. It’s because I’ve listened to you that we’re in this mess. When Emma wanted a big, posh funeral for Eddie, I said no. We couldn’t afford it. You went along with everything and now look at us. Even buying a pint of milk is a strain. When have we ever owed money to anyone? I didn’t work my whole life to end up like this. And all because you will not listen.”  
 
    Jean went into the hall. She grabbed her coat, scarf and handbag. She left Derek standing in the kitchen.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I tried calling you,” Beatrice said later that day.  
 
    They were sitting in a coffee shop near where Beatrice worked. Jean sipped her coffee. 
 
    “I’ve been otherwise minded, so to speak,” she told Beatrice.  
 
    “I was glad I saw you earlier,” Beatrice commented. “You seemed in a world of your own.”  
 
    “I was,” Jean confessed. I’d just seen Ava and Emma together.”  
 
    “That a problem?”  
 
    “It depends which way you look at it.”  
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    “I think Emma spiked my drink at Ava’s birthday party,” Jean said. 
 
    “Jean, speaking as a lawyer,” Beatrice cautioned her friend, “That’s very serious. Why would she do that?”  
 
    “You sound like Derek.”  
 
    “Well?”  
 
    “Because she wants to come between my family and me. And she is doing it. Oh, her plan is working so well. She is a master of deception.”  
 
    “But it sounds so—”  
 
    “Far-fetched,” Jean supplied. “You think things like that don’t happen to middle-class people like us?”  
 
    “I didn’t mean that.”  
 
    “Ever since Emma came into our lives, things have changed. I can see it. Why can’t everyone else?”  
 
    Beatrice sipped her coffee. “You’ve had a lot to deal with.”  
 
    “Change the record, Beatrice.”  
 
    “Jean, don’t talk to me like that.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. Oh, I don’t want us to fall out. You’re my best friend.”  
 
    “When it suits you.”  
 
    “Sorry?”  
 
    “You haven’t even asked about the wedding,” Beatrice said. “I’m getting married, and you haven’t shown the slightest bit of interest.”  
 
    Guilty as charged, Jean thought. Shamefaced, she lowered her head and then gazed at her friend.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jean said.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to sound self-centred, Jean. I know you’ve had a hard time. But, is Emma the problem here?”  
 
    Jean was sure. But she would not convince Beatrice.  
 
    “It’s not your family. Not your problem,” Jean said.  
 
    “That’s not fair.”  
 
    “Life isn’t fair. Is it? I lost my son, and now she wants to take my grandchildren away, and you’re talking about fair.”  
 
    “I thought—”  
 
    “I’m happy you’re getting married and that you’re happy. Everyone should be happy. But, I don’t know what happiness is anymore. I’ve just got this hole in my heart and my life. And I’m supposed to celebrate things like marriages, and births, and graduations — great things. But, I can’t stop thinking about my boy, lying in the ground. And, his so-called wife parading her new boyfriend around like my boy never mattered. And he mattered, Beatrice,” Jean said, tearfully. “He mattered to me. I can’t get over that. I can’t.”  
 
    “Oh, Jean. I’m sorry.”  
 
    Beatrice stretched her hand across the table and touched Jean’s arm. Then, they held hands as Jean cried. 
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    The following Monday morning, Jean tried to keep her mind focused at work as it was her first day back. It wasn’t easy. She kept seeing the picture that the boys drew of themselves, Emma and Charlie. It broke Jean’s heart to think that her grandsons thought of Emma and her new boyfriend as their family. Charlie wasn’t anything to them. He was barely anything to Emma. Jean doubted if Emma had known him that long. It was far too whimsical to be a serious relationship. Jean didn’t want her boys caught up in it. But, she didn’t feel as if she could talk to anyone about how she was feeling, or why she was feeling the way she was.  
 
    Jean was tending to a patient when she noticed Alison coming out of her office. She came up to the desk and waited until Jean had finished booking the appointment for her patient.  
 
    “Busy morning?” Alison asked her. 
 
    “It’s been quiet this morning,” Jean said to Alison. 
 
    Jean felt that Alison was continually checking up on her. Maybe she was being highly sensitive, but it was just the impression she got.  
 
    “So, you know it’s Francis’ birthday?” 
 
    Jean slapped her head slightly. “Oh no! I’d forgotten.” 
 
    “It’s okay with everything you’ve had to cope with. We’re having a birthday party for her this lunchtime. When I say party, I really mean fancy lunch.” 
 
    Jean smiled. “Sounds great.” 
 
    “It is a surprise.” 
 
    “Mum’s the word,” Jean said. “I’ll get you a coffee.” 
 
    “Thank you, Jean. I could do with it.” 
 
    Alison rubbed Jean’s shoulder and went back into the office. Jean went into the side office and flicked on the kettle when she returned to the reception area, Emma was standing at the desk. 
 
    “Emma?” Jean said. 
 
    “Hi, Jean. Can I see the doctor, please?” 
 
    “Yes, have you got an appointment?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Jean checked on the computer and saw that there were no available spots that day. 
 
    “You really need to have an appointment before you can see the doctor.” 
 
    “What about that drop-in thing that you do?” 
 
    “The drop in centre is this evening.” 
 
    “Can’t you fit me in at all?” Emma asked. 
 
    Emma started rubbing her stomach, and her face looked pale.  
 
    Jean’s eyes followed her hands and then she looked at the screen. “I’m afraid not,” Jean said. 
 
    “Oh, well. I’ll have to book an appointment then.” 
 
    “I can do that now if you like,” Jean said, still watching Emma rubbing her stomach. She tapped on the computer keyboard. “There’s an appointment tomorrow at 1:15. Is that okay?” 
 
    Emma smiled. “That’s great.” 
 
    “Would you like an appointment card?” 
 
    “I doubt I’ll forget. I never forget anything important.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I will be when I see a doctor.” 
 
    “You don’t think it anything serious?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    Jean was desperate to ask Emma if she was pregnant. The way she rubbed her stomach and the nauseous look on her face.  
 
    “So, we’ll see you tomorrow at 1 pm.” 
 
    “You said 1:15.” 
 
    “Sorry, of course. Yes. See you then.” 
 
    Emma strode away. “Bye, Jean.” 
 
    Jean watched her leave. She was so focused on Emma that she hadn’t noticed her boss standing behind her.  
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Sorry?” Jean asked Alison. 
 
    “You promised me coffee,” Alison said with a smile. 
 
    “Yes, sorry.” 
 
    Jean went into the back room and started to make the coffee. The thought of Emma being pregnant, making her shiver. 
 
      
 
      
 
    That lunchtime, Jean and her colleagues went to a restaurant in Leeds city centre for Francis’ birthday celebration. She was fifty-eight and apparently she was enjoying it. She looked well. Her colleagues all brought her presents. Jean told her that she’d get her something that weekend and apologised for forgetting. Francis said she understood. Though Francis was nice about it, a part of Jean felt as though she’d forgotten about her friends and family, and replaced them with grief. It was a strange feeling, celebrating. Every time somebody mentioned a birthday, or an engagement, or any other happy occasion, it was like something would ping inside of her. It was an occasion. She’d never share with Eddie again. She was grieving for what she’d never have, as well what she’d lost. She was saddened by the thought of never celebrating her son’s birthday again.  
 
