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To Hugo, who’s right there in so many of the funniest, ­happiest, most colourful stories of my life, and always will be, until they’re polished smooth with remembering.
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Tell me about a time you made a snap decision that worked out . . .

Adopting my dog. I didn’t intend to get a dog. Like everyone in those surreal days before lockdown, I was spending hours every day doomscrolling through social media to stop my brain from engaging with anything other than the most soothing content – cookie decoration, sand scooping – but once I saw Tomsk I stopped. Instantly. 

He looked so scared. Two fearful brown eyes staring out through a matted veil of hair, backed up in the corner of a concrete cell, with the message please take me home over the top. Something scratched in my chest. His fear, his submission connected with something in my own heart, and I knew, in that instant, it was my home he needed.

The fact that I was even following Four Oaks Rescue Kennel was a bit masochistic. In my previous, happy, life, Fraser and I had driven over to Longhampton, where his parents lived, to a charity dog show that his mother Martine was judging in her official capacity as the mayor’s wife. We only went to support her and Ray, the mayor – Fraser and I weren’t in the market for a dog, since we both had demanding office jobs, regular spontaneous weekends away and lived in a no-pets second-floor flat. But we’d talked about it, in that testing-the-water-about-kids-without-mentioning-the-word-kids way you do, after you’ve been together a few years.

Tomsk was one of ten strays the rescue owners were desperately trying to move into foster homes before they had to close. He was the biggest, and the hairiest, and the caption was very brief, but something about him already felt familiar. He reminded me of the Womble toy my mum had given me, with his long pointed nose and matted grey fur. Without thinking, I was hunting for my outdoor shoes for the first time in days. The poor creature looked bewildered, as if he’d woken up in the wrong life. That, I could absolutely identify with. Right down to the matted hair and confused expression. 

My flatmate, Ashley, told me later that when I dashed out of the house with the car keys she was worried I was going to, in her words, ‘Do something stupid’ – which I kind of was, but not the way she thought. I hadn’t left the house for three weeks at this point, and that was before lockdown: Ash and I were both in the grip of Post-Relationship-Paralysis, which manifested itself in tea- and tear-stained leisurewear, fear of hearing certain songs on the radio, and heavy reliance on food delivery.

Four Oaks Rescue Kennel was, an hour’s drive away, but I was pulling up outside before I knew it. I didn’t have a single thought, all the way there, other than: I need to bring that dog home.

I must have looked a bit of a sight when I arrived, because the woman in charge, Rachel, went through the adoption questionnaire very slowly, as if she thought I might change my mind by the time we got to the end.

‘Do you have a garden? Can you commit to walking a large-breed dog? Have you owned a dog before?’

I nodded. Ash’s house had a garden. And my dad had had a Jack Russell called Ned, a classic publican’s dog – patch over one eye, existed largely on crisps – which Dad had taken with him when he moved to London, leaving me and Mum behind, so I’d had a clear lesson about where dogs were supposed to come in your priorities.

But I must have convinced Rachel that I was serious, and eventually she got up and found a spare slip lead.

‘We don’t know much about Scruffy other than that he’s some kind of hound cross and he’s been living rough for a while,’ she warned me as we headed towards the sound of discordant barking. ‘He’s a sweet boy, though, and tries to be clean in his run, so someone must have loved him once.’ 

She paused at the door into the kennel area. ‘That’s what breaks my heart. When they know what love is, then it’s taken away, and they don’t know what they’ve done.’

I bit my lip. 

He was hunched in the furthest corner of the concrete run, trying to make himself as small and invisible as possible in the cacophony of barking going on. They’d cleaned him up from his initial photo but there was still the tangy whiff of fear about him. Rachel unlatched the gate and clipped a lead on to his collar, gently leading him out into the main area.

It’s still really hard to write about this without crying. Even though I know how it ends.

He allowed Rachel to bring him over, although his wiry tail was tucked right between his legs, and when I stretched my hand out, he cowered. Then I sat down on the floor, cross-­legged. I don’t know why, I just had an instinct to sit down.

Rachel sat down too. ‘Ignore him,’ she said. ‘Give him space.’

We ignored him.


