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A summer of new beginnings…

Katie thought she had the perfect family life by the sea – until her husband left her for another woman, abandoning her and their two children! She knows it’s finally time to move on but she’s unsure where to begin…

Frankie is shocked when gorgeous dog-walker Alex asks her on a date! As a single mum with her own business she struggles to put herself first, but maybe she’s ready to follow her heart?

George is used to raising her son on her own – but now he’s at nursery, her life feels empty. So when she meets Katie and Frankie at the beach, she realises that her talent for rustling up delicious picnics could be the perfect distraction!

But of course, life isn’t always a beach and as secrets begin to surface the three women’s lives are about to be turned upside-down…

A cosy and charming romance set at the English seaside, perfect for fans of Trisha Ashley and Caroline Roberts.
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Chapter One

Katie

‘What do you mean, you don’t like cheese sandwiches?’ Katie blinked at her daughter, unable to comprehend the information she had just been given. ‘Since when?’

Hadn’t Lizzie polished off the double Gloucester with onion and chive from the cheese board just a few days ago? The double Gloucester with onion and chive that Katie had been looking forward to? She’d deliberately left it until last and the deep disappointment at finding the empty wrapper in the fridge was still there, as was the annoyance, bordering on rage, that her children seemed unable to use the flipping kitchen bin to dispose of empty wrappers. The whole kitchen showed their abuse of the family home, from the puddle of milk seeping towards the edge of the countertop to the dirty breakfast dishes dotted around the room; a bowl plonked on top of the microwave, a plate spilling toast crumbs on the table, a butter-slicked knife smearing grease on the floor. Katie despaired, but she was hardly a domesticated goddess herself right now, as evidenced when she gathered up the dirty plates, bowls and cutlery and yanked opened the dishwasher. It was full. And the contents inside were far from clean.

Lizzie dumped the offending clingfilm-wrapped cheese sandwich down on the kitchen counter, missing the milk puddle by mere millimetres. ‘Can’t I have Nutella instead?’

Ha! If only. Katie had discovered the empty jar in the cupboard during the early hours, when she’d been in dire need of a stress-generated snack, and had almost howled with fury. She suspected her oldest child was the culprit of this particular crime, so she’d enacted her revenge by wolfing down three segments of the boy’s squirrelled-away Chocolate Orange. Elliot hadn’t clocked the theft yet so, having calmed down since her hunger-induced haze of rage, Katie was hoping to replace the pieces before he did.

‘It’s cheese or nothing, I’m afraid.’ After dumping the dirty dishes in the sink, Katie grabbed the sandwich and dropped it back into Lizzie’s open Tupperware box. ‘You’re lucky we had any bread in for sandwiches at all.’

It was January now – the first day back to school after the festive break – but Katie was still submerged in the fog of Christmas, where routine things like grocery shopping flew out of the window and more relaxed eating habits became the norm; five-a-day now related to different versions of chocolate treats, and grazing replaced structured mealtimes. The bunch of blackened bananas lounging in the fruit bowl hadn’t enticed anybody while there was an unhealthy supply of festive indulgences on offer.

‘Mu-um!’

Lizzie’s protests about the cheese sandwich situation were swallowed by the holler of her fifteen-year-old brother from the top of the stairs. Katie winced. Had he discovered his depleted Chocolate Orange already? She’d planned to dash to the supermarket after her morning’s appointment (she desperately needed to stock the kitchen with foodstuff that contained vitamins after two weeks of eating crap anyway) and replace the nabbed segments before Elliot noticed, but it looked like she’d been rumbled. She should have nipped the chocolate-for-breakfast in the bud as soon as Boxing Day was over, but she’d rather enjoyed indulging too, to be honest.

‘Where’s my tie?’

Katie released a giant sigh of relief. She was still safe.

For now.

‘Didn’t you put it away safe in your underwear drawer at the end of term? Like I told you to?’

Lizzie sniggered as she clicked the top of her Tupperware lid into place. ‘Elliot doesn’t even have an underwear drawer anymore, Mum. Most of his clothes are on the floor and any that have made it into drawers are in shoved in at random. When was the last time you saw his room?’

She was in it only a matter of hours ago, actually, creeping around using the torch on her phone to guide her, but she’d been so delirious with hunger, so set on her mission, she hadn’t stopped to survey the state of her teenage son’s bedroom.

She didn’t tell Lizzie this.

Life didn’t used to be like this for Katie. She didn’t used to sneak around the house, hunting sugar fixes in the dead of night because she was stressed and unable to sleep. She hadn’t felt like a harassed madwoman back then, one who always seemed to be on the verge of tears or an empty Nutella jar away from throwing back her head and howling. Eighteen months ago, her life was pretty perfect. She’d enjoyed her job as a bookkeeper at the haulage firm she’d worked at for most of her adult life, she’d had a fantastic husband who was an amazing father to their son and daughter, and they had a gorgeous Georgian property on the seafront of Clifton-on-Sea, a small seaside town in the North West of England. Life was idyllic, with the promenade across the road and the beach beyond, the cliffs just a few minutes’ walk away with their stunning views, the harbour with its restaurants and fresh fish and chips at the other end of town. And the house was everything she’d ever dreamed of when she’d imagined starting married life with Rob; large, airy rooms with high ceilings and original fireplaces, a homely kitchen with a sofa at one end and high-gloss cabinets and worktops at the other, and a master bedroom overlooking the sea. Yes, life had turned out perfectly for Katie. Okay, so her boss – who also happened to be her father-in-law – thought it was appropriate to refer to the female members of staff as ‘birds’, and she’d barely caught sight of Rob since he’d started an introduction to French course at the community centre, but she was happy. She’d thought Rob was happy too, until she learned it wasn’t just French he’d been introduced to at the community centre, but the stunning, stretchmark-free and legs-up-to-here tutor. French, it transpired, really was the language of love, and Katie had been dropped like a hot pomme de terre.

Bastards, the pair of them.

‘It isn’t there!’ Elliot was back at the top of the stairs, yelling down an update on the tie situation.

Katie dropped the milk-soaked kitchen roll into the bin after making sure she’d mopped up every last drop and headed out into the hallway to peer up the stairs. ‘It must be in your room somewhere. Have a good look.’

Elliot sighed, long and hard. ‘I have looked. It isn’t there.’

‘It must be. Look again. Properly. But please hurry. We have to leave in…’ Katie craned her neck to look at the kitchen clock. With a yelp, she dashed back into the kitchen to rifle through the basket of clean washing that had yet to be sorted into piles, locating a ruffled blouse that she could get away with wearing without having to iron it. Katie – and the kids – had to be out of the house in less than five minutes and she wasn’t even dressed yet. Wasn’t parenting supposed to get easier once the kids gained a bit of independence? She couldn’t remember feeling this frazzled when Elliot and Lizzie were babies, but then she’d had youth on her side back then. And a husband to share the load. Rob and his infidelity were the gift that kept on giving.

‘Mu-um!’ Elliot was back at the top of the stairs before Katie had even stepped foot out of the kitchen with the blouse in hand. ‘It isn’t up here.’

‘It must be.’ Unless Elliot’s tie had grown legs and scuttled away (many objects in the May household had a tendency to sprout limbs and hide themselves away, mostly remote controls, the pens Katie kept in her handbag, and every single teaspoon they owned).

‘I’ve looked everywhere. It isn’t in my room.’

‘Where else would it be?’ Katie didn’t hang around for an answer. She needed to throw herself into some smart-ish clothes and get the hell out of the house before they were all late. She was in the middle of wrestling on a pair of black trousers (they’d fit before Christmas, she was sure. She really needed to cut out the sweet stuff) when Lizzie poked her head around her bedroom door, dangling a bottle-green tie with the school’s crest embroidered on the front between her fingers.

‘Where did you find it?’ Lizzie and Elliot attended the same school and wore the same uniform, but Katie knew the tie belonged to her son as it was still knotted for ease (or laziness, to be more accurate).

‘On top of the fridge.’

Katie opened her mouth to question why Elliot’s tie would be on top of the fridge, but it was a useless enquiry. She wasn’t sure why half the things happened in this house any more.

‘Great. Thanks. Can you give it to Elliot and get your stuff ready? We need to leave. Now.’ Katie yanked the trousers over her hips, ignoring the sound of ripping threads, and prayed she’d be able to zip them up.

By some miracle, Katie managed to coax the zip to fasten on her trousers and throw on her blouse while only overrunning by a couple of minutes. Lizzie was already waiting in the car as she ran from the house, yanking a hairbrush through her shoulder-length hair, with Elliot – now wearing his tie and with a slice of toast clamped between his teeth – throwing himself into the front passenger seat as Katie started the engine.

‘I’d rather get the train.’ Elliot tugged at the triangle of toast and chomped on it as though the bread had offended him somehow.

‘You can get the train home later, and I won’t be offering chauffer service every day. It’s only because I need to go into town anyway.’ Katie wound down her window despite the freezing temperature outside. She’d grown up in the small seaside town, but she never took her surroundings for granted, and the smell of the salty air still filled her with joy. She’d fallen in love with the house that would become her family home because of its large kitchen, its en suite master bedroom and the beautiful period fireplace in the living room, but mostly she’d fallen for its seafront location. She would never grow tired of throwing open the curtains in the morning to be greeted by the golden sand and the rippling sea beyond. It was a breathtaking sight, even on a gloomy January morning.

‘Why are you going into town so early anyway?’ Lizzie asked from the back seat. ‘Have you got another interview? Or are you signing on? Are we skint?’

‘We’re not skint. We’re fine.’ Coping, at any rate. Rob was still covering his half of the mortgage and providing for his kids (he hadn’t abandoned them completely, no matter what Katie thought of him) and they’d had a bit of extra income from their holiday let over the festive period. Katie had stuck it out at her father-in-law’s haulage firm for a couple of months after Rob left her, but eventually she’d felt she had no choice but to leave as she felt herself turning into a paranoid wreck. Who’d known about the affair? Her father-in-law, probably, but what about Lesley in payroll? Or Nancy down on reception? She’d handed in her notice, sure she’d be able to find a new job quickly with her qualifications and experience.

She was still job-hunting, more than a year later.

‘I have an appointment, that’s all.’ Katie didn’t mention the appointment was with her solicitor as she didn’t want Lizzie worrying about divorce proceedings. ‘Jack! Hello!’ She waved out of the window as her neighbour staggered out of his house with a child pulling on his hand as he tried to manoeuvre a buggy onto the path with the other. An older child was already flinging open the gate, even as his father instructed him not to. Katie flashed him a look of solidarity.

‘How’s the boiler getting on?’ Jack had stooped over to chat through the car’s open window, but he straightened almost immediately as his eldest child took the opportunity to bolt. ‘Leo! Wait there! Don’t go round the corner!’ Jack stooped again once his son slowed down. Leo came to a complete standstill to examine what Katie suspected was a splatter of seagull poo on the pavement. ‘Sorry. First day back to school chaos.’

Katie grimaced. ‘Been there myself. Surprised we made it out of the house at all.’ She met Jack’s eye and they shared a wry smile. ‘Anyway, yes, the boiler is fantastic, thanks to you.’

Katie had been in a bit of a flap when the boiler had decided to take a break from its duties a few days ago, but Jack had stepped in, repairing the aging beast and insisting on only charging for parts (neighbours’ rates, apparently).

‘You’re a life saver.’

Jack laughed and shook his head. ‘I don’t know about that.’

‘We’re all very grateful, anyway.’ She looked at her kids. They didn’t seem particularly grateful; Elliot and Lizzie were fiddling with their phones (nutrition wasn’t the only thing that had slipped over the school holidays. The pair had become superglued to their technology since the end of the autumn term), oblivious to the conversation taking part. ‘We’d better get going. Don’t want to be late and I think Leo’s about to…’ Jack turned as Katie’s gaze paused down the street, where Leo was crouched, finger poised to prod at the splatter of seagull droppings.

‘Leo! No!’ Jack, still clinging onto his daughter’s hand and the buggy, tore off down the street as Katie pulled away from the kerb. If the traffic was kind this morning, they wouldn’t be too late.

The traffic was horrendous, but luckily Katie managed to drop Elliot and Lizzie off at the school gates just as the bell rang to signal the start of the day. She watched as they legged it towards the building before setting off again. With Clifton-on-Sea being a small town, the older kids had to commute to the secondary school in the next town over, where Katie had enlisted the help of a solicitor in the divorce proceedings. There was a solicitors’ office in Clifton-on-Sea, but Katie – and Rob – had gone to school with one of the solicitors, and the other one had a sister who cut Katie’s hair (when she actually got round to booking an appointment at the hairdressers), meaning the May family’s business could end up as prime gossip at Shelby’s Hair Design if she’d opted to use them. Instead, Katie had gone for a more neutral solicitor, one who didn’t know about the time Katie had been caught smoking behind the gym at school or that her natural hair colour was mousey and starting to turn grey.

‘So sorry I’m late.’ Katie burst into the reception area of the solicitor’s office, panting from the dash over from the car park on the outskirts of town. She swiped the hair that was sticking to her forehead away. ‘I’m here to see Helen Robinson. I have an appointment. Katie May?’ She posed her name as a question – which felt apt as lately she wasn’t quite sure who she was anymore.

‘Take a seat, Ms May.’ Katie flinched at the use of the term ‘Ms’, but she plonked herself down on one of the cheery blue tub chairs by the window and picked up one of the magazines stacked on the small, round table in front of her. She used the opportunity to get her breath back, taking in deep breaths fragranced by the vase of creamy roses and lavender freesias sitting on the reception desk. She’d only dashed over from the car park, but she was practically wheezing with the effort. Christmas had really taken its toll on Katie’s fitness. Perhaps she should join the gym as part of a belated New Year’s resolution? She’d already vowed to get out more and meet new people after being stuck in the house for a year but regaining some sort of fitness would benefit her wellbeing too.

‘Helen’s ready for you now.’ The receptionist was already striding towards one of the doors at the back of the reception area as Katie threw the magazine back onto the pile, and she held it open with a perfectly manicured hand so Katie could pass through to Helen’s office. Katie couldn’t remember the last time she’d filed her own nails, never mind paid someone to do the job for her.

‘It’s lovely to see you again, Katie.’ The solicitor was smiling as Katie sat down opposite her, but her smile dimmed as she opened the file on the desk in front of her. ‘But it isn’t good news, I’m afraid.’



Chapter Two

George

George’s stomach was in knots as she led her five-year-old son through the school gates. It was too loud, too busy, as children whizzed by and kicked footballs across the vast playground, their voices mingling to form one thunderous hum. Thomas seemed so small – too small – and she clutched onto his gloved hand that bit tighter. It was cold and dreary that morning, still dark despite the morning edging closer to nine o’ clock, with a sky full of grey clouds threatening to spill fat, icy raindrops, and it matched George’s mood perfectly.

‘Are you looking forward to your first day at school?’ She kept her voice bright, pushing down her anxiety so she didn’t pass it onto her son. She was sure he’d be apprehensive enough without her own emotions bogging him down further. ‘You’ll get to make lots of new friends, and your teachers are lovely, aren’t they?’

They’d had the opportunity to visit the school before Christmas, to see the classroom and meet the teachers, so it wouldn’t be quite so unsettling when Thomas started at Southcliff Primary at the beginning of the new term. That was the theory – George wasn’t convinced it had panned out in practice. She was a nervous wreck, so she could only imagine how daunted poor Thomas was feeling.

‘What are you looking forward to most?’ George bent down to hear Thomas’s answer over the drone of the playground noise, sure his voice was going to be little more than a whisper, his words strangled by fear and distress at this new, terrifying experience. But Thomas was beaming up at George, a set of tiny, white teeth on display as he threw his free hand high up in the air.

‘I want to paint! And play! And look at all the books!’ He sucked in a breath as he caught sight of the wooden play equipment in the far corner of the playground. ‘Mummy?’ Thomas was tugging on her hand and looking up at her with the big brown eyes he’d inherited from her. George was glad he’d mostly taken after her and not the father he didn’t even know. ‘Can I go and play?’ Thomas pointed across the playground, to the small wooden climbing frame surrounded by wood chippings.

‘Yes, sweetheart, of course.’ George forced her hand to release its grip on his little hand, but she pulled him into a hug before he could leave her, her fingers finding the comfort of his familiar curls. ‘But just for a few minutes, okay? You have to line up when the whistle blows, remember?’

Thomas nodded, but he was already tearing off, leaving her standing on her own. She glanced around the playground and suddenly felt ancient. Most of the mums were at least a decade younger than her, some even two. Clad in skinny jeans and spiky-heeled boots, they made George feel old and frumpy in her worn leggings and supermarket-brand canvas pumps. Still, she’d be heading straight off to work once Thomas’s class was inside the school, and fancy clothes didn’t really suit a cleaning job.

George looked across at the climbing frame as she made her way further into the playground, and her heart melted a little bit when she saw Thomas giggling with one of the other boys. See, he was making friends already. He would be fine.

If only the same could be said of George, who was rooting around in her handbag for a clean-ish tissue to dab at her eyes. Thomas was taking to school like a duck to water, but his mother was very much in need of a lifejacket to keep her afloat. She wanted nothing more than to scoop up her little boy and scurry to the safety of their home together.

‘Everything okay?’

Startled, George almost jabbed herself in the eye with the tissue. She gave a quick dab to mop up the stray tears and presented the owner of the concerned voice with a beaming smile. ‘Yes, of course. Everything’s fine.’ She held up the tissue and rolled her eyes before she dropped it back into her handbag. ‘Hay fever’s playing up, that’s all.’

‘Hay fever?’ If George had been able to look at the bloke now walking alongside her, she would have seen a slight frown appearing very briefly as he took in the miserable winter morning.

‘Yep.’ George nodded as she stared down at the concrete floor, watching as her pumps trailed over the painted-on hopscotch grid. ‘Winter hay fever. Not all that common, but still as debilitating as its summer cousin.’

She cringed as the words tumbled from her mouth, willing her lips to seal themselves shut.

‘Unlucky.’

He was humouring her. Letting her get away with her phony excuse. But at least he wasn’t openly mocking her. Not yet, anyway.

‘Don’t I know you?’

George hoped not. It was one thing making an idiot out of yourself in front of a stranger, but she didn’t want to have to relive this experience again.

‘No, I don’t think so.’ She smiled politely at him and slowed her pace, hoping he’d accept her answer and move on. But he slowed his pace too, stooping so he could take a proper look at George as she returned her gaze to the concrete.

‘I do know you!’ He gave a soft, triumphant laugh. ‘It’s… um…’ He screwed up his face as he tried to conjure her name. ‘Jill? No.’ He shook his head and tapped his fingers on the handles of the buggy he was pushing. ‘Jane? Janine?’ He shook his head again and sighed. ‘Can you help a guy out here?’

George wasn’t sure she should. She wasn’t in the habit of giving out her details to random blokes. Or any blokes at all, come to think of it.

‘Got it!’ He stopped suddenly, his eyes lit up as he pointed at her. ‘It’s George, right?’

George turned and looked at him properly, taking in his height, his stocky build, his slightly too long brown hair and the beginnings of a beard lightly sprinkled with grey. There was something vaguely familiar about the eyes and the way they sparkled as he smiled down at her.

‘Sorry.’ He shook his head, the smile dimming. ‘You must think I’m some sort of mad stalker.’ He held up a hand. ‘I’m not, I promise. We – Leo, Ellie and I – used to go to the parent and toddler group at the community centre.’ He pointed first to the girl standing beside the buggy and then ahead at his son, who was charging towards a stray football with a roar. ‘It was about… three years ago?’

George bobbed her head up and down slowly. She and Thomas had attended the weekly Little Bees and Butterflies group up until a couple of weeks ago.

‘It was a fun group, and it certainly helped Leo burn off some energy.’ Ahead, Leo drew back his leg before pelting the football into the railings with another roar. ‘I wanted to take the little one…’ He turned the buggy slightly, where another small girl sat, padded out with a thick coat, woolly hat and matching mittens. ‘But I’ve had to take on as much work as I can lately so I haven’t managed to get there.’ He pushed the buggy forward and started to stroll towards his son. ‘I remember you brought in some cakes one time.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘Sticky toffee, I think it was.’

George nodded. ‘It was Thomas’ birthday so I baked some little buns for the group.’

‘They were delicious.’ He laughed. ‘Must have been if I remembered all these years later.’

George felt a warm glow inside despite the chill in the air. She’d always loved to bake, though she rarely had the opportunity to receive feedback from anyone other than Thomas, who was always very enthusiastic about cake, whether it was homemade or shop-bought.

‘I haven’t seen you at the school before. Has Thomas just transferred?’

The warm glow cooled. Although Thomas was five now and had been eligible to attend school full-time for over a year, she’d kept him at home with her for as long as she possibly could. Thomas was probably going to be her only child, and she wanted to cherish every single moment with him that she could, but she did sometimes worry that she’d made the wrong decision in delaying his formal education. She looked around the playground now, at the small clusters of children, the friendship groups formed back in reception – back in nursery, even – and Thomas was the outsider. Had she been selfish in keeping him to herself for so long?

‘No. It’s his first day at school.’ George raised her chin slightly, ready to do battle about her choices if she had to. ‘He’s starting in Miss Baxter’s class today.’

‘Leo’s in Miss Baxter’s class too.’ He pointed across the playground to his son. ‘I’ll tell him to look out for Thomas, make sure he’s settling in.’

The shriek of a whistle pierced the air, ending the conversation before George could thank him, and George leapt into action, tearing across the playground to make sure she squeezed her son tight before he left her for the day.

Where was that tissue?

Thomas was already in the line before she reached him, turning to chat to the boy behind him. He didn’t seem to mind the separation, which was a good thing, obviously. Even if it did break George’s heart just a little bit more.

‘Thomas, sweetie.’ She crouched down and pulled her gorgeous boy into her arms, inhaling his smell of shampoo, Paw Patrol bubble bath and fabric softener. ‘You be a good boy, okay? And have fun. I’ll pick you up later and you can tell me all about your day. We’ll have cake, yes? And hot chocolate with marshmallows. We can go to the park. Or the beach hut. Whichever you’d like.’

There was a hand on her shoulder. It was the man with the buggy, whose name she hadn’t thought to ask. ‘He’ll be fine. Honestly.’

She managed a wobbly sort of smile before she crouched again to press a kiss to Thomas’ curls, blinking back tears as she stepped away. She waved manically as the class filed inside, stretching up on her tiptoes, watching those familiar curls disappear as her precious boy was swallowed by the school.

‘It does get easier, I promise.’ Her new companion raised a hand in farewell before he turned the buggy and headed back through the gates. George hung around for a few minutes in case she could snatch one final glimpse of Thomas, but it was no use. With a heavy heart and watery eyes, she shuffled out of the playground and made her way to work.



Chapter Three

Frankie

It still amazed Frankie that her children, who had shared a womb for nine months and were born just eleven minutes apart, could be so different. Finn was currently clinging onto her thigh, tears and snot merging on his top lip as he threw back his head and wailed, mouth surely wider than was physically possible, while his twin sister waltzed into the nursery, clumsy fingers trying their hardest to unzip her winter coat. Her hat and mittens had been discarded on the floor in her eagerness to play with the other children in the toddler room.

‘Good morning, Finn!’ The early years assistant flashed Frankie a sympathetic smile before she leaned down to pick up Skye’s abandoned garments. She secured them onto Skye’s labelled hook and turned to Finn with a toothy smile, her held a hand out to the still-wailing little boy. ‘Shall we go and play? Poppy’s already here. She’s been asking about you!’

Frankie expected Finn to unpeel himself and take Keeley’s hand. She was his favourite member of staff at the nursery, with Poppy being his play/craft partner of choice, but still Finn clung on, the wail reaching a higher pitch as he squeezed his eyes tight. It wasn’t uncommon for her son to kick up a bit of a fuss when it came to being left at nursery in the mornings, but it wasn’t usually this prolonged.

‘It’ll be the Christmas break. The holidays can sometimes set them back as they get used to being with Mum and Dad all day.’ Keeley crouched down to Finn’s level and injected more cheer to her ever-bright voice. She didn’t spot Frankie’s flinch at the ‘and Dad’ addition. ‘Shall we go and do some painting? You can paint Mummy a beautiful picture to take home later!’

Finn wasn’t convinced, but Frankie really had to get going. She was already behind on her work schedule due to the nursery closing for Christmas, so she couldn’t afford to stand around, no matter how much the guilt jabbed as she peeled Finn’s little fingers from her thigh.

‘Good boy!’ Keeley scooped Finn up before he could grab hold of Frankie again, avoiding his flailing arms as he frantically reached for his mum. ‘Give Mummy a big kiss and then we can go and have some fun!’

Keeley was very good at shutting out the screams emitting from the toddler, but the forlorn sound broke Frankie’s heart. She wanted nothing more than to succumb to her young son’s needs, to take him in her arms and soothe away his tears with cuddles and kisses.

‘He’ll be absolutely fine in a couple of minutes, I promise.’ Keeley was already backing away towards the toddler room, as though sensing Frankie was about to crumble. Finn started to thrash his little legs, but she held on tight. ‘He’ll be running around with Poppy in no time. Happens all the time.’

Frankie gave a slight nod of her head, but she made no attempt to leave. Every instinct was telling her to grab hold of her son and reassure him. What must be going around his little head? Did he feel abandoned? Rejected? She could take him home. Fit her work around his needs, even though this had been virtually impossible over the Christmas holidays. She’d been so exhausted after running around after two two-year-olds that she hadn’t been able to work in the evenings as planned. She’d attempted to, fighting against the urge to flop down on the sofa with the tub of Quality Street and a glass of wine, but her brain was too frazzled to do much more than check her emails. This was the very reason the twins went to nursery in the first place.

‘Seriously, Frankie.’ Keeley smiled serenely at her, as though she wasn’t struggling to keep hold of a very wriggly toddler. ‘He’ll be fine. You can always give us a ring to check later.’

Frankie nodded again, and this time she took a step back. A teeny step, but a step all the same. She did need to crack on with her work, especially with a deadline looming. She’d phone the nursery when she got home – it was only a ten-minute walk away – and if he was still upset, she’d rush back and collect him.

‘Bye, Finn. I’ll see you soon.’ She pushed a smile onto her face and somehow managed not to break down in tears herself. She craned her neck to catch a glimpse of Skye as Keeley pushed open the door to the toddler room, but her daughter had marched off to play without a backwards glance. From one extreme to the other. ‘Love you.’ She raised her hand in a quick wave before she turned and hurried away from the nursery and the heartbreaking sounds of her son’s sobbing.

Nobody warned you about this bit. They told you all the gory details of labour and birth. The horror stories of night feeds and teething and the terrible twos (doubled, when you had twins). But they didn’t prepare you for the gut-wrenching moments when you had to leave them in the care of somebody else. They didn’t prime you for the guilt of being anything other than the child’s mother.

Finn was perfectly fine when Frankie phoned the nursery six-and-a-half minutes later. She’d run all the way home, taking a short-cut through the park, and hadn’t even bothered to ditch her coat before she dialled Parkside Day Nursery, panting and slightly sweating despite the bleak, early January chill.

‘Are you sure he’s okay?’ Frankie had been told that Finn was now happily splatting paint with bestie Poppy, but Frankie couldn’t seem to quell the nagging doubt that she was doing Something Wrong, a feeling that had plagued her for the past year. She could never quite shake off the feeling that she was failing her children, that she wasn’t good enough despite her best efforts. She’d moved to Clifton-on-Sea for a fresh start, but the feelings of inadequacy had moved with her. Most notably, and the concern Frankie could easily identify, was the worry about her poor babies’ lack of a two-parent family. Perhaps this was the reason Finn was so clingy now? Did he feel abandoned? Rejected?

‘He is absolutely fine.’ Keeley’s voice was upbeat, but then it always was so it offered little consolation. The lack of screaming in the background, however, was definitely a comfort. ‘He cried for, like, another minute. Two, max. And now he’s having a brilliant time with Poppy.’

‘Good.’ Frankie swallowed the urge to ask if the paint Finn was using was toxic-free and nudged the front door – which she hadn’t paused long enough to close – with her foot and unzipped her coat as she moved through to the kitchen. The breakfast dishes were still piled in the sink – another Something Wrong. ‘You’ll phone me if he needs me, won’t you? Because I work from home. I can be there in ten minutes. Less.’

‘Of course, but there’ll be no need. Finn was just thrown off kilter because of the Christmas break.’

‘Yes, I’m sure that’s all it is.’ Frankie didn’t necessarily agree, but she didn’t like to come across as a neurotic mum, even if she felt like one a lot of the time. She’d been horrified the first time Skye had marched out of the nursery, her wrist held in the air as she showed off her crafting skills. She’d created a bracelet by threading a mishmash of buttons and large wooden beads onto a length of elasticated cord. Where the nursery saw the opportunity to experiment and unleash the children’s creativity while practicing those all-important motor skills, Frankie had spotted a choking hazard the embellishments could have caused.

She’d managed to push down the fear and panic, but it had been there, and continued to present itself on a daily basis.

‘I’ll see you this afternoon then. About three?’ Frankie didn’t usually pick the twins up until at least five, but she needed to ease herself back into their routine. And to be honest, three o’ clock – almost six hours away – seemed like a stretch.

‘We’ll see you then. Have a good day!’

Frankie was about to ask after Finn one last time, just to really put her mind at ease, but the phone line was dead. She stared at her phone for a moment, contemplating ringing back – just for a super-quick call – but she came to her senses and shoved the phone into the pocket of her jeans before whipping off her coat and flicking the kettle on. She washed the dishes while she waited for the kettle to boil. There wasn’t actually a lot, just a couple of bowls and spoons, two plastic beakers, and a small plate – she really needed to stop beating herself up. She took her cup of tea into the office. Her office was actually a desk and a set of shelves squeezed into an alcove in the corner of the dining room, but it served its purpose and gave Frankie the space she needed to work as a freelance brand designer. Before the twins, she’d worked in a swanky office in the centre of Manchester, but she couldn’t face the long hours and the commute once her maternity leave was over, so she’d decided to set up on her own. It had been a risky decision, but one that was paying off, especially since the move away from her home town. She had a healthier balance between her work and home life, and it gave her more of a sense of ease being so close to her children. Of course, on days like these, it took a great effort to switch from mum mode to professional, but she managed to push aside her worries over Finn and concentrate on her latest task of designing a new website for her client. It was almost half past one before she came up for air, her shoulders and lower back aching, cup of tea cold. She winced as she stood, one hand massaging her back while the other reached for the cup. Her work had been largely neglected while the nursery had been closed over Christmas and the New Year, and she’d forgotten quite how stiff her body became as she hunched over her desk. She normally counteracted this with yoga and regular runs along the beach, but she pushed the thought away as she headed across to the kitchen. She’d placed her young children in nursery so she could work, so the thought of wasting that time on such frivolous acts when her son had been so miserable at being left that morning made her stomach knot with guilt.

No. She’d simply have to put up with the discomfort for now. Perhaps she’d do a bit of yoga once the twins were in bed tonight. Or a long, hot bath might do it. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d allowed herself anything more than a quick shower; there was always something more important to be getting on with than lazing in the bath.

She flicked the kettle on and poured the forgotten tea down the sink before opening the fridge in search of something to eat for lunch. There wasn’t much inside, apart from a few wrapped segments of a Chocolate Orange, the Chomp from Skye’s selection box, and half a bag of limp-looking Brussel sprouts. There was butter, but she groaned when she remembered she’d used the last of the bread for her toast that morning. And the cupboards were in a worse state than the fridge. She’d used up everything over the festive period (including a slightly out-of-date tin of Spam) as she couldn’t be bothered going to the effort of getting herself and the twins washed, dressed and bundled up in winter coats. They’d spent the past week surviving on non-perishables and she hadn’t faced the shops to stock up yet.

‘Bugger.’ Frankie closed the cupboard and sighed. It looked like she was going to have to venture out after all. And if she was heading out anyway, what was the harm in killing two birds with one stone and going for a little run as well? The fresh air would do her good and help to keep the creative cogs turning.

She raced up the stairs before she could allow the guilt of indulging in a bit of self-care to set in, changing into a pair of leggings, a long-sleeved T-shirt, and the hoodie her brother had bought her for Christmas. After shoving her trainers on her feet and making sure she had her purse, keys and phone (just in case Finn needed her), she was ready to set out. She started off at a gentle pace as she jogged down to the seafront, easing herself back into the exercise after a week or two of excess eating, and she immediately felt her shoulders loosen. It was hard work after holing herself up for the past couple of weeks, and there was a definite danger of rain as the grey clouds darkened, but it was so freeing being out in the open, the sounds of the waves growing closer with each step. She was soon on the promenade, the wind whipping at her hot cheeks, her mouth stretched into a smile despite her exertions. She loved this feeling. She wished she could bottle it up for those times she felt trapped in the house with two mischievous toddlers rampaging around the rooms. Not that she would ever admit this out loud. Motherhood was precious. A gift. She knew she was incredibly lucky to have two happy, healthy children. That she was there to witness them growing up. Not everybody had that luxury.

Oh, but sometimes she missed the old Frankie. The fun Frankie who could drink her brother and his mates under the table at the pub. The Frankie who would meet her friends in town for endless afternoons of coffee, cake and gossip. The Frankie who could go to the toilet without being followed and quizzed about what she was doing. She loved her children so much, but she couldn’t help mourning the loss of the woman she was before, if only from the privacy of her own thoughts, and only briefly before she felt like a complete monster.

She picked up her pace, enjoying the scream of pain from her thighs as it overtook all thoughts and emotions. The old Frankie was gone, never to return, and there was no point dwelling on it.



Chapter Four

Katie

Helen Robinson clasped her hands together and lay them down on the file on the desk in front of her as she observed Katie, her lips pressed tightly together, her eyebrows pulled down low. She emitted a barely-audible sigh as Katie gave a firm shake of her head.

‘No.’

‘I’m sorry, Katie. I really am.’ Helen offered a half-smile. ‘But at least we know what we’re dealing with now.’

‘No.’ Katie shook her head again and shifted forward in her seat, slapping the palms of her hands down on the desk. Helen didn’t even flinch at the sudden sound. ‘He’s not getting it.’

The half-smile was back on the solicitor’s face. ‘Why don’t we get you a nice cup of tea?’

Because a cup of tea – nice or otherwise – wasn’t going to help the situation? Because Katie would very much like something with a bit more oomph than a mug of PG Tips, even if it was half past nine in the morning? Because she was so angry her hands were starting to tremble, and she suspected she’d end up with more of the tea down her front than in her mouth?

Katie said none of this. She simply sat back in her seat, shoving her hands under her thighs to mask her agitation while the solicitor rang through to the receptionist to organise refreshments. She fixed her eyes on the wall behind Helen’s chair, her eyes seeing but not reading the framed certificates above her solicitor’s head. She swallowed against the huge lump in her throat, willing herself not to cry.

‘I know this isn’t the news you wanted to hear.’ Helen had done the sympathetic bit, but she was back in business mode now, her back straight, tone firm. She waited until Katie caught her eye – however briefly – before she continued. ‘But I’m afraid your husband has a right – by law – to request half of the marital assets. Including the property on Carter Lane.’

Katie’s eyes widened, the burning anger she felt rising to the surface evaporating any notion of tears. ‘That property is my childhood home! It belonged to my parents. My mum left that property to me. Why should they get half of it?’ Katie leaned forward, her palms back on the desk. ‘Rob left me for another woman. Abandoned me with two children. And he didn’t even like my mum. Said she was overbearing. Stuck her nose in. Thought she always knew best.’ Katie was gasping for breath by now, but she powered on, the heels of her hands digging into the edge of the desk. ‘Why should they profit from my mum’s death? Why should they get to live happily ever after?’

It wasn’t fair. Katie hadn’t asked for any of this; the heartache, the upheaval, the having to explain to her children that their father was starting a new life with another woman. It felt like she was losing everything and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do about it.

‘I know it doesn’t seem fair.’ Helen’s tone was gentle again, and she passed a box of tissues across the desk as Katie swiped at her eyes with the back of a quivering hand. ‘But I’m afraid your assets will be split. Of course, it isn’t up to me. The courts will decide how those assets will be split if you and your husband can’t come to an arrangement between you, but you should be prepared for any outcome.’

Katie tugged a tissue out of the box and mopped up her tears. ‘I don’t want to lose my parents’ house. Mum and Dad worked so hard for it. And I can’t afford to buy Rob’s share.’ Rob’s share. The words made her stomach turn. ‘I’m unemployed, with two kids to feed and clothe. It’s okay for him. They have two incomes.’

Helen nodded. ‘And the courts will take both your circumstances into consideration.’ She smiled her thanks as the receptionist arrived with a tray of tea and individually-wrapped biscuits, waiting until she’d placed the tray on the desk and left again before continuing. ‘There is an alternative, if you’re really set against selling the Carter Lane property.’

Katie wished she’d stop calling it that. It was so impersonal. But she didn’t say so, simply raised her eyebrows in question as she tore open the packet of an oat crumble biscuit. It wasn’t that long since she’d eaten her breakfast, but stress made her crave sugary, comforting food. And she’d been boiling over with stress lately, hence the too-tight trousers.

‘Another option is to sell the family home…’

‘No.’ Katie shook her head vigorously. ‘No way.’

Helen raised a hand. ‘Hear me out, before you dismiss the idea.’

‘No.’ Katie’s tone was firm. Absolute. She loved that house and could still remember the day she and Rob had viewed it, could still feel that frisson of certainty as she stepped over the threshold into the bright hallway, already picturing their coats hanging from the line of hooks by the front door, and she could clearly see the framed photos of the family they had yet to start lining the walls. She knew this was the home where she and her new husband would bring their children up and live happily ever after.

The happily ever after bit hadn’t panned out, but still…

‘It’s my children’s home. I won’t sell it.’

Helen gave a shrug of defeat. ‘That’s fair enough, but the option is there. You should really consider mediation, to help you and Rob to divide your assets before the divorce is finalised. Now.’ She glanced down at the file on her desk. ‘Have you filled out the acknowledgement of service yet?’

Katie yanked the biscuit from its packet and took a bite, chewing slowly before answering. Helen waited patiently, hands clasped in front of her again.

‘Not yet.’ Katie squirmed in her seat as Helen tilted her head to one side. ‘I’ve been busy. Job hunting. And I have two children to take care of. And it’s been Christmas and everything…’

‘You only have a small amount of time to return it, Katie.’

‘I know.’ Katie rewrapped the remaining biscuit and placed it back onto the tray. ‘I’ll do it later. When I get home.’

Helen didn’t say a word, but the slight raise of her eyebrows displayed her disbelief as loudly as her shouting it through a megaphone would have done.

Katie hadn’t admitted to her solicitor that the acknowledgement of service had been sitting in her handbag, afraid that the formidable woman would insist she sign it there and then and get the divorce ball well and truly rolling. She’d do it later, at home, where she was comfortable. She’d sign it and send it off straight away, before the kids got home from school.

It wasn’t yet lunchtime, so she had plenty of time to stop at the supermarket up by the train station. She needed to replace Elliot’s Chocolate Orange before he realised its size had been depleted and all hell broke loose over the snaffled 3 a.m. feast. She filled her basket with fruit and vegetables, which she knew she’d have to battle to get her kids to eat but it was a new year, a fresh start, and time to stop eating so much junk. They’d thank her in the long run. Maybe. She made a quick dash down the confectionery aisle, thanking the Sweet Treat Gods when she spotted the Chocolate Oranges on the shelf. Hurrah! Grabbing one (and only one, no matter how tempting it was to add more to her basket), she hurried towards the self-checkouts, taking a shortcut down the baby aisle.

Big mistake.

Her pumps squeaked on the tiles as she came to an abrupt stop. She backed away carefully, breath held, eyes wild with panic should the woman ahead turn to her left and spot her sneaking away. She was currently plucking jars of pureed baby food from the shelf, resting two in the palms of her hands as she weighed up which one to add to her trolley.

Just keep reading those labels. Don’t turn around…

Katie took another careful step backwards, wide eyes trained on her nemesis. Anya. The other woman. The woman who had taken her husband, best friend and the father of her children all rolled into one. Rob had been Katie’s first and only love. Childhood sweethearts, the couple had met when Rob had transferred to Katie’s school aged fourteen, and the pair had been inseparable ever since. It was funny to think that they were a year younger than Elliot was now when they’d started their relationship, but Katie had known Rob was The One, even back then. They were just nineteen when they married – which seemed ridiculously young now, but they’d been head over heels and so sure their futures would be entwined forever. Elliot had arrived a couple of years later, followed by little sister Lizzie. Katie had enjoyed her perfect life, with her perfect little family in their perfect house by the sea.

Until eighteen months ago, when Rob dropped his triple bombshell:

He’d been having an affair with his French tutor for the past eight months.

The French tutor was pregnant.

And Rob was leaving Katie to be with her.

The news had knocked Katie for six. She’d felt physically sick, and completely lost her appetite (for the first few months, at least, before it returned with a vengeance), which rendered her exhausted. Getting out of bed in the morning had been a battle, and when she did manage to drag her weary body from the covers, she did nothing but cry and mourn for the life she – and her children – had lost. Because while Rob got to play happy families with his new partner and their daughter, Katie had been left on her own, with two kids and no job. And now Rob wanted a divorce, so he could marry the woman who helped to destroy their marriage, plus half of the house she’d inherited from her mum in the process. It had been kick in the teeth after kick in the teeth from Rob over the past eighteen months, and Katie couldn’t take any more. She couldn’t face that woman or the child, with the puff of blonde curls that reminded Katie so much of Lizzie as a baby it felt like she was being sliced through the chest. Katie had been desperate for a third child, a baby brother or sister for Elliot and Lizzie to complete their family, but Rob had coaxed her away from the idea; they had two beautiful, healthy children – why would they crave more? And yet here he was, with that third child, a baby sister for Elliot and Lizzie, but it was with another woman.

Katie was almost at the end of the aisle again. She could slip away and get on with her day, replacing Elliot’s Chocolate Orange, checking the multitude of job sites she checked every single day, cooking the nutritious vegetables that were sitting in her basket…

‘Oi!’ An angry voice growled as she backed into something solid. ‘Watch where you’re bloody going!’

She hopped away from the bear-like man as he glared down at her, apologising as earnestly as she could while whispering. Lip curled, he shook his head and ambled away, but not before he’d called her a few unsavoury names.

‘Katie? Are you alright?’

She closed her eyes, hoping the woman would magically disappear, as she had so many times since she’d found out about the affair, but nope, she was still there when Katie opened them, except now she was making her way along the aisle, brow furrowed with concern. Which only made the situation worse. Couldn’t she be a complete bitch, so that Katie could be doubly justified in hating her?

‘There was really no need for that.’ Anya turned to glare at the man as he grabbed a pack of newborn nappies from the shelf. Perhaps it was sleep deprivation that had caused his grumpy overreaction, but whatever. Katie didn’t care and she certainly didn’t want concern or sympathy from this woman.

She turned as Anya started to manoeuvre the trolley to the side so it wouldn’t run into Katie, her mouth opening to… what? Offer more solidarity against the irritable bloke? Or to laugh in Katie’s face? Look what I have, Katie: the third child you pretended you were no longer desperate for! Katie didn’t hang around to find out which option her husband’s girlfriend would plump for, and instead she ran, aiming for the exit, not caring that she looked like a mad woman. Or a shoplifter.

She dropped the basket as she neared the automatic doors, hearing rather than seeing the contents spilling onto the floor. She didn’t pause to see the mess she’d created or the looks of bewilderment on the faces of her fellow shoppers. Instead, she pelted across the car park, dodging traffic and trolleys until she was safely in her car. Her hands shook as she inserted her key into the ignition, her breathing dizzyingly rapid. She took a few deep, slow breaths before she set off, putting as much distance as she could between herself and Rob’s new family.



Chapter Five

George


George’s home wasn’t quite as grand as some of the homes she cleaned as part of her job with Kiri’s Clean Queens, Clifton-on-Sea’s premier cleaning company, but she’d made the poky two-bedroomed flat in the middle of the 1950s house conversion as cheery and cosy as she could, hanging bright curtains at the windows and displaying Thomas’ artwork in frames in the living room and kitchen. Patterned scatter cushions rejuvenated the slightly saggy sofa, and she’d invested in a cheerful rug to add warmth against the cheap laminate flooring. It was small but homely, and perfect for George and Thomas. They didn’t need the extra bathrooms or fancy appliances she cleaned in the huge, Georgian properties running alongside the park or seafront, and although the communal garden to the back of the property was half the size of a postage stamp, Wickentree Park was just around the corner. With its playground, playing fields, and the little wooded area to explore, it had everything Thomas could ever need in an outdoor space.

George headed straight to the kitchen when she arrived home from her afternoon shift, knocking up a quick all-in-one sponge mix and popping it into the oven before she changed out of her bleach-scented work clothes and into something a bit more flattering. She still wasn’t as young or trendy as some of the other mums she’d spotted in the school playground, but she’d feel less conspicuous picking Thomas up now she wasn’t clad in her scruffs.

With the cake out of the oven and cooled, George headed down to the beach, closing her eyes briefly to savour the sound of the crashing waves before she descended the steps down to the sand. While the sounds of the seaside would be drowned out with music blaring from the pier during the summer months, George could truly appreciate the landscape during these quieter moments. It was why she was never deterred from walking down to the beach, no matter how cold and grey it was.

The beach was completely empty at this time, without even a dogwalker in sight. There were no colourful beach towels laid out, creating a patchwork of colour on the sand, or families unpacking picnics and buckets and spades, or feasting on delicious ice creams and refreshing ice lollies. Even the seagulls, with their excited cries, failed to hover overhead in the hope of finding food.

George reached into her handbag for her keys as she walked under the shade of the pier, her hand clutching the set as she emerged from the other side. The beach huts lay ahead, their painted exteriors a splash of cheer against the gloomy January afternoon, like tubs of exotic flavours of ice cream displayed in a row. George’s hut, sandwiched between a sunshiny yellow and a vivacious red hut, was painted a cheery mint green. She’d inherited the beach hut from her grandmother, who would bring George down to the beach hut for picnics every Saturday afternoon, rain or shine.

She looked up as she felt a tap of rain on her cheek. The sky had turned an ominous shade, the clouds dark and menacing. Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, the heavens opened and it was pouring with rain, the drops plump and icy as they worked together to drench her hair and coat, already starting to turn the sand to sludge. With cold, fumbling fingers, she somehow managed to unlock the hut and burst into the shelter with relief. Pushing her damp hair aside, she was about to nudge the door shut when she caught movement ahead. It seemed she wasn’t alone on the beach after all as a figure attempted to shield themselves from the rain with an already soggy cardigan, stranded between the beach huts and the shelter of the pier.

 ‘Quick!’ George poked her head out into the driving rain and beckoned her over. ‘Get in before you freeze to death!’

George held the door open as the woman ran as quickly as she could over the sodden sand, her feet slipping every third or fourth step.

‘Come in, come in.’ George ushered the woman inside the hut. The space was small, but it had been painted white to make it appear bright and airy, and there was a small window at the back, framed by a pair of lemon curtains embroidered with tiny pink hearts. A seat running along the length of the left-hand side of the hut was covered in matching fabric, and there was a bank of cupboards underneath the window with sets of shelves either side. Opposite the long bench was a fold-down table, currently propped up by a pair of wooden legs.

‘Thank you.’ The woman collapsed onto the bench and reached up to touch her hair. It was damp, but not too bad. ‘I only popped down to the beach to clear my head. I didn’t expect this.’ She pointed at the rain dashing at the little window.

‘It’s quite a downpour.’ George peered out of the hut, her arms wrapped across her body in an attempt to keep warm. ‘I wanted to bring my son to the beach after school, but I don’t think we’ll make it in this.’ She hadn’t thought it was possible, but it was raining even harder now. ‘It was supposed to be a special day, but I suppose we’ll still have cake.’ She smiled brightly, but the warmth didn’t quite reach her eyes.

‘Is it his birthday?’

George shook her head. ‘His first day at school.’ She sighed as she lifted her tote bag onto the fold-down table and removed the cake tin. ‘I’m finding it quite hard, if I’m honest. Letting go. Letting him grow up. Do you ever wish you could pause time? Or rewind it, just a little bit?’

The woman gave a humourless laugh. ‘God, yes.’ She covered her face with her hands and rubbed at her eyes. ‘I’d go back a couple of hours. Before I made an absolute fool of myself.’

‘What happened?’ George didn’t want to pry, but maybe she could help.

The woman slid her hands down so only her mouth was covered by her fingers. She shook her head over and over until she finally dropped her hands completely, resting them on her lap. ‘I just did a runner from the supermarket.’ She held up a finger. ‘Not with any goods, I should add. Things haven’t got so desperate I need to shoplift. Yet.’ She attempted another humourless laugh, but it quickly morphed into a groan.

‘Why did you run, if you don’t mind me asking?’ George lowered herself on the other end of the bench, not wanting to invade the woman’s personal space even as she poked her nose into her personal business.

‘I saw my husband’s girlfriend – ex-husband, I suppose, though it isn’t official.’

‘Ah.’ George nodded with understanding. She’d never been married, but she’d been in long-term relationships that had ended before she’d been ready to let go.

‘Oh, God.’ The hands were back on the woman’s face, covering her reddened cheeks. ‘I can still hear the clash of basket on tile. And the looks of the people around me as I tore past! Coming through! Madwoman on the loose!’ She rubbed at her eyes again and groaned. ‘Well, I won’t be shopping there for the next millennia. I’ll have to drive out of town or use one of the overpriced convenience stores instead.’

‘There’s always online shopping.’ George was attempting to add a bit of humour into the conversation, and luckily the woman managed a small laugh.

‘At least I have options.’ She groaned again and stamped a foot down on the floor. ‘Why did I have to react like that? It isn’t as though I haven’t seen Anya before – though I try to avoid contact with the woman, obviously. I ducked into the funeral director’s when I spotted Rob and Anya strolling with their new baby through town during the summer. I didn’t realise it was the funeral director’s until I’d catapulted myself inside as I’d just panicked and opened the nearest door. I had to pretend to be browsing for a coffin until it was safe to leave.’ She sighed. ‘I really have to stop embarrassing myself like this, but I just couldn’t face her.’

‘It’s tough, especially in the beginning.’ George pushed herself up from the bench and returned to the table, where she pulled a flask of hot chocolate from the tote bag.

‘I thought I knew who I was, where my life was heading. Now I have no idea. I feel like this was all done to me, and I have no control of my life anymore.’ She cringed as George pressed a plastic mug into her hands. ‘People must think I’m mad. You must think I’m mad. I’m not even sure why I’m telling you all this. Sorry.’

‘Don’t be. It sounds like you’re having a rough time.’ George indicated the mug. ‘Now, drink that. It’ll warm you up a bit.’

‘Thank you…’ The woman paused, the hot chocolate held aloft. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t even know your name and I’m boring you to tears with my life woes.’

‘It’s George.’ She patted the woman on the knee. ‘And you’re not boring me to tears. We all have tough times. It’s good to get it out rather than bottling it all in.’

The woman shrugged. ‘I guess.’ She took a sip of the warm drink. ‘I’m Katie, by the way.’

‘It’s nice to meet you, Katie.’ George patted her knee again before she headed for the table. ‘Now, can I interest you in a slice of cake?’

Katie smiled, genuinely and brightly. ‘I never, ever say no to cake.’

‘That was the best Victoria sponge I’ve ever tasted.’ Katie licked the jam and cake crumbs from her fingers while George batted away the compliment with a wave of her hand.

‘I don’t know about that. It was just something I whipped up.’ Despite her protestations, George felt her chest swell with pride. While she scrubbed other people’s homes and places of work for a living, baking was George’s true passion. She had catering qualifications, specialising in patisserie and confectionery, as well as files stuffed with recipes handed down from her grandmother.

‘It’s true.’ Katie shrugged and was about to say more when her attention was caught by something happening outside the hut. Or rather, something not happening. ‘Hey, it’s stopped raining. When did that happen? Just how long have I been rabbiting on for?’ The sand was still wet, but the grey clouds had dispersed, revealing the suggestion of blue sky. ‘I should go home and lick my wounds before the kids get home from school. I was hoping to have a bit of a tidy up before…’ Katie’s next words were snatched away as a voice bellowed outside. A huge, shaggy dog appeared in the doorway of the hut, panting as it took in the inhabitants, and then it was inside, its claws clattering on the wooden floor. It sniffed at George and Katie in turn before it barked once and tore off out of the hut again.

‘I’m so sorry.’ A man was jogging towards the beach hut, a red lead dangling from his fingers, as George stuck her head out of the doorway. ‘He’s a bloody menace. Jake!’

And then the man was gone, speeding up as he spotted the dog leap into the sea.

‘Well, that was bizarre.’ George chuckled. ‘But at least it didn’t try to scoff the cake.’ With the day turning brighter, perhaps she’d get to bring Thomas down to the beach hut after all.

‘I really should get going.’ Katie pushed herself up from the bench. ‘I’ve got a hot date with the dishwasher and vacuum cleaner. Unfortunately, it’s the only date I’ll have for a long time.’

George patted her on the shoulder gently. ‘Everything will work out in the end.’

Katie nodded, but the grimace wasn’t so encouraging. ‘Thanks for the cake and the hot chocolate. And for listening. You were right – it does help to get it all off your chest, even if only a little bit.’

‘It was nice to meet you, Katie.’

‘You too, George.’ Katie stepped out of the beach hut but shuffled back when she heard the distant bark of the dog again. She peered out, checking the coast was clear before she ventured out.

‘Jake! Slow down, you absolute nutter!’

Katie took another step away from the door as the dog bounded by. The owner was sprinting after the dog, but he was powerless to stop the beast from leaping up at an unsuspecting jogger, sending her – and the paper bag she was carrying – flying and landing with a thud on the damp sand.



Chapter Six

Frankie

It felt fantastic to be out, gulping the fresh sea air after over a week cooped up in the house with the twins. The muscles in her thighs were crying out for her to stop as she charged up the cliffs, but she couldn’t stop now. She hadn’t realised quite how much she’d missed the freedom to just go wherever her body took her until now, how much she enjoyed pushing her body to its limit. She’d been a bit of a gym junkie in her early twenties, though that was mostly down to the fact she fancied one of the personal trainers. She’d spent hours on the treadmills and cross trainers back then in the hope of glimpsing Bradley and his toned-to-perfection body. She never would have plucked up the courage to speak to him had it not been for the malfunctioning treadmill that sent her flying when it suddenly cut off without warning when she was sprinting (she always upped her speed when she spotted Bradley in order to impress him). He’d rushed over to help her, and although she’d been embarrassed after going arse over tit, she did end up with his phone number (as well as a grazed chin). Before the twins, they’d led an active lifestyle, running half-marathons, abseiling, whitewater rafting, even bungee jumping from the Colorado River in Costa Rica. They’d taken risks Frankie wouldn’t even dream of taking now.

She felt herself slowing as she made the ascent and she half-ran, half-ambled her way up to the top of the cliff, her chest heaving as she looked out across the sea, a safe distance from the edge. The view was amazing from up here. You could see all the way to the opposite end of the beach, with the pier jutting out into the sea, the Ferris wheel still now the kids were back in school. She turned, taking in the view of the town. The hotel, pub and shops along the seafront, the pretty Georgian houses, the rooftops of the mishmash of properties beyond. Frankie could stand there taking it all in forever, but she had to buy her lunch and get back to work before the weather nudged from the threat of rain to a downpour.

Her trip down the cliff was much quicker than her trek up had been, but she slowed down once she reached the pavement at the bottom, clutching her side as she sucked air into her lungs as though it was her first introduction to oxygen. She jogged slowly along the seafront, heading towards the pier, where she knew there was a sandwich shop nearby that, according to her brother, was to die for. She found the shop and ordered a hot Cumberland sausage and egg roll (as recommended by Isaac) but it had started to rain while she was inside. She sheltered under the awning of the neighbouring shop until the rain had abated and she started her jog back home, taking a small detour via the beach. The sand was wet, and the wind was a bit wild down there, but she was hooked on the feeling of freedom now she’d had a taste. She felt like her old self again. The Frankie she knew before, the Frankie who thought nothing of throwing herself from bridges with nothing but an elasticated cord preventing death.

‘Whoa!’ Too late, she spotted the furry missile heading straight for her. She didn’t have a chance to dodge out of the way, so one minute Frankie was jogging – albeit slowly along the wet sand – and the next she was on the ground, her knee throbbing with the impact while her assailant nudged its way into the paper bag it had knocked out of her hand.

‘Oh, shit!’

‘Oh, dear.’

‘Are you okay?’

She heard a chorus of voices as she heaved herself up into a sitting position, hissing as pain shot through her left knee.

‘I am so sorry. The mad bastard is out of control.’ A hand appeared, which she took, swearing under her breath as she was helped to her feet. The dog, she noticed, was tucking into her sausage and egg roll. Unforgivable!

‘Can you walk?’ her helper asked. (Could he be classed as a helper when it was his dog that had caused her to splat on the sand in such an ungainly fashion?)