    Though Jean felt drained from the onslaught of anxiety, she tried her best to celebrate with Francis. She could see the understanding in Francis’ eyes as she tip-toed around her, as though Jean was a baby needing looking after. Jean wasn’t a baby, nor a victim. She was just a mother who missed her son terribly.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jean arrived home that evening, Derek was in the living room watching television. He’d finished work early that day. She dropped her bag on the floor by the couch and started to unbutton her coat. 
 
    “What a day,” Jean said. “It was Francis’ birthday.” 
 
    “Was it?” Derek asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but I forgot. She understood, thankfully.” 
 
    Things were still tense between them after their argument the night before which resulted in Derek sleeping in the spare bedroom.  
 
    “Work was okay otherwise?” Derek asked. 
 
    Jean sat beside him once she had taken her jacket off. “Emma came into the medical centre today. She wanted to see a doctor.” 
 
    “Not surprising as it’s a doctor’s surgery.” 
 
    “But was her manner. She kept rubbing her stomach. I think she’s pregnant.” 
 
    “Pregnant?” 
 
    “It’s the way she was behaving.” 
 
    “Jean, she could have had wind.” 
 
    “It wasn’t wind.” 
 
    Derek got up off the sofa. “You’re not going to stop this.  Are you?” 
 
    “Why won’t you take me seriously?” 
 
    “Because there’s nothing to take seriously. Jean, we’re sleeping in separate beds.” 
 
    “Because you keep brushing everything I say aside like it doesn’t matter,” Jean said. “You’ve always done that. I’m tired of it.” 
 
    The phone ringing interrupted their heated conversation. Derek answered it.  
 
    “Hello? Oh hello, Emma. Yeah, I’m fine. Is everything okay? What now? We’re just about to have our dinner. Okay. Not a problem. Bye.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “She wants to see us.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Jean stood up. “Is it the boys?” 
 
    “She didn’t say.” 
 
    “I knew there was something wrong,” Jean said. 
 
    Jean was sure something was wrong when Emma came into the surgery earlier.  
 
    “Jean, let’s just see what she wants before we jump to conclusions.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Derek and Jean drove over to Emma’s house twenty minutes later. Emma let them into her newly decorated hall with a candid warmth that had been lacking when she came into the medical centre earlier. With brightened cheeks, a green figure-hugging jumper, a pair of skinny jeans, and her long blonde hair tied in a ponytail, her girlish demeanour that everybody loved was in full flow.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” she said in a quiet tone as she led them into the living room. It was dark outside, so the room was lit by a dim lamp. There was a tray of tea and biscuits on the dining table and no sign of the boys.  
 
    “Where are they?” Jean was about to say before she was interrupted by a tall, strapping man lurking in the doorway. 
 
    “Hi, Charlie. Come inside,” Emma told him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Eddie asked her.  
 
    Charlie stood by Emma, wrapping his arms her shoulders. Emma glanced at him, as though this move was inappropriate. Then she looked at Derek and Jean. 
 
    “The reason I asked you both to come, was to tell you that Charlie and I are engaged.” 
 
    “Engaged?” Derek asked. 
 
    “You mean you’re getting married?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Emma said. 
 
    “We love each other, Mrs Saunders,” Charlie said. “Emma thought it was best that you and your husband weren’t kept in the dark.” 
 
    Emma looked at Charlie with a sickening loved-up smile. Jean couldn’t believe what she hearing or seeing.  
 
    “But, when we asked you about it, you lied,” Jean said. “You said nothing was going on between you.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to upset you,” Emma said. 
 
    Jean’s heart felt as though it had dropped into her stomach. “And what do you think you’re doing now? Do you think this is right? This is my son’s house.” 
 
    “Jean, please understand,” Emma said. 
 
    “You can see why she would be upset, Emma?” Derek said. “It does seem a bit quick.” 
 
    “Upset? I’m fuming,” Jean said. “Eddie, my son, is barely cold in his grave.” 
 
    “Eddie would want me to be happy, Jean,” Emma said. 
 
    “Don’t you dare say that,” Jean said. “Don’t you dare bring my son into this?” 
 
    To say that Jean was insulted was an understatement. Eddie had barely been dead four months, and here Emma was, parading her new boyfriend around as though nothing had happened. Well, something had happened. Jean had lost her son, and she wasn’t going to forget about him because Emma had found herself a new man.  
 
    “I just thought the two of you should know,” Emma said. “The last thing I want to do is cause problems for anyone.” 
 
    “Can you see it our point of view, love?” Derek asked. 
 
    For once, Derek was siding with Jean. Even he could see that this was not right, or decent.  
 
    “Derek, I have been so lonely,” Emma said. “And Charlie has helped me with coping with everything.” 
 
    “I understand that,” Derek said. “Of course we do. We’ve had to struggle with losing Eddie and it’s been tough on all of us. But it’s just too soon, love.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you feel that way,” Emma said. “Maybe you and Derek need to spend more time together. It’s obvious that Eddie’s death has come between you.” 
 
    Jean’s rage was at the tip of her throat. “Don’t you talk about Derek and me? My marriage is none of your business.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend you,” Emma said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
     “You’re not sorry at all,” Jean said.  
 
    “Jean, please,” Derek intervened. “Emma, this is really too soon. Especially for the boys.” 
 
    Derek was too soft on her, as he always was, and it was driving Jean crazy. There was nothing morally right about this. Emma had pushed the family too far. She hadn’t considered the effect her actions would have on Eddie’s children. 
 
    What made it worse was that where everyone saw a struggling grieving widow, Jean saw a cold, calculating woman whom Eddie should never have gone near.  
 
    “I can understand how you both feel,” Emma said. “But I am entitled to a life too. You have each other. Who have I got?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t play the victim Emma. It doesn’t suit you,” Jean said. “You must have been planning this all along. Well, you’re not going to entertain your boyfriends in my son’s house.” 
 
    Emma gazed at Jean for a while before she answered.  
 
    “Your son is dead,” Emma said. “I’m going to live my life, and you are not going to stop me.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Jean said. 
 
    “Jean?” Derek said. 
 
    “No. This has gone on for long enough,” Jean said. “I want the boys. I want them to come and live with Derek and me. Then, you can do whatever you want with whoever you want.” 
 
    Emma gave a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m sorry, but no. Those boys stay with me.” 
 
    “Over my dead body.” 
 
    There was a short, uncomfortable silence. Derek took Jean’s hand.  
 
    “Come on, love. I think we should go.” 
 
    “No! Not without William and Jack,” Jean said. 
 
    “I think you should listen to Derek, Jean,” Emma said. “We’ll talk about this when you’re a bit calmer.” 
 