She asked me what I did for a living – bland talk, the sort you normally do at parties, not on a concrete floor that smells of bleach – and I told her I was an accountant, that I’d recently split up from my boyfriend of five years, that I had plenty of spare time, that my sort-of-mother-in-law, no, my ex-sort-of-mother-in-law, had judged that charity dog show.

‘Ah!’ she said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Martine!’ 

Which was what everyone said when I mentioned Fraser’s mother.

I asked her about the other dogs, since the mention of Martine reminded me of happier, more Henderson times, and I didn’t trust myself not to start crying or launching into the Fraser break-up story. Rachel told me about the dogs she’d rehomed that morning – a stray collie, a saggy ex-breeding spaniel. A bonded pair of timid dachshunds whose elderly owner had died, suddenly, with no relatives to take them in. Some had sad stories; some, like my shaggy hound, had none.

‘It makes it easier to find new homes if we know their background,’ Rachel explained. ‘But some . . .’ She sighed. ‘Some we’ll never know what’s happened to make them the way they are. What they’re living with, what they can’t tell us.’

That made my eyes fill up. It still does. 

Then I sensed something move behind me. A tentative click of long claws on stone, a rustle. Despite its fear, the dog was inching nearer.

‘All we can do is help them start a new story,’ said Rachel. ‘I’ve seen some poor things come in, like bags of bones, too traumatised to look at you. But if you’re patient, and lucky, and we find them the right people, then . . .’


She paused, because something was moving behind me again, something coming closer. And closer. She could see what was happening, and from the cautious smile I guessed it wasn’t something she’d seen yet from this particular dog.

I held my breath.

There was a silent slump behind me, the whisper of tired legs folding under a mass of unwashed coat. I felt the point of a long nose almost – but not quite – touching my leg, not yet bold enough to make eye contact, but brave enough to creep closer. 

Rachel tilted her head and I got the impression she was sizing me up the same way she assessed the wretched dogs handed in. I knew I looked a wreck. She touched my arm. ‘Same goes for humans too,’ she said, as if she understood the long nights behind my unwashed hair, the dark shadows under my eyes. ‘We can start again.’ 

I reached behind me, placing my hand flat on the floor, not touching the dog, but offering him my skin to sniff.

After a while, a few long moments, I felt the faintest breath on my arm. 

The sigh of a dog who was starting his story again. A good boy. A brave boy. 

My eyes filled up. We’re going to be OK, I promised him, in my heart. Both of us.

We’re both going to be OK. 






Chapter one

Lockdown had been over for four years by this point but to be honest, I’d never really returned to what everyone else was calling normal life. I’d secretly enjoyed lockdown. It was such a relief not to have to have opinions, or ironed clothes, or to spend hours sitting in traffic to get to an office where people had genuinely strong feelings about the taxable benefits of solar panels. Plus, I didn’t have to explain to anyone about Fraser. 

So in my defence, I hadn’t been out very much lately. 

I mean, other than walking Tomsk, I hadn’t been out at all. The woman accepting my donation bags at the charity shop was the first human being I’d spoken to in nearly . . . a week? My housemate Ashley, and I communicated mainly in grunts and eyerolls, as you do when you’ve shared a bathroom for as long as we had, and my professional communication mainly took place via a keyboard, where I had ample time to phrase things neatly, and avoid any awkwardness before it happened.

Not like real life, where I had a microsecond to think of what to say, and no chance to delete anything. Even if it was stupid, or rude, or – unintentionally, I swear – both at the same time. 

A fresh wave of mortification flashed over me as the woman’s face reared up in my mind’s eye. Startled, slightly afraid, even. I picked up my pace as if I could outwalk the embarrassment.


Again, in my defence, I was also in the middle of moving house. Moving house is stressful, right? It’s basically a personal appraisal, but with bin bags and a running tally of how much money you’ve wasted on abandoned hobbies. One minute you’re stacking paperbacks that you won’t read again (if you ever got round to reading them in the first place), next minute you’re yanking at what were once your never-fail jeans, which no longer go over your knees, let alone your hips, staring at the stranger in the mirror and thinking, Who even am I now?

Maybe that was just me. As I say, I hadn’t been out a lot lately.