‘I think so.’ She took a tentative step but collapsed against the stupid dog’s owner as pain sliced through her knee. Jeez, that hurt. She hoped the bloody sandwich was worth it!

‘Come and sit down in my beach hut. It’s just over here.’ Another set of arms was holding her up, and she somehow managed to hobble – painfully, through gritted teeth – to the nearby hut. She dropped onto the cushioned bench, grateful to take the weight off her knee.

‘Jake, you are the worst dog ever!’ the dog walker shouted over his shoulder as he hovered outside the hut, but the dog, now rolling on his back on the sand having wolfed down the entire sandwich, clearly didn’t give a hoot. The owner turned back to Frankie, eyebrows pulled down with concern. ‘I really am sorry. He’s not even mine. I’m only looking after him while my sister’s on holiday. I can’t wait until she’s back. He is completely out of control.’ He yelled the last bit over his shoulder, but the dog was sniffing his own arse now and wasn’t listening.

‘It’s fine.’ Frankie pressed her foot gently to the ground to test her knee. ‘Ow!’

‘That knee isn’t fine.’ The woman who’d helped her pulled out a mobile and started tapping at its screen. ‘I’m going to phone the doctor.’

‘No, it’s fine, honestly.’ Frankie grasped the phone before she could make the call. ‘I don’t want to be any trouble.’

The woman smiled and patted Frankie’s shoulder. ‘It’s no trouble. You need it looking at.’

‘It’ll be okay in a minute or two.’ Frankie flexed the joint to demonstrate, holding back a wince.

The woman’s brow furrow. ‘Are you sure?’

Frankie nodded. ‘Absolutely.’ She thought about flexing again but decided against it. ‘You don’t mind if I rest it though? Just for a few minutes?’ Until the throbbing subsided.

‘Of course not. Take all the time you need. In fact.’ The woman reached for a floral-patterned tin and eased the lid off. ‘Why don’t you have a slice of cake while you wait? There’s plenty.’

Frankie’s stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten lunch yet – unlike the daft dog who was trying to nudge his way into the hut now he’d sniffed something tasty in the air.

‘It’s really good.’ The other woman currently squeezed into the hut eyed the tin. ‘Best Victoria sponge I’ve ever had, hands down.’

‘Well then.’ Frankie shrugged. ‘How can I refuse?’

The cake really was good, with just the right amount of buttercream to jam ratio. The women introduced themselves to Frankie while she ate; George, the owner of the beach hut and Victoria sponge baker extraordinaire, and Katie, the Victoria sponge enthusiast. The dog, she could see between the gap in the doorway, was bounding away towards the sea having realised he wasn’t getting a crumb, but the owner hadn’t noticed. He’d dropped onto the bench beside Frankie and was now shaking his head.

‘I really am sorry about the dog. He somehow yanked himself free of his lead and… Oh, God. Where’s he got to now?’

Frankie couldn’t help giggling as he sprang up, turning this way and that in the small space. ‘He’s over there.’ She pointed out of the door, down towards the shallows, where Jake was attempting to burrow down to Australia.

‘Oh, God.’ With a groan, he sprinted off, calling over his shoulder that he’d be back in a minute.

The dog was restrained on his lead by the time Frankie started to tuck into another slice of cake (George had insisted, and Frankie hadn’t put up much of a fight), though Jake wasn’t at all happy about it, as evidenced by his constant yapping and tugging. His temporary caregiver – Alexander Greyson, as he introduced himself once the dog was under control (sort of) – had insisted on sticking around, to make sure she wasn’t maimed for life.

‘I don’t think there’s anything to be concerned about,’ George said as Frankie took her first tentative step. ‘It isn’t swollen, and you say the pain is easing off?’

Frankie nodded and flexed the joint a couple of times to demonstrate. She felt bad for wasting everyone’s time, but she didn’t regret the cake.

‘Make sure you rest it as much as possible.’ George had adopted a matronly tone, almost finger-wagging as she doled out her advice. ‘And if the pain does persist – or gets worse – then pop in to see your GP.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I will. I promise.’ She took another step and although she was a bit wobbly, the pain was definitely more bearable now.

‘Can I help you home?’ Alexander offered, but George held up a hand.

‘There’s no need. I’ll make sure she gets home safe and sound. I’m not sure how you’d manage with that liability.’ She pointed down at the dog, who was gnawing on his lead.

‘Good point.’ Alexander gave a tug on the lead, dislodging the dog from his ropey snack. ‘I really am sorry.’

Frankie shrugged. ‘It’s okay. No real harm done.’ She took two more cautious steps; it really wasn’t too bad. A bit uncomfortable, but the sharpness had worn off.

‘I’ll get going then. Before this one causes any more damage.’ He started to back away, towing the dog with him. He gave a wave before turning and upping his pace.

‘Come on you.’ George pressed gently on Frankie’s shoulders, so she sank back down onto the bench. ‘Finish your cake. Then, when you feel up to it, we’ll get you home, slowly but surely.’ She popped her head out of the hut, where Alexander and Jake were disappearing from view. ‘That dog is a menace, but his master is pretty cute.’

Frankie covered her mouth as laughter burst from her lips. ‘I suppose he is.’ If you were into tall, dashingly handsome men with sparkling blue eyes and mischievous grins.

George sighed. ‘If I were ten years younger…’

Frankie winked at her. ‘Age is just a number.’

‘That’s true. Do you think I should go after him?’ George laughed before shaking her head. ‘No, I think our dog-walker would be more interested in a pretty, young thing like you.’

‘Nah.’ Frankie wrinkled her nose. ‘Not interested. Men are strictly off the menu.’

‘Tell me about it,’ Katie said. ‘They’re more trouble than they’re worth sometimes.’ She gave a half-smile. ‘If I sound bitter, it’s because I am. My husband cheated on me, left me for another woman, and yet I feel guilty that our family is splintered.’

‘Try having a baby on your own, without a father in the picture at all,’ George said. ‘I’ve had loads of judgemental comments from people who should learn to mind their own business.’

Katie settled herself on the bench. ‘I think parenting is hard, whatever the situation.’

‘It’s doubly hard when you have twins,’ Frankie said. She nodded as Katie widened her eyes at her. ‘Two-year-old twins. They’re like mini tornadoes. I can’t remember the last time my house wasn’t a mess.’

‘My whole life is a mess.’ Katie sighed. ‘My husband is divorcing me, so he can marry the woman he cheated on me with and knocked up.’

Frankie’s mouth dropped open. ‘You’re kidding!’

Katie shook her head and gave a wry smile. ‘Afraid not.’

‘You’re better off without him,’ George said. ‘Why would you want to be shackled to a man who doesn’t even respect you, or your marriage, or your family?’

Katie gave a slow nod. ‘I know you’re right, but…’ She shrugged. ‘It’s scary. I’ve never been on my own before. We were only kids when we got together. It’s always been me and Rob, working together, you know?’

George nodded and gave Katie’s shoulder a squeeze. ‘I get it, honestly I do. I was terrified at the prospect of raising a baby by myself, but I also knew it was something I wanted so badly I couldn’t not do it. I can’t say it’s been plain-sailing, but parenting never is.’

‘We’re all sort of in the same boat, aren’t we?’ Frankie looked from George to Katie. ‘Single mums. It’s kind of nice to know I’m not alone with my struggles. I don’t really have any mum friends – I only moved here a year ago and I’ve been so caught up with work, I haven’t had the chance to socialise.’

Katie snorted. ‘I’ve forgotten what socialising is. All my friends and workmates were Rob’s friends and workmates too, and I’ve been too paranoid about whether they knew about the affair to keep up with any of them.’

‘That sucks.’ Frankie flashed her a sympathetic look. ‘I know what it’s like to lose friends en masse. When Bradley – the twins’ dad – died, people started to avoid me. It wasn’t a malicious thing – I just think they were struggling with what to say to me or afraid they’d say the wrong thing.’

‘Your husband died?’ George’s eyebrows pulled down and her hand lay gently on Frankie’s arm. ‘That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.’

‘We weren’t married.’ Frankie laughed without humour. ‘Just one of the many things we never got round to. But yes, it was terrible. I miss him.’

‘Of course you do.’ Katie offered a small smile. ‘But he’d be proud of you. You’re so strong.’

Frankie shook her head, but Katie’s words meant a lot. ‘Not strong enough to withhold an ambush from that shaggy beast, clearly.’

‘I don’t think any of us could have withstood that beast, especially whilst holding a tantalising hot sandwich.’ George looked at her watch, her eyes widening at the time before she leapt to her feet. ‘I’m really sorry, but I have to get going soon. I need to pick my son up from school.’

Frankie stood too, wincing as her not-quite-restored knee jarred. ‘I really have to get going too. I’m supposed to be working.’ She’d fall even further behind if she didn’t get a shift on.

‘I’ll give you a lift,’ Katie said. ‘My car isn’t far away and I need to find a shop selling Chocolate Oranges anyway. Do you think you could make it up to the promenade?’

With Katie and George’s help and taking it slowly, Frankie made it to the top of the stone steps leading up to the promenade.

‘We should do this again,’ George said as Frankie rested against the iron railing running along the seafront. ‘Not the injury, obviously. But we should get together for a natter, when we’ve got a bit more time. Why don’t we meet again tomorrow?’

‘It would have to be at lunchtime.’ Frankie’s stomach growled, despite the double helping of cake. ‘I’m snowed under with work after the Christmas break.’

‘Sounds perfect.’ George clapped her hands together. ‘We can meet at the beach hut, in case it rains again.’

She sounded so excited at the prospect that Frankie couldn’t help smiling. ‘Okay. I’ll be here.’

Katie nodded before she started to move towards the kerb, car keys in hand while the other hand was held aloft, silently instructing Frankie to remain where she was for the moment. ‘Me too. Sounds fun.’ She turned to wink at George. ‘Especially if you bring more cake.’

George clapped her hands together again, her eyes wide and shining. ‘I can do better than that – why don’t I bring a picnic since we’re meeting at lunchtime?’

Katie waved her ‘wait there for a moment, Frankie’ hand vigorously. ‘No, no, I was kidding about the cake. I wouldn’t really put you to that much trouble.’

‘It’s no trouble at all.’ Frankie could tell by the firm nod of George’s head that they would be treated to a picnic the next day whether they agreed to the plan or not. ‘I’ll see you back here tomorrow. Bring your appetites!’



Chapter Seven

Katie

Katie managed to find a replacement Chocolate Orange at a mini market around the corner from Frankie’s house (and it was reduced to half price – hurrah!), switch it with Elliot’s depleted one, and remove the evidence that there had ever been another Chocolate Orange in the house at all (and was now feeling sickly. Not good) with time to spare. She found herself sitting on the sofa in the kitchen, the acknowledgement of service in hand, not sure whether it was the overindulgence or the prospect of signing away her marriage that was making her feel queasy.

She still couldn’t quite believe it had come to this. All those years wasted. All those happy memories obliterated by that one ugly word. Divorce. She’d failed – as a wife and a mother – but Rob had failed too. Failed more, because whatever cracks had appeared in their marriage – to him, at least – he’d chosen to have an affair rather than addressing them. If Rob had been unhappy, which he must have been even if he hadn’t shown it at the time, then he could have talked to Katie. He could have tried harder. But he hadn’t. He’d been unfaithful. He’d set off on a different path in life without her, without even letting her know he was about to veer off course. He’d disregarded their marriage, disregarded her. George was right! Why would she want to remain shackled to this man who looked like the husband she knew and loved but had stopped acting like him a long time ago? She didn’t know what life without a husband would be like – and the concept alone terrified her – but surely it was better than this no-man’s-land of being married in name only? This love limbo, where she couldn’t go back but couldn’t seem to move on either.

Leaping to her feet (as much as one can leap when you’re stuffed to the gills with chocolate), Katie scoured the room for a pen. She would sign this acknowledgement of service. She’d send it off, set the ball rolling from her end, and one day in the near-future she would become the new Katie she was fated to be. She didn’t know who this Katie was; what was her favourite restaurant (Rob didn’t like seafood or anything remotely spicy, and was averse to trying new things, so they’d always stuck to the local pizza parlour), what were her hobbies (she had more time to fill now the kids were spending large chunks away from her, however much she wanted to cling onto them), what was her name? Would she remain Katie May, or return to her maiden name, which she hadn’t used since her late teens and would separate her from her children?

It was all so confusing, but change was inevitable. Rob wasn’t going to come back, and life would never be the same even if he did. She could never trust him, would never feel enough for him. And Anya – through their daughter – would always be a grey cloud looming over them. No, there was no going back. Katie knew that now deep down, and it was time to move forward, one tiny step at a time, starting with one little signature on this piece of paper.

It sounded so easy in her head, such a simple act, yet her breathing was shallow, and the paper quivered slightly in her hand. Had it been this difficult for Rob? She hoped so, because the idea that he’d started proceedings to end their marriage without even the briefest of hesitation was heart breaking.

Deep breaths. Katie took three of them. She didn’t feel any more determined to do this thing, but she reached into her handbag for a pen, quickly, before she changed her mind. She put the paper down when her fingers failed to connect with any kind of writing implement, dragging the handbag closer so she could peer inside at the contents. Purse. Mobile, which had switched itself off due to low battery. She plugged it into the charger before continuing her search, which wasn’t a delaying tactic but a necessity. Lipstick (ha! When was the last time she’d bothered with make-up?). A scrunched-up tissue. Two receipts (dated before Christmas) and the ticket from the pay and display meter she’d used that morning.

No pen. She usually had at least three in her bag. She checked again. Pushed her fingers deep into the corners and ran them along the lining at the bottom. Nothing. She moved through to the living room, rifling through drawers, checking under the junk accumulated on the coffee table and even risked a rummage down the back of the sofa, where she located several sweet wrappers, eight pence, and a pink paper hat from the Christmas crackers, but not one single pen.

She was about to move back to the kitchen, but her plan was interrupted by a knock at the door. It was a bit too early for the kids (who had a key each but often left them lying around the house), but she shoved the acknowledgement of service under a Boots’ Christmas Gift Guide anyway (she really must shove that in the recycling bin), just in case, and plonked the novel she’d been trying to read since the school summer holidays but was still languishing on Chapter Seven on top for good measure.

‘Oh, you’re in.’ Jack looked taken aback when she opened the door, his eyebrows lifting as he turned back towards the door. He’d already started to walk towards the gate, but he came back now. ‘I was about to give up.’ Bending, he pulled a small brown box from the basket under the buggy and held it towards Katie. ‘This came while you were out.’

Frowning, Katie took the parcel. She vaguely recalled picking something up from the mat when she’d arrived home, but she’d been so preoccupied with her Chocolate Orange subterfuge, she’d simply dumped it on the little table in the hall. Glancing back, she saw the ‘sorry you were out’ card.

‘Are you okay?’ Jack asked when she turned back to the parcel. ‘You look a bit… windswept.’

Katie reached up to touch her hair, which was loose around her shoulders. Her fingers tangled in the rat’s nest the windy beach and rain had produced. Could this day get any more embarrassing?

‘I went for a walk. On the beach.’ And spilled my secrets and fears to a couple of strangers.

It had felt strangely cathartic.

‘Thanks for this.’ She turned the parcel over, her stomach seeming to scrunch in on itself when she spotted the label. Mrs Katie May. How much longer would she be able to call herself that? Would it change as soon as she signed the papers hiding under the Boots Christmas Gift Guide? ‘Would you like to come in for a coffee?’ This was not a delaying tactic; this was being polite to a kind neighbour. She opened the door wider, but Jack scrunched up his nose and thrust a thumb over his shoulder.

‘I was just on my way to pick up Leo and Ellie. Just knocked on the off chance I’d catch you. Sorry.’

‘No worries.’ She looked down at her watch, surprised by the time. Where had the afternoon gone? ‘You’d better hurry.’

Jack gave a wry smile. ‘I’ve spent my life hurrying since having kids.’ He raised a hand in farewell before turning the buggy around and heading for the gate. Katie waited until he’d disappeared from view before she returned to the kitchen with the parcel. She’d take care of that and then get right onto signing the papers.

The parcel was nothing to get excited about and contained nothing but a cheap-looking keyring from one of the job search sites she’d signed up for and far too much packing material. Still, she attached it to her set of keys, which wasn’t a delaying tactic – it was where keyrings belonged, after all. But once the keyring was in its rightful place and she’d squashed the box and packing materials into the overflowing recycling bin, there wasn’t anything left to do but sign the acknowledgement of service. She could do this. She would do this.

Finally locating a pen from the junk drawer, she picked up the slip of paper that would start the change of not only her marital status but her life. Deep breaths. Three of them, long and calming.

Right. Let’s do this thing.

Her phone ringing jolted Katie, but she couldn’t help feeling relieved by the legitimate delay. She threw the pen and paper down on the sofa and leapt at her phone, crouching so she could answer while it was still plugged into the charger. She frowned when she spotted her husband’s name on the screen. Had he sensed she was about to sign the papers? Had he changed his mind? Was he about to beg her not to return it? To shred it. To burn it.

‘Hello?’ She cringed at the wobble in her voice.

‘Katie? Is everything okay?’

She cleared her throat and gave a pretty unconvincing laugh. ‘Everything’s fine. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve been trying to phone you for the past hour.’

He had? Interesting. Rob rarely phoned her, unless it was to arrange access with the kids, but they’d established a routine that suited them both as much as possible by now.

‘My phone ran out of battery while I was out. Is everything okay?’

A million scenarios crossed her mind, the most pressing being the possibility that Rob had finally come to his senses. He’d realised what an absolutely selfish arse he’d been and wanted the opportunity to grovel on his knees for her forgiveness.

She wouldn’t grant him anything close to absolution, obviously.

Not straight away.

‘Anya phoned me. Told me you’d run out of the supermarket this afternoon.’ Katie flinched at the mention of The Other Woman. ‘She was worried she’d upset you.’

Katie wanted to hoot.

Worried she’d upset her? Anya had turned her world upside down, given it a vigorous shake until everything fell down into oblivion and tossed it aside. Of course she’d upset Katie. When had her husband morphed into this moron who made such understatements and expected to be taken seriously? Probably around the time he’d slept with another woman.

‘Anya said you looked distressed.’

Katie laughed, but it sounded more like a snarl. ‘Well, isn’t Anya observant?’

Rob sighed. ‘Come on, Katie. There’s no need to be like this. Anya was just trying to be nice. Looking out for you. She was worried when you ran out of the shop without paying.’

‘I left my shopping behind. I didn’t steal anything if that’s what she told you.’ Like that made her actions normal.

There was another sigh from the other end. ‘There’s no need to be like this, Katie. I’m just looking out for you.’

‘Is that so?’ There was another snarly laugh. ‘Well, I’d have been much better off if you hadn’t had an affair.’

‘Katie…’ Rob sighed again.

‘What? Am I making you uncomfortable? Guilty? Or do you really not care about what you did to us?’

‘Of course I feel incredibly guilty about the way I behaved, but I can’t go back in time and change the way I went about it all. It was wrong of me to have an affair, I know, and I shouldn’t have left it until Anya was pregnant to tell you.’

Katie sucked in her breath. ‘You’d have left me, wouldn’t you? You’d have left me anyway? For her.’

‘I love Anya.’ Rob’s voice was small, contrite. ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t change the way I feel.’

Katie ended the call without another word. How was she supposed to react to that without bursting into noisy, snotty tears? He’d have left her anyway, even if he hadn’t impregnated his bit on the side. He’d have left Katie and married her instead.

Well, screw them. They could get married and live happily ever after, but Katie wouldn’t make it easy for them. Why should she enable them to skip off into the sunset?

Placing the phone down on the side, she returned to the acknowledgement of service, picked it up and folded it into a neat square before sliding it between the sofa cushions to be forgotten about for a little bit longer.



Chapter Eight

George

George was singing along to Barry Manilow’s ‘Copacabana’ while spraying the tiles of her client’s en suite bathroom’s shower cubicle, squirting the cleaning solution in time to the beat. The secret, she’d found over the past few years, was to find some enjoyment to the job you were doing. This hadn’t been difficult back when she was utilising her baking talents in her jobs but cleaning toilets and scrubbing floors wasn’t quite so pleasant. Music, it seemed, was the answer. George had created a massive playlist of fun, upbeat songs to clean to, songs she loved to sing along to, songs that motivated her during the grubbiest of tasks.

The bathrooms were sparkling by the time she’d sung and jiggled her way through dozens of joyful songs, and although she was exhausted after scrubbing the four bathrooms in the large property, she couldn’t help smiling as she packed up her cleaning gear.

‘You’re looking far too jolly for somebody who has spent the morning in a pair of marigolds.’ Cecily, the sixty-something ex-supermodel who lived in the gorgeous Georgian house, hopped up onto a stool at the high-gloss breakfast bar while George stored the mop and bucket away. ‘What’s your secret?’ Cecily wrinkled her nose. ‘You’re not one of those weirdos who actually enjoy cleaning, are you?’

George wished she was. It would have made her job much easier. ‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Well, something has put a smile on your face.’ Cecily wrapped her hands around the mug of coffee in front of her and winked at George. ‘And it’s something more than Barry Manilow.’

Grabbing her caddy of cleaning products, George called out a hasty goodbye before she practically threw herself out of the house. The cold air helped to control her burning cheeks as she scurried away. She was horrified at the knowledge Cecily had heard her warbling along to her playlist, but the truth was, she did have a spring in her step that morning as she would be meeting Frankie and Katie at the beach hut for their picnic lunch. George adored picnics; her granny used to make the best picnics when George was little and she’d inherited the knack of putting together delicious packages of food (even if the only judges of her talents were herself and Thomas of late). George loved creating dishes and treats in the kitchen, and the kitchen in her flat was surprisingly roomy considering how poky the other rooms were. She’d started the picnic preparations early that morning, rising before Thomas as she wanted it to be perfect. She’d already made honey and mustard seafood kebabs, spicy mustard chicken wings, and a potato salad with a lemon and herb dressing, which were all chilling in the fridge, and she’d defrosted a batch of homemade sausage rolls leftover from Christmas. She’d also baked her favourite lemon drizzle cupcakes, which had been cooling on the side while she worked and would now be ready to be topped with her lemon syrup and zest mixture. Once the cakes were completed, she’d make some simple sandwiches and prepare a salad.

She may have gone slightly overboard for an afternoon meet up, but it wasn’t often she was given the opportunity to spread her foodie wings.

George didn’t have a picnic basket like the one she remembered her grandmother using to transport their picnics down to the beach hut on Saturday afternoons, so she loaded the food into a large tote, remembering to add paper plates, plastic cups and packs of wet wipes and serviettes. She’d been chilling a bottle of sparkling apple- and blackberry-flavoured water in the fridge, and she wedged it down the side of the tubs of food in the bag now before rolling up the throw from the back of the sofa to use as a picnic blanket. It was still chilly out, but at least it hadn’t rained for a few days, so she hoped the sand would be relatively dry.

George emitted a small yelp when she realised she was running late. Tucking the throw under her arm and slinging the tote bag over her shoulder (and listing to one side under its weight), she hurried out of the flat and down to the row of beach huts, raising her hand in greeting when she spotted the others already waiting outside her mint green hut.

‘Sorry I’m late.’ George was out of breath. She placed the tote bag and blanket down on the sand before thumping a hand down on her waist, sucking in air and puffing it back out again. Little clouds formed on the exhales, but George wasn’t cold after scurrying down to the beach so quickly.

‘Wow, is all that our picnic?’ Frankie peered at the overstuffed bag. ‘I was expecting a sandwich and a can of coke.’

George, still panting, grinned. ‘The Pappas family are famous for their picnics.’ She gave a wheezy laugh. ‘At least among my granny and I. Granny Pappas’ picnics were legendary as far as I’m concerned.’ She grabbed the throw and tote now she was starting to get her breath back. ‘I hope you’re hungry.’

‘I am.’ Katie pressed a hand to her stomach. ‘I’ve been so busy, I haven’t had the chance to sit down all morning. Breakfast wasn’t even an option.’

George gave a tsk. ‘You know what they say – breakfast is the most important meal of the day.’

Katie nodded as she helped to shake out the throw. It billowed for a moment before landing gracefully onto the sand. ‘I know, but I had an interview this morning, and obviously I couldn’t find a smart enough top that was clean. I don’t know how I used to manage going into the office full-time. My brain’s turned to mush.’

‘How did the interview go?’ Frankie asked, and Katie scrunched up her nose.

‘I know I should remain positive, but…’

Frankie rubbed her arm. ‘I bet it went better than you thought it did. When do you find out?’

‘They said they had a few more candidates to see, and that they’d let me know within a few days. I’m really not confident though.’

‘Well, come and sit down.’ George knelt down on the blanket and patted the space beside her to encourage Katie to do the same. ‘You’re to do nothing but eat, drink and relax for the next hour, okay? No worrying or fretting. What will be will be.’

‘You don’t need to tell me twice.’ Katie plonked herself down on the picnic blanket and helped George to pluck the containers of food from the tote bag.

‘There’s enough here to feed an army,’ Frankie said after container after container was removed from the bag and placed on the blanket.

‘Luckily, I’m as hungry as an entire army.’ Katie placed the final container on the blanket while George pulled out the bottle of sparkling flavoured water.

‘Dig in!’ George indicated the array of tubs before she started to pour the drinks. She could feel herself glowing from within as food was tasted and murmurs of appreciation filled their little space.

‘This is amazing.’ Katie held up a skewer, stripped of all but the final honey and mustard prawn. ‘Do you cook for a living?’

George shook her head, her cheeks warming at the compliment. ‘I’m a cleaner. But I did used to be in charge of the kitchen of a teashop, years and years ago. And I’d been to catering college before that.’

‘What made you give it up?’ Katie pulled the prawn off the skewer and popped it into her mouth, closing her eyes to savour the flavours.

‘It was only supposed to be temporary. I loved my job but when my granny got ill and needed help in her haberdashery shop, I had to step in.’ George shrugged. ‘I knew nothing about haberdashery, but my granny’s shop meant the world to her. She left it to me when she died, but she never wanted me to run it myself. I was supposed to sell up and follow my own dreams. Which I did, just not the dream my granny was thinking of at the time.’

Frankie helped herself to the potato salad, forking a generous helping onto her plate. ‘What was your dream?’

George opened the zip of her coat slightly. They may have been enjoying a picnic on the beach, but a coat was still necessary. ‘I wanted to run my own catering business. I loved my job at the teashop, but I wanted something that was mine, that I could really put my heart and soul into.’ She smiled and gave a little sigh. ‘But then I suppose I achieved all of that anyway.’

Katie popped a couple of the chicken wings onto her plate and started to attack one immediately. ‘What did you do instead?’

George could feel the corners of her mouth tugging into a full-on beam and she didn’t fight it. ‘I had Thomas.’ She placed a plastic cup of sparkling water in front of Katie before filling another for Frankie. ‘I always meant to start up my own business after I’d sold the shop, but other things kept getting in the way, like buying my first house and planning a wedding. I was with my fiancé for nine years, and we’d always planned on having children – when the time was right. Except the time was never right for him. I reached the age of thirty, then thirty-five, and he still kept saying one day… Until one day, a few months before the wedding, he dropped the bombshell that he’d changed his mind. He liked the way his life was. Liked the freedom.’ She sighed. ‘He didn’t want children after all. It came between us in the end – there’s no compromise in that situation – and we split up. We sold our house and went our separate ways. I couldn’t waste any more time finding the perfect man again – and, if I’m honest, I couldn’t face looking – so I finally used my granny’s money to fund three rounds of IVF.’

‘Wow.’ Frankie accepted the cup of sparkling water from George. ‘That was a brave decision.’

There was that glow again, warming George up from the inside.

‘So it really is just the two of you,’ Katie said. ‘That must be tough.’

George poured herself a drink. ‘None of us have it easy.’ She looked from Katie, who was finding her feet as a single mum after all these years to Frankie, who had somehow pulled herself together after the death of her partner to raise twins all by herself.

Katie nodded. ‘I guess we have that in common.’

‘It’s good that we can learn from each other,’ George said, but Katie sniggered.

‘I wouldn’t hold your breath on learning anything from me. I’m barely treading water here.’

‘I’m sure that isn’t true,’ Frankie said. ‘You’ve got further in this parenting thing than the two of us combined.’

George raised her hand. ‘I actually have a question for you, Katie.’ She dropped her gaze to the blanket and fiddled with the fringed edging. ‘Does it get easier dropping them off at school? Because it’s killing me at the moment. I want to cling onto Thomas and run all the way home with him.’

Frankie bobbed her head up and down. ‘I’m the same with Finn. Skye’s fine – she’s Miss Independent and walks away without a backwards glance, but my poor boy… It breaks my heart having to leave him at nursery.’

‘Oh, don’t worry.’ Katie took a sip of her drink to mask a smile. ‘It gets easier, believe me.’

‘Really?’ George’s eyes were wide, pleading.

‘Believe me. Give it time and you’ll be counting down the hours until you drop them off again. And don’t get me started on the school holidays…’

George wasn’t sure whether to take comfort from needing a time out from her son or not, but surely it was better than the anguish she felt every morning as Thomas disappeared into the school.

‘I’ve got one for you, George.’ Katie shifted into a more comfortable position. ‘You’ve been single for a while, right?’ George nodded while mentally preparing herself to impart wisdom onto her new friend. ‘Do you ever stop missing the sex?’


Chapter Nine

Frankie

The three women learned a lot about each other as they chatted over the picnic. Katie was thirty-eight (so close to forty – how the hell did that happen and why didn’t anyone warn her that it crept up so quickly?), an unemployed (but not unemployable, George insisted when Katie suggested so) bookkeeper, and she’d lived in Clifton-on-Sea since her parents moved into their house close to the harbour when she was seven.

‘I rent the house out as a holiday let at the moment,’ Katie told her new friends. ‘But it looks like I’m going to have to sell it and give half the proceeds to Rob.’

Frankie gasped. ‘Can he make you do that?’

Katie nodded. ‘Apparently so, unless I can buy him out, which I can’t.’

‘That really sucks.’ Frankie frowned. ‘I’m so sorry.’

George was the oldest of the trio at forty-three. She’d been single for the past seven years and was happy enough with the status quo. Her time for romance had passed (nonsense, the others had insisted, but George had simply shrugged and taken a bite out of a lemon drizzle cupcake. And yes, she’d broken the news to Katie, you did stop missing the sex, though George still sometimes craved the closeness of a partner). George had been born in Clifton-on-Sea (in the front bedroom of the flat above her paternal grandmother’s haberdashery shop near the station, to be exact. She’d taken fifty-two hours and the use of forceps to be born and George’s father had said he hadn’t been able to look at a pair salad tongs in the same way since. George was ninety-nine percent sure he was kidding).

Frankie, the youngest of the women at thirty-three, was a freelance brand designer. She loved her work, even if she was struggling to keep up with her projects after a sluggish couple of weeks modelling blobs of playdough, finger-painting and watching CBeebies with the twins. Frankie had moved to Clifton-on-Sea a year ago for a fresh start, away from the painful memories of Bradley’s death.

‘Bradley killed himself.’ It was still so hard to say the words out loud, but she wanted to get it out there, in the beginning, so she didn’t feel like she was keeping a shameful secret from her new friends. ‘The twins were just a few weeks old. I had no idea he was feeling suicidal or depressed. He was tired a lot of the time, but we were both being kept awake during the night with the twins, and he started snapping at tiny little things, but we were both stressed.’

‘Who wouldn’t be in your situation?’ George lay a comforting hand on Frankie’s arm.

‘It all got too much in the end, being back home. Living in the house we’d shared, being surrounded by our things. Seeing the place where it happened.’ Frankie cleared her throat. ‘So I decided to have a little break. My younger brother had just moved here for work and I ended up falling in love with the town.’

She looked out to sea, where grey clouds were brewing, but it didn’t spoil the view. Clifton-on-Sea was the perfect place to raise her children, with the beach within walking distance of their home, and although she sometimes felt guilty about moving away from her childhood town and leaving her mum behind, she and the twins needed this quaint little town to heal.

‘I’ve tried to get Mum to move here, so she’ll be closer to me, Isaac and the twins, but she’s too stubborn for her own good.’

‘Is Isaac your brother?’ Katie asked, and Frankie nodded while she munched on her cupcake. She was no longer hungry, but nibbling the soft sponge gave her something else to concentrate on, something to keep the tears at bay.

‘He’s my stepbrother, actually, but we never use the step word usually, and he has an amazing relationship with Mum. The twins adore him. He’s the closest thing they’ll ever have to a father figure.’

George gave her a knee a pat. ‘I can totally empathise. But you never know what the future will bring. Maybe one day…’

Frankie almost choked on her cupcake, and she shook her head emphatically until she could speak. ‘Nah. I’m content with being single. I have no plans to start dating again. Although…’

‘Yes?’ Katie’s ears pricked up, and she leaned in towards Frankie.

‘I sort of ran into that guy from yesterday on the way here. You know the one with the dog?’

George pursed her lips. ‘How could we forget?’

‘Anyway, I ran into him – not literally. There were no injuries this time – and he remembered me. Asked how my knee was.’ Her hand rubbed at the knee, even though it hadn’t caused any problems once she’d rested it. There was a bit of bruising, but nothing major.

‘Then what happened?’ George asked.

Katie’s eyes gleamed. ‘Did he ask you out?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that. In fact, he had to run off because the dog slipped his lead again and was heading for a little old man with a walking stick.’ She placed the palms of her hands on her cheeks. ‘But he’s sort of cute, isn’t he?’

‘Sort of?’ George tutted. ‘The man’s bloody gorgeous. You need to get hold of his number.’

Frankie shook her head. ‘I wouldn’t know how to anymore. It’s been a long time since I’ve been in the dating game.’

‘Me too.’ Katie grabbed a second lemon drizzle cupcake and tore the wrapper from the sponge. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be able to face it again.’

‘I’m sure you will, when you’re ready.’ George reached across to give Katie’s knee a pat too. ‘You’ve been through a lot. You’re bound to feel jaded by it all.’

‘Jaded is an understatement,’ Katie grumbled. ‘Scarred for life would be more accurate.’ Her phone started to vibrate from within her handbag, and she groaned when she saw the name on the display. She shot an apologetic look at her new friends as she shuffled away from the blanket to answer the call.

‘I’d better get going soon,’ Frankie said as the phone call behind her started to heat up. ‘I’ve got a deadline coming up, so I need to get back to work.’

‘I need to leave soon too.’ George started to clip the lids back down on the food containers. ‘I’m cleaning for a new client this afternoon and I need to drop the picnic bits and bobs back at home and grab my kit. I’m a bit nervous, actually.’ She pressed a hand to her stomach. ‘I was personally recommended by one of my other clients, so I don’t want to let her down.’

‘You’ll be great.’ Frankie rested a hand on George’s arm. ‘If you clean half as well as you cook, you won’t have anything to worry about at all.’

George beamed at her. ‘Thank you. That’s so kind of you to say that.’

Frankie shrugged. ‘It’s true. This is – hands down – the best picnic I’ve ever been to.’

George laughed and gave a wave of her hand. ‘Stop it now, you’re making me blush.’

‘Sorry, but it really is.’ Frankie shrugged again before she helped George to pack up. Only the blanket was remaining by the time Katie returned with a heavy sigh.

‘Everything okay?’ George asked as she lifted two corners of the blanket and gave it a rigorous shake to rid it of sand.

Katie rolled her eyes. ‘Just the ex.’ She grabbed the opposite corners of the blanket and helped George to fold it. ‘As if I don’t know I have to file the acknowledgement of service. I’m not an imbecile.’

George rolled the blanket and tucked it under her arm. ‘But you haven’t done it yet?’

Katie shook her head. ‘I was going to, but…’ She sighed. ‘It sounds really childish saying it out loud, but it’s the one bit of power I have in all this, and I can’t seem to relinquish it. Signing that form, agreeing to this thing, it makes me feel sick.’

‘It must be so difficult.’ George draped an arm around Katie’s shoulders. ‘You were together a long time.’

‘It sounds like he treated you like dirt to me,’ Frankie said. ‘And now he’s pressuring you?’

Katie fiddled with the wedding band she still wore. ‘I have been dragging my feet with this…’

Frankie folded her arms across her chest. ‘So what? It’s nothing less than he deserves. Why should it all be on his terms?’

Katie nodded, but she didn’t look convinced and continued to slide her thumb back and forth across the back of her wedding ring.

‘You must do what’s best for you.’ George gave her shoulder a brief squeeze. ‘You never know, you may feel empowered by signing it. You’re letting him go and forging ahead on a new and brighter future.’

Katie shoved her hands deep into her coat pockets. ‘It doesn’t feel like it.’

George patted her arm lightly. ‘It will, one day. You’ll see.’ She picked up the tote bag and hooked it onto her shoulder. ‘I should be going, but it’s been lovely meeting up with you ladies this afternoon.’

‘It has.’ Frankie hadn’t realised how isolated she’d felt since choosing to go freelance and working from home. ‘We should do this again.’

‘I’ll bring the picnic next time.’ Katie pulled a face. ‘Since I put away most of it.’

George tsked. ‘You did not. We all had our fair share. Besides, there was plenty to go around. I can’t help going overboard with food.’

Katie laughed. ‘Feel free to go overboard again. You’ll get no complaints from me.’

Frankie held up her hands. ‘I wouldn’t dream of grumbling.’ She zipped her coat up fully so it reached her chin. ‘Should we swap numbers, so we can arrange times and places?’

‘Good idea.’ George reached into her pocket for her phone, and Frankie and Katie did the same, each saving the contact information for the other two.

George lifted a hand in farewell as they parted ways on the promenade. ‘See you next time. I’m looking forward to it already!’

Frankie was too.



Chapter Ten

Katie

Perhaps George was right, and she’d feel empowered by signing the acknowledgement of service. She’d be taking back power, signing that form because she wanted a clean slate. She didn’t have to view the divorce as the end of the life she’d built with Rob over the past twenty-four years; she really should look at it as a new start for her.

She was feeling so motivated – so inspired – by the time she emerged at the top of the steps leading up to the promenade that she could almost feel the pen in her hand as she envisioned signing the form. And she probably would have done it, would have gone straight out and posted the damn thing, if she hadn’t stumbled upon Jack, his hair sticking up in little peaks where he’d been running his fingers through it, pacing up and down in front of his van.

‘I’ll be there as soon as I can, Mrs Hornchurch. Have you managed to find the stopcock? And you’ve turned it off? Excellent. Like I said, I’ll be there as soon as I can.’ Jack ended the call and threw back his head, squeezing his eyes shut tight.

‘Everything okay?’ Katie could have kicked herself. Of course everything wasn’t okay. This was not the pose of a man whose life was currently hunky dory. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

Jack opened his eyes and pressed the palms of his hands together. ‘Is there any chance you have secret plumbing skills?’

Katie barked out a laugh. ‘As if. But you do, so what’s the problem?’

‘The pipes behind Mrs Hornchurch’s kitchen units, apparently.’ Jack opened the van’s door and unclasped his daughter from her car seat. ‘Her kitchen’s flooded, and it seems to be coming from behind her crockery cupboard. She’s phoned five plumbers so far, but nobody’s free until at least seven this evening. She sounds like a sweet old lady, and I don’t want to say no, but I have Vevie this afternoon. The childminder isn’t well and Anita – my ex-wife – can’t get out of work. I didn’t have any bookings this afternoon, so it didn’t really matter until Mrs Hornchurch called in a flap.’ He lifted his daughter from the van and rested her on his hip. ‘I’ve tried my mum and sister, but neither can get away…’ His phone started to ring from his jeans pocket, and he closed his eyes briefly after seeing the caller details. ‘It’s Mrs Hornchurch again.’

Katie lifted her hand up as his thumb hovered over the answer button. ‘Wait! I’ll do it!’

Jack frowned at Katie. ‘You’ll find what’s causing Mrs Hornchurch’s leak and repair it?’

Katie tutted and took the child from his arms. ‘No, you great dumpling. I’ll look after Vevie while you go and do all that plumber stuff.’

Jack’s thumb was still hovering over the answer button. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course. We’ll have fun, won’t we, sweetie?’ Katie stuck her tongue out at the little girl and she giggled as though it was the funniest thing ever. ‘See?’

Jack’s gaze flicked briefly to the screen of his phone. ‘I could be gone a while.’

Katie shrugged. ‘That’s fine.’

‘And Leo and Ellie…’

‘I think I can just about remember the way to the school.’ She pointed at the still-ringing phone. ‘Just make sure you give the school a quick call to let them know it’ll be me picking them up.’

‘Will do. You’re a star.’ Jack grinned at her before he accepted the call. ‘Mrs Hornchurch? Good news…’

‘I am a star,’ Katie whispered to the little girl, and she giggled again. This was the easiest gig Katie had ever had. If only Elliot and Lizzie were still so easily amused. ‘Shall we go inside? It’s a bit nippy out here, isn’t it?’

Jack popped into the house once he’d delivered the good news to Mrs Hornchurch, so he could drop off the buggy, the nappy changing bag, and a lidded beaker, and to say goodbye to his daughter and thank Katie – repeatedly.

Katie and her temporary charge spent the afternoon colouring (or rather, Katie coloured while trying to prevent the toddler from snacking on the crayons), playing music with impromptu instruments Katie found around the house (a couple of saucepans and a wooden spoon and plastic ladle for beaters), and finishing off with a bit of CBeebies. Soon it was time to get bundled up in hats and coats and head to school, and it was only as they passed the post box halfway there that she remembered the acknowledgement of service, which was still to be signed.

It seemed like a million years ago that she’d walked through the school gates of Southcliff Primary, but the school hadn’t changed much over the past couple of years, apart from a new wooden play area in the early years’ section of the playground and a brightly painted mural at the entrance. Katie made her way to the doors where the reception children would file out, joining the group waiting for their charges. The teacher stepped out of the door, keeping it open with his shoulder as he called out the names of the children whose parent or caregiver were waiting to collect them. Katie held back, waiting until he’d stopped calling out names until she stepped forward.

‘Excuse me? I’m here to pick up Ellie Benson. I’m her next-door neighbour. Her dad was called out on an emergency. A plumbing emergency. Not medical.’ Katie pressed her lips together. She was babbling and had to stop before she rattled off her entire life story.

‘Ellie Benson?’ The teacher looked behind him, back into the classroom. ‘Could you wait there for a second?’

‘Sure,’ Katie said, but he’d already ducked back inside, the door clicking shut behind him. The wind had started to pick up and it was starting to drizzle with rain, so she stooped to make sure her new little friend’s blanket was still tucked in and her hat was pulled down over her ears.

‘Sorry about the wait.’ The door had opened again, and the teacher was back. Unfortunately, he didn’t have Ellie with him. ‘I just had to check we’d been given permission to let Ellie go home with someone not on our list.’ He pulled a face. ‘And I’m afraid we haven’t.’

‘Jack hasn’t called? But I reminded him!’

The teacher pulled the face again. ‘I’ve asked the office to call Ellie’s dad, just to confirm. Would you like to come inside while you wait?’ He looked out at the sky, which had turned an ominous shade of grey. The drizzle was on the verge of upgrading to a downpour.

‘Thank you.’ The teacher held the door open while she pushed the buggy into the classroom.

‘No problem. Sorry about this, but we have to be sure…’

‘It’s okay. I understand.’ Katie would throttle Jack later though.

‘Take a seat.’ The teacher indicated one of the tiny plastic chairs. Was he having a laugh? But, not wanting to appear awkward, she eased herself onto the miniature seat. There were only three children left in the classroom, who were waiting on the carpet area. One of them was Ellie, who waved when she spotted Katie.

See? Katie wanted to say. She does know me. I’m not some nutter who’s come to snatch her and her brother.

Oh, God. Leo!

‘Excuse me, Mr…’ Katie cringed. She had no idea who this teacher was as he hadn’t been on the staff when Lizzie and Elliot were at Southcliff Primary. He probably hadn’t sat his GCSEs by then, Katie mused. He only looked to be in his early twenties. Mid-twenties at a push.

‘Thompson.’ He smiled, and the finest lines appeared at the corners of his eyes. Perhaps he wasn’t as young as he appeared at first glance. ‘Mr Thompson.’

‘I’m supposed to be picking Ellie’s brother up too. Leo. He’s in Year One.’

‘Leo’s in Miss Baxter’s class,’ Ellie said. She was still sitting on the carpet, but she was up on her knees now.

‘That’s fine. We’ll let Miss Baxter know the situation. It won’t be a problem.’

‘Mr Thompson?’ Ellie had her hand up in the air, stretching it up as far as she could, her fingers waggling. ‘Katie lives next door to me.’

See? Not a nutter.

‘Mr Thompson?’ Ellie waved her hand frantically before he could respond to her previous statement. ‘Can Vevie come and sit on the carpet with me, Jenson and Rose?’

‘Not just now, Ellie.’ Mr Thompson headed towards the door leading out into the corridor as it opened. He had a murmured conversation with the woman before he turned to Katie with a bright smile. ‘Good news: we’ve managed to get hold of Ellie’s dad, and he’s confirmed that he asked you to pick up Ellie and Leo. He meant to call, but it slipped his mind.’ He shrugged, while Katie smiled tightly. Her hands would slip around Jack’s throat later… ‘So, Miss Baxter is going to bring Leo here in a moment to save you going over to her classroom at the other end of the playground. Hopefully that rain has stopped by now…’ He peered out of the window and pulled a face. It was still pouring down. ‘Have you got everything ready, Ellie? You’ll need to put your hood up.’

Leo soon arrived in the reception class, so after Katie had ensured all the children were bundled up, they made a dash for it. She managed to keep the little ones entertained until Jack arrived an hour later, apologising profusely for the blunder.

‘I felt like a criminal as I sat on that tiny chair.’ Katie jutted her chin in the air with indignation, but her fingers were no longer itching to circle around her neighbour’s neck. ‘I’m sure that teacher thought I was a child-snatcher.’

‘I’m sure he didn’t but let me make it up to you.’ Jack handed Leo his coat. ‘Let me take you for a drink? To say thank you for watching the kids, and for my screw up.’

‘You don’t have to do that.’ Katie crouched to help Ellie zip up her coat. ‘I’m just returning the favour after the boiler repair. You saved me a fortune and prevented us turning into human ice pops.’

‘I insist. When are you free?’

Katie slipped Ellie’s hat on. They were only going next door, but it was still pouring with rain.

‘The kids are staying with their dad on Friday night…’

‘Great.’ Jack clapped his hands together. ‘My lot will be with their mum, so that’s perfect. I’ll pick you up at seven?’

Katie shrugged. ‘Why not?’ It had been ages since she’d been for a drink; it must have been before Rob left. It was about time she got her life back on track.

‘I’ll see you on Friday then.’ Jack ushered Leo and Ellie out into the hallway and followed them with the buggy. It was only as Katie was waving them off on the doorstep that it occurred to her.

This wasn’t a date, was it?



Chapter Eleven

Frankie

Frankie eased the bedroom door closed and backed away, slowly, carefully, controlling each breath so she made as little noise as possible as she moved along the hallway towards the stairs. Luckily, the house was so familiar she could navigate it blindfolded, even missing the third step down the staircase as it creaked so loudly it may as well have been screaming ‘Come quickly! There’s someone on the stairs!’ into a megaphone. She avoided the stair as she moved down to the ground floor at a cautious pace, her hand hovering just above the handrail so she didn’t accidentally make a friction-induced sound.

‘She asleep?’

Frankie had been concentrating so hard on not making a sound that the sudden noise made her jump. Pressing one hand to her mouth, the other reached out to whack her brother on the arm.

‘Jeez, Isaac,’ she hissed as she dragged him into the kitchen and gently closed the door behind them. ‘What are you sneaking around for?’

‘Me?’ Isaac snorted as he moved towards the counter. ‘You were the one tiptoeing.’

‘I was trying not to wake Mum.’

‘So she is asleep then.’ Isaac flicked on the kettle before turning back to Frankie. ‘Did she remember anything else about the fall? Did she trip? Black out?’

Frankie pulled out a chair and sank down onto it, resting her elbows on the table. ‘She doesn’t know what happened. One minute she’s out in the back garden looking for Lola because she doesn’t want her getting wet in the rain, the next she’s coming round to paramedics “fussing over her”.’ Frankie rolled her eyes at her Mum’s dismissal of what could have been a serious fall. ‘She doesn’t even know how long she was out there for. If Susan from next door hadn’t spotted her over the fence…’ She rubbed at her face with her hands. This was the second time her mum had fallen; the first had been a few weeks ago, just before Christmas, and she’d refused to take it seriously then too. The paramedics had wanted to take her to A&E to be checked over both times, but Christina had refused.

‘She’s too stubborn for her own good.’ Isaac grabbed a couple of mugs from the little wooden mug tree on the side, popping a teabag in one and spooning coffee into the other. ‘She needs to slow down a bit. Let people look after her a bit more. And as for that cat…’ He looked down, his eyes roaming the floor for Lola. ‘It’s bloody feral. It wouldn’t surprise me if it’d tripped Mum up. On purpose.’

Frankie laughed, despite the stress of the evening. It had started at just after five, when she’d received a call from her mum’s neighbour, informing her of the latest fall. Frankie had called her brother, and together they’d driven to check on their mum, who’d downplayed the whole thing. She was fine, she’d insisted. There were no head injuries. She wasn’t seeing stars. Did anybody want a cup of tea? Frankie had to practically wrestle the kettle from the daft woman’s hands and manhandle her into a chair. She was pretty sure she’d managed to mask her surprise when her mum had announced she was tired from all the drama and wanted an early night (and no, she’d asserted, finger jabbing at her children in turn, it wasn’t because of bloody concussion). She must have been exhausted, because not only had she allowed Frankie to escort her up the stairs without too much complaint (‘I’m not one of the twins,’ she’d said with a tut, but she hadn’t batted Frankie away, and she hadn’t barked too loudly when she’d ordered her daughter out of the bedroom when Frankie offered to help her into her nightdress), but she’d been fast asleep when Frankie had peeked in a few minutes later.

‘Lola’s fine,’ Frankie said to her brother now. ‘She’s sweet, and good company for Mum. Why have you always had a problem with her?’

‘Because she bit my neck that time.’ Isaac reached for the spot, a frown creasing his forehead.

‘She did not.’ Frankie pushed back her chair and grabbed the milk from the fridge.

‘She bloody well did. She should be named Cullen, not Lola,’ Isaac muttered as he grabbed the boiled kettle and filled the mugs.

‘Cullen?’

Isaac cleared his throat and busied himself with the drinks. Frankie was still waiting for clarification, her eyebrows raised as he turned to take the proffered bottle of milk.

‘You know.’ He shrugged, and Frankie was sure he was starting to turn pink. ‘After the vampire family in the Twilight series.’

Frankie burst out laughing, covering her mouth to muffle the sound too late. Her eyes widened, and she waited for the sounds of her mum waking upstairs, but there was nothing.

‘Twilight?’ She giggled as her brother feigned nonchalance with a one-shouldered shrug.

‘It’s Kayla’s favourite film. She made me watch them, over and over.’

‘She made you? Ha! As if.’ She reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. ‘What’s the link?’

Isaac frowned. ‘What link?’

‘To your fan fiction. I can’t wait to read it.’

Isaac rolled his eyes and splashed milk into to the mugs. ‘Very funny. Hilarious, in fact. Remind me why you never became a comedian?’ After giving the drinks one last stir, he carried the mugs over to the table, sitting in the chair opposite Frankie’s vacated seat. The twins were sprawled on the sofa in the living room, engrossed in something overly bright and saccharine on Disney Junior, which would give Frankie and her brother a few minutes to chat.

‘So.’ Frankie sat down again with a sigh. ‘What are we going to do about Mum?’ The teasing tone of a few seconds ago was gone.

Isaac blew on his coffee. ‘What can we do? There’s no way she’ll leave this place. It’s where she lived with Dad. Where we grew up. It’s full of memories.’

‘You can take memories with you.’ Frankie knew this only too well. She’d moved her entire life to another town, but it didn’t erase the past. Besides, she’d had this conversation with her mum, several times. Christina wouldn’t budge. ‘Do you think I should move back? It wouldn’t be a problem with work – I can do that anywhere now.’

‘Do you really want to move away from Clifton-on-Sea?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘No. It’s a great place for the twins to grow up. All that sea air, sandcastles on the beach…’ No careless gossip or whispering about their father. No faux concern from the neighbours just so they could rinse every drop of tragic detail from her. ‘But what else can we do? She won’t move in with either of us in case she’s a burden.’

‘Which she’d never be,’ Isaac said.

‘I know that. You know it. But Mum won’t have it.’

Isaac took a sip of his coffee, wincing when it burned his tongue. ‘Maybe it was just an accident. Like she keeps reminding us, she’s seventy-three, not ninety. She doesn’t need round-the-clock care.’

Frankie nodded. ‘I know, but I’d feel better knowing she was safe.’

Isaac caught her eye, and although Frankie knew there was something he wanted to say, he chose not to.

‘Do you think I should stay here tonight?’ Frankie asked as she washed the mugs a few minutes later.

Isaac gave a snort. ‘Mum would go mad when she found out in the morning. She’d give you the lecture about not needing a babysitter again.’

Frankie grimaced. She’d been on the receiving end of that one, many times. ‘I’ll give her a ring in the morning. Maybe ask Susan to pop over?’

‘She’d have to be subtle about it…’

Frankie shrugged. ‘It’s worth a shot.’

‘So, what are your plans this evening?’ Isaac asked as they pulled away from the house. They’d made sure Lola was inside (or rather, Frankie had made sure the cat was inside, while Isaac gave her a wide berth), filled her bowls with food and water, and popped next door to have a quick word with Susan, who’d fussed over the twins now the drama of the evening had died down.

‘I have big plans. Massive.’ Frankie turned to grin at her brother. ‘There’s a bottle of wine in the fridge, a bag of Maltesers I somehow missed over Christmas, and Miranda on Netflix.’

Her grin was wide, but her brother was frowning. ‘It’s Friday night, Frankie. You should be out having fun.’

Frankie stifled a yawn as she glanced at her children in her rear-view mirror. ‘I’m a mum of two-year-old twins. I’m knackered.’

‘You could get a babysitter.’ Isaac twisted so he could look behind him. His niece and nephew were dropping off to sleep in their car seats. ‘Why don’t you come to the pub for a couple of hours? The lads are up for the weekend, so Sisqo will be there.’ He laughed as he caught sight of his sister’s less-than-impressed face. ‘He still has a massive crush on you, FYI, though I’m not quite sure he’s mature enough to be a stepfather to Finn and Skye.’

‘Finn and Skye are more mature than that idiot.’ Frankie had known Sisqo since he was a gangly, brace-wearing thirteen-year-old with bad skin and terrible hair, back when he was Daniel, before he’d accepted the dare that earned him his nickname and a two-week suspension from school. Frankie had never been more grateful for the four-year age gap between herself and Isaac, as it meant she was at college – and not in the vicinity of the school canteen – when Isaac’s friend burst into the room wearing nothing but a deep pink thong, his school tie, and grey socks pulled up to mid-calf. He’d jumped up onto some poor sod’s table and blasted out Sisqo’s ‘Thong Song’, thrusting away, until a teacher and the more robust dinner lady escorted him to the headmaster’s office.

He’d been hailed a legend at Highmoor Secondary School and hadn’t been known as Daniel to his peers ever since.

‘You’ll get a couple of drinks out of him, easy,’ Isaac said with a shrug.

‘I’d rather die of thirst, thank you very much.’

Isaac reached out to turn on the radio, pulling a face at his sister’s choice of radio station. He fiddled with the settings until he found a decent song. ‘Seriously though, Frankie. You need to start going out and socialising again.’

Frankie’s mouth dropped open. ‘I do socialise. In fact, I’ve made a couple of new mum friends.’

She reached for the radio, but Isaac batted her hand away. ‘That isn’t what I meant. You need to get out properly and have fun. Be you, instead of Finn and Skye’s mum.’

Frankie pulled onto the motorway that would lead them back towards Clifton-on-Sea. ‘I’ll always be Finn and Skye’s mum.’

‘You know what I mean. When was the last time you went out on a date?’

She held a hand up and shook her head. ‘I do not want to have this conversation with my brother. Eww.’ She lowered her hand and returned it to the steering wheel. ‘Besides, it’s quite hard to go out on dates when you have two two-year-olds to contend with.’

‘You know I’m happy to babysit. Anytime. I love spending time with the little nutters.’

‘I know you do.’ Frankie smiled at her brother. ‘And I will start dating again. When I’m ready and I’ve found someone I want to date.’

‘Not Sisqo then? Because it would make his year.’ Isaac caught his sister’s eye and they both laughed.

‘Sorry.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘Wouldn’t happen in a million years.’