    Jean followed Derek out of the house, leaving Emma and Charlie in the living room. Standing outside, Jean held onto Derek. This was the news she was dreading. She now believed that Emma was pregnant and was waiting to hit them with that bombshell. Jean wasn’t sure she could much more. It was like Emma was playing games with their lives and enjoying every minute of it.  
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    Later that night, Jean got up out of bed and went upstairs. Derek was fast asleep and there was little chance of him waking up.  Grabbing her laptop, she pulled a chair from under the kitchen table and loaded Emma’s Facebook page. More pictures of Charlie had been added, and Jean even noticed that one of the pictures were taken in Eddie’s bedroom.  
 
    Jean wanted to slap the screen. This was Eddie’s home, and Emma and her new boyfriend were violating it. Scrolling down the page, Jean saw a picture of Emma with another girl. According to the status update, the girl was called Rachel Guernsey. She looked the same age as Emma, but had long red curly hair, with a generous amount of freckles across her nose and cheeks. They were both holding beer bottles in their hands and sticking their tongues out at the camera. Jean spied on Rachel’s profile, which stated she lived in Leeds and worked at the Horse and Jockey Pub in Headingley. Jean got her notebook and wrote the information down before putting the notebook in her handbag. Maybe if she went to see this Rachel, then she could shed some light on Emma, and why she really left London.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean went to the Horse and Jockey pub to find Rachel. She wasn’t sure what she would say to her. What was the right thing to do? Jean wasn’t sure. This Rachel might be still in contact with Emma. If so, she’d tell her that Jean had been asking questions. But Jean couldn’t allow doubt to creep into the way of her mission. She had to find out more about Emma Chigwell. 
 
    The pub was in Headingley. Jean drove over, parked her car in the car park, and waited before she went inside. There weren’t many people around. As she entered, she looked around. She saw no sign of Rachel. The tall, white boy behind the bar looked at her as though she was strange. So she went up to the bar and got her purse out of her bag. 
 
    “A mineral water, please,” Jean ordered. 
 
    The boy smiled slightly. “Sure. Any ice?” 
 
    “In this weather?” Jean asked. “No thanks.” 
 
    Jean took her money, counting out every copper, before placing it on the bar. The barman took the cash and handed Jean her drink. Jean sipped her water and looked around again. The barman was wiping the bar when Jean turned to him. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jean asked. “Is Rachel working today?” 
 
    “Who wants to know?”  
 
    “I’m a friend of hers. Is she here?” 
 
    The barman lifted a single eyebrow. “Her shift starts in twenty minutes.”  
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Jean took her drink to a nearby empty table and waited. Everything I do, by Bryan Adams, was playing in the background, reminding Jean of her and Derek’s wedding. They’d also danced to it at their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary in nineteen-ninety-five.  Such happy times, Jean thought. Her life wasn’t perfect, but who could ever say that? She was content with her family, her son. But now, everything had changed. 
 
    Jean sipped her mineral water, ordered another one, and waited. Her anxiety was high. She repeatedly told herself that she was doing the right thing.  She couldn’t let Emma win. Not again. 
 
    Time was pressing on, and Jean was about to leave when a young woman approached the table. “Are you looking for me?”  
 
    “Are you Rachel?” Jean asked. The woman sat beside Jean. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I wanted to have a word.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What about?”   
 
    “I want you to tell me all you know about Emma Chigwell.” 
 
    “Emma?”  
 
    “I know she’s a friend of yours.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “This is important.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “My name is Jean Saunders. Emma was married to my son before he was killed.” 
 
    Rachel rubbed the back of her neck. “What’s that got to do with me?”  
 
    “I don’t trust her,” Jean said. “I think she’s dangerous. The fact is: She’s looking after my grandchildren, and I’m worried about their safety.” 
 
    Rachel got up. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.”  
 
    Jean grabbed her hand. “I know that’s not true. I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t desperate. I have to protect my grandchildren.” 
 
    “That’s your problem. Isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes, you’re right. It is my problem, and I’m trying to solve it. I promise you that I will not get you into any trouble. Emma will never know that we’ve been in contact. Please, just five minutes and I’ll never bother you again.” 
 
    Rachel sat back down. “Look, I don’t want to keep going over the past. I’m trying to get on with my life.” 
 
    “And that’s great. I’m not trying to make things difficult for you. But I do need to know about Emma.” 
 
    “Why? What has she done?” 
 
    “What makes you think she’s done anything?” 
 
    “The way you’re acting, all nervous and scared.” 
 
    “I’m not scared of Emma.” 
 
    “You should be,” Rachel said.  
 
    “What do you mean by that?” Jean asked her. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    Jean looked at her. Strangely enough, Rachel was the one who now looked scared. Rachel wasn’t as pretty as Emma, but she had a look of vulnerability about her. She was loud. Jean could see that from her abrasive countenance, but something was lying beneath that.  
 
    “Why should I be scared?” 
 
    “I said it’s—” 
 
    “She is in charge of my grandchildren. Is she safe to be around them? Is she safe to be around my family?” 
 
    Rachel nodded. “Look, Emma does what she wants. She always has. She gets away with it because she comes across all nice and proper. People respect her. Whereas me? They think I’m thick — a bit of a loser. We were at school together. And she took me under her wing. Everybody wanted to be her friend. I started hanging out with her, and there was this boy that she fancied. But he liked me. We went out together for a bit. Emma changed. She started making fun of me and putting me down. Telling lies about me to everyone. Everybody believed everything she said. Nobody would talk to me. I was an outcast. She made my life hell. I had to quit school because of her bullying. Then I got a job working in this office. Emma started there six months later. It started all over again. People were whispering behind my back. She started telling lies to my boss and my colleagues. Suddenly, I was the joke of the office. It got so bad that I lashed out at her. I hit her. My boss fired me. I can’t believe I let her ruin my life again.” 
 
    Jean took a tissue out of her bag and handed it to Rachel. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to drag it all up again for you.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right to be worried.” 
 
    “Didn’t you tell anyone, family, close friends?” 
 
    “I was adopted. My parents died when I was young. I had no friends because she turned everybody against me.” 
 
    “I am so sorry about what she did to you.” 
 
    “It’s not your fault. But I never want to see Emma again.” 
 
    “You won’t. She’s out of your life. Pity I can’t say the same thing.” 
 
    “You said she was married to your son?” Rachel asked. 
 
    “Yes. His name was Eddie.” 
 
    “He won’t have been her first husband.” 
 
    “You mean she was married before?” 
 
    “That’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Please—” 
 
    “You need to get rid of Emma Chigwell. She’s dangerous. She doesn’t hit you or physically harm you. She’s way too clever for that.” Rachel pointed to her head. “It’s all in here. She chips away at your confidence, your mind, and everything until you’re nothing. If you don’t get her out of your life, she’ll destroy everything.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jean said.  
 
    Jean stretched her hand across the table, but Rachel got up. “I need to get back to work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jean said. 
 
    “With due respect, I’d rather you didn’t contact me again.” 
 