The worst thing was, I fully knew I was going to say something stupid, being so out of practice, so I’d run the conversation through in my head first. I was going to hand over the clothes and books, and say: one, I’d adopted Tomsk from their rescue and two, that I hoped these donations would help other dogs find their forever humans.

I’d even had a follow-up comment ready to go, about how he’d changed my life. Which he had.

The trouble was, the volunteer threw me by pulling out a blue velvet Anthropologie dress which I hadn’t meant to put in the bag, even though it no longer fitted. It was perfect – elegant, yet stretchy – and had been Fraser’s favourite. I’d worn it on some of our happiest times together: that New Year’s Eve in London, his sister Jackie’s super-fancy fortieth, an anniversary trip to Paris. It made my blue eyes bluer and had a wonderful swish.

Even now, after so many years, my heart had lurched seeing it – and remembering. A starburst of regret and longing had exploded behind my eyes. Where had that Beth gone? 


‘Ooh,’ she’d said. ‘This is gorgeous. I might have to bag this for myself!’ 

And I’d blurted out . . .

I sped up, hot sweat prickling my underarms.

Come on, Beth. 

I’d said, ‘You’re welcome,’ while thinking, No problem!, and somehow what had come out of my mouth, very loudly, was, ‘You’re the problem!’

‘I’m . . . what?’ 

I tried to rearrange the words properly this time, but the pain of letting go of that dress, losing another precious connection to a life I desperately needed to get back to, blurred my brain, and I said, ‘You’re a problem! No, I mean, I’m the problem!’

‘Are you . . . are you all right?’

We’d stared at each other in mutual shock, and I’d spun on my heel and rushed out, because I had no idea how to rescue that particular situation, and I was already too close to bursting into tears.

Thanks to my humiliation-power-walking, I was halfway down Longhampton High Street, where I’d planned to reward myself for my charitable donation/trip to the outside world with a lemon tart at the Wild Dog Café. I could have dropped off my junk somewhere closer to my house – which was, full disclosure, forty miles away, in a different county – but the Wild Dog’s lemon tarts were so good they regularly featured in round-ups of the best patisseries in the country. And, if I’m honest, I wanted an excuse to go to Longhampton. Longhampton was my happy place. 


It wasn’t on any Must Visit list of English landmarks, but Longhampton was the sort of unassuming Midlands market town where yarn bombers covered the postboxes with seasonal displays and everyone turned out for an illumin­ated tractor parade for charity at Christmas. Sure, it had its low points – the bleak sixties precinct being one – but as I walked along the high street, my still-pounding anxiety was soothed by the Britain in Bloom flower baskets, plump pink fuchsia buds and tumbling heart-shaped ivy trailing prettily down the black streetlights. The rest of the world might be battling graffiti and ugly road furniture, but somehow Longhampton maintained the tidy, cheerful atmosphere of a place where residents arranged town-twinning visits with other tidy, cheerful places in France or Luxembourg. Possibly, I was well aware, down to the iron determination of people like Fraser’s parents, Ray and Martine, both long-standing pillars of the community. 

I let my eyes drift along the shop signs, checking what was still there, what was new. I kept my gaze high, avoiding the windows themselves – I avoided reflections, ­generally – and ticked off the familiar landmarks. Boots, Hotel ­Chocolat, a bookshop, a new bakery, charity shop. ­Taylor Maid, a housekeeping agency? Blimey, Longhampton must be getting some city relocators if even the cleaners had shopfronts now. 

I paused opposite the ornate frontage of Longhampton Cellars, the sign painted in silver on darkened Victorian glass, with ‘a family business since 1854’ in swirling cursive underneath. Until about ten years ago, Longhampton Cellars had been Fraser’s family’s business. It wasn’t anymore – as Fraser had controversially declined to take up the mantle of Longhampton’s premier vintner, in favour of a career in cyber security – but the new owners, a chain whose logo was discreetly set back on the door, had kept the shopfront as it had been for the past hundred or so years, because why wouldn’t you? The original golden grapes hanging from a bracket over the double doors were a Longhampton landmark. Also, it had had, for over seventy years, a Royal Warrant for its blackcurrant cordial. That was pretty much the first thing Ray had ever said to me. Did I know Princess Margaret was partial to a hot blackcurrant after a big night out? 