Chapter Twelve

Katie

‘Lizzie has geography homework that needs to be in by Monday, and Elliot needs to be revising as much as possible.’ Katie and Rob were standing awkwardly in what used to be their shared hallway, waiting while the kids rushed about upstairs, having left it until the last minute to get ready for spending the weekend with their dad. Rob’s photo was still on the wall above the side table, a whisker away from his head, though he hadn’t commented on its presence. It had been taken three years ago during a professional shoot he’d arranged for Mother’s Day. Katie was standing next to him, with Elliot and Lizzie on either side of their parents. Rob’s face was alive with laughter (Katie couldn’t remember why now), and he had his arm around Katie’s waist. He looked happy back then, but was he?

‘Elliot will try to get out of revising – don’t let him. His exams are coming up and he wouldn’t put any legwork in at all if it were left up to him.’

Rob smiled, and she swore he was on the verge of rolling his eyes at her. ‘I know what our son is like. I’ll set him up at my desk at home.’

Home. Katie swallowed back the hurt that one little word caused. Her children had two homes now. A whole different life elsewhere that didn’t involve Katie.

‘You need to remind Lizzie to take her inhaler.’ Katie cleared her throat when her voice cracked. She wouldn’t show weakness. ‘One puff of brown, morning and night, and the blue if she gets wheezy.’

‘I do know that, Katie.’ Rob quirked an eyebrow at her. ‘I was there when she was diagnosed with asthma five years ago.’

‘Seven years ago. Lizzie was five at the time.’ Katie hadn’t meant to sound so snarky, but that’s how it came out, and she found she didn’t care. In fact, she quite liked how uncomfortable it made Rob. He drew his gaze away, only to be met by the happy family portrait. He looked down quickly, taking a good look at his former hallway flooring.

‘Did you manage to get the acknowledgement of service sent off?’

Katie only just managed to suppress the sigh that the mention of that blasted form caused. ‘Yes, Rob, I sent it off yesterday.’

This was a lie. But only a little one. She would sign it, she just hadn’t got round to it yet.

‘Really?’ She swallowed the hurt Rob’s resulting smile caused. ‘Fantastic. I know this isn’t easy, but it’s for the best. A clean slate for us all, yes?’

‘Hmm.’ Katie couldn’t manage much more of a response. She turned towards the staircase. ‘Elliot! Lizzie! Are you ready? Your dad’s waiting to go!’

Katie marched into the living room and was grateful Rob had decided to remain hovering at the bottom of the stairs instead of following when she spotted the acknowledgement of service form glaring at her from the mantlepiece. She grabbed it and shoved it under the Boots’ Christmas Gift Guide (she really should throw that in the recycling bin).

She perched on the edge of the sofa, taking deep, even breaths. What was taking the kids so long? Finally, she heard footsteps on the stairs and she hurried into the hallway again.

‘Hi Dad.’ Elliot was loping down the stairs, his eyes on his phone instead of his footwork. ‘What are we having for tea?’

‘Fast food burgers, probably.’ Katie looked Rob straight in the eye. ‘Isn’t that what weekend dads usually feed their kids?’

‘Yes!’ Elliot made a fist and brought it into towards his body. ‘Nice one, Dad.’

‘Actually, Anya’s making a curry.’

Katie’s mouth opened slowly, the gap widening until her jaw was somewhere around her naval. ‘A curry? You’re having a curry? But you don’t like spicy food. You won’t even try it.’

Rob shrugged. ‘I will now. Some of it’s alright.’

Katie whipped her head round. ‘Lizzie! Come on!’

She needed this man out of her house before he threw any more verbal punches her way. It seemed it wasn’t only Rob’s taste in women that had changed. All those years she’d stuck to that crappy pizzeria where the chef stared at her chest and the waiting staff wouldn’t know how to wipe down a table even with a live demonstration (Katie always made sure she took a pack of wet wipes whenever they ate there) because Rob was too unadventurous to try anywhere else! What next? Did he have a sudden interest in ‘girly guff’ movies (any film that didn’t involve guns, explosions, or Angelina Jolie)? A penchant for Strictly, Cold Feet, and Pointless? She bet he didn’t talk incessantly through Anya’s favourite TV programs!

‘Can Zara come over tomorrow?’ Elliot looked up briefly from his phone to ask his father the question. ‘She wants to see the new house.’

Rob nodded. ‘I don’t see why not. What time were you thinking?’

‘Dunno.’ Elliot’s attention was back on the phone. ‘Afternoon?’

Katie looked from father to son and back again. ‘Aren’t you even going to ask who Zara is?’

Rob rolled his eyes – again. Had he ever rolled his eyes at Katie before he shacked up with that woman? Was this a new Rob thing, like the spicy food?

‘I don’t need to ask. I know who Zara is.’

‘Oh.’ Katie didn’t. But she wasn’t going to admit that now. ‘Erm, Elliot, where’s your stuff?’

‘What stuff?’

‘You know, clean clothes, toothbrush, deodorant? That kind of thing. You’re staying over, remember?’

Elliot lifted a small carrier bag. ‘Got it.’

Katie snatched the bag and peered inside. ‘Your toothbrush and a clean pair of boxers? That’s it?’

Elliot shrugged and snatched it back. ‘What else do I need?’

‘Clean clothes? You haven’t even put a pair of socks in there! And where are your pyjamas?’

‘Mum.’ Elliot flashed her a look of derision. ‘When was the last time I wore pyjamas? Why do you think I’ve got clean undies?’

‘Go upstairs and grab a pair of socks at the very least.’ Katie thrust a finger to point the way. ‘And tell your sister to hurry up.’

Eventually, Elliot returned with the clean socks, followed shortly by Lizzie (who had a rucksack stuffed to the gills), and her family filed out of the house and climbed into Rob’s car. She watched them drive away, dreading the moment she would have to close the door and face up to the fact she was alone in the house.

Katie didn’t have long to stand around and mope about her solo status, however, as Jack was due to pick her up at seven and, as she was still to ascertain whether their evening in the pub constituted a drink or two with a friend or an actual Date (Katie figured it deserved a big, scary capital D), she hadn’t settled on a grooming schedule or even a befitting outfit. Because if it was a date, she should definitely jump in the shower and scrub, scrub, scrub. Dry shampoo and a spritz of perfume wouldn’t cut it if Jack had romantic intentions. (She wouldn’t shave, FYI, because this was just asking for trouble. If she removed hair, it was because she wanted somebody – Jack in this case – to see the now-smooth areas, and she definitely didn’t want that kind of carry on just yet. A Date would suffice at this point.)

Okay, so she really should shower, whether it was a Date or not. Her hair must have been ninety-five percent dry shampoo by now, which was beyond icky. She’d jump in the shower and then face the next hurdle: to make-up or not to make-up.

In the end, Katie opted for a bit of tinted moisturiser, a dab of peachy lipgloss, one coat of mascara and the tiniest hint of blush. She looked nice, which could be a bit of a wishy-washy word, but it was perfect in this instance – it signalled neither effort or slovenliness.

She didn’t ponder over her outfit choices for nearly as long as she suspected she would. Mainly due to circumstance; there wasn’t much to ponder when your outfit choices boiled down to two-and-a-half options; black trousers with either a spotted sweater or a voluminous, stripy shirt, or a black, tie-waist dress she’d bought for a work party a couple of months before Rob left her. All the other pieces in her wardrobe were too tight now or consisted of well-worn leggings and baggy tops, so she opted for the dress as it was the only outfit that didn’t make her look like Mr Blobby or his stripy cousin. She really needed to go shopping, but she’d been more than happy in her leggings since she resigned from her father-in-law’s haulage firm, only bringing out the black trousers and a smart blouse when she managed to score an interview.

She was ready after teaming the dress with a pair of thick black tights and a pair of ballet flats and, as she appraised herself in the mirror, she actually felt quite good about herself. The Katie standing in front of the mirror wouldn’t have batted an eyelid about signing that bloody form. She’d have posted it too. Her confidence, however, plummeted as soon as she heard the knock on the door. Was this it? Her first Date with someone other than Rob? And did she want it to be? She liked Jack, certainly, and he was handsome in a rugged sort of way, but did she see him in a romantic way? Could she imagine herself kissing him?

She squeezed her eyes shut and pictured the two of them standing face to face, their lips almost touching. Any second now she would feel the scrape of stubble…

Gah! Her eyes flew open and she shook her head. No, no, no. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t kiss Jack. She didn’t want to Date him.

But what if he wanted to Date her?

‘Wow, you look nice,’ Jack said as she creaked the door open, which was exactly the look she was going for. But what look had Jack chosen? Datey or not Datey? He was wearing jeans, that much Katie could see beneath his coat (it was still hammering it down and only a smidgen above Arctic temperature), and they weren’t his usual tired-looking work jeans, but what did that mean? Casual, going-for-a-drink-with-a-mate jeans or these-jeans-make-my-arse-look-irresistible-for-my-date jeans?

‘Jack?’ She swallowed hard. She didn’t want to ask this, but she couldn’t leave the house without knowing. ‘This drink… is it… like, you know, a… um…’ Jack was frowning at her. ‘Is it a date?’

Jack’s eyes widened. He, too, swallowed hard. ‘Well, um, I don’t know… I, um…’

‘Because I’d really rather it wasn’t.’

Jack laughed, his head bobbing up and down. ‘Thank Christ for that. No offence, Katie, I think you’re great and everything, but Anita only kicked me out of the house six months ago and I’ve barely had time to get my head together. The kids, the house, work…’ He shook his head. ‘I can’t handle anything else right now.’

‘Good.’ Katie grabbed her coat and handbag from the hook and stepped over the threshold, closing the door behind her. ‘Because my head is mashed right now too. Mates is all I can handle.’

And she meant that, she really did.

So why didn’t she wake up alone the next morning? And why did she wish with every cell of her body that she’d de-fluffed in the shower after all?



Chapter Thirteen

Katie

The Red Lion was stuffed with bodies as Katie followed Jack into the pub, the heavy door fighting against the palm of her hand, attempting to close and shut her out before she’d stepped over the threshold. It banged shut behind her as she hopped into the only available space, her body pressed up against Jack’s until he managed to inch further into the room. Clusters of blokes blocked their way to the bar, already swaying tipsily as they clutched their pints, shouting out to each other to be heard above the din of the sports channel blaring from the massive wall-mounted TV as it battled against the jukebox playing Catatonia’s ‘Mulder and Scully’. It had been years since Katie had heard the song and it took her straight back to her youth, to a time when everything made sense because she knew exactly where she was headed in life, even as her peers floundered and worried about The Future. She was only eighteen, but she was so self-assured. She was going to marry Rob, have his babies and live happily ever after. Twenty years on and she wanted to slap the smugness away from the deluded kid she once was.

‘Nearly there.’ They’d been edging their way through the throng, but Jack turned to her now, calling over the racket. ‘I can practically smell the stale beer in the drip trays.’ He grinned at Katie and took her hand, swerving to the right to avoid a particularly dense group of suited men – ties missing, shirtsleeves rolled up – as they let their hair down after a week stuck in the office. They were shouting even louder than the other clusters, and were obviously ribbing one poor colleague as all but one threw back their heads to roar with laughter every ten seconds or so while he shook his head and chuckled good-naturedly.

Jack’s hand felt solid as it wrapped around hers, and she realised with a jolt just how much she’d missed human contact over the past eighteen months. Yes, she’d hugged her kids (usually under duress), but this felt different. New yet familiar at the same time. Safe, Reassuring.

‘Katie?’

She blinked up at Jack as he watched her with a slightly bemused look on his face, his eyebrows raised while a smile played at his lips. He exchanged a sideways glance with the barman, who was drumming his fingers on the bar. She hadn’t even clocked that they’d come to a halt, but they’d reached their destination, the holy grail of the bar, long and polished and lined with craft beer taps amongst old favourites.

‘What are you having?’ Jack indicated the array of drinks on offer. The barman sighed, holding up a finger as a ten-pound note was wafted at him by a hand poking out of the crowds cluttering the bar area.

‘Oh. Um…’ Katie gave a gentle tug of her hand, removing it from Jack’s. ‘A small white wine. Chardonnay, please.’ She was tempted to request a large – very large – glass, but that would be pushing Jack’s generosity.

The barman pushed himself away from the bar, carrying out their order as quickly as possible before moving onto the tenner-waving customer. With their drinks in hand, Katie and Jack shuffled their way into a quieter corner of the pub where they found a pocket of space near the jukebox. It was loud, and she could feel every beat of the current song reverberating through the soles of her feet but at least they could breathe a little easier.

‘That was intense.’ Jack puffed out his cheeks before he took a sip of his pint. He lifted the glass as he swallowed. ‘Worth it though.’

‘Absolutely.’ Katie had already drained half her glass during their journey from the bar. ‘Thanks for this. It’s been ages since I’ve been out.’ She took a sip of wine, resisting the urge to tip the remainder down her throat in one go. ‘Is it always this manic in here?’

Jack made a seesaw motion with his hand. ‘It depends. It isn’t so bad during the week, but as soon as Friday teatime hits, you get this pretty much until Sunday evening.’ He indicated the crowded pub. ‘It’s even worse during the summer when the tourists boost the numbers, but at least then you can spill out into the beer garden.’

Katie couldn’t imagine the summer months, with sunshine and beer gardens and barbecues. It seemed like they’d been engulfed in grey clouds and the chill factor forever; or perhaps that was just Katie’s mood.

‘Jack!’ A hand was clapped down on Jack’s shoulder as a burly bloke wearing a slightly too tight rugby shirt almost collided with Katie’s neighbour. ‘Thanks for the work you did on my mam’s bathroom. Bunch of cowboys left it in a right state. She’s made up now though, mate. Let me buy you a pint.’

Jack held up his drink. ‘I’m good but thanks. And tell your mum I’m glad I could put it right for her.’

‘Come and tell her yourself.’ The rugby-shirted guy nodded towards the opposite end of the pub. ‘She’s over there with the missus. I should warn you that she’s been at the gin so she might try to show her gratitude in a more friendly way than a pint.’ He winked at Jack, who Katie could see was starting to blanch despite the low lighting of their cosy corner.

‘Maybe later? I’m actually just having a quick drink with my friend.’

Katie pressed her lips together as she patted Jack on the shoulder that wasn’t still sporting a meaty-looking hand. ‘No, no, it’s okay. You go and meet your adoring fan. I’ll be fine here. In fact, I’m going to choose some decent music.’ She winced at the terrible choice currently blasting out of the jukebox.

‘Are you sure?’ Jack widened his eyes at Katie, which she knew was silent code for ‘please get me out of this’.

‘Absolutely positive.’ She flashed Jack a radiant smile. He didn’t return the gesture.

Katie slotted a couple of coins into the jukebox and ran her finger slowly down the glass screen, searching for a song that didn’t make her want to stretch her ears until they pinged off her head, silencing the racket that was pounding from the speakers.

‘Please tell me you’re choosing something better than this.’ A bloke had been passing as she made her first selection on the keypad, but he stopped and slouched against the side of the jukebox, his eyebrows pulled down low. ‘What is this rubbish? You can’t even tell what they’re singing.’ His eyes widened as he clapped a hand over his mouth. ‘Oh, God. I sound like my dad. That’s it; I’m officially old.’

Katie snorted and pushed a few more buttons. ‘Hardly. Wait until you’re pushing forty, then you can complain about aging. You’re what…?’ She shifted so she could study him, to make sure her initial assessment of his baby-face features were correct. ‘You’re Ellie’s teacher.’

She been spot on with the baby-face judgement, with his smooth skin and slightly quiffed dark hair that wouldn’t look out of place in a teen boyband member. The effect was muddied by closely cropped facial hair, but there was no masking the youth of the guy.

‘Of course.’ He wagged a finger at Katie. ‘You’re the neighbour I sent out in the rain.’ He scrunched up his nose, which created a few lines on his face but nothing that could really age him. ‘Sorry about that.’

‘No worries.’ Katie turned back to the jukebox, her finger back on the glass. She wanted something upbeat and fun that didn’t mark her out as an old fogey. ‘It was the implication that I was a deranged kidnapper that bothered me.’

She turned to raise her eyebrows in reprimand, but the teacher barked out a laugh, holding up his palms. ‘I never thought that for a second. It’s just the safeguarding we have in place.’

‘To protect the kids from deranged kidnappers.’ Katie sighed and turned back to the song selections. ‘I must have that look about me.’

‘Nope, not at all. And I really am sorry. In fact, why don’t I buy you a drink, as a proper apology?’

Katie waved her hand. ‘There’s really no need. I’m only messing around. I wasn’t offended, and I really could have been anyone. It’s fine, really.’ She smiled to show there were no hard feelings, so he could go back to enjoying his night out.

‘But I want to.’ His eyes flicked to the glass in her hand. ‘White wine, right?’

‘Yes, but…’ She attempted to protest again, but he was already backing away, a hand in the air, palm out.

‘Wait there. Back in a minute.’ He turned then and headed for the bar, and Katie was torn. She still had a few credits to use up at the jukebox, but she also knew you shouldn’t leave your drinks unattended in this day and age. She read Cosmo every month and knew accepting a drink from a stranger could have serious repercussions. If she was going to accept the drink (and she was warming to the idea), she should at least be sure it hadn’t been tampered with beforehand.

‘I’ll only let you buy me a drink if you let me return the favour.’ She caught up with him as he waited to catch the attention of the lone barman, who was flying around behind the bar like the Tasmanian Devil.

The teacher twisted to face Katie and leaned against the bar. ‘Sounds good to me.’

She really should do the same for Jack, once he returned. She glanced around the pub, trying to catch a glimpse of him, but couldn’t spot him in the crowds.

‘Sorry this is taking so long,’ the teacher said as the barman flew past them for what felt like the hundredth time. ‘You’d think they’d have more staff on a Friday night.’

Katie placed the empty glass from her previous drink onto the bar. ‘I’m not keeping you from anyone, am I?’ A wife or girlfriend, perhaps? She didn’t want to give off the wrong impression here.

‘Nah, my mates will cope without me for a few minutes. Just about.’ He grinned at Katie and she noticed some faint lines around his eyes. ‘Ah, here we go.’ The barman descended, taking their order before zooming away again. ‘He must be knackered, dealing with this lot.’

‘I bet it’s a breeze compared to teaching a class full of kids.’ If Katie had been wearing a hat, she’d have taken it off to him. She couldn’t do the job, that was for sure. ‘That must be a tough gig.’

He gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘Sometimes, but I love it.’ A glass of wine was placed on the bar, and he handed it to Katie. ‘What do you do? Apart from plot to kidnap children from their classrooms?’ He laughed as Katie poked him in the ribs.

‘I’m a bookkeeper.’ She took a sip of wine, enjoying its coolness as she swallowed. It was hot in the pub with numerous bodies packed in so tightly and her throat was starting to feel scratchy with having to talk so loudly to be heard. ‘But I’m sort of between jobs at the moment.’

She wasn’t quite sure why she’d divulged that last part. Here he was, doing a worthy, largely thankless job and she was festering on the bookkeeper scrapheap.

‘I’m looking though. All the time. I’m on all the job search sites, every day.’ She was waffling so she filled her mouth with wine in a bid to shut herself up.

‘Well, good luck with the search…’ He paid the barman and picked up his pint, turning so he could clink it gently against her glass. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name…’

‘It’s Katie.’

‘Hello, Katie. I’m…’

There was a sudden roar behind them, and when Katie whipped her head round, she saw the commotion was coming from the TV. Or rather from the crowd gathered in front of it, craning their necks to watch whatever sport was taking place on the screen.

‘Sorry.’ She turned back to her companion. ‘What was that?’

‘I said, why don’t we nab that table over there?’ He pointed at a free table by the entrance. Katie had been referring to his name, which she hadn’t managed to catch in the racket, but the thought of sitting down was too appealing. Though she was wearing flats, her feet were already throbbing.

‘Good idea.’

They made a dash for it, in case anybody else had spotted the vacant table, and threw themselves onto the stools. Katie wriggled her toes, almost sighing with relief, before she shifted her seat to ensure she had full view of the main part of the pub. Hopefully she’d spot Jack on his way back to the jukebox area from here.

‘Is this one of your song choices?’ He tilted his head to one side, the faint lines appearing at the corners of his eyes as he concentrated on the music that had just started.

‘No.’ Katie laughed and rolled her eyes. ‘As if.’

It was. She’d chosen the song before Mr Baby-Face Teacher had turned up, before she’d felt the need to tiptoe around the fact she’d nudged into her thirties. Quite far.

‘I actually like Suede.’

‘You do?’ How was that possible when he probably wasn’t even conceived when they were at their height? Oh God, if he said his mum listened to them…

‘Yeah.’ He nodded and took a sip of his pint without elaborating. ‘So, what songs did you pick?’

She racked her brains under the guise of drinking her wine, filtering out the cringiest choices. There was no way she was telling him she’d selected Cher’s ‘The Shoop Shoop Song’.

Katie threw back her head as she howled with laughter at the story her drinking pal had just told her about his exploits as a trainee teacher. She didn’t know how far back he was going to recall these stories, but she hoped it was further back than she was imagining, because his age, over the course of several glasses of wine, had become very important. Somewhere between him teasing her about her ‘retro’ song choices and the story involving a class’s pet rat (uncaged) and his quivering on top of the teacher’s desk, she had started to fancy him. Like, really fancy him. He was nothing like Rob, who had sandy hair and broad shoulders, but he was extremely cute with twinkly, mischievous eyes and a smile that was making her insides feel all topsy turvy. Of course, that last bit could have been down to sinking so much wine when she wasn’t used to finishing more than a glass or two a couple of times a week under normal circumstances, but there was definitely something about this guy.

‘That isn’t my most manly of stories, I’m afraid,’ he said once Katie had stopped clutching her stomach.

‘No, but it is very funny.’ She leaned forward, placing a hand on his chest. His chest was solid beneath her palm, unlike Rob’s, which had become soft and slightly squishy over the past few years. Not that soft and squishy was a bad thing, but she could feel her cheeks growing hot as she imagined the body beneath his shirt. He probably worked out, which didn’t usually appeal, but she was suddenly a fan of the benefits of a strict fitness regime.

‘Drinks!’ She snatched her hand away and leapt to her feet, almost knocking the table over in the process. ‘We need more drinks. Same again?’ She wafted her hand in the general direction of his pint glass, but she didn’t wait around long enough to receive an answer. After a mini stumble, she concentrated really hard on getting to the bar in one piece. She was digging in her purse to pay for the round of drinks when Jack leaned on the bar beside her.

‘You’re still here.’ Jack’s voice rose at the end, so his statement had the air of an enquiry about it. ‘It took me forever to prise myself away from Pete’s mum, so I assumed you’d got fed up and gone home when I couldn’t find you. I sent you a text?’ Again, his voice rose towards the end, and Katie shook her head as she handed the money to the barman. Replacing her purse, she had a rummage in her handbag for her phone.

‘Oh.’ She did have a text from Jack, apologising for abandoning her for so long and asking if she was okay. She’d been so preoccupied with the teacher, she hadn’t heard the notification. What if Rob had phoned about an emergency with the kids? It was a sobering thought.

‘Sorry.’ She held the phone up and twisted the screen towards Jack. ‘I didn’t hear it. It’s so loud in here.’ She couldn’t meet Jack’s eye as she said the last part, as it wasn’t strictly true. She’d been busy… what? Not flirting. That would be ridiculous and utterly pointless under the circumstances. She’d been chatting. For over an hour. With an extremely handsome, much younger man.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Jack ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. ‘What must you think of me? I invite you out and then leave you on your own.’

‘It’s okay. I wasn’t on my own.’

‘Oh?’ Jack followed Katie’s gaze as she turned to look at her new boyish pal, who raised his hand in greeting. ‘Wait, isn’t that…’ Jack was frowning as he faced Katie again. ‘Isn’t that Ellie’s teacher?’

Katie placed a hand on her chest as her mouth made a theatrical ‘O’. ‘Is it? How funny. I didn’t recognise him.’ She thought she’d pulled off the fib pretty well, but one quirked eyebrow from Jack told her otherwise. ‘Okay, fine. I knew. But we’re only chatting and it isn’t as though I’m socialising with one of my kids’ teachers.’

‘Hey, it’s nothing to do with me.’ Jack lifted his palms up. ‘You can chat with whoever you want.’ There was a smile itching to break out on Jack’s face, and Katie rolled her eyes.

‘Chatting is all we’re doing. I’m old enough to be his mum.’

Jack barked out a laugh. ‘You are not. Slightly older sister, maybe.’

Katie snorted. ‘Slightly?’

‘Yes, slightly.’ Jack placed a hand on Katie’s shoulder. ‘Anyway, I’m going to leave you to it. I’ve got a job booked in at eight.’ He winked at Katie. ‘Have fun.’

‘We’re just chatting, so you can stop your winking,’ Katie said, but Jack simply laughed as he wandered away. Katie grabbed the drinks, took a deep breath and returned to the table.

‘That was Ellie’s dad, wasn’t it?’ The teacher’s eyes wandered down to Katie’s hand as she placed the drinks down on the table, his eyebrows raising as he clocked the wedding band she couldn’t bring herself to remove. ‘Are you two together?’

‘No, I told you we’re neighbours.’ She sat down, tucking her left hand under her thigh. ‘He’s just a friend.’

‘You are married, though?’ He looked towards her hidden hand.

Katie took a sip of fortifying wine. ‘Technically, yes, I’m married.’

His eyes narrowed slightly. ‘Technically?’

She grimaced. ‘We’re getting divorced.’ Her stomach still churned at saying that word aloud.

‘Oh. Sorry. Sort of.’

‘Sort of?’ Katie frowned. How could anybody be ‘sort of’ sorry that your life had been ripped to shreds?

‘I can’t help feeling a little bit glad that you’re single because…’ And then he kissed her, with all the confidence only youth and boyband good-looks could bring.



Chapter Fourteen

George

George’s playlist was blasting in her ears as she backed out of the downstairs shower room, the mop swishing along the final few tiles in time to ‘Build Me Up Buttercup’, so she didn’t hear Cecily approach and almost jumped out of her skin when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.’ Cecily pulled an apologetic face as George removed her earphones. ‘I was just wondering how it went on at Grant’s place last week?’

George placed the mop in the bucket and grabbed the handle, hefting it up off the floor. ‘It went well, I think.’ Cecily had recommended George when her neighbour from a few doors down needed a new cleaner. ‘The house is stunning.’ If George had to clean for a living, she’d rather keep gorgeous houses in tip top condition than scrub the manky loos in the town’s pubs.

‘I was just about finished here.’ She started to move along the hall, careful not to slop water from the bucket on the parquet flooring. Once she’d cleared everything away in the utility room, she grabbed her cleaning caddy and waved a quick goodbye to Cecily before she headed home. She had another shift that afternoon, but she’d arranged to meet Katie and Frankie for lunch down at the beach hut first.

Taking a short cut through the park, George grabbed her phone from her pocket, tapping out a quick message to Katie as she passed by the lake.

Let me know if I can bring anything for the picnic! George xxx

She couldn’t help herself; providing food was in her blood. She’d watched her granny for years as she stocked her baking tin just in case somebody popped round, as she presented little plates of homemade biscuits on the tea tray and had a seeming never-ending supply of snacks in the fridge and cupboards. Nobody left Granny Pappas’ home hungry, that was for sure. Sandwiches were coaxed into the mouths of visitors, casseroles were delivered to sick friends and neighbours, and no family gathering was complete without a Granny P buffet.

Nope, all in hand! Just bring yourself! :) K

George couldn’t help feeing a stab of disappointment at the reply. She’d made a batch of chocolate-coated flapjacks the evening before, on the off chance they were needed, but she was sure Thomas wouldn’t mind disposing of them in his lunchbox over the next few days.

After dropping her caddy and ‘Kiri’s Clean Queens’ tunic at home, George made her way down to the beach. It was cold again, with the temperature seeming to have dropped even further over the past couple of days. Snow had been predicted for the morning, but luckily it hadn’t materialised.

‘Hello.’ George waved cheerily as she spotted Frankie waiting outside the beach hut, hunched over and looking pretty miserable as the wind tried its hardest to knock her off her feet. ‘Let’s get inside.’

‘Yes please.’ Frankie’s teeth were chattering as she spoke, and she almost tripped over the hut’s threshold in her eagerness to reach shelter.

‘I’m not late, am I?’ George checked the time, but they hadn’t arranged to meet for another five minutes.

‘I set off early.’ Frankie sat on the bench, her hands still deep in her jacket pockets. ‘Went for a bit of a run on the beach first.’ Her lips were still quivering, but at least her teeth had stop gnashing together. ‘I’m trying to get back into keeping myself fit. I’ve lapsed a bit since the twins and everything.’

By everything, George assumed she meant the death of her partner. George honestly didn’t know how Frankie had managed to cope with the loss. She’d been floored when her grandmother passed, so much so that she couldn’t bring herself to bake any of Granny P’s old recipes for a long time as they brought back so many memories that were too painful to dredge up at the time. So how did you get over the death of the love of your life? The father of your children? George was dumbfounded with respect for her new friend.

‘Do you think we could close the door?’ Frankie removed her hand to point, but she quickly shoved it back into the depths of her pocket.

‘Of course.’ George pushed the door shut, but it didn’t make a great deal of difference to the temperature. Perhaps they’d picked the wrong season to meet up for a picnic. ‘I’ll just let Katie know we’re here.’

Sitting next to a shivering Frankie, George sent a quick text to their friend, letting her know the door to the hut was unlocked and to come straight in.

Running a *teeny* bit late. Be there asap! :) K

Hopefully Frankie wouldn’t be sporting a carrot nose and coal buttons by that time.

The beach hut still felt like an industrial freezer by the time Katie arrived with the picnic, so they decided to relocate to somewhere a tad warmer. Katie suggested her house, as it was only across the road from the beach.

‘Wow, nice place.’ Frankie’s shivering subsided as she stepped into Katie’s house, wide eyes taking in the airy hallway with its white-panelled walls displaying framed family photos, the ornate staircase and light, polished wooden flooring. ‘Your hallway is as big as my living room.

Katie’s hallway was almost as big as George’s entire flat, but she didn’t say this out loud. ‘It’s gorgeous. You have great taste.’

‘Thank you.’ Katie slung her coat on one of the hooks and led the way into the kitchen, which was even more impressive than the hallway had been, with a modern kitchen at one end and a cosy, family area at the other. George may have felt intimidated at the obvious affluence the house suggested had it not been for the clear markers of the kind of family life she was used to; breakfast dishes piled in the sink, the washing machine gurgling and humming through its cycle, homework scattered on the high-gloss table, and a pair of sand-encrusted wellies lying on their side in front of the French doors.

‘Sorry it’s such a mess.’ Katie gathered a couple of glasses still half-filled with orange juice from the table and dumped them in the sink. ‘I had an interview this morning so I didn’t have the chance to clear up after the kids left for school.’ She grabbed a T-shirt from the back of a chair and tossed it into the laundry basket. ‘Take a seat and I’ll put the kettle on.’ She indicated the sofa at the other end of the kitchen. ‘I bought some fizzy water, but I think a brew is called for, don’t you?’

‘Hell, yes.’ Frankie rubbed her hands together to warm them as she headed for the sofa. ‘I’d love a cup of tea.’

Katie got started on the picnic while she waited for the kettle to boil, tipping the contents of a flimsy carrier bag onto the coffee table in front of the sofa. She offered a brief, sheepish smile as she righted the triangular boxes of pre-prepared sandwiches, family-sized packs of mini sausage rolls and pork pies, and a multipack of crisps.

‘The interview took longer than I expected so I had to dash into the mini market on my way home.’ She shifted a novel to the end of the table to make room for the food. ‘It isn’t as fancy as your picnic, George. Sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ George shuffled forward so she could help to tear open the packaging. ‘This looks great. I just can’t help going over the top when it comes to food.’

‘Well then.’ Katie didn’t look convinced, but she smiled gratefully at George. ‘Dig in.’ She headed back to the kettle as it clicked off, leaving George and Frankie to chat as they made a start on their lunch. She returned with the drinks, squeezing them on the table beside the sausage rolls.

‘Everything okay?’ George asked as she reached for a packet of ready salted crisps. Instead of tucking in, Katie had curled herself up in the corner of the sofa and was currently feasting on her fingernails.

‘Yeah.’ Katie bobbed her head up and down, but her face didn’t have the same enthusiasm. Her eyebrows were pulled down low and her mouth was a thin line of apprehension.

‘Are you worrying about how the interview went?’ Frankie reached for her cup of tea, taking a quick, scalding sip before returning it to the table.

‘No, not really.’

‘Then what is it?’ George asked.

Katie cringed. ‘I’ve done something really stupid.’

Frankie wrinkled her nose. ‘Posted nude photos of Rob online as an act of revenge?’

Katie’s face lit up as she giggled, the lines caused by the cringe smoothing out. ‘God, no. I don’t have any photos of Rob’s willy. Unless you count the baby photos his mum gave us when Lizzie had a family scrapbook project at school. The post-bath ones didn’t make it in there – Lizzie was mortified enough to see them without showing her friends and teacher.’

‘What did you do then?’ George placed the untouched packet of crisps on the table and twisted to face Katie fully. ‘It can’t be that bad, surely.’

Katie drew her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on them. ‘I sort of… met someone.’

Frankie sucked in her breath while George clapped her hands together.

‘But that’s wonderful. Isn’t it?’ George beamed across at Katie, but Katie groaned and began to nibble on her nails furiously, making her next words inaudible.

George delicately removed Katie’s fingers and held onto her hand gently to prevent any more chewing. ‘What was that?’

‘I, um, sort of…’ Katie scrunched up her features, and George felt a gentle tug as Katie attempted to retrieve her hand, no doubt so she could gnaw at her nails again. ‘Slept with someone. Three times.’

‘It wasn’t Rob, was it?’ Frankie asked, and Katie shook her head.

‘It was someone new. Someone I met in the pub.’ She squirmed her hand out of George’s hold and threw her face into her hands.

‘Wow.’ George’s eyebrows were attempting to shoot to the very top of her forehead.

‘Wow indeed.’ Frankie was grinning as she leaned in closer to Katie. ‘What was it like? Was it amazing? It must have been if you had several goes. Are you seeing him again?’

Katie shook her head, face still burrowed. ‘No. Definitely not. It was a mistake.’

Frankie sniggered. ‘It took you three goes to figure that out?’ She pressed her lips together when George shushed her.

‘It shouldn’t have happened.’ Katie peeked out from beneath her finger mask. ‘I was feeling vulnerable and stupid and…’

‘Horny?’ Frankie earned herself a nudge in the ribs from George, but she didn’t look as though she regretted a thing.

Katie dropped her hands from her face and grabbed her cup from the table, concentrating on the contents rather than her friends’ inquisitive gazes. ‘I may have been a teeny bit drunk.’

George nodded and sighed. ‘We’ve all been there.’

‘But I haven’t.’ Katie’s eyes were wide, almost wild, as she looked up at her. ‘Before this, obviously. Rob was the only one.’

‘Blimey.’ Frankie leaned across to grin at her. ‘Then you’ve got some ground to cover, lady.’ She winked at Katie. ‘It sounds like you’ve made a good start.’

Katie frowned. ‘Do you think?’

Frankie snorted. ‘Absolutely. It sounds like you’ve been going at it like rabbits.’

Katie groaned and covered her cheeks with her hands. ‘This is so embarrassing.’

George tutted. ‘Nonsense. Sex isn’t embarrassing.’

‘Especially not the really good kind, which it sounds like you and… what did you say his name was?’

Katie blew on her tea and took a hesitant sip. ‘It’s, um, Jarvis.’

‘It sounds like you and Jarvis are having the really good kind of sex.’ Frankie grinned at her friend. ‘That’s nothing to be ashamed of. You’re both single.’ Frankie leaned in closer again. ‘He is single, right?’

Katie nodded. ‘He’s just out of a long-term relationship too.’

‘Well, there you go then.’ Frankie threw her hand up in the air, careful not to spill her tea. ‘You’re perfect for each other. It doesn’t have to be anything serious. Unless you want it to be…?’

‘Absolutely not.’ Katie shook her head. ‘I mean, he’s lovely and everything. And he’s so gorgeous I can feel my stomach doing funny things just picturing him, but I don’t want a relationship.’

Frankie shrugged. ‘Then don’t have one. Have some fun.’

‘Really?’

George nodded. ‘As long as you’re both aware that’s all it’s going to be.’

Katie nodded for a moment, but then stopped and scrunched up her nose. ‘There’s just one problem. I sort of told him I didn’t want it to happen again, and I refused to give him my number.’

‘You met him in the pub, right?’ Katie nodded at George’s question. ‘Then it’s probably his local. Go back and see if he’s there again.’

‘You really think I should?’

George nodded. ‘What’s stopping you?’



Chapter Fifteen

Frankie

‘Are you sure you don’t mind babysitting tonight?’ Frankie stood in the doorway of her living room, watching as her brother rifled through the bucket of Duplo on the floor, searching for a particular coloured brick while Skye stacked hers in a haphazard tower of colour. Finn had decided against joining in and was instead clinging onto Frankie’s thigh while emitting little whimpers at intervals.

‘Nope. I told you I’m happy to watch these little monkeys anytime.’ Spotting Finn’s impression of a baby chimpanzee clinging to its mother, Isaac scrabbled up onto his feet and scooped his nephew up, lifting him into mid-air before bringing his tummy down onto his lips for a loud raspberry. The whimpering stopped and was replaced by a fit of giggles. ‘We’ll be fine, I promise.’ Isaac rested a still-giggling Finn on his hip. ‘Go out and have fun. You deserve it.’

Frankie nodded, yet she still clung onto the doorframe. Any minute now, she was going to start whimpering.

‘Frankie…’ Isaac had adopted a warning tone.

She held up a hand. ‘I know, I know. It’s just… hard. Leaving them.’ She lowered her voice. ‘What if something happens?’

She had that feeling again. The feeling she was doing Something Wrong. It was usually there, humming in the background, but now it was front of stage, waving its arms around for attention.

‘What, like you actually have a good time?’ Isaac widened his eyes and gasped. ‘Oh no! We can’t have that.’

Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘You know what I mean.’ Something bad. Something she couldn’t control because she’d taken her eye off the ball.

‘I do, and I get it.’ Isaac held Finn out for a goodbye kiss. ‘But you’re going out anyway, even if I have to march you there myself and embarrass you in front of your friends.’

Frankie pulled Finn in close to her body, pressing her nose to his baby-soft hair, while Isaac tried to coax Skye away from the Duplo.

‘Busy.’ Skye held up her tower, which was about to keel over from the weight of so many bricks, as proof.

‘Come and say goodbye to Mummy, otherwise I’ll make you watch motor sport instead of having a bedtime story.’

‘Fine.’ The little girl sighed heavily before toddling over for a kiss and a too-tight hug.

‘Be good for Uncle Isaac, okay?’ She passed Finn to her brother, half-expecting, half-hoping he’d start to cry, meaning she’d be forced to stay behind and comfort him. But for once, Finn simply held up a hand and jangled it in a goodbye gesture. ‘Ring me if anything happens.’ Her eyes bore into Isaac’s at the request.

‘I will. I promise. Now go.’

With a gentle nudging from Isaac, Frankie made it out of the front door. She made sure her phone was switched on, fully charged, and not in silent mode, before she walked the short distance to Katie’s house on the seafront. The sea was a cold, murky blanket beyond the promenade, with the ghost-town pier looking eerie in the distance without the bright lights and movement of the summer months, but Katie’s house had an embracing warmth as she stepped inside.

‘George is already here,’ Katie said as she took Frankie’s coat and hung it in the hallway. ‘She’s brought homemade nibbles.’ She groaned as she led the way to the kitchen. ‘I’m never going to live that rubbish excuse for a picnic down, am I?’

‘The picnic was fab, honestly.’ Frankie checked her phone; there was a decent signal from here, so Isaac wouldn’t have any trouble getting through.

‘Glass of wine?’ Katie reached into the fridge and pulled out an open bottle.

‘Just a small one for me.’ Frankie wanted to keep a clear head, just in case.

‘Top up?’ Katie called to George, who was reading the blurb on Katie’s book from the sofa.

‘Ooh, yes please.’ George placed the book back down on the coffee table and grabbed her glass, joining Katie and Frankie at the other end of the kitchen.

Katie had decided to take George’s advice and was returning to the Red Lion in search of Jarvis, but the thought had made her so nervous, she’d asked Frankie and George to lend her some moral support. They’d both agreed, partly because they wanted to help and partly through sheer nosiness.

‘I have good news to share with you guys,’ Katie said as she started to pour the wine.

‘You’ve already tracked Jarvis down?’ Frankie held a hand up to signal there was enough wine in her glass for now. ‘And he’s upstairs, ready and waiting to ravish you?’

Katie snorted. ‘I wish.’

Frankie did too; it would render her support unnecessary and she could run home to hug her babies before they went to bed.

‘What are we celebrating then?’ George asked. ‘Other than you being ready to move on from Rob?’

Katie had started to top up George’s glass, but she paused. ‘Am I ready to move on?’

‘You must be.’ George shrugged. ‘If you were still hung up on your ex, we wouldn’t be on our way to the pub to track down your new bloke.’

Katie’s brow furrowed. ‘Oh. I never thought of it like that.’ She added a generous amount of wine to George’s glass before heading to the sofa to top up her own glass.

‘So, what’s the good news?’ Frankie flopped onto the sofa and took the tiniest sip of her drink.

‘We-ell.’ Katie stretched the word out before pausing for effect. ‘Do you remember the interview I had the other day? The day of the rubbish picnic?’ She held up a hand as both George and Frankie started to protest. ‘I had a phone call this afternoon and I got the job!’ With her glass of wine raised in one hand, she performed a single-handed jazz hands with the other.

‘Congratulations!’ Frankie slid her glass onto the coffee table before wrapping her arms around Katie.

‘Well done, you.’ George joined in the hug. ‘I knew you could do it.’

‘I wasn’t so sure, so it feels amazing.’ Katie sucked in a huge breath before letting it out slowly, as though in meditation. ‘I feel like I’m worthy again.’

George tutted. ‘You were always worthy.’

‘I know, but I didn’t always feel that way.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, I propose a toast.’ She lifted her glass. ‘To me!’

Frankie whipped around to grab her glass, chorusing with George, ‘To Katie!’

‘So, where will you be working?’ George asked as they settled down on the sofa to finish their wine and snack on George’s nibbles. Frankie had been expecting a couple of bowls of crisps and nuts, but George had gone to town, with a platter filled with spinach and bacon stuffed mushrooms, sticky garlic chicken wings, spicy cheese straws, and a selection of veggie batons with black bean and guacamole dips.

‘It’s over at the golf club, so hardly any commute at all.’ Katie grabbed a celery stick and loaded it with guacamole. ‘And it’s only part-time – three days a week – but better than nothing.’

‘Absolutely.’ Frankie reached for a chicken wing, and the smell alone made her mouth water. ‘I did some branding work for them last spring, and they were lovely.’

Katie nodded. ‘I only spoke to a couple of people, but they were really friendly. I can’t wait to start, but I have to wait a couple of weeks.’

‘Enjoy the next few days,’ George said. ‘Relax. Have a bit of Katie time before you throw yourself back into work.’

Katie nodded. ‘I could do that.’ She picked up the paperback from the coffee table. ‘I could finally finish this book – or at least get past chapter seven.’

The pub was noisy and sweaty with so many bodies squeezed into the building, the beginnings of BO starting to mingle with the fog of yeasty beer, perfume and aftershave already hanging in the air. Following George’s lead, Frankie threaded her way to the bar, apologising and excusing-me-ing as she hobbled through the swarm of revellers. Katie was behind her, clinging onto Frankie’s sleeve so they didn’t become separated in the madness of the Friday night drinking session.

‘Keep your eyes peeled for Jarvis,’ George had instructed Katie before they’d entered, but Frankie didn’t see how she’d be able to spot him in the jumble of bodies. The Red Lion wasn’t your typical local boozer and definitely wasn’t for the faint-hearted. It took Herculean effort simply to reach the bar, and even then it was a battle to place an order as the bar staff struggled to keep up with demand.

‘Is he here?’ The barmaid was busy serving another customer, so George used the opportunity for a man-hunt update.

Katie stretched up on her tiptoes to survey the room, but it seemed like a fruitless task. There were countless people, many with their backs to them, lots moving around and jostling. Jarvis would need a placard to wave above his head to be spotted.

‘I can’t see him.’ She lowered herself back down onto her heels, but her eyes still roamed for a familiar face.

‘There’s plenty of time.’ George reached into her bag and pulled out her purse. ‘Let’s get a drink and then we can have a proper look.’

It took an age for them to be served, but eventually they edged their way towards a pocket of space close to the pool table. It was a little quieter here, as there was an unspoken rule to keep the area uncluttered to allow games to be played, but there was still the background hum of the myriad conversations taking place. Still, at least Frankie would hear her phone from here – she’d taken to clutching her phone, just in case Isaac needed to get in touch, as it would have gone unanswered in her handbag. She’d texted her brother a few minutes ago but he’d yet to reply. Frankie swallowed her worry and concentrated on George’s plan of action.

‘We can see the bar and the loos from here, so I think we should stay put, for a while at least, because he’s bound to visit one of them, right?’

‘What if he isn’t here?’ Frankie clutched her phone tighter, willing it to vibrate with a text notification. ‘We could be wasting our time.’

George shot her a pointed look. ‘We’re not wasting our time, and if he isn’t here, we can come back again.’

Great, so Frankie would have to desert her kids for another wild goose chase if Jarvis didn’t pop up?

Frankie didn’t mean to have uncharitable thoughts, but there was a knot in the pit of her stomach that was growing with each minute that passed. What was keeping Isaac from replying? Had he even read the message, and if he hadn’t, why not?

‘Is this a bit weird?’ Katie rubbed at her forehead. ‘Have I turned into some kind of mad stalker?’

‘No, not at all.’ George nudged Frankie with her elbow.

‘What?’ Frankie looked up from her phone. ‘No. Absolutely not. Do you mind if I just…?’ She held up her phone, already skirting away from her friends. ‘Won’t be long.’ She turned and barged her way through to the doors, the increasingly painful knot in her stomach removing all trace of politeness. Panic made her breathing shallow and her head was buzzing with pent-up frustration as she was met by a suffocating wall of bodies, but she eventually burst out onto the pavement, the sharp wind like a slap across the face.

‘Please pick up, please pick up.’ Her phone was pressed against her ear even before the door had the chance to slam shut, sealing off the rumble of the festivities indoors. She paced along the length of the pub, rotating at the Victorian-style lamppost before marching towards the doors again. Why wasn’t Isaac answering his damn phone? What was preventing him from reaching it; injury (his or one of the kids?), illness (ditto), fire? Frankie’s throat was dry, the phone slipping as her body started to pulse sweat from every pore. She knew she shouldn’t have come out tonight! She knew she was doing Something Wrong and yet she’d…

‘Isaac!’ Relief made her queasy as her brother finally picked up. ‘What’s going on? What’s happened?’ The buzzing increased in her head and she leaned against the rough brick wall of the pub for support. ‘Are the kids okay?’

‘Of course the kids are okay. Why wouldn’t they be?’

The casual tone to her brother’s voice caused the fingers of Frankie’s free hand to curl into her palm, her nails digging into the flesh. ‘You didn’t pick up for ages. You didn’t reply to my text.’ Her own tone was snappy, accusatory, but she didn’t care. Anything could have happened while she wasn’t there. Frankie knew how easily your life could be tipped upside down, and she never wanted to go through that again.

‘The twins were in the bath and my phone was downstairs. I had no idea I had a text.’

Frankie pushed herself away from the wall, body on high alert once more. ‘You haven’t left them in the bath, have you? You can’t do that! You have to watch them all the time. It’s so easy for them to…’

‘Frankie, calm down.’ Isaac’s casual tone was long gone as he interrupted his sister. ‘Obviously the twins are out of the bath. I wouldn’t do that. You know I wouldn’t put them in danger.’

Frankie did know that, but panic had burrowed the knowledge deep down, along with reason and common sense. Her babies were everything to her, and she couldn’t lose them too.

‘I’m sorry.’ She slumped against the wall again, weary now the adrenaline was leaving her system. She’d overreacted – massively – but she couldn’t seem to quell the fear that something bad was just around the corner, that she couldn’t let her guard down like she did with Bradley. She should have known then, but she’d been oblivious to his pain. She couldn’t let that happen again to someone she loved.



Chapter Sixteen

Katie

‘This is useless.’ Katie stared down at the dregs of her glass of wine as the pub door slammed shut behind the latest exodus of customers. The crowd had thinned out dramatically over the past half an hour, with groups bustling out to head to the next pub or to pile into taxis that would take them to clubs further afield and loved-up couples had strolled out hand in hand to continue their dates in restaurants and cinemas. Despite the clearer view of the pub’s patrons, Katie’s prey was nowhere in sight. She was wasting everybody’s time and she was thoroughly fed up.

‘Let’s wait a bit longer.’ George scanned the bar area, head moving from side to side like a meerkat. Unlike Katie, her enthusiasm for the task hadn’t waned over the course of the evening. ‘What does Jarvis look like again?’

Katie repressed a sigh and recounted the details she could remember. ‘Dark hair. Styled. Beard, but short, not bushy.’ She’d never kissed a man with a beard before – Rob had been against facial hair as even the shortest growth made him itch – and while she’d expected it to be a prickly experience, she’d actually quite enjoyed the slight scratch against her skin.

‘Tall? Short?’ George’s eyes were narrowed slits as she surveyed the clientele. ‘Thin? Stocky? What was his dress sense like?’

‘Um…’ Katie rubbed at her temple with her fingers. ‘Taller than me, but not by too much.’ He hadn’t towered over her as they’d snogged like a couple of teenagers in the beer garden, away from too many prying eyes. ‘Quite slim, but not skinny.’ Her cheeks started to feel warm as she recalled the moment he’d peeled his T-shirt over his head and her suspicions that he wasn’t a stranger to the gym had been confirmed. ‘He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt last week.’

‘Right.’ George tapped her chin with her fingers. ‘I don’t see him, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t here.’

Katie sighed, long and low. ‘I think the fact we’ve been standing guard near the loos all night does. Either he isn’t here, or he’s got a bladder the size of a beach ball. And speaking of loos, what’s keeping Frankie? She’s been in there for ages. Do you think I should go and check on her?’

‘I’ll go.’ George pressed her glass into Katie’s free hand. ‘You need to keep your eyes peeled for Jarvis.’

It was useless. He wasn’t there that evening and no amount of surveillance was going to change that. With another sigh, she wandered over to the bar. The least she could do was get another round in and she’d assure George she’d kept lookout the whole time.

‘Katie?’

Her head whipped around, her pulse racing, as her name was called from across the room, but her shoulders drooped when she realised it was just Jack. He lifted a hand in greeting before he joined her at the bar.

‘I didn’t know you were in tonight. Here with the teacher again?’ He nudged Katie playfully, and from the raised eyebrows and barely contained grin, he clearly suspected they’d more than chatted last week.

‘I’m here with a couple of friends.’ She caught the attention of the barmaid before turning back to Jack. ‘I think I owe you a drink, don’t I?’

‘No, it’s fine. I was saying thank you and sorry all rolled into one, remember?’

Ah, yes. It was all because of Jack that she’d had the most thrilling night of her life; if she hadn’t picked Ellie up from school, if he hadn’t forgotten to phone ahead, she wouldn’t have got chatting to the teacher in the first place. She owed him a drink, whether he wanted one or not.

‘I insist.’ She turned away from him, chin jutted in the air, as she ordered a round of drinks. By the time they were lined up on the bar, Frankie and George had joined them. Katie made the introductions, but it turned out George and Jack already sort of knew each other.

‘Thomas goes to the same school as Leo and Ellie.’

Katie smiled and made all the right murmuring noises at George’s revelation, but inside her stomach was rolling. What if George mentioned Katie’s night of passion with the teacher and unleashed untold smugness from Jack? She couldn’t stomach the knowing winks, innuendo and ‘I told you so’s.

‘Here, I got you another drink.’ Katie pressed the gin and tonic into George’s hand, hoping her friend would immediately start to drink and end the conversation. Unfortunately, Jack hadn’t finished with her yet.

‘How’s the hay fever doing?’

‘Oh. That.’ George’s cheeks took on a pink tinge. ‘It’s getting better, thank you.’

‘How’s Thomas settling in? I’ve asked Leo, but I get nothing but grunts until tea time, followed by amnesia about his whole day at school.’

‘He’s settled in really quickly. It’s me who’s having trouble adjusting.’

Katie held her breath as she listened to the exchange, waiting for the excruciating moment one of them brought Mr Thompson into the conversation.

‘Katie?’ Frankie had her hand on her arm, trying to pull her into a conversation of their own, so Katie was forced to tune out as Jack offered his sympathy for George’s situation. ‘Do you mind if I get off? I’m not feeling very well.’ Frankie placed a hand on her stomach, the corners of her mouth turning down.

‘No, of course not.’ Katie felt a stab of guilt; Frankie had been quiet since they’d arrived at the pub, but Katie had been too preoccupied to think much of it. ‘Do you want me to put you in a taxi?’

Frankie shook her head, already sliding her untouched drink onto the bar. ‘The walk will do me good. Fresh air and all that. Are you sure you don’t mind?’

There was that stab of guilt again. Frankie shouldn’t be worry about her – it should be the other way around under the circumstances. ‘Not at all. I wish you’d said something sooner though.’

Frankie smiled weakly. ‘Me too.’ She said a quick goodbye to George before slipping away. Katie tuned back into George and Jack’s conversation, her heart in her mouth, but they’d moved on from the playground and were discussing the pitfalls of single parenthood. This, Katie realised, could take a while so she was probably safe – for now.

It was closing time before they stumbled from the pub, the alcohol they’d consumed still warming their bodies and protecting them from the cold. Katie’s fears had been unfounded; George and Jack hadn’t returned to the subject of Southcliff Primary – or the teaching staff – all night and the relief she’d felt as George waved goodbye from her taxi was immeasurable. She slumped against Jack and he laughed as they began to wander along the path.

‘Lightweight. You’re not going to puke on my shoes, are you?’

‘I’m not actually that drunk.’ She straightened, walking unaided to prove her point. She’d been more careful that night as being under the influence had been the catalyst for the situation she’d found herself in. There was no way she’d have invited a man, who she’d known for a matter of hours, back to her place had she been sober.

‘Tonight’s been fun.’ Jack slung his arm around Katie, and it wasn’t because he was about to keel over. ‘We should do this again, have a few drinks in the pub when the kids are with the exes.’

Katie looked out across the promenade, where the waves were crashing noisily against the seawall and sending salty spray beyond the iron railing. ‘Hmm, maybe.’

‘It could be a regular thing.’

‘Hmm.’ She gave a hesitant nod.

‘Every Friday night.’ Jack thrust his thumb behind them. ‘The Red Lion.’

‘Sounds… fun.’ She smiled tightly. ‘But Jack? Do you remember what we said about not being ready to date?’

‘Yep.’ Jack gave a curt nod and waited for Katie to elaborate, but she left her question hanging in the air. ‘Oh my God. You think I fancy you.’

‘No.’ Maybe. Was it such a ridiculous assumption when he had his arm around her and was asking her out? ‘But you don’t have to sound so horrified at the idea.’ A much younger man had found her attractive, so why not a bloke in his mid-forties? She wasn’t an ogre, even if she was fond of dry shampoo, almost threadbare sweaters and leggings that should probably have been put out to pasture several months ago.

‘I’m not horrified. Far from it.’ Still, he removed his arm and shoved his hands into his pockets. ‘It’s just, we’re mates, right?’

Katie nodded, resisting the grin that wanted to plant itself across her face. ‘Plus, you’re not my type.’

Jack sniggered. ‘I saw your type last week, and I’m afraid I don’t match up.’

‘He isn’t my type either. Not really.’ She didn’t think she had a ‘type’, but she did know the teacher and her ex couldn’t be more different.

‘So.’ They’d reached the row of seafront houses, with Katie’s and Jack’s homes visible just ahead. ‘We’re mates, yeah?’

Katie nodded. ‘Yep, just mates. No funny business.’ She reached up on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. ‘Goodnight, Jack.’ She forged ahead, swinging open her gate before she turned to wave. She may not have hunted down her handsome teacher, but she was in a surprisingly good mood. If nothing else, tonight had taught her that her life wasn’t over just because Rob had left. She had friends, a new job to sink her teeth into, and a brand new social life. Yes, it still hurt, but she could see now that somewhere in the future, it would lose its sting and its power over her. Her own life was in her hands and she was going to take back control.

Starting with the divorce papers.

Kicking the front door shut and ignoring the unease of knowing the house was completely devoid of her family, she marched into the living room, only pausing momentarily to flick on the light switch before she snatched the acknowledgement of service from its hiding place. ,She was finally taking back control.

For once, there was a pen to hand, and although her hand quivered as the ink made its initial dot on the paper, she felt strong and accomplished as she scribbled her signature. There, it was done. She was in control of her life once more because she had decided when and where to sign her marriage away.

Kicking off her shoes in the hallway, she climbed the stairs and crawled into bed, looking forward to the morning, when her new life would begin.