    Jean smiled softly as Rachel went back to the bar and begun serving customers. She picked up her bag and made her way to the door, glancing one last time at Rachel before she left.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When Jean got home later that Friday afternoon, she heard voices coming from the living room. She hung her coat up, walked into the living room, and found Derek and Meredith sitting on the couch.  They both looked at her anxiously.  
 
    “Meredith? What are you doing here?” Jean asked.  
 
    “Hello, Jean.” 
 
    “Meredith just came round for a chat,” Derek said.  
 
    “Oh what about?” 
 
    “How about I make you some tea?” Derek said. He got up and walked towards the door.  
 
    “I'm okay, thank you,” Jean told him. “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    Derek and Meredith looked at each other. “We’re worried about you, Jean,” Derek said.  
 
    “Worried about me?” Jean asked.  
 
    “Derek and I've just been discussing you, and we think that this obsession with Emma has gone quite far enough,” Meredith said.  
 
    “My obsession with Emma?” Jean said. 
 
    “Well, just at your behaviour last night with the drinking. We think that maybe you should consider some help before it goes too far. The therapy isn’t working.” 
 
    “Sierra is a great therapist.”  
 
    “If she is such a great therapist, why are you so obsessed with Emma?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “I’m not obsessed with Emma,” Jean said. “And I would appreciate it if you didn’t come around and have secret discussions with my husband. You’re supposed to be my sister. Or doesn’t that count for anything anymore?” 
 
    “We were not having secret discussions about you, Jean. We’re just worried about you. That’s all.” 
 
    “When have you ever been worried about me?” 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been telling you about Emma all along, and you will not listen to me. It’s like she’s bewitched you. You’re not sleeping with her are you?” Jean asked Derek. 
 
    “Jean, how could you?” Meredith asked. 
 
    “What am I supposed to think?”  
 
    “You’re supposed to think that I’m your husband and you trust me,” Derek countered. 
 
    “You don’t trust me, do you? Nothing I say to you is sinking in. Is it?” Jean accused. 
 
    “Because it doesn’t make sense. You don’t like Emma, and I get it. But the way you’ve been behaving, frankly, Jean I’m ashamed. I’m embarrassed.” 
 
    Meredith stood up. “Maybe I should go. I shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    “No, you shouldn’t,” Jean said. “And I’d prefer if you didn’t come back.” 
 
    “She doesn’t mean it,” Derek soothed. 
 
    “I mean every single word,” Jean insisted. 
 
    Meredith nodded and walked out of the living room. Derek saw her out. When he returned, he glared at Jean. 
 
    “That’s your sister.” 
 
    “Yeah, and she’d rather believe Emma’s lies than me. It’s not me you should be preaching to about family.” 
 
    Jean went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. Derek followed her. 
 
    “You’re going to end up losing everything if you carry on like this.” 
 
    “I’m not going to let her take my grandchildren away from me. You might have been taken in by her, but I haven’t. I know what she’s planning to do, and I’m going to stop her.” 
 
    Derek shook his head and went upstairs. Jean pulled a chair from under the table and sat. Burying her head in her hands, she couldn’t understand how her family had fallen under Emma’s spell. And why it felt like she’d lost everything she held dear.  
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    The following morning, Derek gave Jean a lift to work. They were waiting outside the medical centre in the car.  
 
    “I’ll pick you up,” he said. 
 
    “What about work?” 
 
    “I’ll finish early.” 
 
    “I don’t need babysitting, Derek.” 
 
    “I’m just looking out for you. You are my wife.” “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Jean?” Derek said before she got out of the car. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Please don’t go back to Emma’s house. You’ll only make things worse.” 
 
    “It’s not Emma’s house. It’s Eddie’s house. And those are Eddie’s children.” 
 
    Derek drove off once Jean had gotten out of the car. Jean walked into the medical centre where Francis was sorting through some files on the reception desk.  
 
    “Morning Jean?” she said. 
 
    “Morning.” “My Lord, you look awful.” 
 
     “I didn’t sleep too well last night.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’ll make you a coffee. That usually works for me.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Jean went into the staff office and hung up her coat and bag. She then noticed Alison by the door.  
 
     “Morning, Jean?” Alison said. But it was the way she greeted her that alarmed Jean.  
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine, thanks.” 
 
    “Good. Can I have a word in my office?” 
 
    Jean followed Alison into her office and sat down at the desk. Alison closed the door and ran a jerky hand through her hair.  
 
     “So, how do you think things are going?” she asked Jean. 
 
    “Good as far as I know. I have no complaints.” 
 
    “Good,” Alison replied. “Jean, you’ve been with the practice a long time. You’re fully aware of our values and procedures. And our strict guidelines on confidentially.”  
 
    “Yes, but I’m not sure I understand what you’re trying to say.” 
 
     “We’ve had a complaint. Apparently, you’ve been sharing confidential information about patients.” 
 
    Jean clapped her chest with her hand. “Me?” 
 
    Alison nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid so.” 
 
     “Who complained?” 
 
     “I am not at liberty to say.” 
 
    “You don’t believe this, do you?” 
 
     “Unfortunately we have to investigate.” 
 
     “But it isn’t true. I have worked for this medical centre for nearly thirty years. Have you ever known me to disrespect the patients or my colleagues? Have I ever been anything but courteous, punctual, and honest?” Alison dropped her head and briefly closed her eyes. “Jean, you are and have been a very valued member of this team. But please understand that we have to take allegations like this very seriously. It’s nothing personal, it’s just have to investigate. The safety of our patients come first.” 
 
    Jean shook her head. “So what happens now?” 
 
    “There will be an investigation. You will be required to take some leave until the investigation is completed.” 
 
    “I’m being fired?” 
 
    “Suspended.” 
 
    “But this job is all I’ve got left,” Jean pleaded. 
 
    “I am sorry, Jean. There’s really nothing else I can do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, Jean found herself banging on Emma’s door. When Charlie answered, she saw her grandson Jack, standing behind him. He came towards her, but Charlie pulled him away.  
 
    “Where is Emma?” Jean asked. 
 
    “She’s asleep.” 
 
    “I want her to see her. Now.” 
 
    “Well, you can’t.” 
 
    Jean pushed past him and stood in the hall. Emma came down the staircase. She was dressed in a nightdress, and her hair was falling around her face. 
 
    “Hello, Jean?” 
 
    “It was you wasn’t it?” 
 
    “What was me?” 
 
    “You reported me to my boss. I’ve lost my job.” 
 
     “Jean I really think you should go,” Emma said.  “You’re upsetting the children.” 
 
    Jean looked and saw the boys standing in the hall. She went up to them, but they walked away from her.  
 
    “Boys, it’s me, nana.” 
 
    William and Jack ran past her and went up to Emma. She cradled them in her arms.  
 
    “They’re frightened of me.” 
 
    “Whose fault is that?” Emma said. 
 
    “Yours.” 
 
    “Oh come on Jean?” 
 
    “Do you want me to call the police?” Charlie asked. 
 
    Jean went towards the boys again, but they arced away from her. Jean was heartbroken.  
 
    “I think you better go, Jean,” Emma said. 
 