The family row had simmered down by then, but I was still instructed never to talk about supermarket wine, on pain of death. Or Ribena. 

I caught sight of my bulky reflection behind the pyramid of champagne, flinched, and hurried on.

I was having bitter second thoughts about my outfit. I’d thought it was OK at home (loose, flattering, faintly Scandi) but my reflection was giving more Teletubby than Toast. Toast, of course, being one of the reasons I was currently the size I was. Were people staring at me? As I walked on towards the Wild Dog, I tried to keep a neutral but friendly expression on my face, despite a new bubbling of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. My gaze drifted across passers-by; not that I expected to see Fraser – I think he’d moved to London, but I wasn’t sure, since he’d blocked me on his social media the day after our break-up. Although maybe he’d deleted it altogether; his job wasn’t exactly compatible with a lively social media presence – but there was always that chance that I might bump into Martine. 


Martine Henderson was the sort of woman usually described as ‘a dame’ in films d’un certain âge. She had that straight-backed, clear-eyed confidence only doled out to a special few, and whenever Fraser and I attended one of her many fundraisers, she inevitably upsold me in introductions, which only compelled me to explain that, no, actually, I wasn’t ‘a rising tax specialist’, I was just a mid-range standard-issue small-business accountant.

Fraser, her golden boy, was always introduced as doing ‘something so terribly important and so top-secret he won’t even tell me!’ – which he undercut by insisting that he mainly wrote code for credit-card fraud checks. Which wasn’t true either, because he did have an important security job in a bank, but I think he liked to show some solidarity with me. I wasn’t used to people upselling me. I wasn’t used to much encouragement, parental or otherwise, but Martine had a way of zhuzhing people up, plumping them like sagging sofa cushions. It induced equal measures of gratitude and anxiety.

Seeing the blue dress again had stirred up memories that now floated mercilessly before my mind’s eye; I’d worn it to the James Bond fundraiser at Longhampton’s hospice, where we’d won a year’s supply of ham in the raffle, and Martine talked us into donating it to the food bank. I tried to distract myself – look! there was the town hall, covered in pastel bunting and posters for an Easter Egg Hunt – but the memory of Fraser, secret agent, refused to shift. He had the perfect shoulders for a dinner jacket, broad and lean. That had been one of the nights I was so sure he was going to propose that I’d had a manicure specially.


‘Beth, it’s not that I don’t love you . . .’

I dragged my attention across the road, towards the Wild Dog Café, and my lemon tart. But there was a crowd on the pavement between it and me, and I was forced to stop my manic walking.

Two paramedics in green overalls were tending to someone hidden by three other people, one in a NatWest blouse, who was shielding the patient from view. Passers-by stepped around the incident with exaggerated care, tilting their heads discreetly to see what was going on while making sure not to catch anyone’s eye and get involved.

I stopped, not sure whether to step into the road to get past, or edge by on the pavement. I hoped it wasn’t anything serious. One paramedic moved aside and I caught sight of a bare foot, pale and knobbly, and close by, a red low-heeled shoe, lying on its side on the pavement. Like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I wondered what it was – an accident? A mugging? No, that was unthinkable.

Then I heard the voice. 

‘I’m absolutely fine, this is so silly, please, I’m fine . . .’

It was unmistakable: the cut-glass determination, with just a touch of iron under the sweetness. The voice of an old-school newsreader, or a head teacher.

It was Martine. 

I hesitated, pretending to make room for passers-by coming from the other direction. Should I go? Was this a sign to turn round and head back to the car? I shouldn’t really be stopping, not with a client call at three p.m. and the dog waiting at home.

But it was Martine.


‘Shall we try to get on our feet then, bab?’ inquired a paramedic.

I winced. I could have warned him that tone wasn’t going to go down well, and it didn’t.

‘Please don’t call me bab, young man.’

‘Seems to be OK cognitively,’ muttered his colleague.

I watched as the crowd parted and the first paramedic scooped Martine Henderson up, setting her on the nearby bench as if she weighed nothing.