Chapter Seventeen

Frankie

Frankie had been making an effort to up her fitness levels, and she’d started to run three times a week, either in the park, up to the cliffs, or along the beach. As well as the obvious health benefits, she loved the feeling of freedom she got from running and the way it cleared her mind of her worries and fears (which she definitely needed after her freak out the evening before), as well as the sense of achievement when she pushed her body that much further. And the fresh air gave a definite boost to her creativity. She usually ran during the afternoon, when the twins were at nursery, but Isaac had agreed to babysit again that evening.

‘I meant I’d babysit while you went out,’ he said when she skipped down the stairs in her running gear.

‘I am going out.’ She gathered her hair into a ponytail and slipped her earphones in.

‘Out out. With friends. Or, you know, a date.’ He scratched the back of his neck, clearly as uncomfortable discussing Frankie’s love life as she was.

‘I went out with friends last night.’ She decided to completely sidestep the whole dating thing, because it was just plain icky.

‘Frankie.’ Isaac puffed out a sigh. ‘You were back before ten. That isn’t going out.’

‘Why, because I wasn’t trashed and puking into a bucket all night, like you do when you go out with Sisqo?’

‘Hey.’ Isaac frowned at her. ‘I used to get trashed and puke into buckets, but I’m more mature than that now.’

Frankie threw him a sceptical look, then started her playlist and dashed out of the house before Isaac could change his mind about watching the twins. And before she could change her mind about leaving them, albeit for an hour, max.

She decided to venture down towards the seafront as it was a gorgeous, fresh evening, with a faint promise of spring in the air. Although it was still quite nippy and already starting to grow dark, the grey clouds had shifted, and the sky was clear for a change. In a few months, the area would be crowded with tourists, but the stunning view would pretty much belong to Frankie alone that evening. She turned right as she reached the cliffs, moving away from the path that would wind up to the clifftop, and instead made her way along the promenade. The ground was crunchy underfoot with the sprinkling of sand that had been swept up onto the pavement, and the wind had picked up along the seafront. She’d go as far as the shelter at the halfway point between the cliffs and the pier before turning around and heading back home.

She’d almost reached the seaside shelter when she caught sight of someone waving at her from across the road. She slowed down, tugging at her earphones as she tried to make out who it was. He was tall, with dark blond hair, and wearing a fitted suit, and he was dashing across the road, hurrying to avoid the bus trundling along the road towards him.

‘Hi!’ He raised a hand again in greeting, and Frankie stopped, recognising him now. ‘I was hoping to bump into you again. I see the knee’s all better now.’

Frankie nodded, gulping down air as she clutched her side. ‘Yep. All better. Thanks.’ She bent over, her hands resting on the tops of her thighs. ‘No dog today?’ She swiped at her brow, removing the wispy bits of hair that were clinging to her clammy skin. ‘Or is he back with your sister?’

‘He should be.’ He tugged at his tie to loosen the knot. ‘But she only went and supposedly fell in love while on holiday in Cyprus.’ He rolled his eyes. ‘It’s just a holiday fling, but she’s convinced herself he’s The One and gone back out there, lumbering me with the dog. He’s at home now. I dread to think what the mad bastard is up to, unsupervised. He chewed up the TV remote the other day. I can’t find the buttons for the volume control or the number nine, but I can guess where they ended up.’

Frankie grimaced. ‘Lovely.’

‘Sorry. Not a pleasant image.’

Frankie, having got her breath back somewhat, straightened, giving her head a shake. ‘Not in the slightest.’

‘Change of subject?’

Frankie laughed. ‘Yes please.’

He narrowed his eyes in thought. ‘How about we talk about… you and I going for a drink? I think I owe you one after Jake almost maimed you the other week.’

‘Oh, that was nothing.’ Frankie gave a wave of her hand. ‘It was fine by the time I got home.’

‘Oh.’ He nodded and started to back away. ‘Fair enough.’

He thought she was turning him down for the drink, Frankie realised. But then she was, wasn’t she? Because she didn’t do this. She didn’t meet guys and go for drinks with them, even if they were pretty cute (especially in a fitted suit, Frankie hadn’t failed to notice). But why not? She was single. Had been for two years now, and maybe Isaac was right and it was time she had some fun again. Because as much as she loved being a mum, she’d enjoyed being Frankie too, once upon a time.

‘He did wolf my lunch down, though,’ she said before she could talk herself out of it. ‘So perhaps you do owe me.’

He gave a slow nod of his head and took a couple of steps back towards Frankie. ‘It sounds like I owe you dinner.’

Oh! This had progressed rather quickly. Frankie wasn’t entirely sure she was ready to be going for a drink with this guy, never mind a full-blown meal. But then she couldn’t remember the last time she went out for dinner that didn’t involve highchairs and glares from neighbouring tables as the twins made a game of splatting their food on the floor.

‘Okay.’ Frankie bobbed her head up and down in an effort to convince herself this was a good idea. The best idea. ‘I’d like that.’

‘So, we’re going out for dinner on Friday evening.’ Frankie grabbed a napkin and dabbed at the corner of her mouth, where she suspected there was a great big blob of hummus. The weather was quite mild that afternoon, so Frankie had met George and Katie on the beach for what was becoming their weekly picnic lunch. It had been Frankie’s turn to provide the food and she’d brought a mix of pre-prepared, shop-bought items (sausage rolls, hummus and carrots sticks, a box of cherry Bakewell tarts) and homemade (sandwiches and a tuna pasta salad).

‘A date?’ George clapped her hands together. ‘An actual date with the gorgeous Alexander?’

‘He prefers Alex, apparently.’ Frankie looked down at the picnic blanket, smoothing it out over a particularly lumpy mound of sand.

‘I like it,’ George said. ‘It’s less formal. Especially now you’re dating.’

‘We are not…’ Frankie paused when she looked up and realised George had a twinkle in her eye. She was only teasing. ‘It’s just dinner,’ she finished quietly.

‘It sounds lovely.’ George sighed. ‘I wish somebody would take me out for dinner.’ She frowned. ‘I can’t remember the last time I went out to a restaurant…’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, where are you going? Let me live vicariously through you.’

Frankie placed her carrot stick down and grabbed her can of Diet Coke, brushing the grains of sand that had made it onto the opening. The only downside to picnicking on the beach was the unexpected grit added to your lunch.

‘We’re going to the seafood place, down in the harbour.’ She took a sip of her drink, ignoring the scratch of rogue sand in her throat. ‘I’m meeting him there. I haven’t told him about the twins yet, and it’s pretty obvious I have kids with just a glance at my house. Is that weird? Should I have told him upfront?’

‘It’s entirely up to you what you tell him and when.’

‘I guess.’ Frankie turned to Katie, tucking a strand of hair the breeze had worked free behind her ear. ‘Did you tell Jarvis about Elliot and Lizzie?’

Katie shook her head, her mouth full of food. She swallowed hard and shook her head again. ‘There wasn’t a great deal of talking involved once we got back to my place.’ The other women whooped and nudged her, and Katie batted them away good-naturedly. ‘You’ll know when the time’s right.’

Frankie wasn’t too sure about that. She wasn’t even sure the timing was right for her to date Alex in the first place (or have dinner, whatever) so how could she ever trust her judgement when it came to telling him about her kids? She picked up a nearby shell, her finger absent-mindedly running over the soft pinks and creams, finding the sharp edge where the shell was broken.

‘This doesn’t have to go anywhere you don’t want it to,’ George said as Frankie threatened to wear the shell down to dust. ‘It can be just dinner. Take it slowly, but if you don’t feel comfortable, for whatever reason, then you don’t have to see him again at all.’

Frankie tossed the shell on the sand. ‘You’re right. I’m worrying over nothing.’

If only she believed her own words.



Chapter Eighteen

George

George had to admit – reluctantly, because she’d feel sick with guilt otherwise – that she’d quickly grown accustomed to her new routine since Thomas started school. She missed him, obviously, but she no longer felt heavy with grief as she waved him off, and she no longer worried he wouldn’t fit in as he’d made lots of new friends over the past few weeks. He already had two best friends – Lottie and Anil – who he chatted about constantly. George was planning to invite them both over for tea after the upcoming half-term holiday.

So, George would drop Thomas off at school in the mornings, safe in the knowledge that he was happy and thriving in his new environment, before heading to work. Once school and her cleaning had finished for the day, George would pick Thomas up and they’d go home for a snack and a catch up of their days. George loved this time, loved hearing about Thomas’ day and how he was growing in confidence in both his academic and social skills. He adored his teachers, though not as much as his mummy – and George had been elated by the clarification.

‘You really should get him into at least a couple of after-school activities,’ one of the playground mums was telling George that morning as they waited for the whistle to blow. She’d latched onto George as their sons tore off towards the wooden play area together and had been singing her son’s praises relentlessly ever since. ‘Benjamin is really excelling at the violin – perhaps you should encourage Thomas to take up an instrument.’

‘He has a whole box of instruments at home.’ George raised a hand as she saw a familiar face heading her way, hoping to silently convey she was in need of rescuing. She’d already heard about Benjamin’s Oscar-worthy performance as Innkeeper #2 in the early years’ nativity, his astounding numeracy proficiency and his love of Dickens (he wasn’t yet competent enough to read a whole novel himself but they made fantastic bedtime stories, apparently).

‘Real instruments?’ Benjamin’s mum wrinkled her nose. ‘Or those nasty plastic things? I’m not talking about toys here.’

‘I’m afraid Thomas and I are all about the nasty plastic instruments at the moment.’ She turned away from Benjamin’s mum as the familiar face drew near. ‘Hello, Jack! I’ve been hoping to catch you.’

Jack came to a stop with the buggy. ‘You have?’

George nodded, her eyes wide and pleading as she flicked them towards her new bragtastic pal. ‘Can I have a quick word, please?’

Jack’s gaze followed George’s and a look of understanding dawned on his face. ‘Yes! Of course.’ He turned the buggy, aiming for a cluster of trees near the railings, and the pair peeled away. ‘I see you’ve met Benjamin’s mum.’

‘Thank you for rescuing me.’ George peeked over her shoulder and was relieved to see the woman was marching towards the play area rather than following them.

‘No problem. I fell victim to her once myself.’ Jack shook his head as he handed a lidded beaker to his daughter in the buggy. The older two had dashed away to sword fight with a couple of wobbly twigs. ‘She chewed my ear off about Oxford versus Cambridge and how Benjamin was still deciding which path to choose. My kids can’t decide between Coco Pops and Sugar Puffs, but Benjamin’s apparently making decisions about his future university. The woman’s from another planet.’

‘Poor Benjamin though. It sounds like his life is all about learning with very little fun. What happened to kids being kids?’

Jack looked at Ellie and Leo, who’d abandoned their twig swords and were now charging across the playground, their hands held aloft as they attempted to roar the loudest. ‘I think my kids have nailed that. They may not be able to recite Wordsworth but they’ve mastered playtime.’

‘Veeeee-vieeeeee!’ Having given up their roaring game, Ellie and Leo were now charging towards the cluster of trees. Leo leapt at his little sister, kissing the top of her head briefly before taking off again with Ellie at his heels.

George laughed as the toddler’s forehead wrinkled as she watched her siblings tear away. ‘What was that about?’

Jack shrugged. ‘With my kids, you never know – they’re completely bonkers. It’s best to just go with it.’ He peered over the hood of the buggy, pulling a silly face at his daughter as she arched back to look at him. She giggled, the grin smoothing out the frown lines of her tiny face.

‘Vevie’s an unusual name,’ George said when the child’s attention was caught by a pigeon on the other side of the railings. ‘I’ve never heard it before.’

‘It’s not actually a name. Not that I know of.’ Jack pointed ahead, where Ellie was cantering after her brother, her scarf hooked around his middle. ‘It was Ellie who started it. She couldn’t say Ivy properly – it somehow came out as Vevie – and it stuck. I don’t think she even knows her real name.’

‘That’s sweet.’ George wished Thomas had a sibling, someone who would share his childhood and help to shape it, but it was never going to happen. Not now. She’d often felt quite lonely growing up as an only child and had always wanted a big family herself, but she’d left it too late. Still, she was grateful to have Thomas, and she’d love him as fiercely as if he had a father and a dozen brothers and sisters.

The whistle cried out, loud and shrill, carrying itself across the entire playground. Jack went off to round up Ellie and Leo while George rushed to Thomas to give him one of her tight squeezes before they said goodbye for the day.

‘Thomas doesn’t strike me as particularly musical,’ Benjamin’s mum said as the children shuffled into their lines. ‘But if you start to guide him now, he could achieve great things.’

George’s fingers curled into her palms, but she managed to smile sweetly at the woman. ‘But Thomas is very musical. He’s already mastered Beethoven’s Fifth on his nasty plastic maracas.’

Benjamin’s mum regarded her with pursed lips for a moment. ‘I don’t think you’re taking your son’s education seriously. I’m only trying to help.’

‘I appreciate it.’ George didn’t; she wanted this woman to leave her alone and take her unsolicited advice with her. ‘But Thomas is only five. Right now, he’s only interested in playing with his friends and laughing at fart jokes.’

There was a heavy sigh beside her. ‘Beethoven had published his first work by the age of twelve. Do you think he messed around with his friends or made vulgar jokes?’

George swore loudly at her, but only inside her head. She was relieved when the children started to file into the school and instead of hanging around like she usually would, George made a dash for the gates.

‘George!’

She heard her name being called before she’d managed to make her escape, but it was only Jack, striding after her and twisting the buggy this way and that to avoid the latecomers.

‘Sorry, I had to get away from you-know-who before I screamed in her face.’

Jack laughed. ‘Nobody would blame you. She rubs everyone up the wrong way. She should come with a warning.’

George glanced behind, to make sure the woman wasn’t hot on their heels, but she was still in the playground, chatting to the teacher. Miss Baxter was edging away towards the classroom door, but Benjamin’s mum wasn’t letting her go. George felt a stab of guilt when relief washed over her, glad somebody else was on the receiving end.

‘I’ll see you later.’ They’d reached the gate and while Jack would be heading left to go back home, George was heading right. ‘Make sure you look out for me, in case I need rescuing again.’

‘I won’t be here at pick up.’ Jack shrugged apologetically. ‘It’ll be the kids’ mum, so I won’t see you until Monday morning. Unless…’ He shrugged again. ‘Katie and I are having a couple of drinks in the Red Lion tonight. Why don’t you join us?’

Technically, George could meet them in the pub if she asked her mum to babysit, but she didn’t fancy elbowing her way into their plans and maybe playing gooseberry. ‘I can’t tonight. Prior plans. But maybe another time?’ She lifted her hand in farewell, a definite spring in her step as she crossed the road. Katie was a bit of a dark horse, wasn’t she? Not yet divorced and already two potential suitors. George couldn’t wait to grill her about Jack later.

George was due to meet Frankie and Katie down on the beach that afternoon, but the weather was still grim, with grey clouds looming above, ready to scatter rain and ruin any notion of outdoor eating, so she’d texted Katie and Frankie to let them know there would be a change in venue. She was just putting the finishing touches to the picnic arrangement when the intercom to her flat buzzed. She was pleased to see her new friends again, but her stomach was a riot of butterflies as she opened the door. It was the first time Frankie and Katie had been to her home and she was nervous, spotting all the flaws she’d learned to ignore; the sofa was too big for the poky room, the carpet was starting to wear in the places that received the most traffic, and the wallpaper was as modern as a penny farthing. George whizzed Katie and Frankie straight through to the kitchen (which had been updated at some point during the last decade, unlike the aging wallpaper in the living room).

‘Come and take a seat. It’s a bit of a squeeze, I’m afraid. It’s usually just me and Thomas in here.’ George gave a nervous laugh. What must Katie, with her gigantic, glistening kitchen, think of her cramped flat?

‘Blimey, George.’ Neither Frankie or Katie had moved towards the table, and Katie turned to George with a gaping mouth. George’s stomach dropped to the lino. This was a mistake. They were never going to all fit in her stupidly small flat!

‘This looks amazing.’ Frankie shook her head as she finally took a step towards the table. ‘When I hosted the picnic, I shoved a blanket on the sand and thought that was being grand, but this…’ She blinked at George and shook her head again. ‘Wow.’

‘I didn’t even prepare the food myself.’ Katie cringed. ‘I bought packets of food from the mini market around the corner. I didn’t say so at the time, but I think the crisps were out of date too.’

George felt her cheeks starting to warm, and it wasn’t because the quiche was still in the oven and turning the small space into a sauna. ‘It’s nothing, really. Probably got too much time on my hands, that’s all.’

‘Rubbish.’ Frankie pulled out a chair and sank onto it, her head shaking again. ‘This all looks incredible.’

George batted away the compliment with a wave of her hand, but she was glowing inside. She had given the picnic a lot of thought, choosing the menu carefully and even jotting down ideas for the presentation in case the weather was as bad as she suspected it would be. She’d wanted to bring the outdoors into her kitchen, so she’d chosen one of the tablecloths she’d inherited from her grandmother – a gorgeous, vintage tablecloth, embroidered with pastel pink and blue flowers – and placed jars of bluebells and bright yellow cowslips either side of the cupcake stand centrepiece, while above them hung floral-patterned paperchains.

‘I’m ashamed of my crappy picnic now.’ Katie sat opposite Frankie and bit her lip. ‘Sorry.’

‘Hey, don’t be.’ George rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘I just need to stop being a show off.’

‘You do not,’ Frankie said. ‘I love it.’

Katie nodded. ‘Me too. You’ve obviously gone to a lot of effort.’

‘Oh, it was nothing.’ George moved across the kitchen and pulled the quiche out of the oven. It was homemade, using her grandmother’s recipe (tweaked ever so slightly over the years). ‘Help yourself to the nibbles. I’ll only be a moment.’

Apart from the quiche, which George was transferring onto a plate, the picnic was already laid out on the table. There were platters containing a selection of cheeses, fresh fruit, and grilled vegetable skewers, a jar filled with a bouquet of breadsticks with a pot of hummus for dipping, and a stand filled with the sticky toffee cupcakes George had baked the evening before taking centre stage. Champagne flutes had already been filled with elderflower cordial in preparation.

‘I saw Jack in the school playground this morning.’ George placed the quiche on the table and sat down, concentrating hard to keep a neutral expression on her face. ‘He says you’re going for a drink tonight.’

‘We are.’ Katie grabbed a breadstick from the jar and snapped it in two. ‘Elliot and Lizzie are staying with Rob, so why not?’

Frankie gasped. ‘Maybe you’ll run into Jarvis again?’

George sliced the quiche into generous slices. ‘Or maybe Jarvis isn’t the only interested party.’ She’d tried so hard to keep the glee from her voice but failed miserably.

‘Are you talking about Jack?’ Katie scooped a dollop of hummus onto the end of her breadstick. ‘I don’t think so.’

George offered the quiche to her friends before taking a slice herself. ‘Why not? He’s a handsome bloke. Responsible. And clearly a dedicated family man.’

‘We’re just friends, George.’

‘And she’s into Jarvis,’ Frankie said.

George shrugged. ‘That’s early days. A girl has to keep her options open.’

Katie gave a tut as she scooped up another blob of hummus on the remaining half of her bread stick. ‘Can you two stop discussing my love life as though I’m not here? Besides, Frankie’s the one who has a date coming up.’

‘Ah, yes!’ George’s eyes lit up. ‘The gorgeous Alex. Are you excited about tomorrow?’

Frankie thought about the question and then gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘Excited. Petrified. This quiche is amazing, by the way.’

George beamed. ‘It’s all down to my granny. I just follow her recipes.’

Frankie brought another forkful up to her mouth. ‘I could follow any recipe and it would still end up as a disaster. I’m more of a jar-of-pasta-sauce kind of girl. I reckon you should do all the picnics from now on.’ She grinned and popped the quiche in her mouth.

‘I’d love that, actually.’ George pulled a breadstick out of the jar, snapped it in half and scooped up a generous blob of hummus on the end.

Frankie shook her head, chewing furiously before she could swallow. ‘No, I was only kidding. I wouldn’t lumber you with the job every week. That wouldn’t be fair at all.’

‘But you wouldn’t be lumbering me with anything. I love doing all this.’ She indicated the food and decoration around them. ‘It makes me happy doing something I’m good at.’

Katie held her hands up. ‘I wouldn’t object to bowing out of the picnic prep. You saw my effort – I doubt I’d improve much.’

‘I really would love to do this.’ George was aiming her words at Frankie as Katie was already sold on the idea.

‘I don’t know.’ Frankie frowned. ‘We’d have to contribute – at least financially.’ George shook her head, but Frankie held her hand up. ‘I won’t have you shouldering the cost as well as all the hard work.’

‘Me either.’ Katie grabbed a vegetable skewer and popped it on her plate. ‘It has to be at least a little bit fair.’

‘Well.’ George shrugged. ‘I guess that’s settled then. I’m officially in charge of catering the picnic club.’

‘The what?’ both Katie and Frankie asked.

George shrugged. ‘The picnic club. It’s what it’s becoming, right? We’ve been meeting at least once a week for a picnic lunch, so why not make it official?’

‘I like it,’ Frankie said.

‘Me too.’ Katie raised her glass. ‘To the picnic club and our official caterer.’

George felt a flutter of excitement as she and Frankie raised their glasses. She had a million ideas for future menus buzzing around her head and she couldn’t wait to share them with her friends.



Chapter Nineteen

Frankie

Frankie couldn’t remember the last time she’d got dressed up to go out without the kids. In fact, she didn’t think she’d managed it at all since they’d been born; the first year was a fug of nappy changes, round-the-clock feeding, and crippling grief, and she barely had the energy to function most days, let alone go to the effort of choosing nice clothes and doing anything special with her hair and make-up. It had been a tough time and she’d really struggled on her own with the twins in the beginning, but she was starting to find her feet now, though she wasn’t sure she was quite ready for a night out, never mind a date. Part of her worried it was too soon, even as she went through the motions of getting ready to meet Alex.

She’d almost managed a night out at Christmas, after making plans to meet up with her old uni mates, who she hadn’t seen since her pre-pregnancy days. But it was the night of her mum’s first fall, and as Isaac had been away on a romantic weekend with his girlfriend, Frankie had cancelled her night out and she and the twins went to stay with Christina for a few days to make sure she was okay. Her mum had insisted she didn’t need babysitting, but Frankie had been worried about her. Plus, deep down, she was relieved as she hadn’t been looking forward to answering any questions about Bradley from her well-meaning but curious friends.

So, although Frankie’s stomach was swirling with nerves at the prospect of the first date she’d been on in years, she was excited too. She and the twins were out of the house in record time, their overnight bags – packed in preparation that afternoon – practically thrown into the boot of the car in the rush.

‘You’re early,’ Isaac said when he opened the door. Skye squeezed her way past him and headed straight to the living room. ‘And you’re panting. Everything okay?’

Frankie nodded, though it took a moment to speak as she hadn’t quite got her breath back. It was hard work strapping two wriggling toddlers into their car seats and removing them again at the end of your journey.

‘I’m fine,’ she rasped. ‘I think.’ She placed a hand on her stomach. ‘I’m really nervous.’

‘You’ll be fine. It’s only dinner.’

‘I know, but it’s my first date since Bradley.’ She took a deep breath and attempted a smile. ‘But you’re right. It’s only dinner.’ She bent down to kiss Finn. She hoped he’d be okay without her. It would be the first night they’d spent apart. Frankie would have been happy leaving the twins with Isaac for a couple of hours, but her brother had insisted on a sleepover, so she could really let her hair down if she so wished.

She squeezed her son so tight, he wriggled to get free. ‘You don’t mind me dropping them off early, do you? I thought it’d be easier getting ready without an audience.’

Isaac held his hand out to Finn, who clasped on and ambled into the hallway. ‘Of course not. Have fun, okay?’

Frankie tried to smile, but her lips twisted into a grimace. ‘I’ll give it a go.’

She wasn’t due to meet Alex at the restaurant until seven, but Frankie planned to pamper herself with a child-free soak in the bath (oh, the luxury of not having a toddler laughing because your boob wasn’t quite covered by the bubbles, or trying to climb in with you, fully-clothed). Afterwards, instead of scraping her hair into a ponytail and leaving it to dry naturally, she dusted off her hairdryer and even went to the effort of straightening the natural wave from her hair, which was unheard of over the past couple of years. She felt great by the time she stood in front of the full-length mirror and appraised her look (which was being helped by wonderous body-shaping underwear – no amount of running seemed to be shifting the last stubborn bit of pouch created while carrying the twins). She’d opted for a classic monochrome look, with a black leather pencil skirt, a black-and-white striped roll neck sweater and a pair of killer heels. Her make-up was subtle, apart from the fierce eyeliner flick she hadn’t forgotten how to perfect.

This was the old Frankie, staring back at her with a mixture of recognition and surprise. She’d missed this woman, missed her drive and passion and her ability to hurl herself at life with abandon, and she was suddenly very keen to catch up with her. She’d called a taxi to take her down to the harbour, and she enjoyed a small glass of wine to help settle any remaining nerves while she waited for it to arrive. She could do this. She could go out for a nice meal with a (hopefully) nice man and enjoy an evening of being Frankie. She was a bit rusty, but the old Frankie could shine again.

Devon & Vale was a small, family-run seafood restaurant along the harbour, and although it always looked so inviting, with its huge windows either side of the glass-panelled door offering a glimpse into the cosy-looking venue, Frankie had yet to venture inside. She was looking forward to finally sampling the menu. Still, her stomach was awash with nerves as the taxi pulled up alongside the restaurant, the large, navy blue awning announcing their destination. She smoothed down her skirt as she stepped out of the taxi, took a deep breath and stepped inside.

The restaurant was bright and bustling, with diners’ voices mingling into a general hum above the sounds of silverware on crockery and the jazzy music playing over the sound system as waiting staff coasted between the tables and the kitchen. Huge chalkboards displayed the day’s specials on the walls, framed by thick, knotted rope and seashells, and tealights created a warm glow from the centre of the tables. Alex was already inside the restaurant, sitting in the small bar area, and he stood to greet her when he spotted her in the doorway.

‘Hi.’ She was relieved when she saw a flicker of nerves cross his face as he leaned in to kiss her lightly on the cheek. ‘It’s great to see you again. Can I get you a drink?’

‘I’d love a glass of white wine, thanks.’ She hopped up onto a stool in front of the bar as elegantly as she could while strapped up in the body shaping underwear. ‘Have you been waiting long?’

‘Only a few minutes.’ Alex caught the attention of the barman and ordered Frankie’s drink. ‘To be honest, I was worried I was going to be late. Jake managed to escape from the back garden and went on a little adventure around town. I eventually found him down by the beach huts, digging for treasure.’

Frankie tried not to smile, but it was impossible. ‘He’s a bit of a handful, that dog of yours.’

‘Hey, he ain’t mine. I’m only looking after him for a bit.’

‘But what if your sister doesn’t come back?’ Frankie thanked the barman as her glass of wine was placed in front of her.

‘She will.’ Alex gave a confident nod, but then he stopped and frowned. ‘Won’t she?’

The corners of Frankie’s mouth twitched, but she managed to keep a straight face as she shrugged. ‘Who knows? It could be the real thing, whatever she’s got with this guy from Cyprus. She might stay out there permanently. Go the whole hog and get married.’ She stifled a giggle by taking a sip of wine as Alex’s face fell.

‘She wouldn’t. Would she? I mean, these things never last, do they? It’ll fizzle out. She’ll be back – crying, probably, which isn’t ideal but better than the alternative.’ He covered his mouth with his hand and shook his head. ‘Oh, God. I’m going to be stuck with that mutt, aren’t I?’

Frankie couldn’t take it any longer. The laugh bubbled out as she placed a hand on Alex’s arm. ‘Relax. I’m messing with you. In all probability, she’ll be back within a couple of weeks.’

‘Really?’

Frankie shrugged. ‘Have you ever known a holiday fling to last? Exactly.’ She took another sip of wine, though she vowed to pace herself. She didn’t want to end up getting plastered and regretting her actions like Katie had. Alex was handsome, and he’d already made her laugh, and it had been a really long time, but she definitely wasn’t ready for that, no matter which version of herself she saw in the mirror.

‘I was really nervous about this, you know.’ Alex ran a finger down his glass, wiping a path through the condensation. ‘But now I’m not sure why.’

Alex’s admission helped to still the anxious energy still tingling uncomfortably in the pit of her stomach and she found herself confiding her own fears. ‘I was nervous too. I haven’t been on a date since… Well, I’ve been single for a couple of years now. It’s hard getting back out there.’

Alex puffed out a huge breath and nodded his head. ‘It really is. I can’t believe I was so blasé about the whole dating thing in my twenties.’

‘Oh yes?’ Frankie played with the stem of her wine glass. ‘Dated a lot of women back then, did you? Bit of a stud, were you?’ She peeked up at Alex, trying not to burst out laughing when she saw the flustered look on his face.

‘God, no. Far from it. I mean, I did go on dates, but not loads. Less than average, I should imagine.’

Frankie hid her amusement as she gave a sage nod. ‘My mum warned me about boys like you.’

‘She did?’ He wiped a hand along the thigh of his trousers, and Frankie noticed his leg was jigging up and down.

‘Alex?’

He swallowed hard. ‘Yes?’

‘Relax. I’m only teasing.’ She did smile now, placing a hand on his arm. Wow, he really was anxious about this date.

‘Oh.’ He flashed her a sheepish grin, looking boyish suddenly. ‘Sorry. It really has been a while.’

‘I’m sorry. I’ll stop messing with you now.’ She took a sip of her drink as she mulled over the situation. She’d expected to feel out of her depth during this date, but Alex’s outward edginess made her feel like she was, by comparison, in control of her emotions. She could do this. She could enjoy this date and see where it took them.

They were seated at a table by the window, overlooking the harbour, which was beautiful as the sky had started to turn inky, reflecting the little lights strung between the Victorian-style lampposts dotted along the harbour wall.

‘Have you eaten here before?’ Frankie asked as she opened her menu. It all sounded delicious, so she would have welcomed some recommendations.

But Alex shook his head. ‘I’m pretty new to the area. I moved up here for work about six months ago.’

Frankie closed her menu and placed it down on the table so she could rest a hand on her chest. ‘I’m quite new to the area too. It’s been around a year for me.’

‘Did you move for work too?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘I’d already gone freelance by then. I work from home now so no commute at all, unless you count bedroom to dining room.’

‘That sounds heavenly, though my commute isn’t bad; I only live behind All Saints’ church?’ His eyebrows raised in question, and Frankie nodded.

‘I know All Saints. My…’ She was about to say her kids went to the nursery across the road but stopped herself just in time. ‘…house is on the other side of the park.’ She picked up her menu and burrowed her face behind it to mask the flush her almost-blunder had caused. ‘Where is it you work?’

‘I’m the manager of The Royal.’

Frankie lowered her menu, her head tilting to one side. ‘Nice. It’s a gorgeous hotel. Not that I’ve been inside, but you can tell just by looking at it from the outside that it’s posh inside.’

‘What do you do in your dining room?’ Alex asked.

‘I’m a brand designer.’

‘Ah, a creative. I like it.’

Frankie gave a faux-modest shrug. ‘I try.’ She giggled. ‘Actually, I love my job.’

‘I’ll drink to that.’ Alex raised his glass, so Frankie did the same, allowing it to gently clink against Alex’s. ‘So, if work didn’t bring you to Clifton-on-Sea, what did?’

Frankie took a long sip of her drink, and when she placed her glass down on the table, she buried her nose in her menu again. Opening the Bradley can of worms was too deep for a first date. ‘It was my brother. Well, he moved here first, for work, funnily enough, and I fell in love with the place.’

‘How could you not?’

‘Exactly. I love the beach – when it isn’t cold enough to freeze you half to death – and I love how bustling it feels during the summer. I know a lot of people complain about tourists…’

‘Not me.’ Alex winked and raised his glass again, and Frankie laughed.

‘Obviously not you.’

‘How did you find being new to the area?’ The jitters from earlier seemed to have evaporated as Alex chatted easily to her. ‘Leaving everything behind and starting again?’

Frankie placed the menu down on the table and glanced up at the ceiling as she considered the question. ‘It was tough, but I needed the fresh start.’

Alex gave a slow nod. ‘Yeah, me too. I had a messy break up, so getting away was the right thing to do. We both needed a bit of space. Luckily the position at The Royal came up so I applied. Within a couple of weeks I was renting a new home and starting a new job.’ He shook his head. ‘It was a bit mad, but I think I’m starting to settle in now.’

‘Me too.’ It had taken a while; Frankie hadn’t really felt part of the community until she’d met Katie and George. Aside from Isaac, she hadn’t connected with anybody from Clifton-on-Sea, which was quite isolating. But she felt like this could be her home now. Somewhere she could be happy again.

‘Are you ready to order?’

Frankie jumped. She hadn’t even noticed the waiter approaching. ‘Oh. Um…’ She was already holding the menu, but her eyes roamed the array of dishes in a panic now.

‘Could we have a few more minutes?’ Alex asked. ‘It seems we’ve been a bit too busy chatting.’

The waiter started to back away. ‘No problem. I’ll pop back in a couple of minutes.’

‘Thank you.’ Alex picked up his menu, but they didn’t get the chance to order as Frankie’s phone started to ring from inside her handbag. She hadn’t switched it off in case the twins needed her.

‘I’m really sorry. I have to keep it on in case of emergencies.’ She reached under the table and fumbled in her bag for the phone. She frowned when she saw the name on the screen. Susan? Who was…? She gasped and accepted the call, pressing the phone to her ear. ‘Susan? Is everything okay?’

She’d programmed the phone number of her mum’s neighbour into her phone after Christina’s last fall, just in case. And it was a good job she had.

‘What is it? What’s happened?’ Alex asked as she scraped back her chair.

‘I’m really sorry, Alex, but I have to go.’ She dropped the phone into her handbag and hooked it over her shoulder. ‘It’s my mum. She’s been taken to hospital. I need to…’ She indicated the door with a flap of her hand.

‘Of course. Do you need me to do anything? Call you a taxi? Anything?’

‘That’s really sweet of you.’ She was already edging her way around the table. ‘But I’ll be fine. I really am sorry about this.’

And then she was gone, the door banging shut behind her as she burst from the restaurant. Her brother only lived a few streets away from the harbour, so she ran as fast as she could in her heels, praying the whole way that her mum was alright.



Chapter Twenty

George

It was half-term, so the picnic club had swelled in numbers, with Thomas, Finn, Skye and Lizzie joining in the festivities (Elliot had flat-out refused to partake and was instead hanging around the arcades and pier with his mates). Katie had also invited Jack and the little ones to become honorary members for the week, boosting their numbers to eleven. George didn’t mind having to make additional portions to accommodate; in fact, she’d revelled in the task and had given herself even more work to do by creating a theme for that week’s picnic. In honour of the little ones, she was hosting a teddy bear’s picnic, complete with teddy bear ears for all, which she’d created with plastic headbands and felt, which was probably going overboard a bit, but it filled George with joy. She’d really thrown herself into the theme, baking and icing batches of cupcakes and topping them with little teddy bears she’d cut out of sugar paste using a cookie cutter and piped on smiley faces, and she’d made simple goody bags for the kids by sticking teddy bear faces onto brown paper bags and filling them with treats.

She’d kept the rest of the food simple: sandwiches filled with ham, cheese, or strawberry jam, mini sausage rolls, slices of quiche, and cold tuna pasta. Frankie had offered to pop over to help her carry the food and drinks over to the park, and she was also supplying a second blanket to house the extra picnic participants.

‘How many people were you expecting?’ Frankie asked as she lugged two tote bags filled with food off the kitchen table. ‘It’s a good job Jack offered to help too – I don’t think the two of us could have managed it.’

‘It’s better to be prepared.’ George grabbed a couple of bags herself while Jack grabbed the heaviest of the bags, which contained several bottles of sugar free pop. ‘Shall we get going? I dread to think how Katie’s coping with all those children single-handedly.’

While Frankie and Jack had offered to help transport the picnic, Katie had stayed behind at the park with the six children. Only Thomas had yet to join in the fun, so he was eager to get going too. He skipped ahead of the grown-ups as they lugged the picnic goodies the short distance to the park, and he upped his pace into a full-on sprint as soon as they reached the gates, ready to play with his new friends. It was the first time the children had met up to play en masse, but they seemed to have hit it off and had migrated to the playground, with Jack’s oldest daughter Ellie relishing her role as supervisor of the twins, while Leo and Thomas had formed a twosome and had set up camp on the climbing frame. Lizzie was gently pushing Vevie on the swing, who was giggling every time she reached the peak of her ascent.

‘How have they been?’ Frankie asked Katie as they started to set out the picnic on the outskirts of the children’s play area. ‘Not too chaotic, I hope?’

‘Surprisingly not.’ Katie shook out the first of the blankets and lay it down on the ground. The grass was soft, still slightly damp despite the dry, mild day ‘They tore off towards the playground and have been keeping each other occupied since. I’ve been reading my book.’ She nodded at the paperback resting on top of her bag, an old receipt poking from the pages as it acted as a bookmark.

‘They’re happy burning off some energy.’ George smiled as she watched her son charging across the climbing frame, whooping as he flung himself down the slide. ‘And hopefully building up an appetite.’ She shook out the second blanket and started to unpack the teddy bear’s picnic, placing a pair of felt ears on her head as she came across them.

‘Did you make these?’ Frankie picked up a headband and slipped it on. Katie did the same, and though Jack rolled his eyes, he did allow George to slide a pair onto his head.

‘It’s just a bit of felt.’ George shrugged, but she was secretly pleased at the admiration in Frankie’s tone.

Frankie reached up to touch the soft ears. ‘I couldn’t do it. I’m useless with a needle and thread.’

‘My granny taught me, which came in handy when I took over the haberdashery shop for a while.’

‘Is this the same granny who taught you to bake?’ Frankie gave a tut as she thumped her arms across her chest. ‘Why didn’t I get a granny like yours? The only thing my gran taught me was how to hide bottles of gin and to always have a pack of mints to hand.’

George felt a flush of pride. Granny P had been amazing and George had been extremely lucky to learn so much from her.

‘Oh my God, George, these are so cute.’ Katie pulled out the tin of teddy bear cupcakes. ‘Did you actually make these yourself too?’

The corners of George’s lips flickered into a smile, but she pushed them down again. ‘Now, they really were very easy. They’re just simple cupcakes with some ready-to-roll sugar paste.’

Katie laughed and shook her head. ‘I’d be tripped up by the “simple” cupcakes. I can ruin those packet mixes. You know the ones where you just add an egg? The ones the kids are supposed to help you with?’ She shook her head again. ‘I’m dangerous with a whisk.’

George smoothed the corner of the blanket. ‘They really were easy.’

‘Nope.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘You’re talented, lady. Don’t downplay it.’

Katie gasped. ‘Look at these too!’ She held up one of the teddy bear goody bags. ‘You should do this professionally.’

‘What?’ George laughed. ‘Picnics?’

‘Absolutely.’ Katie placed the goody bag down on the blanket. ‘You could cater for children’s parties. Or deliver picnics down on the beach. You’d be great at it.’

George could feel her cheeks starting to burn. ‘I did once dream of starting my own catering business.’ She busied herself with arranging the goody bags in the centre of the blanket so she didn’t have to look at the others. ‘But I’m not sure I could do it.’

‘Why not?’ Katie swept a hand over the blanket to indicate the picnic that was starting to build up in front of them. ‘Look at what you’ve created. You could totally start your own catering business.’

Frankie nodded. ‘You really could. I’ve never seen anybody put so much thought into a picnic before I met you, and your food is to die for.’

George felt a shiver of pleasure run up her spine at the compliments. But… ‘I couldn’t possibly start my own business.’

Frankie frowned. ‘Why not? You have the catering experience, don’t you?’

‘That was a long time ago…’

‘But you’re amazing, George,’ Katie said. ‘You clearly haven’t lost your touch.’

‘But I’ve never run a business of my own.’ George reached into one of the bags and started to arrange the sandwiches. ‘I wouldn’t know where to start.’

Katie helped out with the sandwiches, while Frankie and Jack organised the drinks and cups. ‘I can help with your accounts, help you get up and running.’

‘And I can help you with branding and promotion,’ Frankie said. ‘And I know it isn’t the same as a catering service, but I’m self-employed and handle the business side myself, so I can give you some tips.’

‘Me too.’ Katie wrinkled her nose. ‘Sort of. I let my parents’ old house out, so I have to do my own paperwork and stuff for that. And Jack!’ Katie pointed at her neighbour. ‘He runs his own business. You can offer advice too, can’t you?’

Jack nodded. ‘I’m in a totally different field to catering, but I’ll help out any way I can.’

Frankie placed an arm around George’s shoulders. ‘You should go for it, George. You’d be so good at it.’

Would she? George wasn’t sure about that, but her pulse had quickened at the prospect. Was this something she could do, with the help of her new friends? Was she even capable of doing something like this? She really wasn’t sure, but that didn’t stop the ideas popping into her head and exploding like fireworks as she imagined menus and themes and the happy faces her creations would generate.

It was a mild day – not exactly warm, but it wasn’t raining or finger-numbing cold – and the residents of Clifton-on-Sea were making the most of the fair weather. Families had flocked to the park, with children filling up the play area, swinging and climbing and chasing, their squeals and laughter filling the air with delight. Babies in prams were still tucked in with fleecy blankets and padded coats with fur-lined hoods were still in abundance but the promise of friendlier seasons made hunched shoulders relax and smiles more forthcoming. A group of pre-teens practised dance routines in the bandstand ahead, the tinny sounds of an Ariana Grande song filtering over from the mobile phone balancing on the wooden rail, while a high-spirited game of football was being played out on the field. Everybody seemed in good spirits apart from one child, who was being dragged away from the ice cream parlour, empty-handed and clearly displeased by this, their angry cries carrying over to the picnic area.

The kids were coaxed off the playground with the promise of cake and goody bags and there was just enough room to squeeze picnic and people on the blankets. George distributed the remaining teddy bear ears while Katie, Frankie and Jack filled paper plates with food.

‘This looks fun.’

George turned at the sound of a familiar voice, and she smiled when she saw one of her cleaning clients wandering along the path, a newspaper tucked under one arm and a paper bag with a nearby baker’s logo printed on its front.

‘You’re welcome to join us.’ George indicated the array of food. ‘There’s plenty to go round.’

Katie nudged Frankie and stage-whispered, ‘There’s plenty to go round the entire park.’ She grinned at George as she was rewarded with a mock-stern look.

‘I would but…’ Cecily held up the paper bag. ‘Thanks for the invite though.’ Holding up her free hand, she set off again, following the path towards the boating lake.

‘Wasn’t that Cecily Graham?’ Frankie asked once she was out of earshot.

‘Who?’ Katie tore off the corner of a ham sandwich while Frankie gaped at her.

‘Cecily Graham? She was a mega-famous model in the Seventies?’ Frankie tutted when she was met by a shrug from Katie. ‘She does TV work now and has a skincare range out?’ Still nothing. ‘I heard she lived round here. I can’t believe you know her, George. Is she a friend?’

‘Not exactly. I clean her house three mornings a week.’

Frankie pressed her lips together and performed an excited jiggle on the spot. ‘I can’t believe you clean a supermodel’s house! What’s it like? Does she actually use her own skincare products?’

George laughed and shook her head. ‘There’s a thing called client confidentiality, you know.’ It was then, as it wobbled slightly with the head movement, that George realised she’d spoken to her ex-supermodel client while wearing a pair of teddy bear’s ears.

Oh well, it was all in the name of fun.

‘I almost forgot to ask how your date went,’ George said as a tennis ball flew past, followed almost immediately by the blur of a Jack Russell. The children had raced back to the playground once they’d eaten, and Leo and Thomas had convinced Jack to join their ‘club’ (the headquarters of which were set up in the sheltered area between the slide and fireman’s pole, apparently), leaving just the three women behind on the picnic blanket. George paused her clearing up and settled back down on the blanket to hear the juicy gossip.

‘It started well.’ Frankie stretched her legs out in front of her and leaned back on her elbows. ‘He seems like a really nice guy. Easygoing. Fun.’

‘Uh-oh.’ Katie caught George’s eye. ‘I sense a but coming along.’

Frankie gave a sad nod of her head. ‘But the date lasted twenty minutes, max.’

‘Twenty minutes?’ Katie’s brow furrowed. ‘What happened? Did he flirt with the waitress? Order your food for you?’

Frankie shook her head. ‘No, nothing like that. Alex was great.’

George touched Frankie’s hand gently. ‘Then what was it?’

The corners of Frankie’s mouth turned down. ‘It was my mum. She slipped getting out of the bath. Banged her head quite hard.’

George gasped. ‘Is she okay?’

Frankie started to nod but changed her mind and gave a shrug instead. ‘Her neighbour heard her calling for help – the walls are like tissue paper – and she was taken to hospital and checked over. Luckily, she wasn’t badly injured, but they did say she had low blood pressure. It isn’t the first time she’s fallen, you see. I’m worried about her.’

George patted her hand. ‘Of course you are.’

‘She’s so stubborn, though. She won’t let us look after her. She stayed overnight in the hospital and then insisted on being left alone.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘I don’t know what to do.’ She rubbed at her face with the palms of her hands and gave a heavy sigh. ‘Anyway, the phone call came while I was at the restaurant and I had to leave early. We hadn’t even got around to ordering.’

‘Oh dear.’ George sat up straighter. ‘But I’m sure Alex will understand, and you can arrange another date. Did you call him, once you knew your mum was okay?’

Frankie looked up at the sky. It was cloudy, but they were the white, fluffy kind rather than the heavy grey of late. ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘Why not?’ Katie started to gather the discarded paper plates and dropped them into the designated rubbish bag.

‘Maybe this was some kind of omen?’ Frankie plucked a handful of grass, lifting it in the air before allowing it to flutter back down to the ground. ‘I wasn’t sure I was ready to start dating again after Bradley – maybe this is a sign that I was right.’

‘Do you really believe that?’ Katie didn’t notice George stealthily removing the paper plates so she could pop them in the recycling bin instead. ‘Because it sounds nuts to me.’

‘I don’t know, but he hasn’t called me either, so maybe he isn’t interested after all.’ Frankie looked at the time and groaned. ‘I need to get back to work. I’ve got yet another deadline looming. Hopefully Finn and Skye have exhausted themselves and will have a long nap.’ She twisted to glance over at the playground, where the twins were being pushed on the roundabout by Ellie. They didn’t appear to be tired in the slightest.

George gathered up the last of the rubbish while Frankie and Katie folded the blankets.

‘Same time next week?’ Frankie asked once she’d managed to coax the twins from the playground with a bribe of a whole hour of CBeebies.

George nodded. ‘I’ll text about where we should meet on the day.’ The weather had been kind that afternoon, but who knew what they’d be treated to the following week?

‘I’ll see you then.’ Frankie started to back away, one little hand in hers on either side. ‘Good luck starting your new job on Monday, Katie. And George – have a serious think about starting up the business.’

‘I will,’ George said, though she knew the difference between a daydream and reality, and strongly suspected the picnic catering business was the latter.

‘I think I’ll get going too.’ Katie wrestled her book into her handbag and hooked it onto her shoulder. ‘Elliot promised he’d get some revision done this afternoon but it’ll never get done if I leave him to his own devices. Thanks for the picnic. It’s been fun.’

George rolled up her blanket and grappled with it until she finally managed to squeeze it into one of her tote bags. Jack was still in the play area with the kids and was currently running around after Ellie and the boys while Vevie sat on his shoulders, giggling as she was jostled about. George watched the action from an iron bench, smiling to herself. Thomas leapt over the wood chippings and ducked underneath the climbing frame, hiding from the prowling Jack. Today’s picnic had definitely been a success.

‘I’m done in.’ Jack collapsed onto the bench beside George, chest heaving. ‘They’ve worn me out. I think I’ll be joining Vevie for a nap when we get back.’

‘It looked like you were having tremendous fun.’ George watched as Thomas and Leo continued the game as a twosome, with Leo on prowling duty, while Ellie pushed her little sister gently on the swing.

‘It was.’ Jack wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. ‘But I don’t have nearly as much energy as those guys.’

George rummaged in her tote bags, producing a plastic cup and a bottle of lemonade. She filled the cup and passed it to Jack.

‘Thanks.’ He gulped back the drink, almost draining the entire cup. ‘We should meet up for a coffee some time.’

The suggestion came so out of the blue, George wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly. Her eyes whipped to take in Jack’s expression, to see if he was being serious, but he wasn’t even looking back at her. He was watching as Vevie swung back and forth, and he raised his hand in a wave as Ellie looked up and caught his gaze on them.

‘One day next week, maybe?’

George frowned. So he had suggested they meet up for coffee then?

Jack turned to her now and she quickly adopted a more neutral expression. ‘So we can have a chat about your business? See if I can answer any questions you have?’

‘Oh. That.’ George reached for the tote bag and slotted the bottle of lemonade back inside. ‘I don’t think that’s going to happen. It’s just one of those silly daydreams, you know?’

‘Okay.’ Jack nodded. ‘The offer’s there anyway, if you need to talk it over.’

It was a nice daydream to have, George thought as she turned to watch the boys playing again. But she doubted it could ever be anything more.



Chapter Twenty-One

Katie

Katie and Jack’s nights in the Red Lion became a bit of a habit over the next few weeks; Rob would pick the kids up on Friday evening and Katie would jump in the bath (ensuring she was neat and fuzz-free as well as clean, because she had learned the hard way that you should always be prepared) before she spent a stupid amount of time on her hair, clothes and make-up. Clothes were no longer worn just out of necessity on a Friday evening. They were fun and frivolous, not to mention new as Katie had finally updated her wardrobe with a budget-conscious capsule wardrobe of smart trousers, tops and dresses (and a few new pairs of leggings, because Katie liked to look good on her Friday nights out, but she also enjoyed comfort during the rest of the week). The new clothes were justified by the fact she couldn’t start her new job in trousers that were cutting her in two and blouses that she’d been wearing before Lizzie was born.

Jack would call round to the house at around seven, and they’d walk along the seafront to the Red Lion, where Katie was learning to let her hair down. It was still strange being without the kids, but she had to admit she was enjoying the freedom more and more each week – though never more than that first week, where she’d drowned her sorrows until she was happy again, even if it only lasted until the alcohol was flushed from her system. To say her judgement had been impaired that night was an understatement. Still, it had been the catalyst that had seen her finally sending off the acknowledgement of service; waking up next to a man that wasn’t her husband had certainly helped to seal the deal, so to speak. Obviously, she’d wanted to claw back the letter as soon as it slipped from her fingers and into the belly of the post box, but it had been too late – the divorce was now in motion. But Katie found she was coping better than expected with the knowledge now the shock had worn off.

‘You’ve had your hair cut.’

Rob’s words surprised Katie so much, she stopped mentally planning her outfit for that evening. They were standing in the hallway, where the handover of their children every Friday night took place, and her hand reached for her hair. It had been cut from its scraggly-at-the-ends shoulder length to a neat, chin-length bob, but Rob had never noticed things like that while they were living under the same roof. She could have shaved her head and he wouldn’t have had an inkling that something was a bit different about her.

‘I thought it was time for a change.’

‘It looks nice.’

Katie laughed lightly. ‘It couldn’t have looked any worse. I can’t remember the last time I had it cut. It must have been at least a year ago. Maya doesn’t even work there anymore. She got married and moved to Spain. I can’t blame her with our crappy weather.’ She headed to the bottom of the stairs and called out for Elliot and Lizzie to hurry up. Their dad picked them up at the same time every week, but they had yet to be ready on time, which meant Katie always ended up covering her awkwardness by wittering on about whatever popped into her head. She lived in fear that she’d end up blabbing about her one-night stand the other week if she was left for too long. Part of her wanted to shout it in Rob’s face, to see if it would hurt him. Anger him. Elicit any kind of reaction to show he still cared. But the more dominant part wanted to conceal her misdemeanour, to keep it locked away, where it couldn’t be used as justification for Rob’s decision to start divorce proceedings.

See? There was no way back for them. Divorce had been the only option.

No, it was best to keep it to herself and she pressed her lips together now in an effort to keep her secret from spilling out.

I slept with another man.

And I don’t even know his full name.

Thankfully, Elliot and Lizzie came thundering down the stairs, bickering about phone chargers, and Katie was grateful to gently guide them out towards Rob’s car. He could deal with their squabbling for a change.

With the kids out of the door, Katie ran up the stairs to begin her Friday night prep.

The Red Lion was heaving as usual when Katie and Jack stepped inside, and it took great effort to nudge their way to the bar. Eventually, with drinks in hand, they found an empty patch of carpet to stand on next to the men’s toilets. Not ideal, but at least they wouldn’t be crushed.

‘How was the changeover this time?’ Jack knew how difficult Katie found them, and as he was in a similar situation of sharing childcare with his ex, he was always on hand to offer advice and sympathy.

‘It was okay.’ Katie took a sip of her wine. ‘It’s getting easier, I guess, but I still can’t believe we’re in this situation.’

‘It is difficult at first.’ He stepped out the way as the toilet door opened. ‘But it’ll get to the point where it feels normal.’

‘I don’t know if that makes me feel better or…’ Katie paused mid-sentence as she clocked who was emerging from the toilets. She tried to back away, to maybe duck out of view, but there were too many bodies pressing against hers. She was stuck. Damn it. Her only option was to look down at the floor and hope he didn’t recognise her.

‘Katie!’

No such luck.

‘Hi!’ She plastered a smile on her face as she looked up, wishing she could remember his name. He must have told her. She wouldn’t have invited him back to her house if she didn’t even know his name. She wouldn’t have had sex with him if she knew him only as ‘Mr Thompson’.

Right?

‘It’s good to see you again. You look amazing!’

It was the first time she’d seen him since kicking him out of the house the morning after her drunken blunder. She’d been worried that he’d been avoiding her in the pub, questioning his own drunken decisions, but here he was, standing right in front of her and saying nice things.

‘Oh. Thanks.’ She batted the compliment away with a wave of her hand. ‘It’s good to see you again too.’ Especially since he was clothed this time. She cringed inwardly as she recalled waking up on that morning a few weeks ago, realising she wasn’t alone in the bed and that she was in fact lying next to a completely starkers primary school teacher whose first name she couldn’t remember. And worse, she was completely naked, though she’d never grow cold with the winter coat she’d been cultivating on her legs.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he asked, and Katie faltered. Wasn’t that how it had started last time? He’d spotted her at the jukebox and offered to buy her a drink as an apology for keeping her waiting so long at the school (even though it had been totally Jack’s fault). She’d accepted. She’d enjoyed the wine and they’d flirted. She remembered being surprised by how good it made her feel, being the centre of this man’s attention. He was handsome and funny and clearly at a loose end if he was bothering to chat to her instead of one of the younger women in the pub, because she had to be at least a decade older than him.

Oh, God. She’d slept with a man at least a decade younger than her. This man-child had been in her bed, naked. He’d seen every inch of her. Every stretchmark. Every saggy bit still left over from carrying her babies. Only one other man had seen her naked before, and she was mortified.

Why was this only just occurring to her now?

‘I’ll just go and…’ Jack winked at Katie before he started to edge his way through the crowd, not even bothering to come up with an actual excuse to leave her with the baby-faced teacher. Katie followed Mr Thompson to the bar, racking her brain to recall his first name, but none was forthcoming. She’d been too embarrassed to admit her faux pas to Frankie and George, so she’d plucked a name from thin air, initially christening her one-nighter ‘Jack’ but changing her mind as the first sound left her mouth. What if they ran into her neighbour and her friends assumed she’d slept with him? It was too close to home – literally – and so she’d morphed the sound into Jarvis. Safer, but still a fib.

‘Shall we try the beer garden?’ he asked once they’d been served. ‘It’s dry and we might get lucky and find an empty table.’

Katie felt her cheeks growing warm as she remembered the last time they’d ventured out into the beer garden, but still she followed him out. There were a couple of vacant tables and they chose the one furthest from the pub. He found her hand under the table, his fingers threading through hers, but Katie pulled her hand away, making a show of reaching for her drink, even though the other hand had been free all along.

‘I haven’t see you here for a few weeks.’ He’d probably hooked up with other women while Katie was chivvying her kids along from the bottom of the stairs. Women more his own age. Perkier. Less worn out.

He grinned at her as he lifted his pint glass. ‘Looking for me, were you?’

She rolled her eyes as he took a sip of his drink. ‘As if. It’s just you’re sort of hard to miss with that big head of yours.’

He laughed, and she found she was smiling too. ‘Did you miss me then?’

‘Not at all.’ She took a sip of her drink, trying not to laugh as he clutched his chest.

‘Ouch. That’s no way to feed a man’s ego.’

‘Yours has been overfed already. You don’t need me adding to it.’ She took another sip of her drink and found it was empty. When did that happen?

‘Let me get you another.’ He shifted in his seat, but Katie held a hand up.

‘I’ll get the next round. Another pint?’