    “You’re not going to get away with this. I’ve lost everything because of you.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Jean,” Emma said before she closed the door. 
 
    Jean got into her car and slapped the steering wheel time and time again. Losing her son was heart-breaking, but losing her grandsons would tear her world apart.  
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    The next day, Jean was so confused she didn’t know what to do. Sitting at the kitchen table, she began searching for Emma’s Facebook profile. There were more pictures of Charlie and the boys. Snapshots of Charlie cuddling William and Jack and others of Emma and the boys eating ice-cream. Jean’s mouth opened, and her tongue pushed slightly forward as she scrolled down the page. Then a comment struck her. A woman called Myra Jackson left it. 
 
    You have no right to be happy, Emma Baker. Not after what you did to poor Simon and his family. What goes around comes around xxx 
 
    Emma Baker. Who was Emma Baker? Jean clicked on Myra’s name and landed on her profile. Her details said she was living in Leeds and that she had 417 friends. Jean clicked on her friend's list and searched for anyone with a surname called Baker. She found two, one was Simon, and the other was Cathy. 
 
    Jean clicked on Simon’s profile, and the first thing she noticed was that he’d died. The pinned message on the top of his page was a notification of his death. He was 37 years old. Searching his photographs, Jean scrolled through many pictures of him with various people at social events. Until she came to a picture of him—dressed in a suit standing next to a bride. His bride, Jean presumed. He was looking into her eyes and seemed in love. But when Jean looked closer at the bride, her heart thumped when she realised it was Emma. 
 
    Frantically, Jean scrolled more pictures of the happy couple, and there was no doubt Emma was the bride. She’d been married before. And this Simon, her first husband had also died. Clicking on Cathy’s profile, Jean searched for any clues that Cathy and Simon may be related. There were pictures of Simon in Cathy’s profile with posts notifying her friends of her love—for her son. 
 
    Further inspecting Cathy’s profile, Jean discovered from her profile that Cathy worked at an office in Leeds. Jean glanced at the clock, and the time was 3:15 p.m. Jean logged off and grabbed her coat, scarf and boats from the hall. She’d hang around in town and wait until Cathy finished work at around p.m.   
 
    This wasn't a coincidence. Jean had to find out what happened to Simon.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean was standing outside of the call centre building, watching several people arrive and leave. She recognised Cathy immediately walking towards her.  
 
    “Hi?” Jean uttered nervously.  
 
    The woman stopped, deliberately lowering her head. “I’m sorry, do I know you?”  
 
    Jean’s jaw clenched as she stared at the woman in front of her. “My name is Jean Saunders. I need to talk to you.”  
 
    “About what? You’re not selling anything, are you? If you are, I’m not interested.” Cathy walked on.  
 
    “I need to talk to you about your son, Simon.”  
 
    Cathy’s body twitched as she faced Jean with wide-open eyes. “How did you know Simon? Who are you?”  
 
    “I’m Eddie’s mother.”  
 
    “Who’s Eddie?”  
 
    “He was my son. He was also Emma’s husband. Emma Chigwell.”  
 
    Cathy stumbled backwards. Regaining her composure, she continued to walk. Jean followed her.  
 
    “Leave me alone,” Cathy said.  
 
    “I need to talk to you.”  
 
    “What do you need to talk to me? How did you even find me?”  
 
    “I saw the pictures on Facebook. I wouldn’t be here if I weren’t desperate.”  
 
    “I’m sorry if you’re any trouble, my love, but I don’t see how I can help.”  
 
    “My son was killed in a car accident.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Cathy said. “But I don’t see what this has to do with me?”  
 
    “I think Emma killed him.”  
 
    “I don’t know any Emma.”  
 
    “I saw the pictures. Emma married your son, and then he died. How did he die?”  
 
    “I don’t have to tell you that. I don’t know you.”  
 
    “Nobody will listen. Emma has got into everyone’s head. Did she do the same thing to you? What happened?”  
 
    “I never want to see you again. And I don’t want to see Emma.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “Drop it. I can have you done for harassment. Don’t contact me again.”  
 
    Cathy walked on and left Jean standing outside the call centre building. Jean’s breathing sped up, prompting her to find a bench and sit down. As she watched hundreds of people strolling past she thought about Cathy. That woman knew something. And she was Jean’s only hope in proving Emma as not only a manipulator—but a killer.  
 
    Days later, Jean was hanging washing on the line in the garden. She and Derek were barely speaking, but that was fine by her. The trust had gone between them. Jean could scarcely look at him let alone touch him.  
 
    As Jean brought the empty laundry basket back into the kitchen, the doorbell sounded. Sighing and not in the mood for visitors, Jean opened the front door and was surprised to find Cathy Baker standing in front of her.  
 
    “Hello?” Cathy said.  
 
    “Hi?”  
 
    “Can I come in?”  
 
    Jean showed Cathy into the hall. “This is a surprise. How did you find me?”  
 
    “Facebook.”  
 
    “I see. I’m sorry about the other day.”  
 
    “No, I should be the one apologising. I should never have spoken to you like that. I suppose you want to know what I’m doing here.”  
 
    “You said you never wanted to see me again.”  
 
    “I didn‘t mean that. I think there’s something you need to know about Emma.”  
 
    Jean led Cathy into the lounge and then went into the kitchen to make coffee. When she joined her, Cathy was wiping her nose as though she’d been crying. The colour was draining from her face.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Jean asked, sitting beside her.  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Don’t apologise. Drink this, might feel better.”  
 
    Cathy took the cup of coffee and sipped.  
 
     “When did your son die?”  
 
    “Two months ago now. It still hurts so much.”  
 
    “It never leaves you.”  
 
    “I saw your son’s wedding pictures online. That was when I recognised Emma. Was she and Simon married long?”  
 
    Cathy cleared her throat. “Two years. I knew it wouldn’t last, and I warned him. He was in love with her. Nothing I said could have changed that.”  
 
    Jean felt a quiver in her stomach. “I have to know everything there is to know about her.”  
 
    “You won’t like it.”  
 
    “Please.”  
 
    “She seemed like a nice girl at first. But she and Simon married quickly. Simon had his own Internet business. He was doing well for himself. I was very proud of him. But then he spent lots of money on Emma. Shoes, handbags, expensive trips to salons and holidays. He changed. Everything was all about Emma. She wanted to move to a house in the country, and Simon agreed. He sold his business and his house and moved in with me until they found somewhere. And that was when I realised something was wrong. Simon caught an infection, so he had to stay indoors. But Emma didn’t seem to care. She went out with her friends, coming back late at night. She seemed to lose interest in him. Simon was so upset by it all. It was like nothing he did was ever good enough for her. It made him worse. And then out of the blue, she announces she wants a divorce. Just like that. Simon was heartbroken.”  
 
    “And then what happened?”  
 
    “He wouldn’t give her one. He reckoned the marriage was worth fighting for. I told him to let her have what she wants. Anything was better than all this upset. I could see what Emma’s behaviour was doing to him. But he was so in love with her. He wouldn’t listen to me.”  
 