Which maybe she didn’t. Martine had always been slender, but her ankles were startlingly thin, and the hair that had been the colour of the palest champagne the last time I’d seen her was now white in thick streaks. She looked fragile, not an adjective I had ever thought I’d apply to a woman with Martine’s very definite presence.

‘You’re very kind but there’s no need to make such a fuss,’ she was saying, brushing invisible dust off her summer dress as the paramedic replaced her shoe. She stretched out her foot as if men placed shoes on her feet every day. Like Cinderella. ‘I simply lost my balance on the— Oh.’

I took an involuntary step backwards.

She’d spotted me standing in the gap between the paramedics and the bank teller. Martine frowned then blinked like someone seeing a ghost: startled, but unsure whether she’d really seen what she thought she’d seen. And unwilling to draw attention to her mistake, if it was a mistake.

I froze. Needless to say, I had imagined various conversations I’d have with Martine if we met again, most of which were designed to be relayed to Fraser: basic message – my life is amazing but I’m open to a reunion. But now, all I could think of was my outfit. Any doubt vanished, and I knew it was the exact opposite of the blue Anthropologie dress I’d just given away. It was the elasticated loungewear of defeat. 

The NatWest lady followed Martine’s gaze, saw me standing there, and said, with audible relief, ‘Oh, look! Is this a friend?’ 

Now the paramedics turned too. The weight of responsibility shifted palpably from them on to me.

‘Is that . . . Beth?’ said Martine. 

‘Yes,’ I said, wincing at the uncertainty in her voice. OK, so I had put on some weight in the past few years but surely not a transformative amount. 

Before Martine could formulate a response, the bank teller rushed over and patted me on the arm, drawing me into the circle, so she could leave. ‘Wonderful, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of the paramedics and your friend here. Sorry, we’re so short-staffed today! I’m glad you’re feeling better, Mrs Henderson!’ She backed away rapidly, then turned and sprinted up the steps. 

The radio inside the ambulance beeped and crackled.

‘So, bab, I mean . . .’ The paramedic couldn’t think of another term of endearment that wouldn’t get him into trouble. 

‘Mrs Henderson,’ repeated Martine.

‘Do you want to hop into the ambulance and we’ll whisk you up to A and E and get you checked over?’

‘For heaven’s sake. I’m not hopping anywhere and I do not want to be whisked.’

‘You’ve had a nasty fall,’ reasoned the other. ‘You could have concussion.’


‘I wasn’t unconscious. I would remember being concussed!’

‘You wouldn’t,’ he said, ‘that’s the point.’ 

Martine glared up from the bench. ‘I am fine.’

‘With the best will in the world . . .’ The radio on his shoulder crackled; another call, this one urgent. The paramedic pulled his colleague to one side and muttered in his ear. I thought I heard the word ‘crash’. 

The bab paramedic turned to me. ‘Would you be able to run her up to A and E? We’d take her in now, but if she doesn’t want to go . . .’ He gestured to the radio. ‘We were on our way to another job when we got flagged down to take a look at her. To be honest, you’re going to get her seen quicker if you just nip up in the car.’

‘I don’t need to go to hospital!’ interjected Martine. ‘Do stop talking about me as if I’m a million years old, I’m here and I can hear you.’

The paramedic exhaled. ‘We’re just trying to make sure you’re safe.’ He dropped his voice and muttered to me, ‘Can you make sure she’s not on her own for twenty-four hours? Keep her quiet, any signs of dizziness, loss of balance, deafness, vomiting, bring her up to A and E.’ 

‘But I’m not—’ I started.

The radio crackled again, and this time the despatcher sounded stressed.

‘Please!’ said Martine. ‘Get on your way to someone who needs your help. I insist.’ She had her handbag open on her lap and was searching inside it. She flapped her other hand dismissively. ‘Beth can look after me.’


‘If you’re sure . . .’

‘I’m positive. Now you hop it!’

The paramedics exchanged looks, then packed up their equipment at lightning speed and vanished in a flurry of thanks and apologies and walkie-talkie jargon, leaving me standing awkwardly on the pavement by the bench, wondering how this had happened.