She was glad when ordering a round of drinks was as arduous as ever as it gave her time to get her head straight. What exactly was she doing here? Did she really want something to happen with this man – again? And how could she find out his name without revealing that she was currently in the dark? Because it was far too late to just ask outright.

‘I’ve realised I know next to nothing about you,’ he said when she returned with the drinks. I know even less about you, she thought, but she kept it zipped. ‘So, come on. Let’s have Katie in a nutshell.’ He rubbed his hands together as he awaited the quickfire information.

‘I’m a mum of two.’ She wondered if that little nugget of info would put him off. Would she be terribly put out if it did? It would certainly solve a quandary or two…

‘I know.’ She supposed the stretchmarks provided a clue, but there wasn’t a flicker of alarm on his face. ‘The photos in your hallway are a bit of a giveaway.’

And he was still keen? Wow.

‘Lizzie’s twelve.’ Anything approaching mild panic? Nope, nothing. ‘And Elliot is fifteen.’ Her eyes roamed his face, searching for a chink in is his neutral, ‘so what if you have kids?’ face. There wasn’t even a shadow of unrest.

‘What about you? Do you have kids?’

He shook his head. ‘Not of my own, but I have a whole classroom full of them.’

‘Oh, God.’ Katie groaned. ‘That must put you off for life, surely?’

‘Nah. I love kids. I have a niece and nephew and they’re adorable.’

Katie was about to point out that any kid could be adorable when you had the option to hand them back at the end of the day, but he’d moved on.

‘How’s the job search going?’

‘Really good, actually.’ She attempted a smile, but it was more grimace than grin as she felt awash with guilt. He’d obviously been paying attention during their last meet up, but she couldn’t even name the dude. She really wasn’t cut out for this. She should go home, curl up in bed – alone – and finish chapter seven of that novel she’d been working on since the summer.

Britney Spears’ ‘Oops!… I did It Again’ played in Katie’s head when she woke the next morning to find her head resting on a toned, lightly haired pillow. She recalled the evening before, accepting the drink from… damn it, she still didn’t know his name… from Mr Thompson, chatting with him, flirting with him (since when did she flirt with men?) and finally snogging him in a dark corner of the beer garden. And then they’d stumbled back to Katie’s place, giggling and stopping practically every other step to kiss. They hadn’t even made it to the bedroom once they finally made it back to the house, tearing at clothes as soon as the front door closed behind them. It had been fast and furious and the most exhilarating experience of Katie’s life. Her cheeks burned as the memory popped into her head now. Katie and Rob had lived in that house together for over fifteen years, and the hallway had never been used for that purpose. She groaned and turned her face to bury it in the solid chest beneath her. She would surely die of shame.

‘Morning.’

She started at the sound of… Mr Thompson’s voice, but she didn’t move. She couldn’t.

‘Are you going to kick me out again?’ There was amusement in his voice, but Katie couldn’t find any humour in the situation. She’d slept with a man at least a decade younger than she was, and she still didn’t know his name. ‘Can I at least put my shoes on this time?’

An image of the young teacher backing away from her front door a few weeks ago popped into her head, his jacket tucked under one arm while he carried his shoes in the other hand.

She sat up in the bed, ensuring she was completely covered from the neck down by the duvet, her back to her companion. ‘Sorry about that. I don’t usually… do this.’

‘Me either.’

She chanced a peek at him now. Just a quick one, but long enough to quirk an eyebrow at him. She didn’t believe this wasn’t a regular occurrence for a second. He was young. Wasn’t this what men in their twenties did? Though, admittedly, she imagined they didn’t choose women as past their sell by date as she was.

He laughed. ‘It’s true. I’m not long out of a long-term relationship myself.’

She turned fully this time, her hand clutching at the duvet, and nodded. ‘I remember you telling me last time.’ And yet she couldn’t remember him uttering that teeny, vitally important detail of his name. ‘How long were you together?’

He wriggled into a sitting position, though he didn’t bother to cover himself with the duvet. And why would he? With a body like that, there was no need for modesty.

‘Eight years. She ended it at Christmas. Christmas Day, to be exact.’

‘Ouch.’ But eight years? How was that even possible? Were they Secondary School Sweethearts? ‘How old are you?’

Please don’t say twenty-one. Please don’t say twenty-one.

‘I’m twenty-nine.’

Katie heaved a massive sigh of relief. Twenty-nine was okay. Not great, but it was at the preferred end of the scale under the circumstances.

‘You know I’m not in my twenties, don’t you?’ She wouldn’t even be in her thirties for much longer.

He shrugged. ‘Doesn’t make a difference to me. You’re hot.’

Katie laughed, because surely he was kidding. Hot? She was a mum of two largely independent children! A mum of a teenager. She was about to point this out but found she couldn’t speak as the not-so-young teacher was kissing her. There were lots of reasons to justify her hands on his chest, gently but firmly pushing him away, not least the fact she was quite a bit older than him, she had a teenage son, she wasn’t yet divorced (nor wanted to be divorced) and she suspected she had pretty rank morning breath. But her hands didn’t find his chest. She didn’t push him away at all.



Chapter Twenty-Two

Frankie

Frankie’s chest was on fire as she reached the top of the cliffs, and she reduced her pace for the final push along the path worn through the grass and wild flowers, gulping in the salty air as she ambled towards the edge. It was so pretty up here, with the pink and purple petals pushing through the long grass, waving in the breeze to the soundtrack of the crashing waves below. It was blowing a gale now she’d reached the uppermost point of the cliffs, so she kept a safe distance from the brink, afraid the wind would nudge her over the edge and send her falling down onto the rocks below.

She was alone up on the cliffs, but rather than calming her, she found the solitude frightening that afternoon, as her fears crept to the surface, whispering above the roar of the waves and the distant cry of seagulls and, free from any real distraction, Frankie was forced to listen. She pressed a hand to her stomach as images flashed through her mind. Images of Bradley, of the flutter of a kiss she’d felt that final morning as she wavered between sleep and consciousness. Why didn’t you do anything? Why didn’t you see he wasn’t himself? Why didn’t you stop it? She’d mumbled a goodbye, her brain frazzled after a particularly bad night of broken sleep with the twins, before succumbing to the delicious pull of slumber. She’d been safely cocooned under the covers as Bradley hooked his leg over the bridge, as he looked down at the cars and lorries whizzing past. As he took that final decision and pushed himself away from the edge. She’d slept soundly while strangers faced the horror, while the paramedics did their best to save Bradley, to bring him back to her, and the sound of the phone ringing had irritated her as it dragged her back into consciousness. The twins were asleep at the same time for once and someone had woken her, and although it was a perfectly reasonable response under the circumstances and she would have reacted differently had she known the news that was about to be delivered, she would always feel that stab of guilt that her first response to that phone call had been annoyance.

Her knees felt weak, as though they could crumble beneath her at any minute, but she turned and ran, forcing her legs to move, to propel her away from those dark days and towards the safety of home. Despite the sharpness in her thighs, she picked up her pace, feet pounding the narrow path until she reached the bottom of the cliffs. She felt calmer as her feet found the promenade, dodging around people going about their business, some tutting as she lumbered past, others apologising as they shuffled aside in that very British way, but still she ran, pushing her body to its limit and beyond until she collapsed against her front door. One palm rested on the frosted pane of glass as she fumbled for her key, her shoulders rising and falling with the effort of filling her lungs. Luckily, the twins were with Isaac, so she didn’t have to explain why her face was flushed and wet with tears (when had she started to cry? When had she stopped?) and there was nothing to prevent her from clawing at her clothes as soon as the door was closed behind her.

The shower was too hot against her cool, clammy skin, but she stepped under its insistent spray, scrubbing away the memories and the pain until her skin was pink.

‘Have you spoken to Mum?’ Isaac handed Frankie a cup of tea and flopped down on the armchair in his living room. The twins were sitting beside Frankie on the sofa, eyes glued to Doc McStuffins on her brother’s massive TV.

‘I spoke to her earlier, before I dropped the twins off here.’ Frankie clutched the handle of her mug too tight, her fingernails meeting the fleshy heel of her hand and leaving moon-shapes on the surface. ‘Why? What’s happened? Has she fallen again?’

‘Chill out, Frankie.’ There were the beginnings of a frown on Isaac’s face as he held his hands up, faint lines rippling across his forehead. ‘Nothing’s happened. I was just asking if you’d spoken to her, that’s all. You know, making conversation.’

‘Sorry.’ Frankie loosened her grip on the mug and blew on the surface of her tea. She’d felt better once she’d stepped out of the shower, the images from the clifftop receding, but it seemed she was still on edge. ‘She says she’s doing okay, but she would say that. We’re going over for tea later, so I can check on her myself.’ If Bradley’s death had taught Frankie anything, it was that she couldn’t take her eye off the ball when it came to her loved ones. ‘Do you want to come with us?’

‘Yeah, why not?’ Isaac watched his sister for a moment while Frankie fixed her gaze on the cartoon, pretending she couldn’t feel his scrutiny. ‘I know you’re worried about her, but Mum’s fiercely independent. She won’t thank you – us – for interfering.’

‘I’m not interfering. I’m keeping an eye on her, making sure she’s safe.’

‘But she is safe.’

Frankie turned from the TV to gape at her brother. ‘She’s fallen, three times, Isaac. What if nobody’s there to help next time?’

‘But the doctor said that was probably down to her low blood pressure, and they’re going to monitor it from now on.’

Frankie shook her head. That wasn’t good enough. ‘She needs us. Just in case.’

Isaac nodded, but Frankie wasn’t sure he was on the same page. He gave her a sad-looking smile and she looked away.

‘Mum will be okay, you know. She’s a tough old bird.’

‘Don’t let her hear you calling her old.’ Frankie kept her eyes fixed on the TV, but there was a flicker of a smile on her face.

‘Do you remember that time Bradley tried to change her lightbulb in the kitchen? Not long after you’d got together?’

Frankie laughed as the memory flashed in front of her. ‘She caught him up the stepladder and made him get down, so she could get up there herself and change it.’

‘She gave him a right ticking off. Told him she was more than capable of changing a lightbulb, that she’d been changing them all her adult life and hadn’t suddenly forgotten how to twist the buggers in.’ Isaac’s eyes crinkled as he grinned at his sister.

‘He didn’t dare try to help out again.’ Frankie’s smile faded. He couldn’t help her out again, even if he’d wanted to.

‘Kayla offered to make Sunday lunch once, so Mum could put her feet up for a change. She regretted it, just from the stony look Mum gave her for daring to help.’ Isaac started to laugh, but the mood had turned sombre and it petered out before vanishing into the air.

With the twins strapped in their car seats later that afternoon, Frankie set off to her mum’s house, picking Isaac up on the way. She’d picked up some brochures for local sheltered accommodation, though she wasn’t confident she’d be able to convince Christina to make the move.

‘Oh, Mum.’ Frankie pulled Christina into a hug when she opened the door to let them into the house. ‘Look at you. Is it sore?’

Christina reached up to gently touch the area between her cheekbone and left ear, where the bruising had bloomed after her latest fall. It had started to fade to a yellowish green, but it still made Frankie’s stomach churn.

‘Not really.’ Christina snatched her hand away. ‘I barely notice it’s there.’

‘It looks sore.’ Frankie gave her mum a pointed look before she led the twins into the house.

‘You’re fussing.’ Christina gave a tut before she pulled Isaac into a hug. ‘Tell your sister not to worry. I’m made of stern stuff.’

‘You’re made of the same stuff the rest of us are.’ Frankie crouched down to unzip Finn’s coat. ‘And it’s all breakable.’

Christina turned her hands over, palms-up, and gave a shrug. ‘I haven’t broken a bone yet.’

‘Yet, Mum.’ Frankie wriggled the coat off her son and hung it from one of the free hooks in the hallway. ‘You’ve been lucky so far.’ She helped Skye with her coat and hooked it alongside Finn’s.

‘Come on, you two.’ Completely ignoring Frankie now, Christina held her hands out to the twins. ‘Shall we get you some juice and a biscuit?’

‘It’s a bit close to teatime,’ Frankie said, but Christina wasn’t listening. She turned to her brother and pulled a face. ‘We were never allowed biscuits before meals. I swear, she’s a completely different person with them than she was with us.’

‘She’s their grandma. She’s supposed to spoil them.’ He held out the brochures he’d kept tucked under his arm. ‘Do you want to sneak these onto the table or present them to her?’

Frankie gave a wry smile. ‘I’ll roll them up and bash her over the head with them. It might knock some sense into her.’

Isaac nodded slowly, his eyes narrowed. ‘I think I’ll just pop them on the table and see how it goes.’

It did not go well. Christina took one look at the glossy cover staring up at her from the table and scooped the lot up, ready to toss into the bin.

‘Please, Mum. Just have a look.’ Frankie eased the brochures from Christina’s hands and patted the seat next to her. ‘They’re not nursing homes. You’ll still have full independence.’ She opened the first brochure. ‘This is Daisyfields House. You’ll have your own flat, with your own front door, but there’s a communal lounge where you can meet up with the other residents if you want to. It’s entirely up to you.’

Christina hesitated for a moment before she sat down.

‘This one’s a few streets away from Isaac’s place, and it’s only a couple of minutes’ walk from the harbour, where you can get the best fish and chips.’

Christina raised her eyebrows. ‘Better than Silver Bay on the main road?’

Isaac pressed his lips together and gave a solemn nod of his head. ‘Yes, Mum. Way better than Silver Bay on the main road. The fish is caught fresh every day.’

‘And are the potatoes pulled from the ground to order?’ Christina reached across to flip the brochure closed. ‘I know you mean well, but I’m not interested. I like it here. In my home.’

‘But there’s a scheme manager.’ Frankie opened the brochure and frantically flicked through the pages. ‘And a warden system for during the night and weekends.’

Christina scraped back her chair and headed for the kettle. ‘And that’s supposed to make it more appealing?’

‘It does for me.’ Frankie stood up and joined her mum at the counter, placing a hand on her shoulder. ‘I’m worried sick about you, worrying when the next fall is going to be. We both are.’ She turned to Isaac, but he didn’t seem as keen for the move as she was.

‘There isn’t going to be another fall.’ Christina filled the kettle and pushed the switch down with more force than was necessary. ‘I’m a clumsy so-and-so, but I’ll be more careful. And I’ve bought a non-slip bathmat.’ She plucked three mugs from the mug tree. ‘So there’s no need to worry about me. You two have more important things to be thinking of, like those gorgeous grandkids of mine.’ She turned to Isaac and tilted her head to one side. ‘I bumped into Kayla in The Arndale last weekend and she was looking at the engagement rings in the window of that jeweller’s near SpecSavers. She tried to make it look like she was admiring the charms for those bracelets, but it was obvious what she was really up to.’

Frankie turned, her eyes wide when they found her brother’s. ‘Oh my God. Isn’t it a bit soon?’

‘Ignore her.’ He dragged the brochures towards him and tapped the one at the top of the pile. ‘Mum’s just trying to distract you. Look at her.’ He pointed at Christina, who’d adopted a satisfied grin as she poured boiling water into the mugs. ‘Talk about the cat that got the cream! She’s played you.’

‘Mum!’ Frankie’s mouth was a gaping hole of outrage. She grabbed the brochures. ‘Come and sit down and have a proper look at these brochures. Look.’ She opened the Daisyfields brochure again and turned it outwards to face her mum. ‘This one has its own on-site café.’

‘Why would I need a café if I can get the best fish and chips in the world from the harbour?’

She was being flippant, but Frankie took a deep breath to remain cool. ‘And they have Zumba, bingo, a quiz night. You love quizzes!’

‘I love this house.’ Christina placed a hand on Frankie’s shoulder as she passed on her way to the fridge. ‘And I love you, even if you are blummin’ annoying me right now.’

‘You won’t even consider it?’ Frankie asked.

Christina shook her head. ‘Not even for a minute.’

Frankie sighed as she dropped the brochures into her handbag. She’d been thwarted, but she wouldn’t give up.


Chapter Twenty-Three

George

George was stuck with Benjamin’s mum (Veronica, George had discovered since their first chat) again in the school playground as they waited for their sons to finish for the day. She’d tried to avoid the woman, even taking a fake call on her mobile, flashing an apologetic smile as she held it up to her ear. Veronica had been undeterred, however, and had hovered nearby until George had run out of things to say to herself. Locking down a sigh, George had bid a cheery goodbye into the lifeless mobile and awaited the inevitable ambush. But instead of bragging about her young son’s precocious achievements, Veronica was all a flutter about the PTA’s latest project.

‘We’re knitting little chicks to hold chocolate eggs, so we can sell them at the Easter fair. Our aim is to make at least five hundred. Do you know how to knit? Because we could use all the help we can get. It’s really social too – we’re meeting twice a week after school for coffee, cake and chicks!’

George could knit – how could she not when she’d been surrounded by every bit of kit you could imagine at the haberdashery? – but she couldn’t stand the thought of being stuck in a room with this woman for any length of time, especially while armed with two very tempting sharp objects.

‘The thing is, I have Thomas and no available childcare after school.’ Was it bad that George was almost giddy at being able to use her son as a get out of jail free card? She could simply say no, but Veronica didn’t strike her as the kind of woman who accepted negative responses to her requests.

‘But you don’t need childcare.’ Veronica threaded her arm through George’s, as though they were now the best of buddies. ‘Miss Baxter is going to take all the children into her classroom for an hour. Well, almost all the children. Benjamin will still be going to his violin and French lessons, obviously.’

‘Obviously.’ George attempted to subtly remove herself from Veronica’s grip, but the woman was like a vice.

‘So? Do you knit?’

George considered telling a fib. Just a little one; it was one single word, with just two letters. But the word stuck in her throat. Veronica was studying her so closely, George was sure she’d pick up on the slightest tell.

‘Because it doesn’t matter if you don’t,’ Veronica said, patting her on the arm. ‘You can still get involved. We’ll find a job for you.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘You could stuff the chicks with their eggs!’

‘I, erm…’ She willed the doors to the classroom to fly open and spill out two dozen children, all chatting about their days at once and wafting school letters and art projects in the air so George and Thomas could stealthily slip away.

‘And you could serve the tea and coffees.’ Veronica tinkled out a laugh. ‘That’s probably the most important job of all.’

‘Well then.’ George shook her head with an air of sadness. ‘I wouldn’t want to take the job away from you.’

‘Don’t you worry about me.’ Veronica patted her arm again. ‘I’ll be kept busy enough. I’m determined to knit the most chicks out of the group.’ Veronica leaned in close and lowered her voice. ‘Ellis Richardson’s mum thinks she’s the queen of the knitted chick, but she’s got a stiff competition on her hands, believe me.’

George attempted to break free again, but Veronica was sticking to her like glue. Why couldn’t George have a backbone and just say no?

‘The thing is, Veronica…’ What was the thing that would get her out of this? ‘The thing is… I need to speak to Jack.’ Yes! That was the thing. She pointed ahead, practically bouncing up and down, as Jack made his way over with the buggy.

‘Jack?’ Veronica narrowed her eyes. ‘I don’t think Leo’s dad will be interested in knitting chicks with us.’

George was banking on it.

Wriggling free, she made a dash across the stretch of playground separating her from Jack.

‘Help me,’ she hissed when she reached him.

Jack looked over her shoulder and groaned. ‘What’s Benjamin done now? Won the Nobel Prize for Literature? Learned how to sing the national anthem in Japanese? Unmasked Jack the Ripper?’

‘Probably, but this is way worse than a case of bragging.’ George glanced over her shoulder. Veronica was making her way towards them, a steely look in her eye. ‘She wants me to knit chicks with her.’

‘She wants to what?’ Jack asked, but George didn’t get the chance to elaborate as Veronica swooped in.

‘Well? Are you able to contribute or not, George? Because I need to set up the hall and get everyone started before I whiz Benjamin over to his French tutor.’

‘It starts today?’ So she couldn’t even make murmurs of agreement and then feign illness at a later date? George turned to Jack, eyes stretched wide.

‘That’s a shame then.’ Jack threw his hands up in the air. ‘Because we have plans.’

‘You do?’ Veronica’s eyes were slits again, nostrils poised to sniff out lies.

‘We do!’ George could hug Jack right now. ‘We’re going to…’ To what? What could they possibly have plans to do right now?

‘We’d agreed to meet for coffee.’ The lie slipped from Jack’s mouth as smooth as silk. George was impressed.

‘But you can have coffee here.’ Veronica pointed towards the school hall. ‘And help out a good cause at the same time.’

‘We can’t.’ George gave her head a vigorous shake. ‘Because…’ Because what? She was useless at this lying malarkey. She may as well start casting on yellow yarn right now.

‘Because we were meeting up to have a private discussion.’

Yes! George could kiss Jack right now. A private discussion. Perfect! Nobody would be rude enough to probe any further.

‘About what?’

Oh. It seemed George was mistaken as Veronica folded her arms and awaited an answer.

‘About an idea for a new business George has had.’ Jack held Veronica’s gaze until she was satisfied all was above board. Jutting her chin in the air, she unfolded her arms.

‘I see. And it can’t be postponed?’

Jack shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not.’ He nodded towards the school and started to move forward with the buggy. ‘The doors are opening. You’d better get going if you want to get Benjamin to his Japanese lesson on time.’

‘It’s French, actually. But you’re right.’ Turning abruptly, Veronica marched away, leaving George to breathe a sigh of relief.

‘Thank you so much for that,’ George said as they followed at a safe distance. ‘I didn’t think I was going to be able to get out of that.’

‘No worries.’ Jack shrugged. ‘Shall I meet you at the gates after I’ve picked Ellie up?’

George stopped, her face screwing up in confusion, but Jack kept striding on, so she was forced to scuttle after him. ‘What for?’

‘For coffee and a chat about business.’ Jack raised his eyebrows at George, face serious. ‘That’s what we told Veronica we were doing, and I never tell lies. I’m shocked you think I would.’ And then he surged ahead, leaving George to wonder whether he was being serious or not.

They walked along the promenade, Ellie and the boys whooping when they were permitted to gallop down the stone steps and run along the beach while their parents kept a careful eye from above. The town was still dozing away the winter months, with metal shutters down on at least half the shops lining the road, but spring was just around the corner, with Easter following close on its heels. Once the school holidays hit, Clifton-on-Sea would become the bustling, joyful town George knew and loved, with shutters being thrown up with abandon, the smell of fish and chips, smoky barbecues and sun cream filling the air, and a beach full of brightly coloured towels and a rainbow of bucket and spades. There was a crumbling sandcastle on the beach now, and Thomas and Leo delighted in stomping on it until it was flat.

The kids reluctantly plodded up a set of stone steps near the pier, stamping the sand from their shoes before they crossed the road to a café on the corner. With cups of tea for George and Jack and toffee-flavoured hot chocolates for the little ones, they squeezed into a booth by the window. The pier was in view but, after a quick burst of energy during the half-term holidays, it had been put to rest again.

‘Have you thought any more about the picnic catering idea?’ Jack secured Vevie in the plastic highchair and passed her a lidded beaker.

George shrugged, looking out at the Ferris wheel, frozen in time, on the pier. ‘A little bit.’

If she were being honest, George would tell Jack about the reams of notes she’d made, the menus she’d planned, and the Pinterest boards she’d set up with inspiration for themes, décor, and entertainment. But she didn’t want to appear too eager, as though she actually believed the idea could work with her steering the ship.

Jack sat back on the padded bench and cradled his mug. ‘You should seriously consider it.’

‘I am.’ She was playing with the idea, at least for fun. And it had been fun, daydreaming as she scrubbed at floors, as she wiped down kitchen counters and stripped beds. Her playlist of upbeat songs wasn’t the only thing that could make menial tasks more enjoyable.

‘Do you have any questions?’

George had plenty; why was a handsome man like Jack Benson single? What happened with his wife? And why was he using up his valuable time with his kids pandering to her silly picnic-themed fantasy?

She didn’t ask any of those questions.

‘I don’t know. It all just seems so… massive. Overwhelming. I wouldn’t know where to start.’ She plucked a napkin from the dispenser on the table and mopped up a hot chocolate spillage. ‘Were you scared, when you set out on your own?’

Jack huffed out a laugh. ‘I felt sick with nerves, but it was something I needed to do. I was good at my job, I worked hard, so why shouldn’t I reap the benefits?’

‘It’s a lot of responsibility though.’ George scrunched up the napkin and placed it in the centre of the table. ‘What if it all went wrong and you were left trying to support your family with no income and mounting debts?’

Jack nodded. ‘It’s a risk. Still is, even though I’ve been established for a few years now. All it takes is another recession, a prolonged illness, etc and the business could go under. But I was willing to take that risk because I believed in myself.’

It was a bit like her decision to have Thomas. She’d been scared about the prospect of going it alone then, of taking a giant leap into the unknown, but she’d done it anyway, because she believed in herself, in the love she had to offer, and she’d taken courage from the feeling deep in her gut that this was something she had to do. Could she be brave again? Could she have faith in herself to finally follow her dreams?



Chapter Twenty-Four

Katie

‘What we need to establish first is what you each wish to accomplish and whether there is any common ground.’

Katie focused on the mediator, watched as she unfurled her fingers and picked up the glass of water beside her so she wouldn’t have to look at Rob. She doubted they would find any common ground with their differing priorities, but she had to remain calm. They’d arranged these mediation sessions as a way of figuring out how to share childcare and divide their assets in a mature, sensible way, and acting like a surly teenager was counterproductive to that.

She straightened in her chair and smoothed away the pout on her face.

‘I don’t want to sell my parents’ house.’ Katie wanted to be clear on that from the very start. ‘They worked so hard to buy that house, and I won’t toss it away because he…’ She cleared her throat, giving herself a moment to remember her strategy to be calm and mature about the process. ‘Because Rob decided to leave us.’

‘We can’t keep going as we are,’ Rob said. ‘Sharing what little money we make from using it as a holiday let.’

Katie nodded. ‘I couldn’t agree more on that one.’ Why should Rob and his new family profit from her parents’ home? It wasn’t as though he made any effort with the holiday let business anyway; it was Katie who took the bookings, who cleaned the house once the guests had left and stocked it with homely essentials, who kept the accounts up to date. She couldn’t remember the last time Rob had set foot in the place.

‘Then we should sell.’ Rob shrugged while Katie’s fists tightened. ‘Have a clean break.’

‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s no way I’m selling. That’s my childhood home we’re talking about.’

‘You can’t let your emotions get in the way, Katie. We’re never going to resolve these issues if you’re going to be so dogged about it all. It’s just a house.’

Luckily, the mediator stepped in then, otherwise Rob may have ended up gargling on her fist.

Once their first meeting with the mediator was over and arrangements had been made to meet up again to further discuss the division of their assets, Katie and Rob headed outside in silence. They were like strangers now instead of two people who had shared a life together not so long ago. It wasn’t until they’d reached their cars that Rob finally spoke.

‘I’d like to pick the children up from school and take them out for dinner. Just the three of us. I haven’t spent as much time with them as I possibly could have since I left.’

And whose fault was that? Katie hadn’t put any restrictions on his access because she knew as much as she wanted to hurt Rob, her kids shouldn’t become collateral damage in the process.

She bit her tongue. ‘Okay. Fine by me.’ She pushed down on her fob to unlock the car doors. ‘It may take more than a trip to McDonalds, though.’ She really couldn’t help herself.

‘I wasn’t going to take them to…’ Rob shook his head. ‘Never mind. I’ll drop them back to your place at around nine?’

Your place. AKA your former home, she thought.

‘Fine.’ She yanked open the car door and slipped inside, her grip tight when she held onto the steering wheel. She drove home in a state of agitation, and even the familiar sounds of the choppy waves and the smell of salt in the air as she approached the seafront didn’t calm her as it normally would. Her grip was still tight, her jaw set, as she replayed the meeting with Rob. He really didn’t care about her feelings, didn’t care that he’d crushed them once before and was well on his way to repeating the process, foot poised to stomp all over her spirits. It’s just a house. She pushed open the car door once she’d parked and stomped her way to the front door, her key jabbing at the lock. The house was empty, hollow without the kids yelling at each other or leaving trails of empty crisp packets and homework in their wake.

Great. She had a whole evening stretching out in front of her, and she wouldn’t even have a night in the pub to occupy her time. Jack wouldn’t be child-free until the weekend. Maybe she could coax Frankie and George to come round and keep her company?

Yanking off her coat, she slung it onto the hook before reaching into her bag for her phone, scrolling through her contacts as she moved through to the kitchen. Her thumb hovered over Frankie’s name as she sank down onto the sofa.

She could invite Frankie and George over for a takeaway and a bottle of wine after work tonight. Or she could invite somebody else round to keep her company. A certain teacher who was rather keen on her companionship. He’d be in the classroom right now, but she could text him. Something light. No pressure. Obviously, it took at least twenty minutes to perfect the tone she was aiming for, but once she’d achieved the ideal message – quick, casual, not-fussed-either-way – she pressed send before she could change her mind.

‘You’re the naughtiest teacher I’ve ever met.’ Katie sank back into the soft pillows, her arms stretching wide across the super king-size bed that she’d once hated. They’d bought the oversized four poster in an attempt to fill out the enormous master bedroom – which it did – but it had also kept Katie and Rob apart. The bed was so vast, she’d often woken to find Rob had managed to roll over to the other side of the bed during the night, out of arm’s reach. Yes, she could shuffle closer and wrap her arms around his slumbering body, but it wasn’t a cosy bed, that was for sure.

What is was, however, was a wonderful space to get to know her new friend.

‘And you are the naughtiest bookkeeper I’ve ever met.’ He collapsed onto the pillows next to her, propping himself up on an elbow so he could gaze down at her. ‘Granted, I think you’re the only bookkeeper I’ve ever met, but I assume they’re not all as filthy as you.’

‘Hey!’ Katie batted him on the arm, but she was grinning. Texting him had definitely been a good idea; the house no longer felt hollow and her ego had been given an almighty boost.

‘We should go out.’ He trailed rapid kisses from her shoulder to her collar bone before pushing himself into a sitting position. ‘Get something to eat. Go for a drink?’ He raised his eyebrows in question, but Katie shook her head.

‘I can’t. My kids will be back from their dad’s at nine.’ She turned to check the time on the alarm clock beside the bed. It wasn’t yet seven. ‘Plus, it’s a school night, Mr Thompson. You can’t be teaching those reception kids with a hangover.’ She shuddered to think of how that would go down; if his head wasn’t pounding before he arrived at the school, it certainly would be as thirty boisterous kids descended.

‘A quick drink then. Very little food.’ He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, but Katie grabbed his arm, tugging him closer.

‘I’m not hungry. Or thirsty.’ Katie pulled him towards her, pushing against the mattress so she could meet him halfway with a kiss. ‘Let’s stay here.’

He didn’t mention food again.

She was still smiling the next morning as images of her evening with the sexy teacher flashed through her mind. Even an argument erupting over breakfast cereal wasn’t enough to dim the beam on her face. She hummed to herself as she added the bowl, spoon and glass she’d used for her own breakfast to the empty dishwasher.

‘Mu-um. Have you seen how much he’s left me?’ Lizzie jiggled the bag from inside the box of cereal at her, rattling the remaining handful of Coco Pops.

‘What?’ Elliot turned in his seat at the table and shrugged. ‘I’ve only had one bowl.’

‘Yeah, but look at the size of the bowl.’ Lizzie pointed an accusing finger at the ceramic casserole dish.

‘I’m a growing boy.’ Elliot grinned at his sister before shovelling a mouthful of cereal in his mouth.

‘You’re a greedy pig. You should be eating out a trough.’

Katie moved across the kitchen and opened the cupboard, pulling down the box of Cheerios. ‘Have these instead. Quickly.’ She pushed the box into Lizzie’s hands. ‘I can’t be late for work, so if you want a lift to the station…’ Leaving the subtle threat in the air, she headed into the hallway, resuming her humming as she crouched down to pick up the post waiting on the mat. Junk, junk, bank statement, something addressed to Rob. The smile finally waned as she placed the letter on the table in the hallway, face down.

‘Are you eating yet, Lizzie?’ she called as she headed for the stairs.

‘I can’t.’ Lizzie appeared in the kitchen doorway, thrusting a bottle of milk out in front of her. ‘He’s used it all.’

Katie squeezed her eyes shut, suppressing a sigh, her good mood dead and buried. ‘You’ll have to make yourself some toast and eat it on the way.’

She managed to get to work on time after dropping the kids off at the train station and her good spirits started to nudge their way back in. She was no longer humming cheery tunes, but after almost two years of disheartening interviews, followed by soul-destroying rejections, walking into the office at the golf club and sitting down at her desk felt like a privilege. She was sure the shine of having a desk, with drawers and her own set of filing cabinets, would soon wear off, but she was enjoying the simple pleasure of turning up for work three days a week while she could. She sent a quick, cheeky text before she switched on her computer, but she had to wait until lunchtime for a reply (the downfall of sleeping with a teacher, she supposed). They sent a couple of messages back and forth until he was called into a meeting, so Katie pulled her book out of her handbag to keep her occupied while she ate her packed lunch on the bench overlooking the golf course. She had a beautiful view of the lush greenery and a little wooded area in the distance, but she was engrossed in her novel. While it had taken her months to crawl through the first seven chapters, she’d been suddenly gripped by the unfolding mystery and was flying through the pages in a bid to unmask the killer.

She was thinking about heading back into the office soon and wondering if she had enough time to finish the chapter when her mobile pinged with a new message. Dropping the book into her handbag, she snatched up her phone, a smile spreading across her face when she saw the sender.



Chapter Twenty-Five

George

It was a bedding-changing day at Cecily’s place and while some people may not have got on too well with wrestling duvets into their covers – especially the king-sized variety this particular set of clients preferred – George took a no-nonsense approach to the task. She wouldn’t be beaten by a set of bedding! Once the bedding was changed, she moved onto the easier tasks of the morning: the dusting and wiping down of bedroom furniture and windowsills, emptying the bins and vacuuming. With her playlist cheering her on, George worked methodically, moving from the master suite to the less-used guest bedrooms.

‘George?’ She was just winding up the vacuum’s power cord when she heard Cecily calling her from the bottom of the stairs. She dragged the vacuum to the top of the stairs and peered down.

‘I’m up here. Just on my way down.’

‘Can you come into the kitchen? I need a chat with you before you leave.’ Cecily moved away too quickly for George to ascertain whether she was after a friendly natter or a not-so-friendly reprimand for failing to clean the bathrooms thoroughly enough the last time she was here. George was sure she had cleaned the bathrooms meticulously, but maybe her standards had slipped without her realising?

After heaving the vacuum cleaner down the stairs, George took her time clearing away the equipment and products she’d been using. Removing her tabard, she folded it carefully and wedged it between a bottle of multipurpose cleaner and her dusting cloths. Smoothing down the old T-shirt she was wearing (perhaps it would have been better to keep the tabard on, after all), she shuffled into the kitchen, the murmur of a smile on her face as she tried to gauge Cecily’s mood. She’d never had any issues with her before, but she did have some nightmare clients who would think nothing of bawling her out over a missed spot on a kitchen tile.

‘You wanted a chat?’ George inched forward, her cleaning caddy held in front of her like a shield.

‘I did.’ Cecily was sitting at the breakfast bar and she patted the high stool next to her. ‘It’s about my granddaughter.’

George placed the caddy carefully on the floor before clambering up onto the stool. ‘Your granddaughter?’

George had never met the child, but she had seen photos of a little girl with chestnut curls and a beaming smile dotted around the house, and one of the guest bedrooms at the back of the house had a bookcase fitted into an alcove, filled with children’s classics and brightly-coloured picture books. A ragdoll sat atop the chest of drawers and there was a Peppa Pig duvet on the bed. Had George forgotten to dust the room? Had she moved the doll and now it was missing?

‘Marinette.’ The double set of dimples that she’d been famous for appeared in Cecily’s cheeks when she said her granddaughter’s name. ‘She’s four in a couple of months and I was thinking of throwing a party for her, out in the garden if the weather’s nice enough.’ She indicated the large outdoor space beyond the orangery. ‘Something relaxed but fun. Like that picnic I saw you and your friends having the other week.’

‘The teddy bear’s picnic?’ George recalled the ears, which Cecily had seen her wearing, and felt herself squirm.

‘Yes!’ Cecily clasped her hands together, the dimples coming out in force again. ‘It looked delightful. And I know Marinette would enjoy it too.’

George nodded. ‘I’m sure she will. Our kids had a great afternoon. If you’re looking for tips, I could send you the link for the Pinterest board I set up to give me inspiration. There are loads of ideas for food and decorations and even games in there.’

Cecily laughed and shook her head. ‘No, George. I don’t want to organise the party. I want you to do it. I’ll pay you, of course. Give you a budget to work with.’ She placed a hand on George’s arm. ‘But only if you have the time and want to do it, of course. It’s just your picnic reminded me of my own childhood, before parties were held in those noisy soft play centres or you had to pay a fortune to entertain twenty children at the bowling alley. No, your picnic looked so traditional and wholesome.’

‘You really think I could organise a party for your granddaughter?’

‘Yes.’ Cecily gave a firm nod of her head. ‘I really do.’

George felt a flutter of excitement as she said goodbye to Cecily after promising to put together a few ideas for the next time they met. She could just imagine the sweet little picnic in Cecily’s back garden, bunting in pastel colours draped along the fence, cute gingham blankets set out on the lawn, with bunches of balloons swaying in the gentle breeze. And the food! She was already mentally planning the menu before she’d even made it through the garden gate.

Bubbles of anticipation fizzed in her stomach as she practically skipped home. Perhaps her friends were right. Perhaps she could do this.

The day was dry and mild, so the picnic club were meeting at the beach hut that afternoon. George arrived first, setting out the blanket she now kept in the storage space underneath the hut’s bench, and filling it with the goodies she’d prepared; mini bagels filled with roast beef and mustard, Granny Pappas’ quiche, cheese straws, and a salad with a Caesar dressing, plus individual pots of black forest trifle. She was setting out the plastic plates, cups and cutlery (George couldn’t keep using the disposable variety now the picnics were a regular thing) when Katie arrived, her cheeks flushed from her dash across the sand.

‘I thought I was going to miss it.’ She sank down onto the edge of the blanket and removed the clip that was holding her hair in place at the back of her head. ‘I had a mediation session with Rob that started – and therefore finished – later than planned.’

‘Here.’ George poured her a glass of sparkling flavoured water. ‘Looks like you might need this.’

‘Thanks.’ Katie downed half the drink in one, her nose tickling from the bubbles.

George poured herself a glass. ‘How did the session go?’

Katie shrugged. ‘Good and bad. Good, because we finally agreed on some things. Bad because one of those things is to sell my parents’ house.’ She sighed. ‘I don’t have any fight left in me.’

George reached across to rub her arm affectionately. ‘That sucks. I’m so sorry.’ She looked up and waved when she saw Frankie approaching.

‘Sorry I’m late. Lost track of time.’ She flopped down on the blanket. ‘What have I missed?’

Katie gave a wry smile. ‘My bad news.’

Frankie winced. ‘Your divorce is through?’

‘Nope, I still have that to look forward to.’ Katie filled her voice with a cheeriness they all knew she was faking. ‘No, it’s my parents’ house. I’ve agreed to put it on the market. Anyway.’ She sat up straighter and lifted her chin. ‘I’m going to stop being a Debbie Downer now. Let’s talk about something more positive.’ She turned to Frankie with a mischievous glint in her eye. ‘Have you plucked up the courage to call Alex yet?’

Frankie scrunched up and nose and shook her head. ‘That ship sailed a long time ago. I can’t call him now, can I?’ She held her hand up to her ear like a phone. ‘Hey Alex, remember me? I’m the girl who ran out of the restaurant during a date weeks ago and you haven’t heard from since.’ She removed her hand and flopped down on the blanket next to Katie. ‘Anyway, what about you, hmm? How are things going with the gorgeous Jarvis?’

‘You’ve never met him – how do you know he’s gorgeous? He could look like Gollum.’

‘Does he?’

Katie took a long sip of her drink, placing it carefully down before dabbing at her mouth with a napkin. Finally, she looked at Frankie, the beginnings of a smile on her lips. ‘No, of course he doesn’t look like Gollum. He’s bloody gorgeous.’

Frankie whooped and threw her arms around Katie. ‘I’m so happy for you, and a little bit jealous. I need to be brave like you.’

Katie snorted. ‘I’m not brave.’

‘You absolutely are.’ George’s tone was firm. ‘I think we’re all brave in our own ways.’

‘Yeah.’ Frankie nodded. ‘Women are bloody amazing.’

‘We really are.’ Kate eyed the plate of bagels. ‘But this amazing woman is starving. Can we eat now?’

‘Dig in.’ George grabbed a cheese straw while Katie made a beeline for the bagels. Instead of reaching for food, however, Frankie pulled an A4 notebook out of her bag and flicked through the pages.

‘I know I’m jumping way ahead here but…’ She turned the notebook so the others could see her sketches. ‘I’ve been having a play with the branding for your picnic business.’

‘Ooh, let me see.’ Abandoning the bagel, Katie reached for the notebook, dragging it onto her lap. ‘Wow, Frankie. These are great.’

Frankie flipped the page, revealing another set of designs. ‘They’re just rough at the moment. Obviously, once George has established the name of her company, I can create something more refined.’

Katie passed the notebook to George and smirked at Frankie. ‘I quite like “George’s Picnic Company”. Does exactly what it says on the tin.’

George ran a finger over the designs. Each one was perfect in their own way, apart from one detail. ‘Actually, I don’t want it to be my picnic company.’

‘Don’t worry – I was only kidding.’ Katie picked up her bagel and took a huge bite.

‘No, I didn’t mean for the name of the company. I literally don’t want the picnic company to be mine.’

Frankie frowned. ‘You’ve changed your mind about the business?’

Technically, George hadn’t decided to go ahead the last time they’d discussed the matter. She had certainly been wavering more towards chalking it down to a daydream.

‘What I mean is, I don’t want to do it on my own.’

Katie shook her head furiously as she chewed and swallowed the too-big bit of bagel. ‘You won’t be on your own. I’ll help you out as much as I can.’ Katie shrugged. ‘I’m only working three days a week and it isn’t as though I’ve got anything else going on in my life once the kids are at school or with their dad. I need something else to focus on other than the divorce. It’s driving me mad.’

Frankie gave her a nudge. ‘What about your fling? Doesn’t that take your mind off the D word?’

Katie looked down at her hands and shrugged. ‘For a little while.’

‘Are you blushing?’ Frankie giggled as Katie gave her a playful shove.

‘No, I am not. Now, let’s get back to business. George’s business.’

‘Yes, miss.’ Frankie flashed Katie a faux-chastened look while trying not to giggle.

‘But that’s my point,’ George said. ‘I don’t want it to be my business.’ She held up a hand as Katie and Frankie started to protest. ‘Do you two really think this picnic idea is viable?’

Katie nodded. ‘Absolutely.’

‘You make the best picnics.’ Frankie indicated the food in front of them. ‘We believe in you and the business.’

‘Good.’ George traced her finger over one of the designs again. ‘But I still don’t want it to be my business. I want it to be ours. The three of us should do this, together. There’s no way I can do this on my own, but I think if we work together as a team, we could stand a chance. What do you say?’ George looked at Frankie and Katie in turn. Frankie was the first to answer.

‘I say let’s do this.’

Katie picked up her drink. ‘And I say we need something with more of a kick than this sparkling water to celebrate our new business venture.’

‘I’m so pleased you’ve agreed,’ George said as she handed the notebook back to Frankie. ‘Because I’ve just booked our first client. We’ve got lots of work to do!’



Chapter Twenty-Six

Frankie

It was one of those days when nothing seemed to be going right. Finn had been doing well with his potty training lately, but he’d soaked three pairs of underpants before they’d even made it out of the house that morning and although it probably didn’t mean anything sinister, she couldn’t help worrying that it was a sign that something wasn’t quite right. A urinary tract infection? Was he worried? Stressed? And her day didn’t get much better when she phoned her mum, just to check in, and they ended up rowing over Christina’s health. Again.

‘Maybe she is okay now?’ Isaac pushed open the bright yellow gate and held it open so his niece and nephew could charge into the children’s play area at the park. With the extra workload of getting the picnic business together in time for their first event, Frankie’s work for her clients was starting to suffer. Her brother had offered to watch the twins while she attempted to catch up but none of her ideas for the packaging she was designing were working out. Her client wanted something fresh and innovative, but her sketches were tired and uninteresting. In the end, she’d decided to take a break. To get some fresh air while Finn and Skye burnt off some energy. The past couple of weeks had flown by and they were now in the midst of spring, with bright petals emerging from the park’s flowerbeds and leaves blowing in the cool breeze. Life, it seemed, was marching on merrily, despite the knot of dread in Frankie’s stomach.

‘She hasn’t fallen in weeks, not since they discovered her low blood pressure.’ Isaac stepped into the play area after Frankie and let the gate swing shut behind them.

‘But what if there’s an underlying problem? Something that’s causing the low blood pressure?’

‘Like what?’

Frankie shrugged. ‘I don’t know. She could have something wrong with her heart. Faulty valves or something. A thyroid problem or even undiagnosed diabetes.’

Isaac was smirking as he scooped up his nephew and lowered him into the toddler swing. ‘You’ve been googling causes of low blood pressure, haven’t you?’

‘No.’ Frankie reached out to touch Finn’s flushed cheeks with the back of her hand. A result of the crisp spring air? The run through the park to the play area? Or was it slapped cheek syndrome? ‘Okay, maybe I have a little bit. I’m worried about her. I thought you were too.’

‘I was, but it seems to be under control now.’ Isaac pulled the swing back – not too high, Frankie silently warned – and Finn giggled as he released it again. ‘I think we have to trust her judgement.’

‘Even if it’s wrong?’ Frankie shielded her eyes from the sun as she searched for her daughter. ‘That’s high enough, Skye. Come down now.’ Skye was only a couple of rungs up the ladder on the climbing frame, but that was as far up the ladder her daughter should be unaided, as far as Frankie was concerned. She turned back to Isaac. ‘She’s not immortal.’

Isaac’s eyes flicked to his niece. ‘Nothing’s going to happen to her while she’s two rungs up the ladder.’

Frankie tutted. ‘I’m talking about Mum, you muppet.’

‘She’s a grown woman, Frankie. You’ve got to trust she’s making the right decisions for herself.’

‘Grown-ups make the wrong decisions sometimes too, you know. They don’t ask for help even when they know they need it.’

‘Frankie.’ She stiffened as she felt a gentle hand on her back. ‘Mum isn’t Bradley. That isn’t going to happen again.’

She had days like these, when her past bubbled to the surface and threatened to choke her, but they’d become less frequent, especially since the move to Clifton-on-Sea where there was little to remind her of Bradley and the life they’d built together. But part of her still blamed herself for not doing more, for allowing Bradley to leave for work that morning, for not spotting the signs, and she didn’t think she would ever forgive herself for that. So while her mum may have dismissed her concerns as fussing – and now even Isaac thought she was overreacting – she couldn’t let anything bad happen to her loved ones again.

‘Do you know how many times this one called me last night?’

Frankie, Isaac and the twins were slumped in their mum’s living room, stuffed after a Sunday roast and generous helpings of apple crumble, with the twins taking charge of the TV (they relied heavily on Frankie for most things, but they’d mastered the remote control long ago). Christina nodded in Frankie’s direction as she posed the question to Isaac.

‘Seven.’ Christina raised her eyebrows at Frankie as she answered the question herself.

Frankie drew her gaze up to the ceiling and sighed. ‘It was not seven times.’

‘Oh, yes it was.’ Christina folded her arms across her chest. ‘Once during The Chase, twice during Granada Reports and four times during Emmerdale. Four!’ She held up the corresponding fingers and waved them at Isaac.

‘You only answered the last one though.’ Frankie’s tone was accusatory. She wouldn’t feel anything but annoyance over this one. ‘Why didn’t you pick up the other times if you were in?’

Christina pointed at the telly. ‘Because I was watching, and I didn’t want to be interrupted.’

‘You didn’t want Granada Reports to be interrupted?’ Frankie gave a loud tut. Emmerdale, she could understand as it was her mum’s favourite soap. And she could give her The Chase, but the local news? ‘What if it was an emergency? What if Finn or Skye had hurt themselves at the playground?’ An image of Skye wobbling precariously as she stood up on the seat of the springy pig earlier, arms outstretched for balance, popped into her head. She still felt as panicky now as she had tearing across the wood chippings to rescue her from danger.

Christina looked at the twins, who were engrossed in the brightly-coloured puppets on the screen. ‘But they hadn’t. They’re fine.’

‘But you didn’t know that. Anything could have happened, and you wouldn’t have known about it unless it happened to pop up on the local news.’

Some of Frankie’s friends had found out about Bradley’s death that way, as she hadn’t been able to say the words out loud. In those first few days, she’d switched off her phone and curled up in bed, only moving when the twins needed her, functioning on autopilot as she fed and changed them. They’d worn the same sleepsuits – day and night – for three days until Christina had taken matters into her own hands.

Christina gave a loud tut now. ‘Stop being so dramatic. If it was an emergency, Isaac would have called me.’

Frankie stared at her mum, her mouth gaping. ‘So you’d have picked up if he’d phoned?’ Charming!

‘Your brother doesn’t bother me with questions about what I’ve eaten or when the last time I had a bowel movement was.’

Frankie’s jaw set. She refused to feel anything other than justification over those enquiries. If her mum refused to move closer to her children, she had to make sure she was looking after herself somehow.

‘You ask her that stuff?’ Isaac’s brow furrowed, which only made Frankie’s jaw set harder. ‘How often?’

She shrugged. ‘A few times a week.’

Christina gave a hoot. ‘Every day. Sometimes twice if she’s feeling particularly nosy.’

‘I am not being nosy. I’m looking out for you. Making sure you’re safe.’

‘Of course I’m safe.’ Christina gave a dismissive wave of her hand, while the furrows of Isaac’s brow deepened. ‘I’ve told you a million times: my blood pressure is fine now. My doctor isn’t worried at all, although…’ She held up a finger, pre-empting Frankie’s next argument. ‘She’s still monitoring me regularly.’

Frankie made a grunt of mild approval and sank down in her chair. She still worried about her mum. Still felt out of control with her living so far away. She’d lived with Bradley and she couldn’t keep him safe, so what use was she miles and miles away?

‘Anyway, have you phoned that chap yet?’ Christina asked. ‘The one you had dinner with?’

Frankie glared at her brother. She’d had to tell him about her dinner with Alex as she needed her brother to babysit, but that didn’t mean he could blab about it to everyone. She was thankful he hadn’t let slip that she’d left twenty minutes into the date to race to her mother’s hospital bedside, however, otherwise she would have been on the end of a major ticking off for caring.

‘What?’ Isaac held his hands up. ‘You didn’t say it was a secret.’

‘It isn’t, but that doesn’t mean you can broadcast it.’

‘You’re avoiding the question.’ Christina quirked an eyebrow. ‘Have you called him or not? Because it isn’t like the old days, you know. You don’t have to wait for him to get in touch.’

‘I know that.’ Frankie drew her knees up towards her body and rested her cheek on them. ‘But no, I haven’t phoned him.’

Christina gave another tut. ‘So you can badger me with phone calls like some sort of rabid PPI cold caller, but you can’t spare one phone call for a man who took you out for dinner?’

Frankie gasped, her head snapping up so she could glower at her mum. ‘Rabid PPI cold caller? Well, excuse me for caring.’

‘I know you care, without a barrage of phone calls asking me if I’ve eaten my five-a-day.’

Isaac sniggered and earned himself a glower from Frankie too.

‘You’re avoiding the question again,’ Christina said in a sing-song voice. ‘Why haven’t you called him?’

Frankie shrugged and tugged the sleeves of her T-shirt over her hands so just the tips of her fingers were poking out. ‘The time isn’t right.’

Christina made a pfft sound. ‘For what? Fun? A bit of romance? You’re as bad as this one.’ She waved a finger at Isaac. ‘Kayla’s moved on by the looks of things, so why can’t you?’

‘Kayla ended things with me, remember? Of course she’s going to get over the relationship and move on before I do.’

‘She ended the relationship because you wouldn’t commit, not because she didn’t love you.’

Frankie couldn’t help the small smile from forming as her brother squirmed beside her.

‘I did commit to Kayla. We had a joint mortgage – it doesn’t get any more serious than that.’

‘Not according to Kayla.’ The smile became a full on grin as Frankie twisted the knife. ‘She wanted it all – marriage, babies, the lot.’ She shouldn’t take so much pleasure from her brother’s misfortune, but it made such a change for Isaac to be on the receiving end of their mum’s scrutiny for a change.

‘I never said I wouldn’t sign up for all that. But we’d only just moved to a new town, to new jobs, bought the house…’

The smile vanished from Frankie’s face. Isaac and Kayla had been together for almost a decade when she’d ended their relationship. Expecting a proposal after the upheaval of starting a new life in a new town for Isaac’s job – plus some not-so-subtle hints over the past few months – Kayla had been livid when she’d received a bottle of her favourite perfume for Christmas instead of an engagement ring. She’d packed her bags and returned to her parents’ house before the Queen’s speech.

It was perhaps time for a change in topic. Especially as it was bound to boomerang back to Frankie any minute now.



Chapter Twenty-Seven

George

The picnic club had transformed into business meetings that now met in Katie’s kitchen as they refined their business model and put together a business plan. High up on the agenda had been choosing a name for their business.

‘How about No Pack Picnics?’ George had suggested, but Katie screwed up her nose.

‘It sounds like a tongue twister.’ She tapped her pen on the notebook in front of her. ‘All Packed Up?’

George shook her head. ‘Sounds like a removal company. I think we have to have “picnic” in there somewhere.’

Frankie consulted her own list of suggestions. ‘The Picnic People?’

‘The Picnickers?’ Katie suggested, which made them all giggle.

‘I don’t think having the word knickers in there is the way to go.’ Frankie ran a finger down her list. ‘We need something professional-sounding, with a definite food-based name so people know what they’re getting from the start. No random, quirky names like The Orange Donkeys.’ Her finger paused at one of the names she’d scribbled down while brainstorming. ‘What about The Little Seaside Picnic Company? It says what we do, and it sounds quaint. And local. People like that kind of thing.’

George’s head tilted to one side as she considered Frankie’s suggestion. ‘I like it, but it’s a bit of a mouthful. Couldn’t we simplify it a bit?’ Her eyes narrowed slightly. ‘How about Little Seaside Picnics?’

‘Yes!’ Frankie made George jump with her enthusiasm. ‘Perfect!’

Katie nodded. ‘I love it.’

With a name for their business, they could really get the ball rolling. George registered her kitchen with the Environmental Health Department while Katie made sure they were registered as a business.

‘Before we do anything else, I think we need to set out exactly what our aim is,’ Frankie said as they met up around Katie’s kitchen table again. ‘Are we just going to cater for parties and outdoor events? Or are we going to sell individual picnics? I’ve been looking into the models already out there and there are some companies who deliver bespoke picnics within a certain area. For example, someone would order a picnic through our website, requesting that it’s delivered by the south cliffs at half past twelve.’

George tapped her pen against her chin. ‘I like that idea, but I’m not sure a bespoke picnic would be viable while we’re starting out so small. Perhaps a set package would work best until we grow.’

‘We could have a couple of packages to start with,’ Katie said. ‘A family package full of your traditional picnic fare, plus a selection of more indulgent, romantic items for couples.’

They bounced ideas back and forth over several cups of tea and coffee until they had a clear idea of their business model. They would provide a picnic delivery service within Clifton-on-Sea, with four options to choose from – the family picnic, the couple’s picnic, with a vegetarian option for both – as well as a more bespoke catering service for parties and events.

‘We’ve been sort of ignoring the elephant in the room,’ George said as they packed up their things as the school run time approached. ‘How are we going to pay for all this? I’ve been putting away a bit of money since I took on extra shifts at work, but it’s peanuts compared to what we’ll need.’

Frankie sank back down onto her seat. ‘I have some savings, but it won’t be enough either.’

‘My savings have already taken a severe battering.’ Katie placed the cup she’d been washing on the draining board. ‘I’m probably going to end up selling my parents’ house though, but I won’t get any money from that for a while.’

‘You’re definitely selling?’ George asked, and Katie shrugged.

‘If Rob gets his way I’ll have to.’ She grabbed a towel and dried her hands roughly. ‘But even if I do, the money won’t be available for ages.’

‘And it won’t be fair if you put up all the money anyway,’ George said. ‘We’ll have to find another way.’

‘We could apply for a business loan?’ Frankie suggested. ‘We’ll need to put together a business plan and everything first.’

 ‘Let’s make a start on that next time.’ George picked up her tote bag and hooked it onto her shoulder. ‘I really must dash – Thomas will be coming out of school soon.’

‘Are we acting prematurely on this?’ George asked as they sat around Katie’s kitchen table again. ‘What if we don’t get the loan?’

Having an idea for a business was one thing, financing it was another and as none of them had the available funds needed, they’d applied for a loan from the bank.