    “Did she leave him?”  
 
    “Eventually. Emma told him she didn’t love him anymore. But what I couldn’t understand was why? Why did she suddenly go off him? It couldn’t have been because he got ill.”  
 
    “How did Simon die?”  
 
    “He went out shopping, and he collapsed in the supermarket. Just like that. By the time the ambulance had arrived, he was dead.”  
 
    Jean stretched her hand forward as Cathy cried.  
 
    “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “She cleared him out and took all of his money. She’d opened a secret bank account and had been transferring money into it for months. We couldn’t afford to pay for the funeral. She sold all the cars, and she got the money for the house. She left us practically destitute. And that’s why she wanted a divorce. She’d got what she wanted. Emma didn’t love Simon. She was using him.”  
 
    Jean stood up and went to the fireplace. Her body was cold.  
 
    “She’s done this before.”  
 
    “I’m not worried about the money. But my husband died because of the stress. It got too much for him. I’ll never forgive her for that.”  
 
    “Someone needs to stop her,” Jean said. “She can’t get away this.”  
 
    “People like her always get away it.”  
 
    “Look at what she’s done to you. What she’s doing to my family.”  
 
    “Nobody believed me and nobody believes you.”  
 
    “What about the police?”  
 
    “She hasn’t committed a crime.”  
 
    “I know she caused the accident. Eddie would still be alive if it weren’t for her.”  
 
    “To everyone else, we’re just a couple of grieving mothers whose sons happen to marry Emma Chigwell. We can’t prove anything. She’s too good at covering her tracks.”  
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    Cathy left Jean’s house at 4 p.m. Jean wanted to talk to Derek even though they’d barely communicated in days. Derek said he’d be working late thought she’d surprise him. They’d both said hurtful things, and she wanted to clear the air.  
 
    When she arrived at Derek’s office, the receptionist, Sally, greeted her with a nervous smile.  
 
    “Hello, Mrs Saunders?”  
 
    “Hello Sally, is Derek available?”  
 
    “He’s just—”  
 
    “It’s okay. I’ll just go through.”  
 
    When Jean reached Derek’s office, she heard a woman laughing. Pushing open the door, Jean clutched her stomach as she saw Derek sitting on top of the desk with a woman on his lap  
 
    “Jean?” Derek said nervously.  
 
    “How could you?” Jean stuttered as she glared at the half-naked woman.  
 
    She ran outside and leant against the wall. The cold air stung her cheeks. Luckily, a bus pulled up just as Derek was running out of the office to stop her. She boarded the bus and ignored his pleas and his shame-faced cries as the bus pulled away.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jean was sitting in the lounge when she heard the front door open. After several cups of tea, nausea and humiliation still fired through her body  
 
    “I thought you’d be in bed,” Derek said.  
 
    “How do you expect me to sleep with all this going on?” Jean asked.  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “You’ve been having an affair.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “You’re a liar and a cheat.”  
 
    “It’s not that simple.”  
 
    “It is to me.”  
 
    Derek sat down at the dining room table. He covered his face with his hands.  
 
    “What can I say?”  
 
    “You lied. You said that woman was a client.”  
 
    “She was.”  
 
    “She’s your lover.”  
 
    “Not then, not when you saw us in the restaurant. She was a client then, I swear to you. Nothing was going on.”  
 
    “Why should I believe you?”  
 
    “Because it’s the truth. We weren’t sleeping together; then, she was just a client, and I desperately needed her business. After you made that scene in the restaurant, I called her to make another appointment. I needed to salvage something because the firm is barely keeping our heads above water. So I called her, and we went for lunch again, and we just talked. I talked about Eddie, and she told me about her life, and we clicked.”  
 
    “You clicked.”  
 
    “Yes, Jean, we did. Believe it or not, it wasn’t sexual. Not at first. But she was someone to talk to. I was at my wit’s end. I didn’t know what else to do.”  
 
    “You’re making excuses for what you’ve done. I know things have been tough for us. But I didn’t go out and had an affair. I’ve always been loyal to you. Even when my father was against us being together, I stood up for you. And now you’ve thrown me out with the garbage.”  
 
    Derek stood up and approached Jean. “That’s not true. I never meant to hurt you. I never thought I’d be the man to cheat on his wife, but it’s not as simple as that. She understood me. I know that sounds like the thing a cheating husband would say, but it’s the truth. I lost you, and I lost myself. I felt like I was drowning, Jean.”  
 
    Jean’s stomach was queasy, and her hands wouldn’t stop shaking.  
 
    “I knew something was wrong. But I never thought you’d cheat on me.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    “Sorry changes nothing. How can I ever trust you again?”  
 
    “You said you wished I’d died instead of Eddie.”  
 
    “I was upset. You told me that my son practically hated me. Is that why you went off with that woman? To punish me?”  
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    “Then why?”  
 
    “I’ve told you. She listened.”  
 
    Jean stood up and went into the kitchen. She needed water. After she’d drunk a glass, she turned to Derek who was standing by the kitchen door.  
 
    “Did Emma know about your affair?”  
 
    Derek’s chin dipped to the chest. “Yes, she did.”  
 
    “How long had she known?”  
 
    “Ever since it started. She caught us.”  
 
    “That’s why you’ve been defending her?”  
 
    “Not exactly. I thought you were hard on Emma.”  
 
    “Did she blackmail you?”  
 
    “Not exactly.”  
 
    Tears stung Jean’s eyes, and she sniffled. “She used the boys, didn’t she? That’s why I’ve not been seeing them. You bargained with her to stop her from exposing your affair.”  
 
    “You can’t make me feel any worse I already do.”  
 
    “Get out.”  
 
     “Where am I supposed to go?”  
 
    Jean’s eyes clouded with swarms of dark red. “I don’t care. I may have lost my grandchildren because of you. I said get out of my house now.”  
 
    Derek repeatedly swallowed as though he was fighting for the right thing to say. Knowing Jean was in no mood to talk, he sloped upstairs, grabbed some of his belongings and left. Jean never slept that night. She doubted if she’d sleep for a while.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “What do you mean you can’t make it?” Beatrice asked the following afternoon as Jean was sitting on her bed. She hadn’t gotten dressed.  
 
    “I’m just not feeling well.”  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “It’s nothing for you to worry about.”  
 
    “Now I am worried.”  
 
    “Derek’s been having an affair.”  
 
    “What? Are you sure?”  
 
     “I caught them in his office. I asked him to leave.”  
 
    “Would you like me to come over? I’m got free time this afternoon.”  
 
    “I want to be on my own.”  
 
    “Jean—“  
 
    “Please, Beatrice. I need to be on my own.”  
 
    Jean hung up. It humiliated her but didn’t want sympathy. Later that afternoon, she made it to the shops. She was out of basics like milk and bread and didn’t want to go to the main supermarket. On her way back, Emma was standing at the traffic lights about to cross the road. She pretended she hadn’t seen Jean and picked up the pace as though she was rushing somewhere. Jean hurried behind her until she caught her up.  
 