‘So, Beth!’ Martine looked me up and down, and I braced herself for the comment about how much I’d changed since we’d last seen each other. Or something about Fraser. Or something about my outfit. From the expression on her face, she was clearly having trouble deciding on the right thing to say.

I had never actually said goodbye to Martine. One moment I was her son’s long-term girlfriend, a fixture at Christmas and birthdays, the next I was . . . gone. 

‘Would you like me to give you a lift home?’ I asked.

‘Goodness, no – no need for that. I’m sure I can find a taxi.’ Martine straightened her shoulders and attempted to stand up, but in doing so, pain rippled across her face, and I reached out instinctively to steady her. 

The cardigan was deceptive; under the cashmere Martine’s upper arms were so thin my hands went right round them. She weighed almost nothing.

I couldn’t stop myself. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to go to A and E?’ 

‘No! I do not! I wish people would stop behaving as if I’m incapable of making decisions for myself!’ Martine snapped. 


‘Sorry! I’m sorry!!’

She sank down on the bench, closed her eyes and grasped her handbag. The delicate skin on her eyelids flickered as she took two, three deep breaths, gathering herself together. My gaze ran cautiously across her face, checking the familiar against the new in the same way I’d assessed the high street; despite the ugly flush of embarrassment and stress, Martine’s complexion was soft and pale, still like double cream. The cheekbones were still smoothly defined, over-plucked brown eyebrows arched over her deep eye sockets. When I’d first met her, she’d already worn her crow’s feet proudly, confident that her energy was that of a much younger woman, and they didn’t seem much deeper now; her only gesture towards make-up was a slash of deep raspberry lipstick, right now temporarily faded to a faint rosehip. It was a stylistic flourish I’d tried, and failed, to copy over the years. My own round face needed more skilful colouring-in. Unlike Martine, I had no hollows or shadows, just apples. 

I felt oddly intrusive, being allowed to observe her like this; it was such a rare moment of vulnerability. I didn’t think I’d ever seen Fraser’s mother silent for so long, let alone with her eyes closed. 

Then Martine’s blue eyes snapped open, and in an instant, there was the woman I remembered: the self-­possessed matriarch, born wearing a double string of pearls.

‘What a ridiculous fuss about nothing,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry to put you out, Beth.’ 

‘I was about to go to the Wild Dog Café for a lemon tart,’ I said. ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘I would. But I’d like to go home, if you’d be so kind,’ she said, with a sweet smile that was half-apology, half-request. ‘Can you remember where it is?’

‘I think so,’ I said.

How could I forget? 

Rather than walk Martine back across town, I left her on the bench and hurried back to the car, which was parked in Montague Road, where Fraser and I had once looked at a flat, before he told me he didn’t think living in the same town as his parents was a good idea and then refused to discuss it further, and eventually denied ever saying it.

In the time it took to drive back to where Martine was waiting on the high street, I redid my make-up with whatever I could find in my handbag, and dragged out a red scarf from under the seat which I threw on to break up the apologetic beige of my outfit. 

As I pulled up – hazards on, ignoring the double yellows – I saw Martine too had taken the opportunity to run a comb through her hair and reapply the raspberry lipstick, but unlike me, she now looked ready to chair a committee meeting.

I got out, unsure of how much help would be acceptable. I opened the passenger-side door for her, then I hesitated. Did she need a hand with the seatbelt? I didn’t have much experience with older people. Neither of my parents was around; Mum had died when I was twenty-two, and Dad now lived in France with his new, easier family.

How old was Martine? I did some quick maths. Fraser was forty-one now, and he was the youngest, a surprise baby, so Martine had to be . . . nearly eighty? 


Martine firmly brushed away my tentative offer of help, in any case.

‘I’m quite capable, thank you,’ she said, and I retreated to the driver’s side and got in. 

We set off.

I quickly regretted my lax car-cleaning regime; it smelled strongly of Tomsk. Who also smelled very strongly, albeit significantly less than he did when I first met him. Love had rendered me completely nose-blind to his oily odour of biscuits and old raincoats until Martine got in the car and my nose abruptly returned to factory settings.

I saw her wrinkle her brow, confused and mildly horrified, then an expression of deliberate politeness replaced it, which was somehow worse.