‘We will.’ There wasn’t a hint of the uncertainty George felt in Frankie’s words. ‘Plus, we want to be able to hit the ground running as soon as we have the funds. We’re already well into spring – summer will be the optimum time for a picnic business, so we need to get going.’

George tried to trick her brain into feeling Frankie’s confidence, but it couldn’t be forced. She was sure it would come, eventually.

‘I’ve booked us onto that food hygiene course I mentioned last time.’ Although George would be responsible for the food prep, Katie and Frankie wanted to be on hand to help out when needed. George already had catering qualifications, but a refresher course would come in handy.

‘I’ve been looking at small second-hand vans for sale,’ Katie said once they’d added the course to their diaries. ‘And Jack said he’d keep an eye out too, but we can’t go ahead with that until the funds are in place.’

‘There’s loads we can be doing while we wait for the money,’ Frankie said. ‘I’ve been researching local events we can take part in. There are loads of local summer fetes coming up – the church, school, etc – plus bridal fairs. We’ll need to get our business cards and flyers printed beforehand, but that’s on my list. I’ve also been working on the logo.’ She flicked through her ring binder and pulled out a sheaf of papers, fanning them out on the table for Katie and George to look at. ‘This one’s my favourite.’ She pointed out an image of a simplified picnic basket sitting on a gingham blanket, with the words ‘Little Seaside Picnics’ curved around it.

George and Katie had a good look through the designs before agreeing with Frankie.

‘I’ve played around with colour, but I think a single colour makes a bold impact with this design.’ She pulled another sheet of paper from her binder and turned it to face the others. ‘What do you think?’

‘I prefer the red,’ George said, and Katie nodded.

‘It feels bolder.’

‘Great.’ Frankie returned the designs to her binder. ‘I’ll go ahead with the business cards and flyers and add the logo to our website and social media channels.’ Frankie had already set up a basic website and made a start on their online presence. ‘I’ve also been looking into possible partnerships with other local businesses – perhaps the local B&Bs where we could offer a ten per cent discount for their guests?’

‘Wow.’ George’s eyebrows shot up. ‘You have been busy.’

Frankie grinned. ‘I’ve loved every single minute of it.’

George placed her hands on her warm cheeks. ‘This is really going to happen, isn’t it?’

‘Absolutely,’ Katie said. ‘I’ll finalise the business plan over the weekend and send it off. Then we’re all set for our meeting with the bank.’

George’s stomach churned. That was the part she was most worried about.

‘We should go out tonight for a little pre-emptive celebratory drink.’ Katie picked up the glass in front of her and drained it. ‘No offence, George, but sparkling water just doesn’t cut it for moments like these.’

Frankie laughed. ‘What moments? We haven’t even had our meeting with the bank manager yet, let alone been given the green light. Ah, I get it.’ She gave a slow nod of her head. ‘You just want an excuse to accidentally bump into Jarvis at the pub.’

‘No.’ Katie rolled her eyes, but her cheeks were bursting with sudden colour. ‘Anyway, I don’t need an excuse to see him. For whatever crazy reason, he can’t get enough of me.’

‘Why would that be crazy?’ George asked, and Katie started to make invisible doodles on the table top with her fingertip.

‘I haven’t told you guys this yet, but he’s a bit younger than me.’

Frankie and George caught each other’s eye, eyebrows rising.

‘How much younger?’ Frankie asked. ‘Are we talking a year or two or…?’

‘He’s nine years younger.’ Katie dropped her face in her hands while Frankie sighed with relief.

‘That’s nothing. I thought we’d be filling in prison visiting orders to conduct our picnic club.’

Katie peeked from behind her fingers. ‘You thought I’d sleep with a minor?’

Luckily, Frankie was saved from answering as her phone started to ring from within her bag. Shrugging apologetically but with a look of relief on her face, she excused herself to take the call.

‘You don’t think I’d do that, do you?’ Katie asked as Frankie stepped away from the table.

‘Of course not, and neither does Frankie. She was teasing you.’ George started to gather her notebooks and pens together. ‘And there’s really nothing to worry about. Nine years is nothing.’

‘Nine years is everything. It’s almost a decade.’ Katie groaned. ‘And there’s another thing I haven’t been entirely truthful about. Or truthful at all about. Jarvis isn’t…’

‘I have to go.’ Frankie rushed back towards the table, scooping up her things and dumping them haphazardly into her bag. ‘That was the hospital.’

George leapt out of her seat so she could help Frankie to pack up. ‘Is it the twins?’

Frankie shook her head as she forced a particularly stubborn sheaf of papers into the bag before slinging it onto her shoulder. ‘It’s my mum. She fell, again. I knew I was right to worry.’ She wiped the back of her hand over her forehead, her eyes travelling wildly around the kitchen.

‘Do you need me to drive you?’ Katie offered, but Frankie shook her head. She took a deep, calming breath.

‘Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I just need to…’ She waved her hand in the general area of the front door.

‘Of course.’ Katie moved around the table to put a comforting arm around her shoulders. ‘I hope your mum’s okay.’

George joined them, rubbing Frankie’s arm gently. ‘Let us know if you need anything.’

A smile of gratitude flickered on Frankie’s face before she catapulted herself towards the door.

George and Thomas had a wander down to the beach instead of going straight home after school. George hadn’t heard from Frankie yet so she was worried, but watching her son galloping across the sand, arms stretched wide like an aeroplane, helped to take her mind off it. It was still early in the season, so the beach was pretty much deserted, with only a couple of dog walkers up ahead and a mum with two small children kicking in the shallows in their wellies. It wouldn’t be long before the town was heaving and the beach was filled with families emerging after a long winter and a chilly start to spring. It would be the perfect time to launch their business.

‘Do you want to build sandcastles?’ George’s fingers found the set of keys in her pocket. The beach hut was only a quick walk up the beach, where they had buckets and spades stored in the unit beneath the seating. She’d loved to build sandcastles when she was a little girl, and she’d work together with her granny to build the biggest fortresses, decorated with shells and smooth pebbles, and surrounded by a wide moat. They’d run down to the sea to fill their buckets, scurrying back to fill the moat with the foamy water that would have disappeared by the time they arrived back with their next bucketload.

‘You can collect the shells,’ Thomas said as they headed towards the hut. ‘You always find the prettiest ones.’

George’s heart melted as she gave her son’s hand a little squeeze. ‘And you make the biggest sandcastles, so I’ll have to collect lots and lots.’

They reached the beach hut and found a nearby patch of flat sand to base their sandcastle empire. Thomas got to work on filling his bucket while George trawled the surrounding area for the prettiest shells. She’d half-filled a small bucket when she heard her name being called.

‘Jack! Hello!’ She waved as she saw him arriving with Vevie on his hip while the older children ran ahead. Leo headed straight for Thomas and they started to assemble more sandcastles together.

‘Bit blustery, isn’t it?’ Jack shifted Vevie on his hip, making sure her coat was fully zipped up.

‘The kids don’t seem to mind.’ She pointed her bucket at Thomas and Leo, who were making an enthusiastic start on the moat. Ellie hung back, watching the construction. ‘Here you go, Ellie. Why don’t you decorate the sandcastles with these shells? Make them look pretty?’

Ellie shook her head. She took a tentative step towards the boys before dropping down to the sand and helping dig the moat.

‘I think she’d rather get her hands dirty.’ Jack placed a wriggling Vevie down onto the ground.

‘Good for her.’ George knelt down on the sand and beckoned Vevie over. ‘Would you like to help me with the shells instead?’

George and Vevie got to work, placing the shells on the sandcastles (and repairing them as necessary as Vevie’s toddler movements weren’t yet gentle enough for the fragile structures) while Jack started to make the trips down to the water to fill the buckets. Once the moat was ready, they tipped the water inside before Ellie and the boys dashed to fill the buckets up again.

‘How are the business plans coming along?’ Jack asked once he, Vevie and George were left alone.

George nodded. ‘Good. We’re putting the final touches to the business plan, so fingers crossed we’ll get the money we need.’

‘I’m sure you will.’

George shrugged. ‘Who knows? Frankie’s quietly optimistic, Katie’s already planning a celebration, and I’m…’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not sure what I am, to be honest.’

‘You’re a talented woman, that’s what you are.’

George looked down at the sand. Her pumps were covered in damp sand. She’d need to give them a thorough clean before work in the morning. She only looked up again when she heard the whoops of joy as three bucketloads of water gushed into the moat.

Jack rubbed his hands together as the trio tore off towards the shallows again. ‘Do you fancy a coffee? Warm up a bit?’ He nodded towards the promenade, towards the café they’d visited a few weeks ago. ‘Or we could go to my place? It’s only across the road. Service isn’t as nearly as efficient though.’ He pulled a face and George laughed.

‘Why not?’

It took a bit of persuasion – plus some physical manhandling – to get the kids from their moat-filling duties to Jack’s place. The boys proved to be the most persistent, abandoning their buckets so they could make a dash for it. Rising to the challenge, Jack tore after them, scooping one wriggling child under each arm before he jogged to catch up with George and the girls who, after gathering the buckets and spades, had wandered towards the stone steps. Thomas and Leo’s cheeks were pink from the exertion, but they weren’t too put out as they were plonked down on the promenade.

‘Can we do that again?’ Leo was about to twist around and sprint for the stone steps, but Jack was too quick.

‘I don’t think so, mister.’ With a hand on his son’s shoulder, he guided him across the road. ‘Let’s get you warmed up with a hot chocolate and then you need to get changed. Your mum’s picking you up on the way home from work and I’m not sure she wants you trailing sand on her new carpet.’

Jack’s house had a similar layout to Katie’s, apart from the kitchen, which hadn’t been extended out. It was much smaller but cosy, with oak worktops, warm cream walls and an original fireplace at the chimneybreast. A nineteenth-century butcher’s table had been transformed into an island and now sat at the centre of the kitchen, with three tall stools and a high chair tucked around it.

‘Take a seat.’ Jack indicated the island, and George hopped up onto one of the stools as gracefully as she could. The children had barrelled straight into the living room and the familiar sounds of kids’ TV filtered through.

‘How long have you lived here?’ George glanced around the room, smiling at the paintings and scribbles attached to the fridge with souvenir magnets. There was a jar of wilting dandelions on the windowsill and a corkboard filled with family photos. In one of them, Jack was clinging on tightly to the safety bar of a rollercoaster, his eyes clamped shut and mouth gaping, mid-scream. She placed a hand over her mouth to hide her amusement.

‘Coming up to a year. We moved in just before the summer holidays, which was…’ Jack paused, his head tilting to one side until realisation dawned. ‘Oh, God. You’re looking at the photo taken of me on The Big One, aren’t you?’

‘If you mean that photo of you looking like you’re about to wet yourself, then yes.’ George pressed her lips together as Jack emitted a low groan.

‘Not my most heroic moment, I know. I only went on the damn thing to try to impress Anita, which as you can tell, I totally did.’

George guessed Anita was the woman sitting next to Jack in the photo. The one turning towards him, her mouth wide open in laughter rather than fear.

‘It was before we were married. Before she realised what a complete wuss I am when it comes to rollercoasters.’

George couldn’t imagine this self-assured man, with his strong persona, could be afraid of anything. Quite the opposite, in fact. She imagined she’d feel unquestionably safe with Jack around in times of danger.

She twisted on her stool, so she could view the photos again. ‘How long were you married for?’

‘Six years, but we were together for nine.’ Jack filled the kettle while George gazed at the photos. There were numerous shots of the children, from when they were tiny babies to present day, plus group shots of Jack and the children, a couple of Jack and his ex-wife (including the rollercoaster souvenir shot) and a handful of the complete family unit.

‘What happened?’ George knew she was being incredibly nosy, but they all looked so happy in the photos. There wasn’t a hint of animosity, no sign that trouble was brewing.

‘Nothing specific. There were no major events – no cheating or anything like that or even big rows. I guess we grew apart and Anita was brave enough to face up to it.’

‘Still, it must have been tough.’ George’s gaze paused on a photo of a young Leo and his parents. Anita was quite heavily pregnant in the photo and Jack was kissing the bump while trying not to laugh as Leo clambered on his back. It wasn’t a perfect family portrait, but it was a perfect shot of family life.

‘It was, but there’s no bad feeling between us, which makes it easier for the kids. We’ve never argued over access arrangements or parenting decisions. I know she’s a brilliant mum and I trusted her judgement when we were together – why would that not be the case now?’

‘It sounds like you’ve both got a healthy attitude towards your divorce.’ George pulled herself away from the photos and turned to face Jack again.

He shrugged. ‘It’s the best way for the kids, who are the most important people in all this.’ He turned to open a cupboard, lining up mugs on the counter. ‘What about you? I’ve never heard you mention Thomas’ dad.’

George was glad Jack was busy spooning hot chocolate powder into three of the mugs so he couldn’t see the grimace on her face. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of the way Thomas was conceived, but she did know it was unexpected.

‘His dad isn’t in the picture. Thomas has never even met him.’

Jack turned, a frown on his face, a trail of hot chocolate powder on the counter. ‘He ran out on you?’

‘Oh, no.’ George shook her head forcefully. She never wanted anyone to look unfavourably towards the donor. He’d never met George, didn’t know a thing about her, and yet he’d given her the most precious gift. ‘Thomas was conceived using IVF with an anonymous donor. There never was a dad – of any sort – in the picture. I chose to do this solo from the very start.’ She explained about the breakdown of her relationship and the unrelenting yearning to be a mum.

‘That was incredibly brave of you.’

George gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘People say that, but I don’t feel brave.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Jack blinked at her, giving a slight shake of his head. ‘After all you do for Thomas? Plus, you’re starting a brand new business.’

George scoffed. ‘With my friends holding my hand.’

‘But you’re doing it. And that’s brave.’

He was still watching her, eyes burning into hers, as the kettle clicked off, the water continuing to bubble noisily in the background. George felt heat rising to her face under his gaze, but she couldn’t look away. He swallowed hard. George did too. And then whatever spell had been cast upon them vanished in an instant as George’s text tone rang out from her pocket.

‘Sorry.’ She fumbled for the phone, eyes flicking up to check on Jack as she pulled it from her pocket. But he’d returned to his hot-chocolate-making, leaving her free to read the message. It was from Frankie, updating her on her mum’s condition.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

Frankie

Her mum looked so small as she lay in the hospital bed with the blanket pulled up to her chin. Her hair was matted with blood where the cut ran into her hairline, but it wasn’t as big as Frankie had imagined during the drive over.

‘You shouldn’t have come.’ Christina winced as she tried to sit up in bed. ‘There’s no need for a fuss. I’ve just sent Susan home. You’ve had a wasted journey. I could have told you over the phone that I was fine.’

Frankie shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t have believed you.’

Christina started to raise her eyebrow but thought better of it. ‘And that’s why they were supposed to phone your brother. There was no answer, apparently.’

‘It would have been switched off or on silent. No phones in the classroom and all that.’ Frankie had texted him before setting off, asking if he could pick the twins up from nursery once he’d finished work, perhaps have them overnight, and luckily he’d replied saying it was no problem by the time she arrived at the hospital. ‘I’ll stay at your house tonight, if that’s alright. That way I can bring you home in the morning.’

‘If they let me out.’ Christina scowled. ‘There’s no need for me to be in here in the first place. I’m all patched up – what good is lying here with other people’s germs going to do?’

‘You hit your head. They just want to keep an eye on you overnight.’ Frankie reached for her mum’s hand, but she tugged it away and smoothed down her blanket.

‘Fuss. That’s what they want to do. And there’s no need.’

‘Mum.’ Frankie sighed with frustration. ‘You passed out – again – and cut your head open.’

‘I did no such thing.’

Frankie’s eyes flicked to the stitches holding her mum’s wound together.

‘Yes, I cut myself a bit.’ Using her hands, Christina managed to wriggle into a sitting position. ‘But I’ve only had a couple of stitches. Nothing major. And I did not pass out.’

‘Then how did you end up with the stitches?’

A smile twitched at the corners of Christina’s lips. ‘It was a misjudged step, that’s all. I landed a bit funny.’

‘A misjudged step?’ Of all the excuses…

Christina shrugged. ‘I was doing the Macarena if you must know, and as you keep pointing out, I’m no spring chicken any more. One minute I’m having a laugh, the next I’m on the floor and my head’s bleeding.’

Frankie narrowed her eyes, her head tilting to one side. ‘You fell over doing the Macarena?’

Christina pressed a hand to her mouth, but Frankie caught the flash of smile before it was covered. ‘I may have been dancing on the table outside The Farthing at the time.’

Frankie’s eyes widened. ‘Had you been drinking?’

Christina looked her daughter in the eye, her chest heaving with a suppressed sigh. ‘I was dancing the Macarena, on top of the table outside the pub. What do you think?’ She bit her lip as her mouth started to twitch again. ‘I may have been a little bit tipsy.’

‘Mum.’ Frankie’s jaw opened in outrage. ‘The hospital phoned me at lunchtime. How on earth were you drunk enough to fall over and cut your head open at that time? No, no.’ She shook her head, a humourless laugh escaping. ‘How were you drunk enough to dance on a table at that time?’

Christina shrugged. ‘It’s Susan’s birthday. We were celebrating.’

Frankie dropped her head into her hands. She couldn’t believe it! There she was, worried about her mum’s ailing health, and it was all down to having one too many gin and tonics.

Christina reached out for Frankie’s hand, the smile wiped entirely from her face. ‘Sorry, darling. You must have been so worried, but you need to stop obsessing about everybody else and start putting yourself first for once. Live your life instead of fearing the worst will happen if you start to relax and enjoy yourself.’

‘I don’t do that,’ Frankie said, but she still couldn’t meet her mum’s gaze.

‘You do, and I’m not saying you shouldn’t care about people, but you need to have fun again. What happened to Bradley was tragic, but there isn’t anything you could have done. There were no signs of his illness. No signs that he was going to do what he did. You couldn’t have stopped him.’

‘I could have got him some help. If I’d known. If I’d been paying closer attention.’ She’d told everybody at the time that there hadn’t been any signs of Bradley’s ailing mental health – that Bradley had seemed fine, his normal self. A bit tired, but then the twins were so small, and they were both knackered – but was that true? Maybe there had been signs, but she hadn’t spotted them.

‘You didn’t know.’ Christina looked Frankie in the eye so intensely, she had to look away. ‘And that isn’t down to you. Nobody knew what was going on with Bradley. He kept it all locked up inside. Maybe he didn’t want to worry you, or he was ashamed? We simply don’t know, but I do know he loved you and the twins so much.’

Frankie wanted to believe that, but how could he choose to leave them if that was true? How could he have climbed up onto that motorway bridge, knowing he was about to end his life? That he would never see his children grow up? Deep down, she knew it hadn’t been a choice, that Bradley was ill, that he couldn’t see any other way of escaping the darkness, but there were times when she hit a wall of anger, of pure rage, that he’d done this. To her. To the twins. And then she felt guilty all over again, for feeling anything but deep sorrow that they’d lost an amazing man to a silent killer. And it was still silent even now. She rarely spoke of Bradley, the stigma of suicide and mental health smothering the words, and it made her feel ashamed that she was pushing his memory aside.

She needed to talk about Bradley. To share what a wonderful man he was, what a brilliant father he’d been and would have continued to be if he only could. She needed to fill Finn and Skye to the brim with knowledge of their father, so they could be proud of him, so they would know how much he loved them, even though he couldn’t stay to watch them grow.

‘She’s in there somewhere.’

Frankie glanced around her mother’s bedside. ‘Who is?’

‘My old Frankie.’ Christina reached up to rest a hand on Frankie’s cheek. ‘Let her out to play once in a while – please?’

Later, as she sat in her car, with the smell of disinfectant and indistinguishable food and other things Frankie didn’t want to think about behind her, she sent Isaac a message to update him on their mum’s condition and to ask whether he was still happy to have the twins overnight. But she wasn’t spending the night at Christina’s. She was taking Katie up on her offer to have a celebratory drink or two – and she was going to stop worrying and enjoy herself for once.

Her lungs felt as though they were about to burst as she slumped against the harbour wall, pulling in quick, sharp breaths as she gripped the stone for support. She’d pushed her body more than she normally would and she felt amazing as her body swam with a heady cocktail of adrenaline and endorphins. It wasn’t unlike the feeling she’d experienced the night before as she’d sipped actual cocktails with her friends, except there wouldn’t be a hint of a hangover in the morning.

She pushed herself away from the wall now and started to walk back towards the main road that would lead back through the town, one hand clutching at her side, her breathing laboured. She was completely spent, and her only concern now was her ability to get home before her jellied legs gave way. She would get there, she reasoned, one step at a time.

The harbour wall was disappearing from view when something caught her eye in the bushes lining the road. Her first instinct was fear; it was starting to grow dark, she was alone, and she was too knackered to run anymore. She quickened her step, her eyes never leaving the bushes, and then she saw it again, clearer this time. It wasn’t someone in the bush, but something. Something large and furry and whimpering.

She moved quickly, crouching in front of the injured dog, a hand moving to her mouth when she realised it was Alex’s dog. Jake’s paw was held aloft, and she noticed a gash on the dog’s neck that made her feel queasy as it oozed blood, the surrounding fur wet and matted. She sank onto her knees, one hand held onto her clammy forehead while the other stroked the dog’s head with a gentle, soothing motion.

Unzipping the pocket on the front of her jacket, Frankie pulled her mobile out and tapped on her contacts, grateful that she hadn’t got round to deleting his details. She hesitated for a moment, but one more look at the dog, at his wide, fearful eyes, and she knew she had no choice. The phone rang six times, sending a jab of panic to Frankie’s gut each time, before it was answered.

‘Hi.’ She faltered on that one word, but she looked into the baleful eyes of Jake and gave herself a mental kick up the arse. ‘It’s Frankie McCarthy. We went out for dinner once, quite a while back?’

She heard a throat being cleared. ‘I remember you.’ Neither friendly or hostile.

Frankie shifted position to ease the pressure on her knees as she was still crouching. ‘It’s about your dog. Jake.’

‘Excuse me?’ Alex – understandably – sounded confused.

‘I’ve just found your dog down near the harbour. He’s hurt. And scared.’

 ‘Hurt? How? Has he been run over? Attacked?’ Frankie didn’t have time to answer the question before the next was fired at her. ‘Where are you?’

‘We’re near the harbour, on the bend before the cliffs. I’m not sure what’s happened. He’s got a gash on his neck, and maybe hurt his paw.’ Frankie didn’t dare check, in case she caused further pain for the poor animal. She winced as the dog shifted, whining with the movement.

‘There’s a vet not far from where you are. Over on Carter Lane. Can you make it over there?’

Frankie looked at the dog. At the sheer size of the beast. ‘I don’t think so. He’s huge.’

‘Stay where you are. I’ll come and meet you.’

It seemed to take an age for Alex to arrive, but it must have only been a few minutes in reality. Frankie had tried to encourage the dog out of the bush, but he was in obvious discomfort and reluctant to move, so she’d left him where he was, continuing to comfort him as best as she could.

‘I’ve been at work and didn’t even realise he’d got out,’ Alex said as he rushed over from the car after opening the passenger door at the back so they could lay Jake across the seat. Frankie shifted over as he knelt on the grass in front of the dog. ‘Look at you, mate. What have you done to yourself?’

They somehow managed to manoeuvre the hulking dog from the bush to the back of the car without causing Jake too much discomfort. Frankie squeezed herself on the back seat so she could continue to stroke his head as Alex drove the short distance to the vet’s.

‘I don’t even know if I said thank you,’ Alex said as they sank onto the plastic chairs in the reception area. Jake was in with the vet, who thought the wounds to his neck and paw had probably been inflicted during a battle with barbed wire. ‘I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t spotted the poor bugger.’

‘I’m sure someone would have found him.’

‘But they wouldn’t have known he was mine.’ Alex pulled a face. ‘Sort of. Temporarily. You know what I mean. If they’d have brought him to the vet, the chip would have had my sister’s details in Thornton.’

‘She’s still in Cyprus then?’

Alex nodded. ‘With no plans to return just yet. Still madly in love, apparently.’

‘It’s good that she’s happy, though, right?’

‘Absolutely. It’s just a pity she can’t be happy in England. With her mad dog living under her roof.’

Frankie nudged him playfully. ‘You’ll miss Jake when he goes back home.’

‘Miss him chewing through my kitchen lino and hiding my socks at the bottom of the garden?’ Alex laughed lightly. ‘You’re probably right.’

Frankie had seen the worry painted on Alex’s face as they’d rushed to the surgery, how he’d whispered in Jake’s ear before he’d left him in the hands of the vet. She didn’t know what he’d said, but she knew they hadn’t been words of anger.

Frankie started as her phone buzzed in her pocket with a text notification. Isaac had taken the twins to see their grandmother, who was out of hospital and probably drinking gin with her neighbour again, so she assumed he’d be letting her know they were on their way home.

‘You’re not going to run out on me again, are you?’ Alex asked. His tone was teasing and he was smiling at her, but his eyes were wary.

‘Sorry about that.’ She slipped her phone back into her pocket. The message was as expected, and she’d reply in a minute, but this couldn’t wait. ‘I should have called you, explained. I’ve been in a bit of a bad place. Mixed up. It’s complicated but I don’t think I was ready to start dating again.’

‘Complicated how?’

Frankie was about to brush off the question with something vague, but she found herself opening up. She was tired of bottling everything up inside, of hiding Bradley away. She’d promised herself she wouldn’t be bound by the stigma of mental health anymore and she was going to start right now. If Alex regretted his question, he didn’t show it as he listened to Frankie talk about her loss and how she’d struggled to cope in the aftermath.

‘Pretty heavy stuff.’ Frankie wrapped her arms tight across her body and grimaced.

‘Yep.’ Alex nodded and exhaled. ‘I’m so sorry you had to go through that. But thank you for sharing it with me. It can’t be easy.’ Frankie shook her head but found, after all she had revealed, that she couldn’t say the most basic of words. ‘I thought you’d run out of the restaurant because you realised what a dud date I was. You know where people have a friend phone part-way through in case they’re on a date with a loser? To give them a get-out clause?’

Frankie shook her head and was glad to find her voice again. ‘That wasn’t it at all. I was enjoying our date. And my mum really did have a fall. But I didn’t call afterwards because… well, you now know why.’ She picked a loose thread on the sleeve of her jacket. ‘Do you think we could try again? Finish that date?’

Alex didn’t speak for a moment, and she was about to take his silence as an answer when he asked, ‘Are you ready for that?’

She shrugged. ‘I want to be.’

He smiled sadly at her. ‘That isn’t the same thing.’



Chapter Twenty-Nine

Katie

Katie thought about all the times she’d complained about cleaning her parents’ house after they’d turned the property into a holiday let as she scrubbed around the bath taps with an old toothbrush. All the times she’d grumbled about guests leaving dirty dishes in the sink for her to deal with, or the times she’d had to tug tangled up hairs from plugholes, trying not to think about which part of the body they’d originated from, or the utter revulsion as she’d been met with unflushed logs when she stepped into the bathroom. Obviously, there were model guests who kept the house reasonably clean and tidy, but it was the horror stories that made a lasting impact. Was she glad she would never have to deal with any of those again? She wasn’t sure. She knew she’d missed the house, but the holiday let had always been a compromise; Rob wanted to sell up, Katie wanted to keep the house in the family. In the end, Rob was getting his wish.

Giving the bath a final wipe with a damp cloth, Katie headed downstairs, popping the cleaning products under the kitchen sink. She made herself a cup of tea and took it out into the back garden, dusting off a plastic chair from the patio set. The grass was a little too long and the flowerbeds were in need of a good weeding, but she didn’t have the energy to make the outside sparkle as well as the inside that afternoon, and she didn’t have time anyway. The estate agent was due in less than twenty minutes and it would take her that long to wrestle the lawnmower from the shed at home. Perhaps she should ask Rob to tackle the garden, since it was down to him they were selling in the first place.

Ha! Rob couldn’t even be bothered to turn up for the estate agent’s valuation. There was no way he’d be getting his hands dirty. He’d cited work commitments for his absence – Katie didn’t bother to point out that she’d had to use annual leave to make sure the house was ready. Her ex-husband, she’d realised as she picked her way through the wreckage of their marriage, was selfish and lazy. But he was Anya’s problem now, and that thought almost cheered her as she headed to the front door to let the estate agent into the house. After a quick introduction, Katie led the way along the short passage towards the kitchen, where the estate agent dumped her files down on the bistro-style table squeezed into the corner of the room. The table only seated two (at a push) but it was nice for the guests to have somewhere to enjoy their morning coffee.

‘Would you like a cup of tea? Coffee?’ Katie wandered towards the kettle, but the estate agent – Jo, as she’d introduced herself a moment ago – shook her head.

‘No, thank you.’ She was more interested in the room than refreshment, her eyes taking in the tiny details of the kitchen. ‘This space is quite reasonable, for a cottage of this period. The ceilings are a bit low and I know some of the other properties in this area have extended out into the garden, but a new buyer has the option to make more use of the available space if they’d like to.’ She pulled a face as she reached into her satchel and pulled out a tablet. ‘The layout is fine, but those units…’ She shook her head as she started to tap away on the tablet’s screen. Katie decided she didn’t like Jo very much. Those kitchen units may have been a little bit weary with age, but her dad had installed them with the help of his mate from the pub. Katie remembered the radio blaring as she played in the back garden (she’d been banned from the kitchen while the work was being carried out, but the back garden gave her access to have a nosy whenever she felt like it). It had been summer and the grass had been too long back then as well, and it had tickled her bare ankles as she crept closer and closer to the back door in her sandals. Her dad had shooed her away with a carton of Um Bongo, which she’d sipped under the shade of the tree at the bottom of the garden, the music drifting from the kitchen over the sounds of her dad and Pete hard at work.

‘I’ll just take some measurements and a few photos for the website and then we’ll move on to the next room.’ Jo reached into her satchel again, pulling out a device which she used to take the kitchen’s dimensions without trailing measuring tapes across the room.

‘There are two reception rooms, right?’ Jo asked as they moved back into the passage.

‘That’s right.’ Katie reached for the nearest door and opened it. ‘This is the dining room.’ She stepped aside so Jo could enter first, and almost collided with her as the estate agent came to an abrupt stop.

‘Oh. It’s very small, isn’t it? Some of the neighbouring properties have lovely open living spaces, but this feels…’

Cosy, Katie thought. Warm. Inviting. A room that had seen family Christmas lunches, countless board games and a space that was Katie’s art station one minute and her mum’s sewing room the next.

‘…Quite oppressive, doesn’t it?’ Jo looked at Katie for confirmation, but she wasn’t going to get it. ‘Those dark bookcases don’t help. We should look at removing those before the viewings begin. And the sideboard. Perhaps you could store them somewhere?’

That sideboard had been her great-grandmother’s, and her mum had arranged for it to be shipped from Katie’s grandparent’s house when her lovely gran had passed away. It had come all the way from Inverness, which Katie had thought was an epic journey when she was little.

‘This is more like it. This is what will sell the house.’ Jo was much more in favour of the living room, with its large sash windows, original fireplace and coving, and the polished parquet floor. ‘With a bit of work, this will make the perfect family home again.’

It already was the perfect family home, Katie thought as she shuffled after the estate agent, trudging up the stairs to be praised for the ‘absolutely stunning view of the harbour’ (if you stood on tiptoe and craned your neck to the left) from the front bedroom.

‘The house should sell quite quickly, considering it’s such a short walk down to the harbour and local amenities,’ Jo said as she packed her things away. She said this as though it was the best news, while it made Katie want to weep for the house she was giving up. ‘I’ll go back to the office and do a little more research before I give a firm valuation, but I think you’ll be quite pleased considering the current condition of the property.’ She smiled at Katie, while she silently seethed. ‘I’ll be in touch soon.’

Katie locked up the house and climbed into her car, making the short journey home. The sight of her seafront house used to fill her with such joy, but she didn’t feel it now as she pushed the door open and stepped into the empty house. It felt so much larger now, frightfully so. Elliot and Lizzie would be having dinner with Rob tonight, so she’d have the house to herself for another four or five hours. She’d picked up a new book from the library after finally finishing her psychological thriller, but it was a wartime saga and the opening chapters hadn’t been particularly cheering, so she wasn’t inclined to pick it up now she was feeling low. Instead, she slumped down on the sofa with her phone, intending to call Rob with an update about the house. But she found she was even less inclined to speak to her husband than the harrowing tale sitting on the coffee table, so she sent him a quick text instead. With the phone still in her hand, she scrolled through her contacts, pausing when she came across ‘Mr Thompson’. If there was anything that could shake her out of her melancholy mood, it was him. And with Rob having the kids after school that evening…

‘We need to get up.’ She knew without peering at the little clock on the bedside table that it was getting late. Sunlight was still flooding in through the curtains but the happy chatter as families took advantage of a warm day to head down to the beach had waned.

‘What’s the rush?’ His voice was muffled as his lips continued to brush the nape of her neck.

‘My kids will be home soon.’ She attempted to sit up, but his hand was on her thigh, anchoring her down, and it was all too tempting to sink back down onto the pillows and forget about anything but the two of them, right here, right now.

‘You really have to go now.’ She turned to flash him a mock-stern look when she finally forced herself from the covers.

‘You get a kick out of throwing me out of the house once you’ve finished with me, don’t you?’ A lazy smile spread across his face as he watched Katie cross the room to grab her dressing gown from the back of the door. ‘I’m starting to feel used.’

‘Which is exactly how I like my men.’ Katie winked at him as she threaded her arms through the sleeves of the tatty dressing gown she’d had for years. It wasn’t remotely sexy, which was handy when she was trying to coax her lover out of the house.

‘Do you think we could spend more time together?’ He sat up in bed, swinging his legs over the edge so he could start to dress.

‘What, now?’ She glanced at the clock. Elliot and Lizzie really would be back soon.

‘No, not now.’ He grabbed a sock and pulled it on. ‘Another day. When you’re not in a rush to shove me out of the door. When we can go out on a proper date instead of just rushing back here for sex.’

Katie tried to hide a smile but failed miserably. ‘I like rushing back here for sex.’ It was so much better than the perfunctory routine she and Rob had going for the latter part of their marriage; Sunday evenings, after Downton or some other Sunday evening drama, missionary, quietly so their children didn’t suspect their parents still had a sex life, however unimaginative.

‘I do too.’ He pulled on his jeans and stepped towards Katie as he fastened them before placing his hands on her hips. ‘I like it very much.’ He leaned in to kiss her, too briefly. ‘But I want more.’

‘More sex?’ Katie certainly wouldn’t say no to that, though she’d have to work out the logistics. ‘The kids go to Rob’s after school every Wednesday now, so we could meet up again then as well as Fridays.’ She reached up onto her tiptoes to kiss him, but he pulled away.

‘A quickie while your kids are out of the house isn’t exactly what I was aiming for.’ He stepped back and searched the carpet for his T-shirt.

‘What did you have in mind then?’

He bent to retrieve his T-shirt and pulled it roughly over his head. ‘I was thinking more along the lines of an actual date. You know, dinner, a movie, something out of this room.’ He threw his arms up in the air. ‘What’s going on with us, Katie?’

She frowned. Where was this coming from? ‘We’re having a bit of fun.’

‘And that’s it?’

He didn’t look impressed with the idea.

‘What else do you want?’

He closed his eyes and sighed. ‘A relationship, or at least the opportunity to start something more meaningful. I don’t want this to be about sex and nothing else.’ He ran his hand through his hair and sighed again, softer this time. ‘I like you, Katie.’

‘But why?’ She wasn’t fishing for compliments here. She was genuinely baffled why he would want a relationship with her. She was a mess, both in body and mind, and he could do so much better than a slightly drab mum of two who was floundering through life.

‘Why?’ He gave a short laugh, his brow furrowed. ‘Do you want a list?’

Katie shrugged. ‘If you could manage to make one.’ She couldn’t imagine it would be extensive.

‘Fine.’ He held up his thumb as point number one. ‘I like your smile. You don’t do it enough, but when you do, your whole face lights up and you get this mischievous glint in your eye.’

‘I do not.’

‘You really do.’ He unfurled his index finger for point number two. ‘You’re funny and gorgeous and you keep me on my toes.’ He unfurled another finger for the next point. ‘You’re passionate and feisty but you also have a vulnerable side that you try so hard to keep from me. But I see it, Katie, and it makes me want to hold onto you tighter, to keep you safe. But then you don’t really need me to, because you’re strong.’

Katie shook her head. ‘I’m really not.’

‘You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.’

Katie shoved her hands into the square pockets on the front of her dressing gown. ‘Even if all that were true, I’m still married. You’re just out of a long-term relationship. This was supposed to be a bit of fun. For both of us.’ She shook her head. ‘I don’t even know your name.’

He frowned at her, his head tilting slightly. ‘You what?’

She shrugged, her hands still burrowed deep into the pockets. ‘I don’t know your name.’

He laughed, but there wasn’t a hint of humour. ‘Of course you know my name.’

‘I know you’re Mr Thompson.’ Katie smiled weakly. ‘But I have no idea what your first name is. I must have missed it or forgotten it the night we met – I was pretty drunk, remember? – and it never seemed the right time to ask again. And the longer it went unknown, the more I couldn’t ask.’

‘Oh my God.’ He sank down on the bed, shaking his head as frown lines etched themselves deep into his forehead. ‘This really means nothing to you, does it? I’m just something to pass the time when you’re bored.’ He placed a hand over his mouth and shook his head again.

‘I’m sorry, but I’m married. I’m not ready for a new relationship when I’m not even fully out of the last one.’

‘Legally – or emotionally?’ He grabbed his shoes and pushed his feet into them. His fingers were working so furiously, Katie was surprised when he managed to tie them.

‘You want too much from me.’ She couldn’t answer his question. She really wasn’t sure. ‘And it isn’t just that I’m still married. I’m much too old for you. You should be with someone more your own age, who doesn’t come with a whole moving van’s worth of baggage.’

‘Age isn’t an issue here.’ He stood up but made no move to leave. ‘I’m not a kid. I’ll be thirty next year.’

Katie nodded and offered a sad smile. ‘And I’ll be nearly forty.’ She took her hands out of her pockets so she could open the bedroom door. ‘I think you should go now.’

They walked down the stairs in silence. Katie knew this was it. Their relationship – or non-relationship, whatever it was – was over. It wasn’t working for both of them, and that wasn’t fair.

There were no goodbye kisses on the doorstep, and she didn’t hang around to watch him leave.


Chapter Thirty

Frankie

Frankie’s stomach was full of butterflies as she appraised herself in the mirror. She’d opted for a cute black-and-white checked shift dress with a pair of heeled loafers, and she hoped she was giving off a fun and flirty vibe instead of the mumsy, haven’t-been-on-a-date-in-yonks vibe she felt inside. Technically she had been on a date, she supposed, but she wasn’t sure her first attempt at dating a few weeks earlier counted, since they hadn’t even ordered before Frankie had bolted from the restaurant.

Was this their first date? Or second?

And did it count as a date at all, since they’d agreed to have dinner as friends?

After their chat at the vet’s, Frankie and Alex had agreed to meet up as friends, to go with the flow and see where it took them.

‘Make sure you stay long enough to eat this time,’ Isaac said as she stepped into the living room. Frankie glowered at him until he raised his palms in defence. ‘Just kidding. Jeez.’

‘Sorry.’ Frankie placed her handbag on the sofa so she could rifle through and check she had everything she needed. ‘You’ll call me if the twins need me, won’t you?’ Frankie was still rifling through her bag, double-checking. ‘Finn’s getting a bit clingy again, so if he won’t settle, give me a shout.’

‘We’ll be fine, won’t we, mate?’ Isaac pulled his nephew onto his lap and when Frankie turned, Finn’s head was nestled against Isaac’s chest. He looked so content and not at all the angry, red-faced little boy who had demanded she take him home when she’d dropped him off at nursery the morning before. It was a reassuring sight and she felt the knot in her stomach loosen, but just a little bit.

‘I know you’ll be fine, and I know I’m fussing.’ She placed a hand on her stomach. ‘I’m just nervous. I haven’t done this for a long time. Not since Bradley.’

Isaac shifted in his seat gently so he could reach out for Frankie’s hand without disturbing Finn too much. ‘He’d want you to be happy, right?’

Frankie nodded, swallowing the lump in her throat. ‘Do you think I should tell Alex about the twins? Do you think it will put him off? Me being a single mum?’

Isaac snorted. ‘He isn’t worth your time if he is.’

‘I guess.’

‘It wouldn’t bother me if a woman I was interested in had kids. Not in the slightest.’

That was good to hear, but Frankie’s mind wasn’t put at total ease. ‘Do you think they’ll mind? Finn and Skye?’ Her eyes roamed from Finn, whose eyelids were starting to droop, to Skye as she scribbled with a blue crayon on a piece of card. ‘Or do you think it’s best if I leave it a bit until I start dating again?’ That feeling was starting to creep in again, telling her that she was doing Something Wrong. That her decision could adversely affect her children. She already spent so much time working, leaving Finn at nursery even when he was distressed (even if Keeley assured her time and again that he was absolutely fine, that it was perfectly normal), and if the picnic business went ahead, she’d be even busier. Could she fit a relationship – even one at such an early stage – into all that? And at what cost?

‘Bradley would want you to be happy, and so do these two.’ Isaac indicated his niece and nephew. ‘What use is a miserable mum?’

‘Hey.’ Frankie frowned, even though the description would have been valid for a huge chunk of her children’s lives. The grief and guilt of losing Bradley had been raw for a long time.

‘You know what I mean. They need a happy mum. And I need a happy sister. It was so hard for us, you know, when Bradley died. There was nothing we could do to help, not really, but I’m starting to see the old Frankie again.’

Frankie peered into the mirror above the fireplace. ‘Mum said something similar when she was in the hospital, though that could have been the pain meds.’ She turned her head this way and that before leaning in close. She pulled a face. ‘Did the old Frankie have that faint line between her eyebrows too? Because if she did, she can keep it.’

‘That’s the aging process.’ Isaac shrugged. ‘Happens to us all.’ He winced when he realised what he’d said. Not everybody had the luxury of growing old, which Frankie was painfully aware of. ‘Sorry. That was tactless.’

‘No.’ Frankie shook her head. ‘It wasn’t. You don’t have to wrap me in cotton wool, you know.’

Isaac barked out a laugh, and Finn’s eyes flew open at the sudden sound. ‘Isn’t that what you’re doing with Mum?’

‘No. Not anymore. I haven’t spoken to her since she called me two days ago.’ Frankie raised her eyebrows, only just stopping short of sticking her tongue out at her brother, before she picked up her handbag and hooked it onto her shoulder. She crouched to kiss first Skye and then Finn. ‘My taxi’s here. I shouldn’t be too late.’

‘Take as long as you like.’ Isaac settled down into his chair. ‘Everything will be fine here. Promise.’

Like the last time they’d attempted a date at Devon & Vale, Alex was waiting for her in the bar area of the restaurant. He kissed her cheek before they both slipped onto stools and ordered a round of drinks.

‘I’m getting a real sense of déjà vu here,’ Frankie said as the barman placed a glass of wine in front of her. ‘Hopefully I won’t have to run off this time.’ She laughed, but she couldn’t help checking her phone, just in case.

‘How is your mum?’

Frankie fiddled with the stem of her wine glass. ‘She says she’s fine.’

‘But you don’t believe her?’

Frankie considered the question for a moment before she gave a slow shake of her head. ‘I’m trying to. I’ve become a bit of a worrier and it’s a hard habit to break.’ She took a sip of her wine. ‘I never used to be like this. I used to be carefree. A go-with-the-flow kind of girl. Believe it or not, I bungee jumped off bridges, raced jet skis in San Diego, attempted to snowboard and surf – unsuccessfully, but I’d given it a go. I’d lived life to the full, but your priorities and your views change when you have kids.’

She hadn’t meant to say that last bit, but she didn’t regret it. At least it was out there, and she’d know where she stood one way or another. It was crunch time.

‘You’re a mum?’

Frankie was back to fiddling with the stem of her glass, her eyes fixed on her rapidly moving fingers. ‘I have two-year-old twins. Finn and Skye.’

Alex gave a low whistle. ‘Tricky age, and double the trouble too, I’ll bet.’

Frankie laughed. ‘I bet they’re not as much as a handful as your dependant. How is Jake? Got into any more scrapes lately?’

Alex snorted. ‘That daft dog gets into scrapes every minute of the day. I’ve booked us onto a training course for older dogs. Hopefully teach him some canine etiquette.’

Frankie hid her smile behind her wine glass as she took another sip. ‘This is starting to sound serious. Almost like you’re planning to keep him.’ She giggled at the horrified look on Alex’s face.

‘No.’ He shook his head vehemently. ‘No bloody way.’

‘So why the training course? That sounds like the kind of thing a permanent dog owner would do.’

‘It’s desperation, is what it is.’ He took a sip of his pint. ‘Who knows how long Gabby is going to be in Cyprus? I saw the leaflet at the vet’s and thought it might give me a bit of sanity until she comes to her senses and claims the daft hound again.’

Frankie leaned forward and lowered her voice. ‘I don’t buy it. I think you’ve fallen madly in love with that lovable rogue.’

Alex made a ‘pfft’ sound and shook his head. ‘Highly unlikely, when that lovable rogue chewed up my best work shoes this morning.’

Frankie thought of all the things Finn and Skye had destroyed over the years; her favourite lipstick, devoured when her back was turned, the necklace Bradley had given her for their first anniversary, snapped while it was still around her neck, her living room carpet, with the stubborn patch of mushed up carrot hidden under an oddly placed rug. Her life had become an act of averting disaster and mopping up mess, but she loved them with a fierceness that scared her at times.

‘Nope.’ She shook her head. ‘I think you’ve fallen for him. You’ll never be able to give him up. Your sister will have a fight on her hands.’

Alex made another ‘pfft’ sound, but he didn’t deny it this time.

‘Your table is ready,’ a waiter announced behind the pair. ‘If you’d like to come this way?’

Their table was at the back of the restaurant this time, and while they didn’t have the gorgeous view out onto the harbour, it seemed more intimate in their cosy corner. The food was delicious, the conversation and wine flowing, and Frankie didn’t have to dash off anywhere, which was a bonus.

‘I’ve had a really nice evening,’ Frankie said as they emerged out of the restaurant. ‘Thank you.’

‘Thank you.’ Alex turned to face her, a smile playing on his lips. ‘You’re much better company than Jake.’

‘I hope I smell better too.’ Frankie winked at Alex before she rummaged in her handbag for her phone. She’d resisted checking during their meal, so she was rewarding herself with a quick peek.

‘Do you have to get off straight away?’ Alex asked.

She shook her head and dropped her phone back into her bag. ‘I’m not in any rush.’ And she found she wasn’t. The twins were fine with Isaac; he’d have called or at least sent a text if that wasn’t the case.

‘Fancy one more for the road?’ He pointed at the pub ahead, and Frankie nodded.

‘I’ll get these though. I insist.’ She flashed Alex a mock-reproachful look. The only minor hiccup during dinner had occurred as the bill arrived, with Frankie wanting to split it fifty-fifty and Alex insisting it was on him. Frankie hadn’t been entirely comfortable letting him settle the bill (she was, it transpired, as stubbornly independent as her mother), but she’d relented as it was clear Alex wouldn’t be backing down.

‘You can get it next time,’ he’d said, and she’d felt a flutter of joy in her stomach, the knot having untied itself completely over the course of the evening, at the mention of more dates to come.

The Fisherman was a cosy but roomy pub, with low beams and an open fireplace, and Alex secured a table while Frankie headed for the bar. She’d been in this pub a few times, as Isaac lived not far away, though he preferred the Red Lion on the seafront as it had a more energetic crowd.

‘What can I get you, love?’ the landlady asked as she squeezed her way past her husband to reach Frankie. The pub was much livelier than it had been during Frankie’s other visits, and the three members of staff looked like they were being run ragged. There was obviously a party going on as balloons adorned the corners of the room and a banner proclaiming ‘Happy Engagement’ was strung along the far wall.

‘Will you be joining us for karaoke?’ the landlady asked once Frankie had placed her order.

‘Oh.’ She turned, spotting the machine set up in the corner then. ‘No. It’s not really my thing.’

‘It’s not mine either,’ a customer sitting on one of the high stools at the bar grumbled. ‘And it’s my bloody party. They’ve only done this to wind me up.’

‘Oh, Tom.’ The landlady tutted. ‘Please try to enjoy yourself for a change. Like you said, it’s your party.’ She winked at Frankie as she placed Alex’s pint on the bar. ‘Ignore him, love. He’s a bit of a party pooper.’

‘And proud of it.’ The other customer raised his pint at Frankie before taking a sip.

With the drinks in hand, Frankie made her way to the table Alex had managed to nab. ‘There’s a karaoke session starting soon, apparently.’ She was about to scrunch her nose up, but Alex’s eyes lit up.

‘Karaoke? Nice one.’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘What shall we sing?’

Frankie didn’t usually get up in front of people to sing as her talents lay elsewhere, but once upon a time, she’d have given it a go anyway. She’d have thrown caution to the wind, just as she had that first time she’d thrown herself off the bridge with a piece of elastic attached to her waist. She’d been terrified, but Bradley had wanted to give it a go, so she’d gone along with it. And although she’d screamed in terror as she plummeted towards the water below, she’d felt exhilarated afterwards. As though she could conquer the world.

Picking up the microphone and channelling Taylor Swift wasn’t as earth shattering as bungee jumping, but as she blasted out the words, she started to feel that spark returning. The return of the old Frankie. The Frankie her mum and Isaac had seen a glimmer of. The Frankie who wasn’t afraid to face her fears and smash them.


Chapter Thirty-One

Katie

‘So?’ Katie stretched her legs out in front of her, wriggling her free toes as her socks and shoes sat on the sand beside her. ‘How did dinner date, round two go?’

It was too glorious a day to be cooped up in Katie’s kitchen, the sun beating down so brightly and so suddenly it had taken everybody by surprise. Nobody could quite believe it was still spring, and the papers were claiming Britain would be hotter than Corfu by the weekend. The three women had gathered on the beach, where Frankie had relayed the surprising events over the past few days, starting with the discovery of an injured Jake, while they sampled George’s experiment of caramelised onion and bacon tartlets with goat’s cheese. Alex’s (temporary) dog was going to be okay; he’d had several stitches and had left the vet’s with a course of antibiotics and heavy-duty painkillers, but Alex had been assured he would heal fairly quickly and there would be no lasting damage.

Frankie brushed the pastry crumbs from her lap and gave a coy, one-shouldered shrug. ‘It wasn’t a date date. We’re just meeting up as friends – no pressure – and seeing where it goes.’

‘And where did it go?’ Katie grinned at Frankie. ‘A kiss? A bit of a fumble? Lots of fumbling? Did he sneak you into the honeymoon suite of his hotel? I bet it’s swanky.’

Frankie gave a tut. ‘None of the above. We’re taking things slowly.’

Katie pushed the sunglasses perching on her head back onto her nose and leaned back on her elbows, closing her eyes against the sun’s warmth. ‘I still think that dog’s like Cupid in disguise. First he brought you together by knocking you over at the beach, and now he’s reunited you by maiming himself on barbed wire.’

George winced. ‘He’s dedicated to the cause, I’ll give him that.’ She winked at Katie and Frankie. ‘Do you think he could set me up with a dashing man too?’

‘I didn’t know you were on the lookout for a man,’ Katie said, her eyes sliding towards Frankie, who was suppressing a smile.

‘Nah, I’m not really.’ George gave a wave of her hand. ‘Besides, we’re going to be too busy setting up this business. There’ll be no time for romance.’

Frankie spluttered. ‘Speak for yourself. I’ve arranged another date with Alex – sort of – and Katie’s in the throes of a passionate affair.’

‘I wouldn’t exactly call it that,’ Katie said, but she could feel her cheeks radiating heat. And it wasn’t anything to do with the glaring sun. ‘Not anymore. I’ve ended it with him.’

Frankie leaned towards her. ‘What? Why? You guys were having so much fun.’

Katie reached to the side, beyond the picnic blanket, and ran her fingers through the coarse sand. ‘I was having fun, but it turns out he wants more.’

‘And you really don’t?’ Frankie asked.

Katie shook her head. ‘My head is still too messed up to start anything real. Anyway, we’re getting side tracked from why we’re here.’

‘You’re right.’ George reached into her tote back and pulled out a ring binder. ‘Our meeting with the bank is in less than a week, plus we need to put the final plans into place for the teddy bear’s picnic. Cecily loves our ideas so far and she reckons her friends will want to book parties with us too, so we need to take plenty of business cards with us on the day.’

Frankie made a note. ‘And did Cecily say it was okay for us to take some photos for the website and our social media?’

George nodded. ‘She’s absolutely fine with that. She’s says she’ll do anything she can to support us.’ She yelped as a sudden gust of wind whipped up the corners of the picnic blanket and stole her hat. She reached up to hold onto it, but it was too late and the hat was already cartwheeling along the sand. The sunshine had beckoned locals down to the beach, and the hat skipped past a group of mums with their toddlers as George stumbled after it, rolled alongside a dog-walker with a Jack Russell who made a brief attempt to catch the escapee headwear before coming to a stop in a small tide pool. George stumbled back and shielded her face as the seagull who had been bathing in the sandy seawater took flight, so she didn’t see Jack stooping to pick it up.

Katie sat up on the blanket, watching as Jack gave the hat to George after giving it a quick shake. He leaned in and said something to make George smile as she tucked the hat underneath her arm.

‘Are those two into each other or what?’ Frankie asked as Jack fell into step with George as she made her way back to the blanket.

‘That’s exactly what I’ve been thinking.’ Katie leaned in towards Frankie, her eyes on George and Jack to make sure they were still out of earshot. ‘I saw George and Thomas coming out of his house the other day.’

‘Since when do they hang out?’

Katie shrugged. ‘I have no idea, but they look cosy.’ George was laughing at something Jack had said, and he bumped his arm against hers playfully. ‘Who needs a big, shaggy Cupid dog, eh?’

Rob was late picking up the kids that evening, so although Elliot and Lizzie were ready to fly out of the door as soon his car pulled up for once, it meant there was a crossover between the three leaving the house and Jack arriving for their usual walk down to the pub.

‘New boyfriend?’ Rob whispered as he passed her in the hallway.

‘Would it bother you if he was?’

‘Not at all.’ Rob gave a lazy shrug. ‘I’d be happy you’d finally moved on.’

‘Get out of my house, you great knobhead,’ Katie told him, but only in her head. In reality, she simply yanked open the door and stepped aside so Rob and the kids could file out. She kissed Lizzie on the cheek as she passed and attempted the same with Elliot, who was having none of it and ducked out of the way. Charming.

‘Sorry about that.’ She popped her head back round the living room door, where Jack was perched on the sofa. ‘Give me two minutes and I’ll be ready to go.’

She didn’t have time for her usual beauty regime – or even time to change – so she had to make do with the leggings and long T-shirt combo she was already wearing. With a quick comb of her hair and a slick of lipstick, she was ready to go.

‘Come on then,’ Jack said when she returned to the living room. ‘We don’t want to keep your young man waiting.’

Katie grabbed her jacket from the hallway and slipped her arms into the sleeves. ‘First of all, he isn’t my young man anymore. And secondly, he isn’t that young.’ She grabbed the zip but didn’t pull it up yet. ‘You don’t think he was too young, do you?’ Were people in the Red Lion gossiping about her? Laughing behind her back?

‘Nah.’ Jack opened the door, letting in a blast of warm air. The sunshine had continued to shine over the past few days and didn’t show any signs of abating. ‘I’m only messing. He’s… what? Late twenties?’

‘Very late twenties.’ Katie pulled the zip up halfway. ‘Nearly thirty.’

Jack shrugged as she stepped over the threshold. ‘There you go then.’

Katie nodded, but she didn’t say anything as they started to wander down towards the pub. It no longer mattered anyway.

The Red Lion was heaving as usual, but Katie and Jack managed to secure a small table at the back. Jack guarded the two precious stools while Katie headed for the bar. She was still waiting to be served when she felt an elbow nudge her lightly on the arm.

‘Hi, Katie.’

‘Hi.’ God, she still didn’t know his name. ‘How are you?’

It was awkward as they attempted to have a conversation. It would have been kinder – wiser – if Katie had convinced Jack that they should go to one of the other pubs in town.

‘Can I get you a pint?’ It was the least she could do, but he shook his head.

‘I’m okay for now. We just got ours in.’

So, he’d approached the bar just to talk to her. Now Katie felt even more awkward about the situation.

‘We?’ The barmaid passed without spotting Katie. She raised herself on her tiptoes to look for another member of staff.

‘Me and my mates. Over from Manchester for the weekend. Lee and Sisqo.’ He thrust a thumb over his shoulder, in the general direction of his mates. ‘Why don’t you join us?’

Katie cringed inside. ‘I’m here with Jack. He’s waiting for his pint.’