     “Emma? I need to talk to you.”  
 
    Emma stood rigid with her shoulders back. “Have you been following me?”  
 
    “No, I haven’t.”  
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    “I know about Derek’s affair, and I know you blackmailed him.”  
 
    A smirk crept across her face. “Is this what Derek told you?”  
 
    “You blackmailed him and used it to stop me seeing the boys?”  
 
    Emma forged ahead, a sinister grin appearing on her lips. “I do not understand what you’re talking about.”  
 
    Jean chased behind her. “Maybe you know about what you did to Cathy Baker and her family.”  
 
    Emma swung around. “What?”  
 
    “I’ve spoken to Cathy. I know what you did to her son. You took all of his money and literally broke his heart. Is that what you did to Eddie?”  
 
    “You’re mad aren’t you?”  
 
    “I’ve got your number.”  
 
    “Great. Call me sometime. I’d rather you didn’t. I’ll be too busy looking after your grandchildren.”  
 
    Jean coasted behind Emma as she walked. “I also know what you did to Rachel. Do you honestly think I want you anywhere near those boys?”  
 
    “You’re boring me now, Jean.”  
 
    “I want you to give them to me.”  
 
    “I want you to leave me alone. The boys don’t need you, Jean.”  
 
    “How much?”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “I said how much?”  
 
    Emma stopped walking. Her lips slightly parted and she edged closer. “You’re offering me money?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “I thought you were skint?”  
 
    “I’ll find it.”  
 
    “You’ll find two-hundred-grand?”  
 
    Jean closed her eyes and took a calming breath, but it was no use. A hot flush raged through her.  
 
    “Give me some time. And I’ll get your money.”  
 
    Jean quivered with nerves as she witnessed a sly, cunning smile curl across Emma’s face.  
 
    “You’ve got a week. Bring me the money, and you have your precious grandsons. The little brats are getting on my nerves, anyway.”  
 
    Emma’s heels clicked loudly against the pavement as she strutted away.  
 
     Crushing pains attacked Jean’s chest as she turned and made her way home.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, Jean called Derek and asked to come around to the house. He probably thought she’d wanted to talk about their marriage, but there was only one thing on her mind.  
 
     “You said it was urgent,” he said, standing in the kitchen.  
 
    “I want us to sell the house,” Jean said.  
 
    Derek laughed nervously. “What?”  
 
    “I want us to sell the house. We’d get a good price for it. I’ve been researching online.”  
 
    “What’s brought this on?”  
 
    “It will help us.”  
 
    “Help us do what?”  
 
    “Get rid of Emma. She wants two hundred and fifty thousand pounds. We’d get the boys. Eddie’s boys. She’d be out of our lives.”  
 
    “Jean, have you gone stark raving mad?”  
 
    “That’s what she wants. I saw her this afternoon, and I agreed.”  
 
    “She asked you for money?”  
 
    “That was her price.”  
 
    “It doesn’t make sense.”  
 
     “All that makes sense is that she will leave us alone. Wouldn’t that be wonderful? To have an Emma free life?”  
 
    Derek shook his head. “None of this makes any sense.”  
 
    “Will you stop saying that?”  
 
    “What do you expect me to say?”  
 
    “I expect to help me get out grandchildren back.”  
 
    “Why don’t you go to the police?”  
 
    “We don’t need them. We need the money.”  
 
    Derek tilted his head and paused. “Do you have any idea how hard we’ve worked to pay off this mortgage?”  
 
    “None of that matters.”  
 
    “That’s just it isn’t it? None of it matters to you. All you care about is settling some stupid war you’ve got going with Emma. Never mind me, or all we’ve worked for. As long as you get what you want.”  
 
    “Are you going to help me?”  
 
    Derek shook his head. “No. I want no part in this. We’re not selling the house.”  
 
    “So you’re going to let your grandsons and me down? You had an affair and tore this family apart. You helped Emma destroy us.”  
 
    “I can’t do this anymore.”  
 
    “Well, that makes two of us,” Jean screamed.  
 
    Derek stormed out of the house, slamming the front door behind him. Jean dawdled to the window and watched him drive away. If Derek would not help her—then she would have to take matters into her own hands.  
 
    Parked near Emma’s house an hour later, Jean watched Charlie and the boys in the garden. Emma wasn’t there; it was just Charlie and William and Jack.  
 
    Charlie kept disappearing inside, leaving William and Jack alone. At one moment, his phone rang, and he had a conversation with someone. He went back into the house laughing and not paying any attention to William and Jack. Jean got out of the car and crept towards the house. When William and Jack spotted her, she shushed them to keep quiet and whispered that they must come with her. The boys did what Jean said. Soon she bundled the boys into the back of her car, and Jean was speeding away. Charlie had returned and shouted at Jean once he’d spotted her and noticed that the boys had gone.  
 
    Jean wasn’t sure where she was going. The boys were edgy in the backseat. She hadn’t seen them in a while, and it hurt her to see how uncomfortable they were.  
 
    As she drove, she kept thinking about Eddie. He was her boy, and she knew he loved her as much she loved him. He was okay before Emma arrived in his life. He could have met a more suitable partner for him—Jean was sure. But Emma had robbed him of his life.  Jean couldn’t let her get away with that. William and Jack belonged with her. Jean was driving down a quiet street in Headingley when her mobile rung in the passenger seat. Jean glanced at the screen. It was Emma. Jean ignored it as she drove, stirring the car out of Headingley and towards the town centre.  
 
    “Where are you going, Gran?” William asked her.  
 
    “We’re going on a little trip,” Jean said.  
 
    “Where’s Emma?”  
 
    “It will just be you, and I from now own, boys.”  
 
    Jean’s voice croaked with tears as she stopped at the traffic lights. It was when she noticed a silver car behind her. The vehicle was beeping its horn, but Jean continued to drive until she reached Call Lance and the car suddenly stopped. Jean got out and noticed that the silver car behind her had also stopped. Then the driver seat door opened and Emma slowly walked towards her.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing Jean?”  
 
    “They belong with me,” Jean said.  
 
    “Don’t be silly, Jean. Let me have the boys. I’m taking them home.”  
 
    Jean locked the car doors and dangled the keys in front of Emma’s face.  
 
    “I don’t think so.”  
 
    Emma speared her with a glare as she edged forward to snatch the keys. But Jean stepped backwards and was walking away from her.  
 
    “You think you’re going to get away with this?” Emma said. “This is kidnap.”  
 
    “They’re my grandchildren.”  
 
    “You’re mad.”  
 
    “No, you’re the one who’s mad. You’ve gotten away with far too much for far too long.”  
 
    Emma shook her head and said slowly. “And what have I gotten away with, Jean?”  
 
    Jean continued to walk away from her until they reached the Leeds Bridge that overlooked the River Aire. Jean’s breath made little white puffs in the frosty air.  
 
    “You lie, you cheat, and you deceive.”  
 
    “You should have been a novelist. You’re certainly good at spinning a good story.”  
 
    “If you hadn’t have forced Eddie to sell up and move to the country, he would still be here.”  
 