‘That’s okay. They don’t bite.’ He was aiming for humour and Katie managed to smile through her discomfort. ‘Although, actually, sometimes Sisqo does. He’s a bit strange like that.’ He was laughing, joking (or so Katie hoped), but she didn’t join in.

‘I think we’re just going to have a quiet one.’ She finally caught the attention of the barmaid and practically leapt across the bar in her eagerness to order the drinks.

‘We can still be friends, can’t we?’ He reached out to place a hand on her arm and she tried to edge away without making it too obvious. ‘Still say hello when we see each other in the pub?’

She opened her mouth, to tell him that she didn’t think that was a good idea, when her phone started to ring. She wrestled it from her pocket, flashing an apologetic face as she pressed the phone to her ear, though she was secretly pleased by the interruption. She moved towards the door so she could step outside and away from the din of the pub. ‘Hello?’ She pushed a finger against the other ear, even though the door had swung shut behind her, locking most of the noise inside.

‘Where are you?’

Hearing Rob loud and clear now, Katie removed her finger and leaned against the pub’s wall. ‘I’m at the pub. Why? What is it?’

She was envisioning accidents. Illness. A dash to A&E.

‘I’m outside the house. There’s no answer.’

‘Are the kids alright?’ She was already walking, heading home. ‘And haven’t you still got your key?’ Katie had been tempted to change the locks in an act of defiance after Rob moved his things out, but she’d refrained, just in case he decided to come home. How naïve she’d been.

‘I don’t really feel comfortable using it anymore. Where are you?’

‘I’m on my way. Give me two minutes.’

She hung up before tapping out a quick message to Jack to explain. She picked up her speed once the message had been delivered, sprinting when she spotted Rob and the kids huddled on the doorstep.

‘What is it?’ She was breathless, despite the short distance covered. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Change of plan, I’m afraid.’ Rob lifted his shoulders, leaving them around his ears for a moment before dropping them back down again. ‘It turns out I can’t have the kids tonight. We’ve got a wedding to go to tomorrow, over in Leeds, so we’re staying overnight. I forgot all about it. Anya called me while we were in the car to remind me to pack… never mind, not important.’ He shrugged again. ‘Sorry.’

Katie jabbed her key into the lock, giving the door a shove before she ushered Elliot and Lizzie inside. She grasped Rob’s sleeve as he started to back away.

‘Sorry? That’s it? You have other plans, so you just dump the kids on the doorstep?’

Rob sighed and shook his head. ‘Why do you have to be like this, Katie?’

Her eyes widened. ‘Like what?’ How could she possibly be in the wrong at this moment in time?

‘So…’ He shook his head again and threw his hands up in the air. ‘So unreasonable. I made a mistake. I said sorry. I’ll pick the kids up on Sunday, take them out for the day.’

Katie’s mouth twisted, as she bit back a snarky retort. Instead, she vowed to keep calm. ‘This wedding. Whose is it? Why aren’t the kids invited?’

Rob sneaked a glance at his watch. ‘Anya’s sister’s. I wish I could take them with me. Honestly, I do.’ Rob ran a hand through his hair. ‘But children aren’t invited.’ Rob held his hands up as Katie opened her mouth to speak. ‘No children at all. We’ve had to find a babysitter for…’

Katie held a hand up to cut Rob off. She didn’t want to know the details of his other life. ‘Fine. What time shall I tell the kids you’ll pick them up?’

‘What?’ Rob screwed up his face. ‘We’ve just established the kids aren’t coming to the wedding.’

‘On Sunday.’ Katie’s words were growled through gritted teeth. ‘You hadn’t forgotten you were going to do that, had you? Just like you forgot about the wedding until ten minutes ago?’

‘Ha ha.’ Rob rolled his eyes as he seized his chance to back away down the path. ‘I’ll pick them up at two.’

Katie didn’t know anybody else who made such a racket making toast, but she could hear Lizzie singing along to one of the scantily-clad singers she idolised on her playlist while she clattered about the kitchen when she woke the next morning. She lay for a moment, listening to the sounds of the house (Steven Universe was blaring from the living room, even though Lizzie wasn’t in the room and had sourced alternative entertainment). There was no sound from Elliot, and Katie didn’t expect any for at least… she checked the time on her phone on the bedside table… another two hours.

It was another scorcher of a day, and sunlight was already streaming through the curtains. The good weather had attracted early risers to the beach and Katie could hear the faint laughter and the low rumble of conversation over the familiar rhythm of waves rushing to meet the shore. Katie’s patch of Clifton-on-Sea would be packed by lunchtime, with locals and day trippers taking advantage of the early heatwave. Katie could practically smell the sun cream that would be rubbed into warm skin, taste the tang of vinegar in the air, smell the fried batter. All those people out there, she thought to herself as she swung her legs from the bed, were potential customers. Because what better way was there to spend the day at the beach than with a picnic you didn’t even have to prepare yourself? She felt a shiver despite the warmth as she bounced down the stairs, imagining a beach filled with Little Seaside Picnic hampers. Lizzie, however, threw a bucket of seawater over her good mood as soon as Katie stepped into the living room.

‘Why didn’t you tell us we didn’t need to pack our stuff last night?’

Good morning to you, too, Katie thought as she settled herself on the sofa, grabbing the remote so she could change the channel. Steven Universe was still on, even though Lizzie had been too busy scrolling on her phone to notice. ‘I didn’t know you wouldn’t be staying over.’

‘You must have.’ Lizzie glanced up from her phone to throw Katie a look of disgust. Well, that took the biscuit, didn’t it? Who’d dashed home, cutting her night out short so she could let her family into the house? And yet she was getting the blame for the night’s event.

‘As far as I knew, you were spending the night at your dad’s, as usual. Your dad was here, waiting for you to pack, remember?’ She pointed at the spot beside her on the sofa. They no longer performed the switch over on Friday nights in the hallway. Rob was under the impression it was because Katie was coming to terms with the split and felt more comfortable having the father of her children in the home again, but really it was because she couldn’t stand in that hallway with him, knowing what she’d done with another man out there. She was both elated and embarrassed whenever she had flashbacks of that night.

‘It was your dad who forgot about the wedding.’ Katie stabbed at the buttons on the remote and switched the channel. Cooking and chat combo shows, the news, embarrassingly crap kids’ TV… She settled for a police car chase. ‘That’s why he brought you back.’

‘I don’t see why we couldn’t go to the wedding.’ Lizzie glared at Katie, as though the decision had anything at all to do with her.

‘Some people don’t want children at their weddings. It’s their day, their choice.’ And absolutely nothing to do with Katie. It was Anya’s sister who was getting married, who’d been in charge of the invites. Katie wouldn’t accept the role of the bad guy on this one.

‘But aren’t we, like, family now? Isn’t she our step-aunty or something?’

Katie felt as though she’d been punched in the stomach with a particularly fat fist. If Lizzie thought of Anya’s sister as their step-aunty, did she see Anya as… She couldn’t even think it.

‘I don’t know, love. All I know is that your dad said no children were allowed.’ Katie dropped the remote down on the sofa. ‘But we can do something fun together instead.’

Lizzie narrowed her eyes. ‘Like what?’

Katie shrugged. ‘What would you like to do?’

Her daughter pursed her lips as she considered the options. ‘Can we go shopping? Zara had this really cool top on last week, and she said it’d really suit me.’

Zara, Katie had discovered, was Elliot’s girlfriend. She was a nice enough girl, but her clothing choices were a little too… adventurous for twelve-year-old Lizzie.‘That sounds like fun – as long as the top covers your belly button.’ Katie caught Lizzie’s eye roll but ignored it. ‘We can go for ice cream afterwards, if you’d like?’

Lizzie shrugged, her eyes back on her phone. ‘Yeah, whatever.’

Elliot was still in bed by the time Katie and Lizzie left the house at ten, so she left him a note, just in case it occurred to him to wonder where they were, and to remind him he needed to revise. It was lovely to be out with Lizzie. Katie had been a bit lost these past few months, struggling with the impending doom of divorce, and she feared she’d accidentally pushed her children aside. Spurred on by guilt, she bought Lizzie three tops, one of which allowed the briefest flash of tummy above her waistband.

‘I’m sorry I’ve been a bit distracted over the past few months, what with… everything going on.’ They were sitting in the food court of the shopping centre, cardboard tubs of overpriced ice cream in front of them.

Lizzie shrugged. ‘It’s fine.’ Next to her ice cream sat her phone, which she was idly scrolling through. Katie had really dropped the ball with their technology-time rule – she’d need to implement it again before her children turned into full-on screen zombies.

‘Do you think we could chat without your phone for a bit?’

Lizzie sighed and started an elaborate eye roll, but she stopped before her gaze reached the food court’s ceiling. She snatched the phone from the table, her mouth slowly gaping as she tapped at the screen.

‘What is it?’ Katie reached for the phone, but Lizzie snatched it away, scrolling a bit more before she turned the screen, practically shoving it in Katie’s face.

‘Keira’s been posting photos on Facebook.’

‘Okay…’ Katie had no idea who Keira was. Why did her children keep throwing out these random names? Had she really lost touch with them to that extent? She took the phone and peered down at it, a frown deepening on her face as she scrolled through the timeline of photos. ‘Is this the wedding your dad’s gone to?’

There were dozens of photos (whoever Keira was, she liked to update her Facebook every thirty seconds, apparently), showing photos of the bride and groom and their guests. Including Rob, Anya, and their daughter.

She called Rob as soon as they got home, airing her grievances over his lies and betrayal of his kids. Because it turned out children were welcome at the wedding – Keira had kindly offered plenty of evidence of them – just not Katie’s children.

‘It wasn’t malicious,’ Rob said once Katie had paused for breath (and after she’d stated, quite clearly, that she didn’t give a flying flump that they were in the middle of the photos outside the church). ‘It was more… of an oversight.’

‘An oversight?’ Katie felt almost winded. ‘An oversight? These are your children we’re talking about, not a forgotten pair of sunglasses!’ This man was unbelievable. He wasn’t the man she’d married or lived with for over twenty years. ‘Funny, your other kid wasn’t an oversight, hey?’ Rob started to say something, but she cut him off. ‘You’re their dad and you should have insisted that, as a mega-important part of your life, they were invited too.’

‘The catering had already been sorted…’ Rob’s voice was weak. Just like the man himself.

‘But then why lie about it? Because that’s the worst bit. Why look your kids in the eye and feed them a pack of lies?’ There was no answer. A moment later, Rob hung up without an attempt at an explanation.

Katie was livid, more so when she heard the muffled cries from Lizzie’s bedroom. She crept inside, finding her daughter hiding under her covers.

‘Why doesn’t he love us as much anymore?’ Lizzie asked when Katie gently peeled the duvet away from her damp face. It had taken every last scrap of self-restraint not to unleash a tirade against her ex, to spew the fury that was brewing inside. But Lizzie didn’t need to hear what Katie really thought about her father, so she’d been soothing and placating, uttering complete rubbish to excuse Rob’s behaviour, to make Lizzie feel that she was as important and loved as before. It had made her feel sick, but she had to put her children’s feelings first, no matter how blisteringly hot that fury burned in her gut.

This was surely it. The final nail in the coffin of her marriage. He’d hurt her so much over the past couple of years, but to hurt her children? There was no going back from that, and it made her realise that clinging onto the past was a complete waste of time. The Rob she’d known and loved for so long was gone. He’d morphed into somebody else, with different priorities, and she should concentrate on building a new life for herself rather than hankering for her old life.



Chapter Thirty-Two

George

George’s shoes were already pinching as she made her way through the school gates. Although the T-bar shoes were flat, they were new, and the pointed toe was troublesome. She was much more comfortable in her usual pumps, but she couldn’t wear them that morning. Her stomach was a swirl of nerves, apprehension, fear and all the other synonyms for being scared witless, and her hand was clammy in Thomas’ as they crossed the playground. Her eyes searched the other parents and carers as George ran off towards the climbing frame, where Lottie and Anil were swinging from the monkey bars, but she couldn’t spot Jack anywhere. She’d been hoping for a friendly face, someone to give her a pep talk to stop her running in the opposite direction of the bank.

The meeting with the bank manager was due to take place that morning and although they’d put so much work into the business, had checked their figures (repeatedly), designed logos, made sample menus to photograph for their website, and gone over and over the business plan so they knew it off by heart, George was a nervous wreck.

She felt a jolt of adrenaline when she spotted Leo tearing through the gates, his tie wrapped around his head like Rambo, and she craned her neck to catch a glimpse of Jack. But the adrenaline seeped away when Ellie appeared, clutching onto the buggy, and George realised it was their mother pushing and not Jack. George had seen Jack’s ex-wife in the playground, recognised her from the family photos in his kitchen, but they’d yet to strike up a conversation. If she was honest, George was intimidated by Anita. She was so beautiful, with a sweep of glossy, raven hair, subtle but impeccable make-up and she was, according to Jack, a well-respected barrister. George felt rather plain in comparison, even when she wasn’t wearing her cleaning gear, and she found herself edging closer to a group of mums discussing their upcoming summer holidays, trying to blend in.

After what felt like an age, the whistle was blown, and the children stampeded towards their lines. George gave Thomas a quick kiss on the cheek before she dashed out of the playground, where Katie was waiting to pick her up. Frankie was already in the passenger seat, the folder containing all their business info on her lap.

‘Are we ready?’ Katie asked as she pulled away from the school.

George swallowed hard. ‘I think so.’

Frankie twisted in her seat so she could smile at her friend. ‘It’ll be fine. We’ve got this.’

They arrived at the bank with plenty of time to spare. George didn’t know whether this was a good thing as they had more time to prepare, or a bad thing as they had more time to panic. Eventually, however, they were led into the manager’s office.

‘Did you manage to read our business plan?’ Katie asked as they sat on the cushioned seats in front of his desk.

He nodded and opened the familiar file on his desk. ‘I did, but I obviously have a few questions.’ He looked up at the women. ‘Have any of you ever run a business before?’

Frankie shifted in her seat. ‘I’ve been self-employed for the past eighteen months, running my own branding design company, and Katie has been in charge of renting out a holiday let for a number of years, overseeing the accounts and customer service. The three of us have a broad range of skills required: George has catering experience, Katie is a qualified bookkeeper and, as I said earlier, I’m a freelance branding designer.’

‘Yes.’ The manager placed the palm of his hand down on their business plan. His facial expression gave nothing away. Was he satisfied with the answer? Impressed, even? Or did he feel they were wasting his time? ‘Do you think the amount you’ve requested is realistic?’

This time Katie took the lead, explaining their figures and how they expected to pay back the loan over the specified time.

‘And what is your five-year plan?’

George sank down in her chair. Right now, she didn’t even have a five-minute plan. But with Frankie and Katie taking the lead, they somehow got through the meeting and were pretty confident it went well by the end.

‘Let’s go back to the beach hut,’ George said as they emerged relatively unscathed from the meeting. ‘I put a bottle of fizz in there, just in case.’

The next few days were agony as they waited for the bank’s decision, but it was nothing compared to the punch in the gut when they opened the letter declining the loan request.

‘I don’t understand.’ Frankie re-read the letter, her hand trembling slightly.

‘I thought we put ourselves across really well, and the figures all add up.’ Katie placed a hand on her stomach. ‘I feel a bit sick.’

Frankie slammed the letter down on Katie’s kitchen table. ‘I guess this is it, then. Goodbye, Little Seaside Picnics.’

‘Not quite,’ George said. ‘We’ve promised Cecily a party for her granddaughter, and we have to honour that. The invitations have already gone out.’

It would be a bittersweet moment – their first and last event – but they’d put a lot of work into planning the party and they couldn’t let Cecily or Marinette down.

Cecily’s back garden had been transformed into a child’s fantasy land, with pastel-coloured bunting and polka-dotted paperchains strung across the garden, and bunches of balloons attached to teddy bear-shaped weights dotted around the lawn. Six red gingham blankets had been set out, with a picnic basket sitting in the centre, packed with the food George – with the help of Katie and Frankie – had created. There were pitta pockets and homemade sausage rolls, mini pasta pots, hummus and veggie sticks and bite-sized pinwheel pizzas as well as teddy-bear-shaped cake pops, individual portions of fruit and jelly, and paw-shaped biscuits.

Jack had helped to make a wooden signpost for the event and George had painted ‘Marinette’s Teddy Bear’s Picnic’ onto the slats. Chalk footprints led away from the sign post, across the garden path to a table filled with goodies for the children; felt headbands with teddy bear ears, homemade paper windmills and pots of bubbles.

‘This is all looking beautiful.’ Cecily stepped out into the garden, her face lighting up as she took in the setting of her granddaughter’s party. ‘Marinette will adore this. You ladies are very talented.’

‘This is all down to George,’ Frankie said as she smoothed out a wrinkle in one of the tablecloths. ‘We just do as we’re told.’

‘If only,’ George said, but she was only teasing. They’d all worked so hard to create a party that Marinette would love. They’d planned games to keep the children entertained; pass-the-parcel, with a teddy bear’s face on each layer of brown paper, a garden scavenger hunt, a craft station, and a bean toss game that they’d made by stacking old tins they’d painted with pastel colours into pyramid structures. George had made the bean bags using scraps of mismatched fabrics.

Cecily laughed as Frankie stuck her tongue out at George. ‘Would you like some refreshments? You’ve been working away all morning. I bet you could murder a tea or coffee.’

Katie sighed as Cecily disappeared back inside to put the kettle on. ‘It’s a shame we can’t get the funding. Look at all this. It looks perfect.’

Frankie smile sadly. ‘I know. Finn and Skye would love this.’

‘It’s been so much fun too.’ George had loved every minute of planning the party, and it was heart breaking that she wouldn’t get to follow her dream after all. ‘But let’s not dwell. Let’s give a little girl an amazing day to remember.’ She clapped her hands together as she swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘We need to put the finishing touches to the favour boxes before the guests start to arrive.’

George had created little rectangular boxes out of brown card, attaching a strip to the sides to create a handle for her mini picnic baskets. The three women had a little production line going at Cecily’s breakfast bar, popping in little bags of gummy bears, iced, bear-shaped biscuits wrapped in cellophane and finished off with gingham ribbon, and packs of crayons George had made by melting regular crayons in bear-shaped silicone moulds in the oven. Later, slices of the beautiful cake George had baked would be added once Marinette had blown out her candles. The cake was a fluffy Victorian sandwich filled with buttercream and raspberry jam and covered with pale green icing. On top of the cake she’d added two sugar paste teddy bears sitting on a red gingham blanket.

They’d barely finished drinking their tea when Marinette and her parents arrived, followed shortly by bursts of guests. The garden was a hive of activity as the children played the games and filled the space with bubbles.

‘Well, I think this is going rather well.’ George peered out of the French doors, the smile on her face stretching when she saw how much Cecily, Marinette and the guests were enjoying the party.

‘All thanks to you.’ Frankie raised her empty cup for a toast.

‘Thanks to the three of us.’ George raised her own cup, and Katie followed suit.

‘To Little Seaside Picnics. We sent her off in style.’

‘You’ve done such a wonderful job. I can’t thank you enough.’ Cecily squeezed George hard before finally releasing her. ‘Marinette is having a blast. You’ve really made her day.’

‘I’m glad she’s enjoying the party.’ George tried to smile, but she was finding it difficult. She wanted to make people happy all the time with her creations, but it seemed it wasn’t destined to be.

‘Don’t forget to leave your business cards.’ Cecily clutched George’s arm, her eyes shining. ‘Loads of people have been asking about the catering and party planning, so you’ll definitely drum up some business today. If you give them to me, I can pass them round for you.’

George winced. She hadn’t passed the news on yet. ‘Actually, this is our debut party – and our last. We didn’t manage to get the loan we needed to fund the business, so it won’t be going ahead.’

Cecily frowned. ‘But you were so excited about it. So passionate.’ She indicated the party beyond the French doors. ‘You’re seriously going to give up on something that you’re really good at?’

George shrugged. ‘We can’t run the business without money behind us.’

‘But look at what you created.’ Cecily stepped behind George, turning her body so she was facing the French doors. Outside, the children were laughing and chatting as they sat on the blankets to eat their picnic lunches.

‘I wish there was something more we could do, but if we can’t raise the funds, we can’t go ahead with the business. It’s as simple as that, however much it makes me want to cry that all our hard work has come to nothing.’

‘What if there was a way to raise funds?’ Cecily pressed her lips together, her eyes narrowing slightly. ‘What if you found an investor? Someone to loan you the money?’

‘Like who? One of those payday loan companies?’ George shook her head. No matter how much it ached to give up her dream, she couldn’t go down that route. It was too risky. Foolish.

‘No.’ Cecily clutched her arm again. ‘I’m talking about me.’

‘You?’ George shook her head. ‘I couldn’t ask that of you.’

‘But you’re not asking, are you? I’m offering to lend you the money to set up your business, because I believe in it. So, what do you say?’



Chapter Thirty-Three

Katie

Sunlight was streaming through the windows, filling Katie’s kitchen with light and warmth as the Little Seaside Picnic trio gathered for their latest meeting around the table. It was mid-June now, two months since Cecily’s offer to invest in their business and two months since George, Frankie and Katie had accepted her generous offer and signed the contract that made the deal formal. Cecily wasn’t a partner in the business; she was simply putting up the money, which they’d pay back as part of a structured repayment scheme. They’d been busy over the past couple months, making sure they’d filled out the correct registration forms, had the appropriate licences, and their website and social media channels were properly up and running. Next weekend, they would be launching Little Seaside Picnics with a party on the beach. Their business cards and leaflets were all ready to be distributed on the day, picnic blankets and all the reusable plastic cups and plates they’d need had been sourced, along with the ingredients for the delicious menu George had devised, miniature versions of which would be given out as samples on the day. They’d advertised in the local newspaper, in shops and businesses throughout the town, as well as shouting about the event on Facebook, Twitter and their new YouTube channel, where George had filmed and uploaded vlogs demonstrating some of her dishes.

‘I’m picking up the van on Wednesday.’ Katie ringed the item on her agenda. ‘So we’ll be able to transport the food down to the beach all at once instead of making several trips in our cars.’

‘Wednesday?’ Frankie flicked through her diary. ‘Don’t we have something else going on then? Or is that when you have a viewing for the house?’ She tapped Wednesday’s section in her diary. ‘Because I can pick the van up if you need me to?’

Katie grabbed her cup, but it was drained of tea. ‘No, it’s fine.’ She moved across the kitchen to place her empty cup in the sink. ‘The viewing’s on Monday.’

Her parents’ house hadn’t sold as quickly as the estate agent had anticipated, but Jo’s hope had been restored when a potential buyer had requested a second viewing. While Jo had been performing cartwheels in her head as she relayed the information, a part of Katie had withered inside. Still, it would all be over soon; she’d already received her decree nisi, so she was just waiting for the decree absolute to signal the end of her marriage.

Now that was a sobering thought.

‘Are you okay?’ George reached out to rub Katie’s back as she passed on her way back to her seat.

Katie nodded, but found she had no words on the matter, as though she’d used them up during those lengthy battles with Rob during their mediation sessions. ‘What else do we need to do before next Saturday?’

Frankie consulted her list. ‘We should have the logo and contact details on the sides of the van by Friday at the latest. And don’t forget our interview on Thursday. Shall we meet here at quarter past nine?’ She looked at George, who should have time to drop Thomas off at school first, but she was pulling a face. ‘Too early? How about half past? That’s still doable, right?’

‘It’s not that.’ George placed a hand on her forehead. ‘It’s the interview. I’m really nervous. What if I stuff it up?’

Katie reached out to pat her on the hand. ‘You were brilliant when we were interviewed for the Clifton Chronicle.’

‘That was different.’ George placed a hand on her stomach. ‘That was for the newspaper and that lovely reporter went away afterwards to make it all coherent. This is radio.’

‘It’s only a small, local station,’ Frankie said. ‘Besides, you’re a natural on the vlogs.’

George gave a one-shouldered shrug. ‘You edit those for me. Take out all the bits when I fluff my words. Or get the giggles.’

‘You’ll be fine.’ Katie patted her hand again. ‘Seriously. And we’ll be there, holding your hand.’

George nodded. ‘You’re right. I’m just having a wobble.’

‘Don’t worry.’ Frankie started to gather up her things after checking the time. ‘We’ve all had those over the past few months, but this is it now.’

‘We’re really doing this, aren’t we?’ George, too, started to gather her files together.

‘We really are.’ Katie saw Frankie and George to the door, waving them off as they hurried along the path. She waited until they’d disappeared from view before she closed the door and returned to the kitchen to pack her things away. It was a late Saturday afternoon, but as part of their childcare arrangements, Rob now had Elliot and Lizzie for dinner twice a week and every Friday night, plus they also stayed an extra evening every other weekend, which gave Katie huge chunks of time she hadn’t been sure how to fill to begin with. Her earlier solution of hooking up with the young but handsome teacher had been hugely enjoyable, but it wasn’t something she was eager to repeat with anybody else. She hadn’t contacted her former lover in months, and he’d made no attempt to contact her, so that was another relationship over, however flimsy and superficial it had been. Still, Katie could smile as she looked back on those amazing nights with him now. And maybe one day she’d have that kind of connection with someone again. Who knew what the future held?

With the kitchen cleared, Katie decided to make the most of the warm afternoon. Grabbing a light cardigan, she headed down to the promenade, watching the happy families laugh, play and relax on the sand, the chill of the previous months long forgotten as they lounged in shorts and T-shirts and kicked about in the waves. The donkeys were back, which was a true sign of the glorious summer months ahead, and Katie gave a contented sigh as she leaned against the railing, watching them plod along with little children on their backs. It seemed like only yesterday that she was plodding alongside them as they carried Elliot and Lizzie across the sand, their faces lit up with the simple pleasure of a donkey ride. But still, they had a lot to look forward to, the three of them. Lizzie would be turning thirteen in a few weeks, which was a huge milestone and she was busy planning a huge party to celebrate. It would be the first family gathering Katie and Rob would have attended since they split up, so Katie was looking forward to and dreading the event with equal measure. Elliot would be bringing Zara, his first ‘serious’ girlfriend. Katie really shouldn’t think of the word with inverted commas, knowing that teenagers could have long-term relationships; just look at her and Rob – it may have ended now, but they’d loved each other for a long, long time. But she couldn’t help still seeing her son as the little boy who’d begged to have one more donkey ride before they went home, instead of the young man who’d be starting college in September.

She pushed away from the promenade’s railing and set off again, closing her eyes briefly as she breathed in the salty air. Life was moving on, away from the bitter rows and resentment. A few months ago, she hadn’t known who the Katie post-Rob was, but she was beginning to find her. She already knew she had amazingly talented friends who she couldn’t imagine not being part of her life now, and she was so excited about launching their business in a week’s time. She knew all their hard work would be worth it.

Crossing over the road, she turned onto one of the side streets, heading for the mini market on the corner, where she picked up a pre-packed chicken salad (George would scold her if she knew) and a couple of bottles of white wine. Once home again, the wine went straight in the fridge while Katie sat on the sofa with the salad, a fork held in one hand, a book in the other. She was almost at the end – just twenty or so pages to go – but her book group was meeting in an hour so she needed to finish it quickly. This was only the second meeting she would have attended as a newbie member, but she’d already volunteered to host, and the others would be there soon. She’d learned about the group from her colleague at the golf club, when she’d been spotted reading during her lunch break, and she found she could switch off from the stresses of motherhood, divorce, and setting up a business when she had a book in her hand. She’d often take her book across to the beach now they had the warmer weather, which gave her an added fresh air boost.

She finished the book, pressing it to her chest as the happily-ever-after warmed her heart. It gave her hope that she would find one of her own one day.



Chapter Thirty-Four

Frankie

Frankie had chosen her outfit carefully, slipping on a black lace, sleeveless dress with a thin, patent belt to cinch in her waist, which was perhaps a bit fancy for a trip to the cinema, but Frankie was hoping the date wouldn’t end as the credits rolled. Frankie and Alex had been seeing each other for quite a while now, but their relationship had yet to progress past their friendship pact. Frankie had thought they’d been close to sharing a kiss a few times, but Alex always shifted at the last second, planting a friendly kiss on her cheek instead and she worried she’d painted herself into the friendzone with no hope of escape.

‘You look pretty, Mummy.’ Skye had drawn her eyes away from Peppa Pig as Frankie stepped into the room, which was a compliment in itself before her lovely words.

‘Thank you, sweetie.’ Frankie beamed at her daughter. She’d made a special effort with her hair that evening, sweeping it up off the nape of her neck and securing it with a million grips while leaving flirty, wispy tendrils around her face, and while she’d kept the rest of her make-up subtle, she’d emphasised her lips with a flash of glossy red. If that didn’t draw Alex’s attention to her mouth, nothing would.

Standing in front of the mirror above the fireplace, Frankie threaded in her earrings and took in the overall look. The woman staring back at her wasn’t the harassed mum of twins she was used to seeing; she was sophisticated, confident, and – dare she say it – a little bit sexy.

‘Right then, you little monkeys, come and give Mummy a big kiss.’

The twins obliged, Finn clinging on that little big longer than his sister, but he toddled back to the sofa to carry on watching the TV. Satisfied her son was happy, she headed to the kitchen, where Alex and Isaac had been enjoying a beer while Frankie got changed.

‘Ready?’

‘Yep.’ Alex placed his bottle on the table and clapped Isaac on the back. ‘I’ll see you on Sunday.’

‘What’s happening on Sunday?’ Frankie asked as they climbed into her car.

‘Five-a-side in the park. One of the lads has had to drop out because of a dodgy knee, so Isaac said he’ll take his place.’

‘I sometimes think you’re better friends with my brother than me,’ Frankie said, but she was pleased they got on so well, especially as Isaac had been a bit down in the dumps for a few weeks. Like Frankie, he’d left his mates behind when he’d taken the job at Southcliff Primary and while he was an outgoing person who made friends easily, Frankie had started to worry about him being lonely. Maybe making new friends while having a kickaround in the park was exactly what he needed.

‘You look amazing, by the way,’ Alex said as they set off and Frankie smiled, aiming what she hoped was a flirtatious smile at him.

‘That’s exactly the look I was going for.’

The film was okay but nothing spectacular. However, it did give Frankie the opportunity to snuggle against Alex under the pretence of having easier access to the popcorn that way, and the darkened room had allowed her to feel bold enough to reach for his hand once their supply of snacks had been depleted. He’d turned to Frankie as the credits started to roll, their faces so close together in the still-dark room, fingers still entwined, and Frankie held her breath, thinking this was finally it; Alex was going to kiss her.

‘Pub?’ He turned away then, his fingers unlacing from hers so he could pick up the empty popcorn bucket without so much as a peck on the cheek. ‘I think there’s karaoke on at The Fisherman again.’

‘I’m not really in the mood for karaoke.’ Frankie followed as Alex started to shuffle along the rows of seating, stepping carefully to avoid the spilled popcorn and empty cups and wrappers people had left behind.

‘We could have a quiet one at The Wagon and Horses instead?’

‘Or we could have a quiet one at your place?’ Frankie found Alex’s hand as they reached the end of the aisle and climbed the stairs towards the doors. ‘Grab a bottle of wine on the way back?’

Alex shrugged. ‘Sounds good.’

Alex lived in a terraced house on a quiet street tucked behind the church. At least it used to be a quiet street, Alex joked, until Jake moved in. They were greeted with an enthusiastic welcome from the shaggy beast, who hadn’t calmed down since starting his training course (though Alex was persisting. Frankie wasn’t sure whether he was being determined or stubborn).

‘Get down, Jake. Lie down in your bed.’ Alex used his best authoritative tone, but Jake ignored the command and continued his attempt to dance a waltz with Frankie. She pushed his paws gently from her boobs so he had four paws on the ground again. There was only one set of mitts she wanted there that evening, and they belonged to the dog’s owner.

‘Sorry.’ Alex flashed her an apologetic look as she grasped the dog’s collar and led him into the kitchen, practically manhandling the hound into his bed. ‘Oh, for God’s sake, Jake. What have you done now?’

Frankie hurried down the hall, peering fully into the kitchen. Alex’s hands were covering his cheeks in a Scream-like gesture as he took in the mess before him. A medley of tin cans, fruit, newspapers and a large pillar candle littered the kitchen floor, each item gnawed or ripped to shreds. Those training classes really were money down the drain.

Alex turned from the mess, to Jake – who had now slunk into his bed – and back again, his head shaking as his hands dropped to his sides. ‘I don’t even know where to start. That dog…’ He turned to look at Jake, who refused to make eye contact.

‘We can tidy it together.’ Frankie reached for Alex, threading her fingers through his. She found she quite liked holding hands, had missed the simple pleasure and comfort over the past couple of years.

The tension seemed to drain from Alex, his shoulders dropping to a more natural level as he smiled gratefully at Frankie. ‘Thank you. I’m sure this wasn’t what you had in mind when you suggested we come back here.’

‘It really wasn’t.’ Frankie met Alex’s gaze, holding eye contact until she felt herself start to flush. She wanted to tell Alex how she felt, that she was ready to stop tiptoeing around a relationship and was itching to take a great big running jump at one. That as much as she valued the friendship they’d built up, she was ready for more. She was screaming the words inside her head, but they refused to make the leap from brain to mouth.

‘Did you have something other than the wine and my dazzling conversational skills in mind?’

Frankie tried to swallow, but found it was difficult as her mouth was suddenly dry. This was it. Gathering every bit of courage she possessed, she opened her mouth to say the words.

‘The thing is, Alex.’ She took a deep breath, determined to get it all out. ‘It’s about us. Lately, I’ve been feeling ready to…’ She trailed off as Alex’s eyebrows started to push together, his nose scrunching. Had she got this all wrong? Did he not feel the same? Perhaps he was happy with the status quo. Mates was more than enough.

Alex closed his eyes, probably preparing to let her down gently, to put her firmly back in the friendzone. A hand covered his forehead and he turned away from Frankie with a sigh.

‘Oh, Jake. Not again.’

It was then the stench hit Frankie, like a foul-smelling wall. Jake was no longer in his bed. He was crouching on the lino, eyes fixed on Alex, laying one out on the kitchen floor.

‘I’ll deal with this.’ Frankie indicated the earlier, non-stinking mess left by Jake. ‘And you can deal with that.’

Funnily enough, the mood had changed by the time everything had been cleared away, and any notion of romance had evaporated.

Frankie couldn’t dwell on her relationship (or non-relationship) with Alex as there was so much to do; her branding workload was healthy, with her schedule booked up for the next month or so, the Little Seaside Picnics’ launch party was taking place in just four days, followed shortly by the twins’ third birthday. Finn and Skye’s birthday was usually a subdued event as it sign posted the upcoming anniversary of Bradley’s death, but this year Frankie could appreciate the day for what it was – a celebration of the life they had created together. A time to celebrate another year of milestones and happy memories and a time to be thankful that she’d been given such a beautiful gift. She wasn’t holding back this year. Life was joyous and although she’d lost sight of that for a while, she was finding her way back.

‘So, the van is sorted.’ Katie ticked the item off her list as they sat around her kitchen table. The launch party was so close and there was a frenetic energy buzzing around the room. ‘George and I are going shopping for ingredients on Thursday and prep starts Friday. Frankie, you’re updating the social media daily, right?’ Frankie opened her mouth to speak, but Katie was already onto the next point on her agenda. ‘Who do we have confirmed to help on the day? I’ve bribed Elliot and Lizzie to offer their services in exchange for screen time and free food.’

‘I’ve roped Isaac and Alex in to help with the party and my mum’s going to look after the twins.’ Frankie turned to George. ‘She could watch Thomas for you too, if you’d like?’

‘My mum’s on Thomas duty, but maybe they could get together? Pool energy and resources?’

‘Do you think Jack would help out?’ Katie caught Frankie’s eye, a smile flickering on her lips before she turned to George. ‘Could you ask him?’

‘Me?’ George pointed her pen at the kitchen wall. ‘He lives right next door. Why can’t you ask him?’

Because she was donning Jake’s role of Cupid – but a less hairy version – Frankie thought.

‘Sorry.’ Katie peered at the screen of her phone as it started to ring. ‘It’s the estate agent. Do you mind if I just get this? I’ll be as quick as I can.’ She slipped out into the back garden to take the call, returning a few minutes with a heavy sigh.

‘Well, that’s that then. Somebody’s put an offer in on my parents’ house, just short of the asking price. Jo thinks we should accept.’

‘Oh, sweetie.’ George made soft, circular motions on Katie’s back with her hand. ‘Shall I put the kettle on? Make you a nice cup of tea?’

‘Yes please.’ Katie sighed again and slumped into her seat.

‘Are you sure this is what you want?’ Frankie asked as George filled the kettle.

Katie lifted her hands, palms up. ‘I don’t have a choice.’

‘Of course you have a choice!’ Frankie’s sharp tone caused Katie to start, and even George turned from her tea-making to see what was going on at the other end of the kitchen. When Frankie spoke again, her tone was softer. ‘You can choose to let Rob continue to rule your life and make the decisions for you, or you can stand up tall and take control.’

‘But I’ve tried. The house is just an “asset” in legal terms.’ Katie made the air quotes, her face screwing up as she said the word that peeled away feelings, stripped items and property down to nothing but a monetary value.

‘Rob has moved on,’ Frankie said. ‘He’s started a new life, and you should too. Why are you clinging onto the past? He isn’t going to come back and pick up where you left off.’

‘I know that.’ Katie had been fiddling with her wedding band, but she snatched her fingers away and picked up her pen instead.

‘This house.’ Frankie looked around the room. ‘It’s just bricks and mortar; your children can be happy anywhere, so if you’re so against selling your parents’ home, why not move in there and sell this place? It’ll be a fresh start, for all of you.’

‘But I love this house too.’ Katie looked around the room, but the slight smile on her face faded as a frown took over. ‘Actually, I’m not sure that’s true anymore. I used to think the house was full of happy memories – and it was – but they’re tainted now. This table, for example.’ She placed a hand down on the surface. ‘This is where Rob sat me down to tell me about the affair and the baby. And I think there have been tears of hurt and frustration in every single room.’ She laughed, but it sounded hollow. ‘I thought that by signing the acknowledgment of service all those months ago, and having a fling with another man, I was symbolically moving on, but look at me.’ She lifted her hand, where her wedding band still lay. ‘I’m still acting like the “wronged woman”. The poor wife who was cheated on and left behind. But no more.’ Katie pushed herself out of her seat and grabbed her phone. ‘Will you excuse me? I need to make one more very important phone call.’

George returned to the table as Katie marched out of the French doors and into the garden, and Frankie shifted over some sheets of papers so she could set the tray of drinks down.

‘Was I too harsh?’ Frankie could see Katie marching up and down the lawn as she spoke on the phone.

‘No, I think you were looking out for your friend. What you said made sense. It’s hard to see that when you’re caught up in it all, so I think your tough love may have done some good.’

‘I hope so.’

George smiled across the table at her, but she didn’t say anything more about it and instead changed the subject. ‘You never told us how your date went with Alex.’ George chuckled. ‘You were so fired up about it, you were practically buzzing. Good film, was it?’

Frankie picked up her cup of tea and blew on it. ‘Not particularly. We had a nice evening though.’

George tilted her head to one side, waiting for more, but Frankie simply took a tentative sip of her drink. ‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘That’s it?’ George leaned across the table. ‘That’s all you’re giving me? A nice evening? You were so excited about it before!’

Frankie recoiled at the heat of her drink and placed the cup down again. ‘The evening didn’t exactly go to plan.’

‘What was the plan?’

Frankie told George about her shift in feelings for Alex, about her plan to try to take things further until they were distracted by the dog. George pressed her lips together as Frankie recounted Jake’s contribution to the evening, but she couldn’t help the giggle from breaking free.

‘Oh, Frankie.’ George pressed a hand to her mouth. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t laugh.’

‘It’s okay.’ Frankie felt the corners of her lips tugging involuntarily into a smile. ‘It’s kind of funny looking back, and part of me was kind of relieved.’

‘How do you mean?’

Frankie covered her face with her hands for a moment, trying to gather her thoughts into something coherent. ‘It’s been such a long time, I can’t remember how it all works. Relationships. Intimacy. It’s like riding a bike, apparently, but I guess I’m scared.’

George reached across the table and took Frankie’s hand in hers. It felt comforting, but in a different way to how it felt holding Alex’s hand. ‘That’s understandable. It’s a big step after everything you’ve been through.’

‘I know, but I don’t want that to hold me back anymore. I don’t want to live a half-life.’

George gave her hand a gentle squeeze. ‘Then you need to talk to Alex.’

‘I will, if the timing’s ever right. I’m starting to think it’s never going to happen. We’ve had to cancel our date tomorrow night because it turns out Isaac can’t babysit after all. One of the teachers has come down with chickenpox – the poor woman is in her forties and it’s only just struck her down – so Isaac’s been roped into taking her place on an overnight trip with the Year Sixes.’

George frowned. ‘Your brother’s a teacher?’

Frankie nodded. ‘He’s at Southcliff Primary. I’ve mentioned that before.’

George shook her head. ‘You haven’t. I’d have remembered.’

Frankie opened her mouth to speak, but Katie burst through the door, a wavering smile on her face. She jiggled her phone in the air as she scurried back to the sofa and flopped down.

‘I did it! I phoned Rob and told him I’d changed my mind about selling my parents’ house. He was furious, thinking I was just throwing another spanner in the works. I let him for a minute – just for fun.’ She beamed at her friends and gave a shrug. ‘But then I had to put him out of his misery before his head exploded. I told him we should sell this house, and I’ll use my share of the money to help buy Rob out of my parents’ house.’

‘And this is what you really want?’ George asked, and Katie nodded.

‘I’ll miss living across the road from the beach, but it’s only a short walk away, and like Frankie said, it’ll be a fresh start.’

‘Then I’m so pleased for you.’ George slung her arm around Katie’s shoulders and pulled her into a hug. ‘Now, how would you like to help put a smile on Frankie’s face?’ She winked at Frankie. ‘And hopefully Alex’s too.’



Chapter Thirty-Five

George

‘Hello, George.’

She jumped, a hand pressing against her chest when she heard her name being called, her mind snapping away from her plans for Frankie tomorrow night and bringing her back to the school playground.

‘All set for Saturday?’ Jack came to a stop with the buggy and adjusted Vevie’s sunhat which had slipped over one eye and was making her fractious as she attempted to push it out of the way herself.

‘We’re on track.’ Saturday’s launch party on the beach was just four days away, and while George was feeling nervous about the official start of their business, she was incredibly excited and proud of all their hard work to get to this point. ‘Will you be bringing the kids?’

Jack nodded. ‘They’ll be at Anita’s for the weekend, but she’s going to bring them down. We couldn’t miss it.’

George placed a hand on Jack’s arm and smiled up at him. ‘I really appreciate the support. Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.’ Jack placed a hand over George’s, and she was surprised by the rush of warmth she felt spreading from her chest. His hand only touched hers briefly, but the heat quickly rose to give her a flushed look, so she looked away under the pretence of checking the door to the reception class.

‘Give me a shout if you need a hand with anything,’ Jack said as George continued to peer at the door.

‘Thanks.’ George chanced a look at him, hoping her cheeks wouldn’t burst into flames upon sight. ‘We could always do with an extra pair of hands to set up.’

Jack held up his hands. ‘Count these bad boys in.’ His eyes crinkled at the edges as he smiled, and George had to look away again. ‘Maybe we could go for a drink, to celebrate the future success of your business? Unless you’re too busy?’

‘When were you thinking?’ They did have a lot of work to do, but she quite liked the idea of a fun get together before the panic of the party prep really kicked in. ‘I’ll have to see when Katie and Frankie are free.’

Jack scratched the back of his neck. ‘I was thinking maybe it would be just you and me?’ He shrugged. ‘But, yeah, ask the others too. It’ll be fun. The more the merrier, right?’

George’s eyes widened, and she felt herself flush again. ‘You and me? Not the others?’

‘Yeah.’ Jack shrugged, still scratching the back of his neck. ‘If that’s what you want?’

‘Oh.’ She swallowed, which was difficult as her mouth was incredibly dry all of a sudden. ‘Yes. That sounds nice.’ If Jack noticed the nervous squeak to her voice, he didn’t show it.

‘Great.’ Jack’s shoulders relaxed as he smiled at George. ‘How about tonight? I know it’s short notice, but I know how busy you’ll be over the next few days and now I’ve finally asked, I don’t want to wait.’

How long had he been gearing up to ask? George was curious, but not enough to probe. Instead, she nodded, not trusting herself to speak in case she gave another Minnie Mouse performance.

Frankie offered to babysit when George called in a panic about her date with Jack. Her social life had taken a severe nose-dive since becoming a mum and she didn’t have a clue what to wear. In the end, she’d given herself a stern talking to. She would be herself. Wear what was comfortable. And strangely enough, once she took the pressure off the evening, she started to relax. She was spending the evening with a friend, to celebrate the future success of her business.

‘I won’t be too late,’ George said after dropping Thomas off at Frankie’s. ‘It is a school night, after all.’ She giggled uproariously, as though it was the funniest thing in the world, which clearly meant she was more nervous than she’d thought. She needed another stern talking to.

‘Have fun.’ Frankie winked at George, which made her feel nervous all over again. Nobody winked at you like that under the circumstances unless they were suggesting something other than a friendly chat was about to occur. George had managed to work herself up into a bit of a tizzy by the time she stepped into the pub, but Jack soon put her at ease, simply by being himself. There was no flirting. No ‘accidental’ brushing of hands. They chatted, about anything and everything, including George’s business. But most of all, they made each other laugh with stories about the funny things their kids had said and done.

‘We haven’t had a toast, have we?’ Jack asked suddenly as George wiped away tears of mirth after a particularly amusing story. They were sitting in the beer garden at the back of the Red Lion, making the most of the warm evening, but everyone else had wandered back inside as the sun had started to dip.

‘I’m not sure there’s anything to toast just yet – we haven’t launched the business. It could tank for all we know.’ George was joking, but the possibility made her stomach churn.

‘It won’t.’ Jack shook his head, absolutely certain. ‘It’ll be brilliant and the three of you will be Clifton-on-Sea’s answer to Alan Sugar.’

‘Jack.’ George pointed a finger at Jack across the table and adopted a deep voice. ‘You’re fired.’

Perhaps she should lay off the wine.

She pushed her glass away gently.

‘Seriously though, you’ve put a lot of work into this venture, and I know it’s going to be a success.’ Jack lifted his pint glass. ‘To Little Seaside Picnics.’

George lifted her glass (she couldn’t get tipsy through osmosis, so it was fine). ‘To Little Seaside Picnics.’ She clinked her glass against Jack’s before automatically taking a sip.

Whoops, too late.

She drained the rest. It would have been a shame not to.

Jack insisted on walking George home, and they took a shortcut through the park, making a dash for the gate as the warden was about to lock up for the night. They were still giggling and out of breath when they knocked on Frankie’s door.

‘It sounds like you had fun,’ she said, and there was that wink again. ‘Thomas has been brilliant, haven’t you?’ She ruffled the boy’s hair as he squeezed past her legs so he could throw his arms around George.

‘Thanks for having him.’ George kissed Frankie on the cheek. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

‘When I’ll want all the details,’ Frankie whispered as she pulled George into a hug. She released George and waved to Jack and Thomas, who were already backing up towards the gate. George caught them up and they walked the short distance to the flat. Thomas headed straight inside, leaving George and Jack on the doorstep.

‘Thanks for this evening. It’s been fun.’

‘Maybe we could do it again some time?’ Jack looked down at the doorstep as he scuffed his shoe against it. George had never seen him looking nervous before, but it was quite sweet.

‘I’d like that.’

‘Great.’ Jack looked up again, a shy smile on his face. ‘I’ll let you get inside. Goodnight, George.’ He leaned towards her, and George expected him to kiss her on the cheek, as she’d kissed Frankie on the cheek just a few minutes earlier. A friendly, goodbye kiss. So she was surprised when she found Jack’s lips on hers, shocked when all those old feelings she’d thought she’d lost a long time ago rushed to the surface. It was a brief kiss – definitely no tongue – but it put a smile on George’s face as she headed inside to start the bedtime routine.



Chapter Thirty-Six

Katie

She crept towards the doormat, fingers slowly unfurling as she stooped, and then, as though somebody had pressed the fast forward button on her life, she snatched the envelope and shoved it roughly into the pocket of her dressing gown.

‘Mu-um.’ She closed her eyes as she heard Elliot calling from upstairs. ‘I’ve got no clean school socks.’

He had plenty of dirty socks. All of them strewn across his bedroom floor. How many times had Katie asked him to gather them up and put them in the washing basket?

‘You’ll have to wear regular socks then, just this once.’

‘I can’t.’ Elliot appeared at the top of the stairs, still in the boxers and T-shirt he’d slept in. ‘Mr Burlington flipped when Jayden turned up in a pair of black socks instead of grey yesterday. He’s been on a proper power trip lately.’

Katie held back a sigh. What difference did it make whether a pair of socks was grey, black or sodding neon pink? The kids were taking their exams – as long as their poor brains hadn’t exploded due to the sheer amount of pressure heaped onto them, what did it matter?

‘You’ll have to wear a pair of Lizzie’s then.’

Elliot’s face screwed up. ‘Er, no way. I’m not going to school in a pair of girl’s socks.’

‘Nobody will be able to tell under your trousers.’

‘My mates will. They’ll rip the piss out of me.’ Elliot thumped his arms across his chest and shook his head. ‘I’m not doing it.’

‘He really isn’t.’ Lizzie joined her brother at the top of the stairs. ‘He isn’t putting his fat, ugly feet in my socks. I’d have to burn them afterwards.’

Katie closed her eyes again and took a deep breath, hoping for a burst of strength. She didn’t have the headspace to deal with this right now. The launch party was hurtling towards them at a terrifying rate, Jo was coming round to do a valuation on the house that afternoon (and wasn’t impressed at being messed around), and Katie was pretty sure the envelope in her pocket contained her decree absolute.

‘What else do you expect me to do? I can’t wash and dry your socks in…’ She checked the time. Bugger. They were running late, again. ‘Ten minutes. You.’ She pointed at Lizzie. ‘Go and grab a pair of your socks. No.’ She shook her head as Lizzie opened her mouth, whine at the ready. ‘I don’t want to hear it, Lizzie. It’s happening. You.’ She pointed at Elliot. ‘Get dressed. Quickly. And then bring your dirty washing down.’ The kids stomped off to their respective rooms as Katie started to march up the stairs. She dressed quickly, throwing on a pair of black trousers and a blouse she’d miraculously ironed the evening before.

‘If you tell anybody about this…’ She heard Elliot’s low, threatening voice as she stepped out of the bedroom. The flash of a smirk before Lizzie tore down the stairs told them she was going to blab to everyone they knew about the socks situation.

‘Maybe this will be a lesson for you,’ Katie said, though she clocked the lack of washing in Elliot’s arms as he trudged down the stairs, so maybe not.

The morning passed quickly (she was sure her mornings would start to drag around the same time the shine of having her own work domain diminished), and she returned home to have a last-minute blitz of the house before the estate agent arrived. She’d practically begged Elliot to tidy his bedroom, but it was still the same pigsty as usual, so she had to make do with opening the window as wide as it would go, scooping up all the washing and dirty mugs, and running a hoover over the bits of carpet poking through the remaining detritus. Lizzie’s bedroom was in a reasonable state and only required the use of the hoover, and her own was fine apart from her pyjamas and dressing gown strewn across the bed. She folded the pyjamas and shoved them under her pillow and was about to hang the dressing gown on the hook on the back of the door when she remembered the envelope still sitting in the pocket. She pulled it out now, sitting down on the bed before sliding her finger underneath the flap.

And there it was. Confirmation that her marriage was officially dead and buried. She was no longer married. No longer legally tied to Rob. She waited for the morose feeling to hit. For the nausea to settle in her stomach like a dead weight, but the decree absolute didn’t have quite the impact she was expecting. Yes, she was sad that her marriage had failed, that her family was fractured, and she didn’t think she could ever forgive Rob for the way he’d betrayed her trust, but the anger was no longer boiling inside, the resentment and jealousy no longer making her fingers curl in on themselves as she thought about Rob and his happy new family.

Could it be that she’d finally come to accept that she and Rob would never get back together? That she could have a life without him?

She looked down at her hand, fingers splayed. She still wore the wedding band Rob had placed on her finger all those years ago, when they’d had their whole lives ahead of them, before Elliot and Lizzie, before the house on the seafront, before Anya. Pushing her thumb against the band, she wiggled it loose and slipped it away, holding it in the palm of her right hand. There was a knot of sadness in her stomach as she looked down at her naked finger, the indent of her life with Rob still evident in the pale band of flesh, but she no longer felt that bleak greyness or the all-consuming fury. It was time to move on, emotionally as well as symbolically.

She would keep the ring in her jewellery box for now, until she decided what to do with it; give it back to Rob, pawn it, throw it out to sea from the top of the cliffs? For now, being off her finger was enough. She was no longer Rob’s wife and removing the ring was an acceptance of that fact. She should celebrate this small victory with her friends. Raise a toast. To leaving the past where it belonged. To fresh starts. And to finding a brand new happily ever after.



Chapter Thirty-Seven

Frankie

George’s plan for Frankie and Alex wasn’t solely for the couple’s benefit; it was definitely a ‘kill two birds with one stone’ kind of set up as the romantic picnic she and Katie arranged for the following evening was their final chance to have a practice run before the launch on Saturday. With George repaying the favour of babysitting, Frankie and Alex drove down to Chapel Cove, a tiny strip of sand away from the bustle of the town. They were posing as clients, with Katie waiting at the secluded beach to lead them down to the romantic picnic she’d set out for them. Little Seaside Picnics’ signature red gingham blanket lay at the centre, surrounded by lanterns crafted from tin cans, with heart shapes punched out in small, glowing holes, providing soft light against the early evening sky. The blanket was filled with delicious food, with mini bagels filled with roast beef and mustard, seafood skewers, filo pastry tartlets, potato salad, homemade sausage rolls, and lemon drizzle cupcakes. A bottle of sparkling flavoured water sat cooling in a bucket of ice.

‘This looks amazing,’ Alex said as they approached their picnic. ‘You’re definitely going to be a hit.’

Frankie felt a tingling sensation in the pit of her stomach. ‘I hope so. It’s too late to back out now, anyway. We’re sort of committed.’

Katie edged away quietly as the pair sat down on the blanket. Alex poured the drinks while Frankie took in the beautiful setting. The cove was so remote, the only sounds she could hear was the gentle crash of waves. The sun was low, casting a peachy glow along the horizon while their little section of the cove was cast in shadow, the sand dark beneath them. But with the flickering hearts surrounding them with light, they couldn’t have picked a more romantic spot.

‘Thank you.’ Frankie took the proffered drink from Alex and took a sip. The bubbles fizzed on her tongue but she would be keeping a clear head tonight.

‘Thank you for bringing me here.’ Alex looked around them as he poured a drink for himself. ‘It’s so peaceful here.’

‘We certainly won’t be disturbed by troublesome dogs.’

Alex smiled and raised his glass. ‘I’ll drink to that. And I’m so sorry about Jake. That was possibly the most embarrassing thing that has ever happened to me.’

‘Oh, that’s nothing.’ Frankie gave a wave of her hand. ‘Finn once dropped his pants in the middle of the supermarket and had a wee in one of the potties from the shelf while I had my back turned. Obviously, I had to buy the potty afterwards, but not before explaining the situation to a member of staff so I could empty it. I was mortified.’

‘Still, at least you have a story to tell his first girlfriend.’

‘Absolutely.’ Frankie raised her glass and Alex clinked his against it.

‘Kids are great. I bet you have loads of funny stories.’

‘Tons. There’s never a dull moment, that’s for sure.’ Frankie flipped open the hamper. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Starving.’ Alex helped to unload the hamper onto the blanket. ‘This all looks amazing. I can’t wait to tell people I was one of the first to experience the world famous Little Seaside Picnics.’

‘World famous?’ Frankie arched an eyebrow. ‘Baby steps. Let’s not bite off more than we can chew.’

‘Nonsense.’ Alex spooned potato salad onto his plate. ‘Think big. One day you’ll look back on this conversation and tell me I was right.’

‘There’s a first time for everything.’ Frankie nudged Alex with her elbow and took a bite out of a tartlet, resting her head against Alex’s shoulder while she chewed. ‘Speaking of the future, where do you think we’ll be in a year’s time?’

‘I think there’ll be at least one of these on every beach in the North West.’ Alex ran his hand over the gingham blanket. ‘And I think you’ll be mega-successful businesswomen that girls across the country will look up to. You’ll be the inspiration for an entire generation.’

‘That sounds lovely, but I wasn’t talking about the business.’ Frankie sat up straighter, placing the tartlet down on her plate and brushing the crumbs from her fingers. ‘I was talking about us. Where do you think we’ll be in a year’s time? Still friends?’

‘I hope so.’ Alex shifted his body so he was facing Frankie. ‘Don’t you?’