     “Oh poor you.”  
 
    “Eddie tried to please you, just like Simon did. If he weren’t driving to see that house that day, he would still be alive.”  
 
    “If that’s what you want to believe.”  
 
    “It’s the truth.”  
 
    “Whatever. Let me have the keys.”  
 
    “Was it the house? Is that why you married Eddie? To get your hands on his money?”  
 
    “Eddie loved me.”  
 
    “He was infatuated with you.”  
 
    Emma smirked. “No man has ever been fascinated with you have they, Jean? Not even your poor husband.”  
 
    “Derek and I were fine before you turned up. You poisoned him against me.”  
 
    “He was never into you. He told me so. He only married you because he got pregnant with Eddie.”  
 
    Jean shook her head. “You don’t know anything about my life. What I have is real. You lie and cheat your way into people’s affections. You use people to get what you want. At least I’ve got respect.” 
 
    Emma laughed. “Respect. You’re a silly old fool, Jean. Nobody respects you. They pity you. Derek pities you. Your family pities you. Your son hated you.” 
 
    “I’m not listening to any more of your lies.” 
 
    “There she goes, Saint Jean,” Emma mocked. “Thinking she’s better than everyone.”  
 
     “I’m better than you. I’d rather people laugh at me than be like you. Eddie was my son, and you took him from me.”  
 
    “You should have been thanking me.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “Eddie was lucky to have me. No other woman would put up with his constant insecurities, and his obsession to live up to your expectations.”  
 
    “That’s not true.”  
 
    “You know it’s the truth. You suffocated Eddie. He couldn’t breathe because of you. I was his escape.”  
 
    “You killed him.”  
 
    “I gave him hope. Maybe I wasn’t in love with him, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to get away from you.”  
 
    Jean’s throat and lungs ached with soreness. “You took him away.”  
 
    “Eddie’s death was an accident, Jean. I didn’t kill him. Now give me the boys.”  
 
    Emma’s back was facing the bridge. Jean gazed into her eyes. But all she could see was her son staring back at her. Everything started the spin. The darkness pressed against her, the sound of the water stirring beneath the bridge. The realisation that Emma had won, again.  
 
    “For months I’ve had to put up with you. You turned everyone against me.”  
 
    “You managed that all by yourself.”  
 
    “Did you ever love my son?”  
 
    “No. Eddie was easy. A lot easier than Simon was.”  
 
      “He loved you.”  
 
    “He loved anybody.”  
 
    “You took his life.”  
 
    “Change the record Jean, that one is getting boring.”  
 
    “You wicked, wicked woman.” With her fists shaking, Jean stomped forward and slapped Emma across the face.  
 
     “You’ve lost everything, Jean. Nobody is ever going to trust you again.”  
 
    “Eddie was my son. You will not destroy my family.”  
 
    Emma grabbed Jean’s cheek and held onto it tightly.  
 
     “You’ve lost Jean. You’ve always been a loser. Once a loser, always a loser.”  
 
    Jean squelched in pain as she let her go. It couldn’t have been more than seconds. The darkness pressed against her, the water beneath the bridge stirred. Somewhere in the distance, the boy’s cries echoed. Emma tumbled backwards over the bridge and into the dark, murky water. Her screams pierced the frosty air. Jean shook as she stepped towards the bridge. The water stirred.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour later Jean was sitting inside a police car with Derek.  
 
    “What happened?” he asked her.  
 
    “She just fell. Is she dead?”  
 
    “The police are searching the river for her now.”  
 
      “She’s dead. Oh my God.”  
 
    Derek held her tightly. “It’s alright.”  
 
    “I never wanted her to die. I just wanted her to admit what she did. I didn’t mean for it to go this far.”  
 
    “The police will want a statement,” he said.  
 
    “They don’t think I pushed her on purpose?”  
 
    “I don’t know what they think,” Derek said. “This is all such a mess.”  
 
    “She said some hurtful things. Derek, I’ve been telling you all along. Emma was dangerous. I was right. Why didn’t you listen to me?”  
 
    “It’s over now,” Derek replied with a pained expression. 
 
    “I don’t think this will ever be over, Derek.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two months later Jean was preparing William and Jack for their outing with Derek. He was taking them to the zoo, and they hadn’t stopped talking about it.  
 
    As Jean went into the bedroom, she saw Derek’s car pull up outside. She shouted the boys and told them their grandfather was here, and that they needed to put their coats on. She went downstairs and let him in.  
 
    “Hi?” he said.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Sorry, I’m late.”  
 
    “It’s fine.”  
 
    The boys rushed down the staircase, and Derek gave them a big cuddle. They hadn’t put their coats on.  
 
    “Coats on, boys, I told you,” Jean said.  
 
    While the boys were putting their coats on, Jean struggled for something to say to Derek. They didn’t talk anymore unless it was about the boys.  
 
    “You look well,” he said.  
 
    “Thanks. How are you?”  
 
    “I’m okay. I’ve got a new place now. It’s a start.”  
 
    Jean smiled nervously. “I’m glad. I know you hated staying at your friend’s.”  
 
    “You outstay your welcome don’t you?”  
 
    Jean laced her fingers behind her head. “What matters now is that we move forward, all of us.”  
 
    “I couldn’t agree more. If you ever need anything. You only have to ask.”  
 
    Jean nodded as the boys returned with their coats on and raring to go. Derek took them to the car, and Jean waved.  
 
    “I’m sorry for everything,” Jean,” he said.  
 
    “Let’s move forward.”  
 
     Derek got into the car and waved as he sped away. Jean went back inside the house and closed the door.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that afternoon, as she had a moment to herself, she visited Eddie’s grave. She hadn’t been for a while, but she’d felt that she needed to lay some fresh flowers. As she bent at the headstone, she smiled with pain as she rubbed her hand against his name.  
 
    “Goodnight my sweet boy,” she whispered.  
 
    But it was like she felt someone behind her. Jean swung around and was sure she saw Emma standing in the distance by the trees. The woman had long blonde hair and wearing a red coat. Standing up, Jean looked again but this time… the woman had gone…  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Would you like to leave an honest review? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading The Perfect Wife. If you have a moment, would you mind leaving an honest review? This will help me create better stories in the future, and also help readers decide if this will be a good book for them. 
 
    Thank you! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Pre-order The Neighbour From Hell 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ORDER NOW 
 
      
 
    She will do anything to be just like you…. 
 
      
 
    Felicity has everything she’s ever wanted. A loving husband, a gorgeous baby, and a beautiful new home in an affluent area of Leeds. When Stephanie moves in next door, Felicity begins to befriend her new, single, neighbour. She willingly lets Stephanie into her family and her life. But, the closer Stephanie gets, the more it seems that she will do anything to be a part of Felicity’s home and even her marriage—even it means taking it all from her gullible new neighbour. Has Felicity unwittingly befriended the neighbour from hell?

From the author of The Perfect Wife, comes this gripping, psychological thriller which highlights the themes of obsession and complicated female friendships. 
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