She shook her head, and though it was growing darker seemingly by the second, she saw Alex flinch at her reaction. She took his hand in hers, her thumb moving over the bumps and grooves of his knuckles.

‘I don’t want us to be friends in a year’s time.’ She swallowed hard, trying to push down the panic that this was going to blow up in her face. ‘I want us to be more than that. I know we said we’d take things slowly, but it’s been a couple of months now and I’ve been trying to pluck up the courage to tell you how I feel. But I haven’t until now because I’m scared. Not because it would mean the start of a new relationship, but because I’m scared you don’t feel the same way.’

There. She’d said it. It was all out in the open. The ball was firmly in Alex’s court.

She wished the fizz in her glass wasn’t of the water variety.

Or perhaps it was best that it was.

Was Alex ever going to respond?

‘Do you feel the same way? Or have I just made a complete idiot of myself?’

Alex nudged his plate out of the way and for a horrible moment, Frankie thought he was going to stand up and walk away, leaving her all alone on the dimly-lit beach. But he didn’t scramble to his feet. Instead, he reached his hand for her waist so he could pull her onto his lap.

‘I’ve been waiting weeks for you to say something along those lines.’

‘You have?’

Alex nodded. ‘It’s been driving me crazy, but I didn’t want to rush you and end up ruining what we already had.’

Frankie rested her forehead against Alex’s as the panic seeped away. ‘You can’t rush me, because I’m ready for this.’ And then she kissed him and she found she really had nothing to fear at all. She’d worried kissing another man would feel different to kissing Bradley. She’d worried equally that it would feel the same. But right then, in that moment, Bradley’s kisses didn’t enter her head at all. This moment was about Alex and the way he made her feel. The way she never wanted to stop feeling.

The picnic was largely ignored as the sun dipped beneath the horizon, but Frankie was sure George wouldn’t mind


Chapter Thirty-Eight

George

George’s kitchen was a hive of activity as preparations for the launch of Little Seaside Picnics were well under way. George had been up before dawn that morning – she hadn’t been able to sleep anyway due to an equal measure of fear and elation – throwing together dishes, prepping salads and baking fresh batches of cakes and biscuits. While Frankie, her brother, and Jack were down at the beach setting out blankets, tables, and bunting, George and Katie were putting the final touches to the food.

‘Do you think we have enough?’ George was quickly running out of space to store the food, with every available space filled with tubs and bowls – and that was after Frankie had taken a load to store in the beach hut earlier – but she couldn’t help worrying.

Katie placed a hand on her back. ‘We have plenty. We’ll probably be eating mini bagels for breakfast for the next two weeks.’ George nodded, though she was still totting up totals of each item in her head. ‘I think we should start getting ready. I don’t know about you, but I’m not all that keen on hosting this party in my scruffs and with patches of flour in my hair.’

George had splashed out on a new outfit for the occasion, teaming a bright pink waterfall blazer with a floaty, floral-print dress and pink ballet flats. She hoped the overall effect was fun and beach worthy yet professional. She’d never launched a business before, but Katie assured her she looked the part.

‘Look at you two,’ Frankie said when she arrived at George’s flat. ‘Very fancy.’ She looked down at her sandy jogging bottoms and T-shirt. ‘I really need to change.’

‘You go and get ready.’ Katie took the van’s keys from her. ‘We’ll get this lot packed up and take it down to the beach and then I’ll pick you up.’

‘Thanks.’ Frankie started to back up towards the door. ‘Isaac and the twins have gone to pick Mum up now, but Jack’s still down at the beach so you’ll have another set of hands.’

George’s stomach flipped at the mention of Jack, which was ridiculous as she’d known the man for months and in all that time her stomach had behaved itself. But suddenly Jack wasn’t just another parent she sometimes chatted to in the school playground. He was a man who’d kissed her, however briefly. The first man she’d kissed since her last relationship ended seven years ago.

‘I’ll, er, just grab some of the boxes.’ Feeling her cheeks starting to warm at the memory, George made a dash for the kitchen before her friends started to tease her. She was a woman in her forties, which was too old for blushing over a man.

With the van loaded with boxes of picnic food, Katie drove down to the beach. Frankie, Isaac and Jack had done a wonderful job setting up and decorating, with bright bunting, paper pinwheels, and bunches of balloons secured with seaside-themed weights. A traditional seaside photo wall with cut-outs for guests’ faces had been set up for photo opportunities, as well as a net for a volleyball tournament later that afternoon. There would also be a sandcastle-building competition, with prizes of free family picnic deliveries for the best creations.

‘What time are Elliot and Lizzie getting here?’ George asked as they unloaded the van and carried the boxes down to the beach hut. It was still quite early and already the sun was beating down onto the sand, so hopefully the weather would hold and provide them with a glorious day to present their business to the town. Clifton-on-Sea had suddenly burst into life during the approach to summer, with shop owners throwing up the shutters along the seafront and displaying everything you would want from the seaside; a whole colour spectrum of buckets and spades and beach balls, a rainbow of rock and sugar dummies, and trays of fudge in every flavour you could imagine. There were souvenir magnets and keyrings, postcards to send home with beautiful shots of the beach and harbour, and the tackiest T-shirts, hats and aprons that you would only buy while on holiday. The arcades enticed families and groups of teens with their flashing lights, pulsing music and the promise of prizes, while the pier beckoned with fairground rides, sugar-sprinkled doughnuts and wispy candyfloss. The town was putting on its best show and the locals and tourists were flocking to join in the fun. Hopefully, the promise of free food and entertainment would tempt a good chunk of them to the beach for the launch party.

‘Rob’s bringing them down in time for the opening.’ Katie pulled a face. ‘He’s bringing Anya and the baby.’

‘Oh.’ George would have put an arm around her friend, but they were full. ‘How do you feel about that?’

Katie shrugged. ‘It’s good that he’s being supportive, I guess. It’s just…’ She shrugged again. ‘A bit too soon for socialising. I’ve just got my head around the divorce, you know? But it’ll be fine.’ She gave a determined nod. ‘I’ll be fine.’

Once all the boxes were unloaded, Katie headed to Frankie’s to pick her up, leaving George and Jack alone. They’d seen each other in the school playground since their date, but this was the first time they’d been alone.

‘Thank you for helping out.’ George indicated their patch of the beach. ‘I really appreciate it. We all do.’

‘Any time.’ Jack smiled shyly. ‘You look beautiful, by the way.’

George’s eyes widened, startled by the compliment. When was the last time someone had told her she was beautiful? It was so far in the past, she couldn’t recall. She couldn’t even remember how she was supposed to react, and so she stared dumbly at Jack until he started to walk away.

‘Can you give me a hand with something?’ Jack called over his shoulder before he disappeared inside the beach hut. Giving herself a mental shake, she hurried after him, squeezing into the tiny amount of space remaining inside the hut.

‘What is it you…’ she started to say, but her words were cut off as Jack kissed her, and this time it wasn’t the innocent brush of lips they’d shared on her doorstep.

George would have quite liked to stay hidden in the beach hut, snogging the local plumber like a teenager behind the bike shed, but there was too much work to do. While George and Frankie carried on with the set up on the beach, Katie and Jack headed up onto the promenade to distribute flyers to people passing by. George couldn’t help glancing his way as she arranged the food on the tables, a smile playing on her lips as she thought about that kiss. She hoped there would be more of them. Lots more.

‘Here’s Mum.’ Frankie’s words shook George from a daydream involving a gushing pipe and a very wet plumber who was forced to strip off… She blinked the image away and followed Frankie as she headed towards the stone steps, where Frankie’s family were about to reach the sand. Skye tore off towards the beach hut, where the buckets and spades were ready for the sandcastle-building, while Finn continued to grasp hold of his grandmother’s hand.

‘Mum, come and meet George, the star of our picnic business.’ Frankie presented George with a flourish, while George batted away the compliment.

‘I just make the sandwiches. I couldn’t do it without Frankie and Katie’s expertise.’

‘It sounds like a team effort.’ Frankie’s mum smiled at George. ‘It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you, and I’m looking forward to sampling all the delicious food Frankie keeps telling me about.’

‘It’s lovely to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you too.’

Frankie’s mum turned to her daughter. ‘She’s probably told you I’m a frail old lady who can’t be left alone for five minutes.’

‘I have not.’ Frankie rolled her eyes before turning to her brother. ‘George, this is my little brother, Isaac.’

‘Ah, yes, I recognise you now. From the school.’ Since Frankie had mentioned her brother was a teacher at the school, George had tried placing a Mr McCarthy, forgetting Isaac was her stepbrother and didn’t necessarily share the same surname. ‘You’re Mr Thompson. My son, Thomas, goes to Southcliff.’ George felt her gaze moving towards the promenade, involuntarily seeking out Jack. She spotted them further along, slowly making their way towards the pier as they handed out the flyers. She had to force herself to tune back into the conversation around her.

She continued to seek Jack out throughout the morning. As she set out stacks of plates and cups, as she introduced her mum to Christina and Isaac, as she arranged the cupcake display and unloaded bottles of water, juice and fizzy drinks. Finally, as the last few minutes before the official launch time ticked down, Jack and Katie joined them on the beach again.

‘Have you got a minute, Jack?’ She pressed her lips together in an attempt to keep a straight face as she backed towards the beach hut. ‘I could really use a hand with some heavy lifting.’



Chapter Thirty-Nine

Frankie

The beach was heaving; a combination of the warm weather and the efforts of Katie and Jack as they’d directed people down towards the beach hut with the promise of free food and entertainment. The party hadn’t been officially launched yet, but already the picnic blankets were full of potential new clients. Then there were yet more people who hadn’t been fortunate enough to nab a blanket and had laid out their own blankets or beach towels, and there were even a handful of deckchairs set out. Although there would be entertainment later, families had already started to amuse themselves with kite-flying and sandcastle-building, and a teenage boy had perched on the stone steps to play his guitar.

‘Have you seen George?’ Frankie checked the time and her stomach churned. They were supposed to be starting their beach party in a couple of minutes, but Katie had taken more flyers up to the promenade in a last-minute attempt to entice people to join them and George was nowhere to be seen.

‘Which one is George?’

Frankie wiped her forehead with the back of her hand and tried not to snap at her brother. ‘I introduced you earlier. Her son goes to your school.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Isaac pointed towards the beach hut. ‘She went in there a minute or two ago.’ He reached out to grasp hold of his sister as she started to move towards the huts. ‘Um, Frankie? You know your other business partner? Is it her?’ Frankie looked towards the promenade, where Isaac was pointing out Katie as she handed out the flyers amongst the crowds.

‘Katie?’ She nodded. ‘Haven’t I introduced you yet?’

‘There’s no need.’ Isaac cringed. ‘Why didn’t you tell me Katie was your business partner?’

Frankie frowned. ‘I did. You heard Mum earlier – I haven’t shut up about the business for the past few weeks.’

Isaac shook his head. ‘You always referred to them as “the girls” or the picnic club. You never once mentioned Katie.’

Frankie scoffed. ‘Of course I did.’ She narrowed her eyes at her brother. ‘Wait, how do you know Katie?’

Isaac opened his mouth to speak, but Frankie turned at a commotion behind them. The arrival of Alex and Jake was causing quite a stir as the dog almost took down the photo wall – while a couple were posing for a souvenir snapshot.

‘Oh, God.’ Frankie flashed an apologetic look at her brother before she hurried over to check on her guests.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Alex was shamefaced as he apologised to the couple, but Jake had already won them over by flopping onto the sand and showing off his belly for a rub, which the couple were obliging. ‘Sorry. He tugged on the lead and took me by surprise.’ This time he was apologising to Frankie, but she reached up onto her tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

‘Don’t worry about it. It looks like he’s charmed his way out of it.’ She laughed as Jake heaved a great big sigh of appreciation at the fuss he was getting. ‘Thanks for coming. How long have you got before you have to go back to the hotel?’

‘I’m yours for the rest of the afternoon.’

Frankie slipped her hand into Alex’s and offered a tentative smile. ‘I know it’s early days for us, but my mum’s here.’ She looked across the beach, where Finn and Skye were busy burying her mum’s feet in the sand. ‘Do you maybe want to meet her?’

Alex gave her hand a squeeze. ‘I would love that.’

Frankie’s stomach was churning with nerves again as they made their way across the sand. Her pace slowed as she neared her mum and the twins, but Jake powered ahead, signalling their arrival before Frankie was ready.

‘Jakey!’ Skye was elated by the arrival, while Finn inched nearer to his grandmother as Jake tugged at his lead in an attempt to reach them faster. While Skye adored the boisterous beast, her brother wasn’t quite as enamoured.

‘Hello.’ Frankie lifted a hand awkwardly, feeling strangely bashful around her own family. ‘Mum, I have someone I’d like you to meet.’

‘I take it you don’t mean the dog.’ Christina’s hands had disappeared beneath Jake’s shaggy fur as she kept him at arm’s length to prevent a thorough licking.

Alex tugged on the lead. ‘I’m sorry. He has no manners whatsoever and is in no hurry to learn any.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Christina gave a wave of her hand. ‘I just generally like to be better acquainted before I find myself on the receiving end of a passionate kiss.’ She winked at Alex while Frankie held in a groan. ‘You must be Alex. I’ve heard a lot about you.’

Frankie’s mouth gaped open. Her mum made it sound like Frankie had been wittering on about him constantly when she’d barely mentioned him. And then it dawned on her. Isaac! She was going to throttle her gossipy little brother.

‘You’re the one who’s put the smile back on my daughter’s face. I didn’t think it was ever going to happen again, so thank you.’

‘And you must be Christina, the fabulous lady who likes to dance the Macarena on table tops.’

Christina winked at Alex again. ‘Only on very special occasions.’

Jake slumped to the ground as Skye reached for him, more than happy to receive more belly rubs. Even Finn was inching closer now, growing curious about the giant dog.

‘He likes his belly to be rubbed.’ Alex crouched down beside the dog and demonstrated. ‘Isn’t he a big softie?’ Skye nodded and copied Alex with slightly clumsier fingers. Jake didn’t seem to mind and was lapping up the attention, his head thrown back and eyes closed. Finn shuffled towards his sister and reached out with a hesitant hand, his movements slow as he placed a hand on the dog’s belly. A giggle erupted as he met the soft fur.

‘Alex?’ Skye stopped tickling Jake’s belly to pull on his sleeve. ‘Can we take Jakey for a walk?’

‘If that’s okay with your mummy?’ He looked up at Frankie, who nodded.

‘Just a quick one, and then I have to get back to work, okay?’ She held out a hand to help Christina up off the sand. ‘Are you coming for a quick walk with us, Mum?’

Christina gave a wave of her hand. ‘You go and enjoy yourself. I’m going to soak up the sunshine while I have the chance.’ She waved the four of them – plus Jake – off as they wandered down towards the shore, smiling at the image of the perfect family unit.



Chapter Forty

Katie

Katie raised her hand as she approached Rob and the kids. She’d seen them arrive earlier, but she’d been preoccupied with handing out the flyers on the promenade and hadn’t been able to chat. Anya was there too, with the baby sat on her hip, the yellow sunhat covering the blonde curls that reminded Katie of Lizzie when she was small. She wasn’t sure how she felt about seeing Rob’s family – half of them members of her own family, the other half definitely not – but she was determined to be grown up about the situation. She wouldn’t scream or shout, she wouldn’t run away like she had the last time they’d come face to face with Anya. She would be civil, say hello, even if she couldn’t quite make eye contact with Rob’s new partner just yet.

‘Thank you for coming.’ She offered a smile and found it didn’t make her gag.

‘Thanks for inviting us.’ Rob’s eyes flicked to Anya and their daughter before his gaze returned to Katie. He gave a slight nod of his head, as though acknowledging the effort it had taken Katie to include them all. She’d had an inner battle with whether to invite Rob at all, but in the end she’d wanted a fresh start, wanted to put the anger and resentment behind her, and that meant wiping the slate clean – or at least trying to. She couldn’t pretend Rob was on top of her Christmas list, but he was there, somewhere near the bottom, among the friends she hadn’t seen since school and the great-aunt and uncle she only communicated with via festive messages of goodwill.

‘I’m starving,’ Elliot grumbled. ‘Dad wouldn’t let me eat breakfast.’

‘That’s because you got up five minutes before we were due to set out.’ Rob caught Katie’s eye and gave a slight shake of his head, in a ‘what is he like?’ motion. She was jolted, unused to seeing those kinds of gestures of solidarity between them anymore. They were no longer married and she wasn’t sure they’d ever be friends, but they still had the kids and years of shared experiences between them. Perhaps their family wasn’t quite as fractured as she’d thought. Perhaps they could still work together, for the sake of the children.

‘Why don’t you sit down?’ Katie gestured at a picnic blanket that had become available. ‘We’re a bit late starting, but I’ll bring some food over as soon as I can.’

Katie headed towards the beach hut in search of Frankie and George, but she stopped when she heard her name being called. Turning around, she was surprised to see her handsome teacher heading towards her – though she didn’t suppose he was her handsome teacher any more. She should apologise. For treating him rather poorly. For avoiding him like the plague ever since she’d ended their fling. For never asking what his name was before she slept with him, repeatedly.

‘Hey.’ She lifted her hand as he approached, but it felt like a lame gesture and she dropped it again. ‘Thanks for coming.’ She was surprised he had, that he hadn’t avoided her like the plague after the way she’d treated him. ‘And I should have said this sooner – like weeks and weeks ago – but I’m sorry. For everything.’

‘It’s okay.’ He shrugged. ‘I get it. You weren’t ready for a relationship.’

‘No. I wasn’t, but that doesn’t excuse my behaviour.’

‘We don’t always behave as we normally would when we’ve been hurt.’

She smiled, but it was tinged with sadness. ‘Why do you have to be so nice?’

He laughed. ‘You want me to be a git?’

‘It would help.’ She was smiling unreservedly now. ‘Anyway, thanks again for coming. I would have officially invited you if…’ She trailed off and looked down at the sand.

‘If you knew my name?’ He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Or where I live?’

Katie shrugged. ‘Yeah, little details like that.’ She peeked up at him briefly before returning her gaze to the ground. ‘I really am sorry. I treated you pretty badly.’

‘You need to stop apologising.’ She caught the movement of his shrug out of the corner of her eye. ‘We just wanted different things.’

‘There you go again, being understanding. It really is an annoying trait.’ She met his eye and couldn’t help smiling at him. ‘I wish things could have worked out better, but I was pretty messed up after Rob left.’

‘You’re not wearing your wedding ring anymore.’

Katie held up her hand, fingers splayed. There was still the faint mark of where it had sat for over twenty years. ‘You’re looking at a divorced woman now.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be. I’m feeling…’ She paused as she searched for the right word. ‘Okay about it all. Not thrilled, but I’m in a better place than I was.’ She tilted her head to one side, eyes slightly narrowed. ‘I think I might actually be happy.’

‘I’m glad.’

Silence settled over them for a minute or two, the sounds of the waves and an Ed Sheeran song, courtesy of the guitar-playing teen, drifting towards them. There was a slight, cooling breeze, and Katie closed her eyes to savour this moment of contentment. Today had been a mammoth rollercoaster of emotion; she was about to launch her new business, she’d faced Rob and Anya, and now she’d put right a past mistake.

‘Katie?’ She opened her eyes as he spoke again. ‘I did get invited to the launch party today.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Frankie asked me to come.’

Katie frowned. ‘Frankie?’

He nodded slowly, the creases of a cringe beginning to form on his face. ‘My sister.’

It took a moment for Katie to process the information. Frankie was his sister. He was Frankie’s brother. She’d known his name all along, she just hadn’t known it had belonged to her handsome teacher.

Oh, God.

She’d slept with Frankie’s brother. She’d had a fling with her friend and business partner’s brother.

‘You’re Isaac.’ Her hand flew to her mouth as her head whipped around to scour the beach. There was Frankie now, laughing as she wandered along the shore with the twins, Alex and the dog who had brought them together. Would she still be laughing when she found out about Katie and Isaac? Did she already know? Had Isaac known all along who she was?

‘I only realised today,’ he said, as though he’d read her mind. ‘When I saw you handing out flyers for the party.’

‘Did you tell Frankie?’

He shook his head. ‘Not yet.’

Katie’s eyes widened. Not yet? ‘Do you think we should?’ They could keep quiet. Never mention it again. It wasn’t as though they were in a relationship, and they wouldn’t be repeating those mistakes from the past.

The thought filled Katie with disappointment. She hadn’t been able to commit to Isaac in any way back then, but she had enjoyed their brief time together. He’d made her feel desirable again after Rob’s infidelity had ground her confidence to dust, made her feel alive instead of the shell of a woman Rob had left behind when he’d started his new life without her. She owed Isaac a lot, even though she hadn’t valued him at the time.

‘I suppose we don’t have to tell Frankie,’ he said with a shrug.

Could she do that? Keep it to herself? She wasn’t sure she was comfortable keeping secrets from her friend and business partner, but what if Frankie was angry with her for using her brother?

‘I think we should tell her.’ Katie gave a conclusive nod, as though trying to convince herself. ‘Otherwise it’ll be hanging over us.’ Even if she reacted badly to the revelation, surely it would be better in the long run?

‘If that’s what you want.’ They headed down to the shore, waiting until Frankie and her entourage caught up with them. Isaac raised his hand and beckoned his sister over, while Katie thought about dashing away and hiding. This was a bad idea. Terrible. What had she been thinking? Her gaze dropped to the sand, and she wished hard for the patch she was standing on to turn into quicksand and gobble her up.

It didn’t, and she was forced to make the excruciating confession as Alex, the twins and his wild dog wandered back along the beach towards Christina.

‘Do you remember that fling I had a while ago?’ She couldn’t look at either Frankie or her brother as she spoke.

‘With Jarvis?’

Katie nodded, still looking down at the ground. ‘Yes, except he wasn’t called Jarvis. I made that bit up.’

‘You told her I was called Jarvis?’

Katie’s head snapped up. ‘I couldn’t tell her the truth, could I? That I didn’t even know your name after weeks of… well, you know.’ She was fascinated with the ground again, except now her cheeks were burning. She closed her eyes, waiting for the crumbling of her friendship.

‘You’re Jarvis?’

‘No, I’m bloody not.’

‘But you two… Oh, God.’

Katie squeezed her eyes tighter.

‘All those details! They were about my brother. Eww!’

Katie looked up to see Frankie with her hands over her ears. ‘We didn’t know. I had no idea Isaac was your brother.’

‘And I had no idea you knew Katie.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Katie thought about reaching out to Frankie, but she was too chicken and kept her hands clamped to her sides.

‘What are you sorry for?’ Frankie asked, and at first Katie thought she was requesting a list of her misdemeanours. ‘I’m not Isaac’s gatekeeper – he can see whoever he wants, as long as I don’t have to hear any of the details, because I’m feeling a bit grossed out right now. I’m never stepping foot in your hallway again.’ She pressed her lips together as a splutter of laughter escaped. ‘We have no secrets now, little brother.’

‘You’re not mad?’ Katie didn’t know whether to be relieved or suspicious, so she felt a mixture of both, which was rather unsettling.

‘Why would I be mad?’

Katie had several reasons, but she kept it zipped. There was no need to rock the boat unnecessarily, after all.

‘At least I know who Isaac’s been moping about all these weeks.’ Frankie reached up and pinched her brother’s cheek, giggling as he batted her away.

‘Gerroff.’ Isaac took another gentle swipe as Frankie reached for the other cheek. ‘And I haven’t been moping.’

Frankie grinned at Katie. ‘He really has. The poor boy’s smitten.’ She lunged at Isaac, ruffling his hair before she jumped out of range and skipped away.

‘She’s talking rubbish.’ Isaac did his best to rearrange his hair. ‘I haven’t been moping at all.’

‘So you’re not totally smitten with me then?’ Katie gave a faux weary sigh. ‘That’s a shame, because I was going to ask if you’d like to go out for dinner one day.’

Isaac narrowed his eyes. ‘Out for dinner? As in, outside, in the real world instead of hidden away in your house? As in an actual date?’

Katie shrugged. ‘On one condition: we go back to my place afterwards.’

Isaac’s eyes narrowed further. ‘You only want me for my body, don’t you?’

‘Well, it is quite a nice body.’ She started to back away from Isaac. ‘Give me a call if you fancy going out for dinner – but remember that condition.’ The ball was firmly in Isaac’s court, but she was surprised by how much she hoped he’d call her.

She winked at Isaac before she turned and headed back towards the beach hut so they could finally get this party – and the business - launched.

The launch party was proving to be a huge success. More people had wandered down to the beach, especially once the volleyball game was underway (Katie and George took the executive decision not to take part, though Frankie had kicked off her shoes and was giving it a go). A handful of reporters had dropped by to speak to the trio about Little Seaside Picnics and were currently taking photos of Cecily and Marinette as they posed at the photo wall. Frankie had managed a vague ‘we’ll see if we get the chance to cover it’ response from the free local paper but, after a tip-off from Cecily, a couple of nationals had turned up too. There was even a rumour that Granada Reports were sending a crew to do a short piece for an upcoming show. They were mostly interested in the local celeb, but hopefully Little Seaside Picnics would get a bit of free publicity too.

By late afternoon, most of the food had been sampled and they’d taken bookings for a dozen picnic deliveries spread out over the following week, as well as a children’s party in few weeks’ time. The sandcastle competition had been a huge success, with prizes given out for the best structures and design skills, as well as vouchers for discounted picnics for all participants.

‘Almost time for a celebratory Prosecco,’ George said as she and Katie began sifting through the carnage, separating plastic tubs and bowls into boxes, ready to transport back to the flat, and filling bags with recyclable and non-recyclable debris.

‘I can’t wait.’ Katie had long ago removed her shoes, but her feet were throbbing.

‘We should make it a double celebration.’ George dropped a paper plate into the recycling rubbish bag. ‘Not only did we pull off this launch party, you managed not to bury your ex’s head under a giant sandcastle.’

Katie sniggered at the thought. ‘I was very well-behaved, wasn’t I?’

‘It can’t have been easy.’ George added another paper plate to the bag. ‘I’m proud of you.’

Katie beamed at her friend. ‘I’m proud of myself too.’ She gave a firm nod of her head. ‘I think I’ve taken a huge step in moving on. It certainly feels like it.’ She felt lighter, as though her chest had been weighed down before but now a space had opened up inside, allowing her to breathe more freely.

‘Have Rob and Anya gone?’ George looked towards the volleyball match, where most people had gathered.

‘They didn’t stay long.’ Katie gathered together a collection of plastic cutlery. ‘Elliot disappeared when Zara turned up and Lizzie found some friends to hang out with – so much for helping out, eh? I think Rob and Anya felt a bit awkward after that, so they said the baby needed a nap and left, but it was nice that they came. It showed that we can be in the same space without kicking off, at least.’

‘Shall we go and grab Frankie and have a sneaky glass of Prosecco in the beach hut?’

Katie tied up her rubbish bag and dumped it with the other full bags. ‘Yes please. We’ve earned it.’



Chapter Forty-One

George

It was the afternoon after the launch party – their first official day of business – and George was driving along the seafront in the van with the picnics to be dropped off; she’d already delivered two on the beach, and now she had one to drop off in the park, and another at the harbour.

‘Pier?’ She looked in her rear-view mirror, the landmark Ferris wheel on the pier slowly turning in the distance.

‘Nope.’ Beside her, Thomas shook his head. ‘Give up?’

‘Absolutely not.’ George slowed as they approached the stationary traffic waiting at the lights as a family headed across to the beach. ‘Pedestrians?’

‘Nope.’

‘People?’

‘No.’ Thomas shook his head again. ‘You’ll never get it.’

George pursed her lips. ‘Is it inside the van or outside?’

Thomas whacked a hand against his forehead. ‘That’s cheating.’

‘I just need a little clue, that’s all.’ George’s eyes scanned the dashboard for any P words she hadn’t guessed yet, but she came up with a blank. The lights changed, so they set off again. ‘Got it! Pedal?’

Thomas shook his head. ‘Told you that you wouldn’t get it.’ His sing-song voice made George all the more determined to win this round of I Spy.

‘Pebbles?’ She couldn’t actually see any of the pebbles down on the beach from the road, but she was running out of ideas. ‘Poodle?’

Thomas’ head twisted so he could look out of the window. ‘Where?’

George shrugged. ‘Somewhere, I’m sure.’ She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. She was all out of ideas now. ‘Pineapple?’

Thomas giggled and shook his head.

‘Princess? Peppa Pig? Pluto?’

‘The planet or the dog?’

‘Either.’

Thomas shook his head. ‘Nope. Guess again.’

She was still guessing by the time they stopped alongside the park. George hopped out of the van before helping Thomas down onto the pavement. She opened the back of the van and pulled out one of the wicker-effect cardboard carry boxes they’d ordered to transport their picnics. With the handles of the box in one hand, and the other clasping Thomas’ hand, they made their way towards the park’s pavilion, which was the meeting point for the delivery. The family were already waiting, and George felt a warm glow at the excited faces of the little ones as they delved into the box. Waving goodbye, they made their way back to the van and climbed inside. They were on their way to the harbour when George had to pull over as the phone they’d bought for business use started to ring.

‘Hello, Little Seaside Picnics.’ George felt that warm glow again. ‘How can I help?’

She did a little jig as she hung up a few minutes later, having booked to cater a small garden party at the beginning of July. They were starting off with baby steps, but it looked like the business might just work after all.

‘Thomas?’ she said as they pulled away from the kerb. ‘It was P is for Picnic, wasn’t it?’

She groaned as Thomas nodded and clapped his hands. She really should have got that one straight away.

They made their final delivery before they headed home. George had no plans for the rest of the day, but she was eager to get started on planning the menu for the garden party. However, the menu would have to wait as she found a visitor waiting on her doorstep.

‘How was your first round of deliveries?’ Jack asked as she hopped out of the van.

‘Couldn’t have gone better. Everyone seemed happy with their picnics.’ She moved around to the passenger side and helped Thomas down. ‘And I’ve taken a new booking.’

‘Excellent. You’ve earned this then.’ He brandished a bottle of champagne from behind his back. ‘I know you celebrated with Frankie and Katie after the launch party yesterday, but I thought we could have a little toast of our own to mark your first day.’

‘That sounds like an excellent idea.’ If having a sneaky glass of bubbly with her lunch was a sign of things to come, she was going to enjoy running her own business very much.

‘Is Leo here?’ Thomas asked as they made their way to the communal front door of the flats.

‘I’m afraid not – he’s with his mum for the weekend.’ Jack ruffled Thomas’ hair. ‘But maybe you and your mum would like to come to our house for tea on Monday?’ He looked at George, his eyebrows raised in question. ‘If you’re not too busy, that is.’

George shook her head as she slotted her key in the door and unlocked it. ‘A girl’s got to eat, right?’ She pushed open the door and Thomas barrelled inside. ‘And we’d love to.’

Thomas plonked himself straight in front of the TV once they were inside the flat while George and Jack headed into the kitchen. They hadn’t eaten yet, but their lunch could wait a few more minutes. George grabbed a couple of glasses while Jack popped the champagne’s cork, pouring them a respectable measure for an afternoon tipple.

‘To Little Seaside Picnics.’ George raised her glass, but Jack shook his head.

‘To you.’ Instead of clinking his glass against George’s, he took a step forward, closing the small gap between them. Who needed champagne anyway, George thought as he kissed her. This was a much better way to toast her new venture.



Epilogue


In true British summer style, dark clouds had dominated the sky all morning, threatening the picnic George, Frankie and Katie had been planning for weeks. George had been in a flap as her eyes constantly flicked from the food prep to the kitchen window, the frown lines she’d worn since waking that morning to grey skies deepening as the weather showed no signs of improvement.

‘It’ll be fine, George, honestly,’ Frankie said as she stepped out of the office and caught George staring balefully out of the window. Again. ‘The worst-case scenario is rain, and if that happens, we’ll just have the picnic inside. It’s no big deal.’

George nodded, but the frown lines were still in residence. ‘I just wanted everything to be perfect.’

‘I know.’ Frankie stepped into the kitchen area of the new business premises they’d moved into two months ago and stroked George’s back. ‘And it will be, rain or shine. We’ll have good food, our loved ones, and a shedload of champagne. What more do we need?’

George smiled now, the lines starting to fade. ‘You’re right. I’m worrying too much. We know more than anyone that you don’t need sunshine for a picnic.’

Frankie laughed. ‘Little Seaside Picnics wouldn’t have lasted the year if we did.’

The past year had been a bit of a whirlwind; they’d been kept busy with orders flooding in for both picnic deliveries and their catering services, and the weather wasn’t a factor at all. They’d organised indoor teddy bear’s picnics for the twins’ nursery, the local Brownies pack, and a couple of parent and child groups. They’d been a huge hit, and several of the parents had booked their own teddy bear’s picnics for their children’s birthday parties, so the service was now a permanent option on their website.

Another fun option that had proved popular was their seaside-themed picnics, with ‘Mr Whippy’-style cupcakes, starfish-shaped sandwiches, and colourful paper windmills, which was popular both during the summer months when people could enjoy their picnics on the beach, and during the colder months when people wanted to bring the seaside to their homes.

There had been several other packages added to their website, from unicorn and superhero themes, to romantic, champagne picnics and seasonal options, and one of George’s favourite aspects of her work was developing new ideas. Frankie had been kept busy managing their social media and her mornings were now solely allocated to Little Seaside Picnics. It meant she’d had to take on less freelance branding work, but she loved helping to build their own brand. To begin with, Katie and George had continued with their part-time jobs while running Little Seaside Picnics, but as the business grew, George had switched to working full-time on the business and Katie would be following suit within the next few months. She’d enjoyed working at the golf course, but her passion lay with Little Seaside Picnics and she loved nothing more than sitting at her desk in their new premises and getting stuck into work, knowing she was building the business for herself and her family. The summer season was about to kick off again, which meant there would be hectic times ahead. And their picnic lunches were not only popular with couples and families, they also had regular custom from local businesses, who ordered food for meetings or corporate events, and they also provided individual, mini-picnic lunches, which they delivered to offices and businesses across Clifton-on-Sea and the neighbouring town. Their business was growing steadily, and the three women couldn’t be prouder.

‘Right.’ Frankie grabbed a Little Seaside Picnics-branded apron and slipped it over her head. ‘What can I do to help?’

Although Frankie and Katie’s main roles were office-based, they still assisted George in the kitchen when needed, made deliveries, and helped set up their catering bookings. They’d just agreed to take on a couple of part-time assistants who were working towards catering qualifications at the nearby college, but they wouldn’t be starting for another couple of weeks, when the summer trade would really pick up.

‘I’m glad the weather’s taken a turn for the better,’ Katie said as she joined them in the kitchen a while later. ‘I was getting worried for a while there.’

George had been so busy in the kitchen, she’d forgotten to check the weather. But she looked out of the window now, a smile spreading wide across her face. The grey clouds had dispersed, and the sun was shining brightly.


They set up the picnic on the beach outside George’s hut, spreading a large, red gingham blanket across the sand, ready to fill with delicious food. They were having an early dinner down on the beach as they’d spent the morning and afternoon catering for their clients. Saturdays were definitely their busiest day of the week.

‘Hey, you.’ Frankie felt a pair of arms slip around her waist and she twisted so she could face Alex. He’d left for work early that morning, before she or the twins had woken, so she was glad he’d made it down to the beach now. Jake sat by Alex’s side, a totally different dog to the one who’d knocked her over eighteen months ago. The training classes were certainly paying off; he hadn’t chewed any of the twins’ toys, Alex’s shoes, or the remote control for weeks now, and he no longer posed a danger to the public whenever he went for a walk.

Jake was officially Alex’s dog now, and the information on his chip had been updated to reflect his new address. Alex’s sister wasn’t coming home any time soon – it turned out the man she’d met on holiday in Cyprus really was the love of her life, and they were now married. Katie had looked after Jake while Alex, Frankie and the twins flew over for the wedding, and she’d vowed never to offer her dog-sitting services ever again. And that had been several months into the dog training, when Jake was starting to turn a corner. Frankie shuddered to think how much carnage he’d have caused beforehand.

‘That thing isn’t going to wolf our picnic down, is it?’ Katie grumbled as she placed a selection of cupcakes and muffins on the blanket. She eyed Jake warily, though he remained seated. Although Lizzie had fallen for Jake’s charm while he’d been a guest at the house and now wanted a dog of their own, Katie couldn’t see anything remotely appealing about the daft hound. She’d told Lizzie to ask her dad about getting a dog at his house instead.

‘He’s a good boy now, aren’t you, fella?’ Alex reached down to scratch Jake behind the ears, but Katie wasn’t convinced. She’d only just moved back into her parents’ house when she’d offered to look after the dog, had just made the garden a little more presentable with a neat lawn and a few flowers along the edges, and that mutt had dug up each and every one of them. Unforgivable.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she told the dog as he watched her with huge, brown eyes. She would not soften towards him, no matter how contrite he pretended to be.

She continued to set out the picnic, shooing away a seagull as it tried its luck, its beady eyes on the handmade pork pies as it edged towards the blanket.

‘You’re really not an animal lover, are you?’ Isaac asked as he plodded down the stones steps and headed towards them.

‘I don’t know about that.’ Frankie smirked at her brother. ‘She somehow puts up with you.’

‘She’s lucky to have a young, hot stud like me.’ Isaac winked at Katie as he passed, while Frankie made gagging noises.

‘Seriously, how do you put up with him?’ she asked her friend as Isaac headed into the beach hut to grab more food to set out on the blanket.

Katie had a reason or two but didn’t think Frankie would appreciate them. When Katie had started seeing Isaac – properly, with actual dates and everything – she and Frankie had made a pact that there would be no icky oversharing, and Frankie had been delighted when Katie had moved out of her old seafront house, as it meant she would never have to come face to face with the setting of her little brother’s nocturnal activities.

‘Aren’t Elliot and Lizzie coming?’ George asked as she rearranged the sandwiches Isaac had placed on the blanket.

Katie caught Frankie’s eyes briefly before she turned back to George, a slight frown on her face. ‘They’re with Rob and Anya.’ She spoke slowly, her eyes flicking to Frankie and back again. ‘It’s their wedding. I’m sure I’ve mentioned it once or twice.’ Frankie sniggered at the understatement. The decree absolute had barely made it to the doormat before Rob had announced his engagement. He hadn’t wasted any time at all, and it was only Anya’s insistence on planning the wedding carefully that had held them back from exchanging vows while the ink was still wet.

Katie had passed on a Little Seaside Picnics business card – promising a family discount – but they hadn’t taken her up on the catering option.

‘Of course.’ George rolled her eyes and sank down onto the blanket from her kneeling position. ‘Sorry – baby brain.’ She placed a hand on her stomach and shook her head. ‘I swear my brain’s becoming more and more sieve-like by the day, and I’m only eighteen weeks. Can you imagine me towards the end of the pregnancy? I won’t even remember my own name.’ She laughed lightly to herself and sat up again. ‘How are you feeling about the day, Katie?’

‘I’m fine.’ Katie shrugged. ‘I won’t lie: I was feeling a bit sad when I woke up this morning and realised what day it was. I mean, it really is the final nail in the coffin of our marriage, isn’t it? But it’s more of a nostalgic sadness. I don’t want Rob for myself, it’s just the end of an era and all that.’

‘But you’re feeling okay now?’ George asked, and Katie nodded, the corners of her lips lifting into a smile.

‘Oh, yes. Isaac did something that made me forget all about Rob.’ She half-laughed, half-yelped as she hopped out of the way of Frankie’s swing. She held her hands up in surrender. ‘Sorry. Couldn’t help myself.’

‘And how do Elliot and Lizzie feel?’ George was back to rearranging food, ensuring everything was just so. ‘It must be a bit weird for them?’

‘They’re happy enough.’ Katie took one of the bowls of salad Isaac was balancing in his arms and carried it to the blanket. ‘Lizzie was thrilled to be a bridesmaid and Elliot was just glad his dad didn’t make him wear a tie. Plus, he got to take Zara as his plus-one, so he’s fine.’

George waited until Isaac and Alex had disappeared inside the hut again before she asked, ‘Do you think you’ll ever get married again?’

Frankie attempted to cover her ears, but she only had one available hand as the other was holding Jake’s lead. She didn’t trust him enough to let go. ‘I’m pretty sure this kind of conversation is breaking the pact.’

George shrugged. ‘I wasn’t necessarily talking about Isaac.’

‘But that makes it worse.’

‘Does it?’ George thought about it for a moment. ‘I guess it does.’ She shrugged. ‘Baby brain strikes again.’

Frankie laughed. ‘Are you going to blame everything on baby brain from now on?’

George thought about this, and then nodded. ‘Probably.’

‘I don’t blame you. It’s the perfect excuse.’ Katie sank onto her knees on the blanket. ‘Can we eat yet? I’m starving.’

‘Me too.’ George winked at her. ‘Baby’s hungry. But I guess we should wait a bit longer. Jack and the kids should be here any minute.’ She turned to look up at Frankie, squinting against the sun. ‘What time did your mum say she’d get here with the twins?’

Frankie pointed at the promenade. ‘They’re on the way now. See that giant teddy? Skye is under there somewhere. I hope they haven’t run Mum ragged on the pier.’

‘Your mum loves spending time with them.’ George reached for a sandwich and nibbled the edge; baby really was hungry.

‘I know, but they can be a handful.’

‘Your mum raised you and Isaac – she knows what she’s doing.’

Frankie nodded. ‘You’re right, but I’m going to go up and meet them. Make sure Skye doesn’t trip over that bear going down the steps.’ She held the dog’s lead out towards Katie and offered a beaming smile. ‘Any chance you can hold Jake for a minute?’

Katie sighed, but she took hold of the lead. By the time Frankie made it back to the blanket with Christina, the twins, and the giant teddy bear, Katie was feeding cocktail sausages to the dog. It seemed she wasn’t immune to his charms after all.

The party was complete once Jack arrived with Thomas, Leo, Ellie and Vevie. They all gathered on the blanket, with Katie proposing a toast to the growth of Little Seaside Picnics.

‘It’s been an amazing year,’ she said, raising her glass of champagne. ‘Let’s hope the next twelve months will be just as fun, hectic and successful.’

George raised her glass of sparkling water and leaned against Jack’s solid frame beside her. Who would have thought, eighteen months ago, that she could be so happy? Thomas was thriving at school, she was completely besotted with Jack and her new extended family, which was about to extend by another member in a few months, and she was an integral part of a flourishing business. There were times she had to pinch herself to prove it was all real, but for now, she would sit back, relax and enjoy the moment.
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Chapter One

Mae

Mae was in a mad rush that morning as she flitted from room to room, eyes flicking to whichever clock happened to be nearest every thirty seconds. Right now, it was the digital display on the microwave that made her eyes widen in panic as she trundled into the kitchen, dumping the armful of goodies she’d collected onto the breakfast bar. Where had the morning gone? She could have sworn it was only five minutes since she’d dragged her weary body from beneath her sheets, forcing it in the direction of the coffee machine. And now it was almost time to go and she wasn’t even ready. The caffeine hadn’t had chance to work its way into her system, even after her second giant mug, gulped down between bites of toast.

Taking a calming breath, Mae added the goodies to the baskets she’d set out on the breakfast bar with a practised hand, arranging the mini bottles of shampoo, conditioner and body lotion to the bed of scrunched-up tissue paper among the bottled water, individually wrapped teabags and sachets of coffee. The bar of chocolate, cellophane-wrapped biscuits and stick of rock added a sweet touch. Mae prided herself on attention to detail; it was the little things that stuck with guests long after they’d packed their suitcases and returned home, the unexpected touches they gushed over with their friends and family or added to their TripAdvisor review. Although the welcome baskets she left in the rooms of her bed and breakfast took time, effort and extra cost, Mae knew they could tempt a guest to leave a sparkling, five-star review instead of a four-star, and entice them back next year – and the year after that. Mae had dreamed of running her own bed and breakfast since she was a little girl. Now her wish had come true, she would put her all into the venture and make it the best bed and breakfast she possibly could.

‘Hannah!’ she called as she popped the final item – a note for her guests written on a postcard with a photo of the seaside town on the front – into the basket. ‘Have you got your shoes on yet?’

She grabbed the baskets – one each for the two rooms she had available in the house she’d inherited from her grandmother four years ago – and headed towards the stairs, stopping outside the family room where she spotted her four-year-old daughter still glued to the television. Shoeless.

‘Excuse me, little lady, but aren’t you supposed to be putting your shoes on?’ Mae arched an eyebrow at her daughter. ‘We need to set off for Nanny’s in two minutes.’

‘It only takes me one minute to put my shoes on,’ Hannah said, eyes travelling back to the screen.

Mae’s eyebrow arched further. ‘And how long does it take you to walk up the stairs to grab them?’

Hannah scrunched up her nose, eyes still on the television, as she calculated. ‘Ten seconds?’

‘And do you know where your shoes are?’

Technically, Hannah’s shoes should be lined up at the bottom of the wardrobe with her other shoes, but Mae knew her daughter too well. Mae might be a stickler for the little details, but her daughter was not. In Hannah’s world, there was a place for everything, but nothing was in its place.

‘One of them is under my bed,’ Hannah said. ‘I kicked it under there this morning when I tripped over it.’

Mae closed her eyes, briefly. ‘And the other?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘In my room?’

Mae hoped the shoe was in Hannah’s bedroom. They had guests arriving later and Mae lived in fear of the day one of them would trip over an abandoned shoe or toy. She did her best to keep the house in pristine condition, but it wasn’t always easy with a four-year-old tearing about the place.

‘So, actually finding the other shoe could take you more than the fifty seconds you have left. Plus, we’ve been discussing this for…’ Mae scrunched up her own nose as she calculated the wasted time. ‘Twenty seconds? So, really, you only have thirty seconds to find your shoe. Probably twenty-five by now. So do you think you should turn the telly off and go and put them on?’

Hannah sighed, her little chest heaving dramatically. ‘Fine.’

Mae watched as her daughter wriggled off the sofa and turned the television off before shuffling out of the family room and up the stairs. Hannah was four and already behaving like a teenager – how would Mae cope when hormones set up camp? But Mae didn’t have time to ponder. She had welcome baskets to set out and less than two minutes to do so. She followed Hannah up the stairs, pushing open the guest room they had on that floor, and placed the basket on the end of the bed, smoothing the bedspread with the palm of her hand. The left curtain wasn’t quite even so she moved across the room to open it a little more, smiling at the view as she did so. With the bed and breakfast on the seafront, Mae had the perfect view of the beach, with the pier in the distance, the Ferris wheel already turning slowly. The school summer holidays had started the previous week, so Clifton-on-Sea was jam-packed with holidaymakers hopeful of a warm and dry British summer. Growing up in Clifton-on-Sea, Mae hadn’t always appreciated the beauty of her little town. Building sandcastles with her grandpa, the delicious scent of sweet candyfloss and hot doughnuts mingling with the sea air, eating fish and chips from the paper with her feet dangling over the harbour walls – these were ordinary occurrences for Mae as a little girl, and it wasn’t until she left the town in her late teens, eager to see a bit more of the country, of the world, that she realised what a special place she’d left behind. Or how privileged she’d been to have such an idyllic childhood by the sea. She couldn’t imagine a better place to raise her daughter.

‘Mummy!’

Hannah’s voice broke Mae’s reverie and she backed away from the window, smoothing the bedspread one last time as she passed.

‘I can’t find my shoes,’ Hannah said, poking her head out of her bedroom.

‘What about the one under the bed?’

Hannah shrugged. ‘It’s not there any more.’

Mae pressed her lips together. She didn’t have time to hunt for misplaced shoes. She still had to take the second basket of goodies up to the little room in the attic and drop the keys with Mrs Hornchurch next door (where she would no doubt get caught up in a ten-minute chat while she did her best to politely escape) before ferrying Hannah across town. They were already cutting it fine.

‘You’ll have to wear a different pair.’ Mae was already shuffling backwards towards the narrow staircase that led to the fourth bedroom. ‘Your sandals. Or your trainers if you really must.’ Trainers wouldn’t really go with the red gingham summer dress Hannah was wearing, but desperate times called for mismatched outfits.

Mae scurried up the stairs as Hannah’s head disappeared back into her bedroom. Placing the basket on the end of the bed, she gave the pillows a fluff before heading back down to check on Hannah’s shoe status.

‘Wellies?’

Hannah looked down at the Doc McStuffins wellies and shrugged. ‘They’re all I could find.’

Mae could have made many arguments against the wellies – not least the ridiculous mismatching and the fact it was a glorious summer’s day – but she really, really didn’t have time to discuss the matter, nor locate more suitable footwear.

‘They’ll do.’ With a decisive nod, Mae led the way down the stairs, heading for her desk to grab the keys for today’s guests from the drawer. With her car keys, handbag and sunglasses in hand, she was ready to go.

‘Hannah?’ The girl had disappeared. ‘Hannah! We need to go!’

Mae scurried through the rooms of the house, finding Hannah crouched in the kitchen, her outstretched palm full of Frosties.

‘Hannah,’ Mae groaned as the cat nibbled at the proffered cereal. ‘I’ve told you not to feed him. And especially not Frosties. Come on, cat. Out!’

‘But he’s hungry,’ Hannah said, hand still outstretched.

‘And we’ll be hungry if I’m late for work again and lose my job. Come on.’ Mae swung the back door open and nudged the cat gently with her foot until it slunk away into the back garden. ‘Please stop feeding him. It’ll only encourage him to come back.’

‘But I want him to come back,’ Hannah said as Mae closed the door. ‘I love him.’

‘He isn’t our cat.’ Mae wasn’t sure he was anybody’s cat, judging by the state of his matted fur and lack of collar. The jagged ears from ancient fights gave him a definite alley cat vibe. ‘Now, let’s go, little lady. Nanny will be wondering where you are.’


As lovely as the Seafront Bed and Breakfast was, and as busy as it kept Mae, the profits generated from the small establishment weren’t enough to pay the bills, so Mae topped up her income by working part-time at one of Clifton-on-Sea’s pubs. The Fisherman sat opposite the harbour, in the quieter part of town away from the beach, but it was popular with the locals and the holidaymakers who liked to venture a little further afield. Mae had known the owners – Frank and Corinne Navasky – for as long as she could remember, as Frank and her grandpa had been friends since childhood. Mae had fond memories of sitting by the open fire in the pub with a glass of lemonade and packet of crisps while Frank, her grandpa and their friends played dominoes on chilly Saturday afternoons.

‘Ah, she’s here. I was about to send out a search party.’ Frank winked at Mae as she burst through the doors of the pub, breathless from the dash from the car. As predicted, she’d ended up chatting with Mrs Hornchurch for a good ten minutes when she’d dropped off the keys, plus she’d had to deal with a lady who wanted to book a room on her way out of the house, meaning she was even later for her shift. But she couldn’t complain too much about Mrs Hornchurch as her neighbour was doing her a massive favour. As Mae needed to work, Mrs Hornchurch often stepped in to help, keeping watch for any guests and showing them to their rooms when they arrived. Mrs Hornchurch was a godsend, so Mae could forgive her chatterbox nature.

‘I’m so sorry.’ Mae threw her handbag onto one of the shelves under the bar and rolled the sleeves of her cardigan up. ‘I’ll work through my break to make it up to you.’

‘You will not,’ Frank said. ‘There’s no harm done. It isn’t like I’m rushed off my feet.’

It wasn’t yet lunchtime so the pub was pretty much deserted, with only Tom Byrne, a permanent fixture in the Fisherman, sitting with his pint of bitter. Soon, however, the place would be filled with patrons wanting a pint to go with their fish and chips from the chip shop next door.

‘Do you need me to do anything before we get busy?’ Mae asked Frank. ‘Any glasses need washing? Barrels need changing? Do the loos need cleaning?’

Frank raised his eyebrows at the last suggestion. ‘You must be feeling guilty. But no, love, everything’s in hand. Why don’t we put the kettle on and have a quick game of dominoes before the rabble descends?’

Mae had learned to play dominoes by watching her grandpa play in the Fisherman, and the clatter as the pieces tumbled from the box onto the table always reminded her of him. Her dad hadn’t been around much when she was growing up, so it had been her grandpa who’d been the father figure in Mae’s life. She’d loved staying with her grandparents by the beach, going for a paddle with her grandpa, their skirts and trousers lifted or rolled up to their knees as the cold water washed over their feet, or sneaking off to the Fisherman with him when it was too cold to build sandcastles. Double trouble, that’s what her granny had called them.

Mae missed her grandparents, but she cherished the memories she had of them and smiled now as she picked up a cool tile.

‘So, how’s that goddaughter of mine?’ Frank asked as they set the dominoes out facedown on the table. ‘Enjoying the school holidays?’

‘She’s enjoying too much TV.’ Mae had lost count of the number of hours Hannah had sat in front of the box over the past few days, but Mae had been so busy with the B&B – preparing rooms, looking after guests and taking bookings – and the television provided an easy distraction. Though Mae felt guilty, the school summer holidays were the busiest time of year for Clifton-on-Sea, and Mae couldn’t afford to turn business away. She was fully booked from now until early September, with her largest booking due to arrive later that afternoon. Mae’s B&B only had two rooms to let, but as well as a double bed, the attic room had a sofa bed, which her latest guests would be making use of. The Robertsons – made up of grandparents Shirley and Len, plus their daughter, son-in-law and two young grandchildren – had stayed at the Seafront B&B for two weeks every summer since Mae had opened for business three years ago, and although Mae was looking forward to their stay, she knew looking after six guests – plus Hannah and her part-time bar work – was going to be a tough juggling act.

‘Why don’t you bring her over in the morning?’ Frank asked. ‘Corinne and I are popping into Preston to do a bit of shopping. Hannah can come with us on the train and we’ll take her for a burger for lunch. We might even throw in a trip to the cinema.’

Mae started to shuffle the tiles around the table to mix them up. ‘You don’t have to do that.’

Frank joined in the shuffling. ‘I know that, but we love taking Hannah out. What are godparents for?’ He gathered the tiles into the centre and, with a flick of his hand, invited Mae to choose a tile.

‘She’d love that, thank you.’ Mae plucked a tile and turned it over so they could both see it. ‘One-Three.’

Frank chose his own tile and turned it over, giving a little whoop of victory when he saw the pips he’d uncovered. ‘Five-Six. Me first.’ They both returned their tiles to the collection on the table and gave them another quick shuffle.

‘The vet was in here last night,’ Frank said as they drew their tiles from the collection and placed them in front of themselves, balancing them on their edges so only they could see the value of their own tiles.

‘Frank…’ Mae said with a heavy sigh.

‘What?’ Frank’s bushy eyebrows lifted and his mouth was agape. ‘I was only saying.’

‘Hmm.’ Mae rearranged the tiles in front of her, mostly so she didn’t have to make eye contact with her opponent.

‘He’s a fine young fella,’ Tom Byrne piped up, his voice making Mae jump. He’d been so quiet in his little corner of the bar, she’d forgotten he was there. ‘Our Tiddles had a tumour last winter. Thought she was a goner, but Alfie sorted her out. She’s got a new lease of life. She’s like a kitten again.’

‘Maybe I should take a trip to see our vet,’ Frank said as he placed his first tile face up on the table. ‘I could do with a new lease of life with all these barrels needing to be lugged around the cellar. I feel like I’m ready for the knacker’s yard some days.’

‘Rubbish.’ Mae selected a tile and joined it onto Frank’s. ‘You’ve got more energy than anybody I know, including Hannah. I hope I’m as fit and energetic as you when I’m in my seventies.’

‘Ssh!’ Frank’s eyes roamed the near-empty pub. ‘Will you keep it down? As far as everybody else is concerned, I’m not a day over fifty.’

‘Tom won’t spill the beans, will you?’ Mae asked and he shook his head.

‘What happens in the Fisherman stays in the Fisherman. Ain’t that right, Frank?’

Frank chuckled. ‘Sure is. The tales I could tell…’ Frank chuckled again and shook his head. ‘It’s like being in a confessional some days.’

‘I hardly think you can compare yourself to a holy man, Frank Navasky,’ his wife said, appearing in the doorway that led to the living quarters of the pub. Corinne joined them at the table and dropped a kiss on Mae’s cheek. ‘And I don’t think priests make a habit of mopping up vomit from their confessionals.’ Corinne pulled a face and turned to Mae. ‘Gary King, pissed as a newt, again. I’ve told him he’s on his last warning. Once more and he’s barred.’

‘He’s already barred from the Old Coach and the Lion,’ Tom said.

‘And no wonder. He’ll be barred from here in no time, no doubt.’ Corinne Navasky was short and slim with delicate features, but she was a no-nonsense kind of woman who had no qualms about chucking even the biggest, roughest blokes from her pub. She was so different from Mae’s granny, who would weep over sentimental films and always, always gave somebody the benefit of the doubt, but they’d become as close as their husbands despite their differences. Corinne and Frank were like family to Mae, almost filling the gap her grandparents had left.

‘That vet of yours was in here last night,’ Corinne told Mae. Mae groaned and fought the urge to drop her head onto the tile-covered table.
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