‘I’ve got a dog,’ I explained, just in case she thought the smell was down to me, at the same time as she said, ‘So, what’s happening with you?’

‘Oh, the usual.’ I concentrated on the road ahead, which was busier than I remembered. My sporadic ‘bumping into Martine’ daydreams, in which I casually dropped nuggets of information about my new, successful life for her to relay to Fraser, hadn’t included wobbly cyclists and speed cameras. ‘I’m moving house and of course it’s tax return month!’

‘Ah! You’re still an accountant?’

I nodded. I’d started at Jacobs & Partners as a graduate trainee and assistant to the senior partner, Allen, and now I had my own client list: small businesses mainly – plus some sole traders, a travel writer, a potter, an interior designer. There was some monotony to the work, but, for me, each business was an evolving story, with unique financial puzzles for me to unpick, trading cycles to work around and the owners’ personal foibles to negotiate. Some clients communicated solely in brisk emails and flawless spreadsheets, whereas others were happy to open up their messy heads entirely. Allen kept encouraging me to take on more responsibilities – i.e., less hands-on work – but I enjoyed what I did. I liked the stories.

‘Same firm?’

I nodded again.

Martine tipped her head, a wordless judgement. ‘How long is that now?’

‘Coming up for thirteen years.’

‘You’ve never thought about setting up on your own?’

‘No, I like working with Allen.’ He let me work from home. He signed off my expenses without looking.

‘And what about your writing? How’s that screenplay of yours going?’

I pressed my lips together. I needed to keep notes on my clients’ families, and hobbies; Martine did not.

‘Or was it a novel?’ Martine added, when I didn’t respond.

‘No, it’s a screenplay. I’m still working on it.’

Martine laughed. ‘Beth. You were saying that when I first met you! I’m still working on it. It’s the Forth Road Bridge of screenplays.’

I attempted a similarly tinkly laugh in lieu of a reply I might regret. It came out badly. Strangulated.

‘The best advice anyone ever gave me,’ said Martine, ‘was this: you just have to finish it.’ She tapped my knee with each word. ‘Just. Finish. It.’


Martine had, in the space of a couple of years, written two historical romance novels ‘to see if I could’. (She could, naturally.) They’d been published under her pen name, Elizabeth Buckingham. I hadn’t read them; Fraser and his sisters had, in a rare moment of unanimous agreement, decided that it would be best if the family remained in happy ignorance of their mother’s romantic inner life and nominated Jackie’s husband to take one for the team. He reported back with a detailed synopsis and the slightly damning verdict: ‘Better than I expected, surprisingly saucy in places’ which only cemented the family decision to remain supportively in the dark. 

I’d started the first, The Dancing Heart, but got distracted and, if I’m honest, resentful at how good it was.

‘I’m very busy,’ I responded. ‘Maybe when I’m retired I’ll have more time to focus on writing.’

I hadn’t meant to put the emphasis on the I’m but ­Martine ignored it. Now she was back in the position of offering help instead of needing it, she was energised.

‘You don’t need more time, you just need to make better use of some time. Ringfence an hour a day. That’s what I did, I set my alarm an hour earlier. What was it about? Remind me.’

I gritted my teeth. My screenplay was a historical romance and the subject matter had shifted around over the years. It had started life as a novel, until Martine wrote hers, and broadly Jane Austen-ish, until Martine staked her claim on the early nineteenth century, and I’d had to revise it to a later, darker Victorian period which had never really suited my heroine, whom I’d always pictured in empire-line frocks. Plump arms, plump bosom, skin like a ripe peach, etc. Not forced into crinolines and corsets.

I’d got Act One perfect – Seraphina’s (or Camilla’s or Josephine’s: it varied) shock at her family’s unexpected fall on hard times, her hopes of education dashed, the sudden death of her consumptive mother, and her relocation to Highchurch House – but breaking into Act Two was proving a problem. I’d been rewriting the same two scenes for nearly seven years. It was like knitting one sleeve of the same jumper, unravelling it, and reknitting it with a very slightly different pattern only to find it was still too short. 

‘It’s a historical romance,’ I said.

‘Oh, yes, that’s right,’ said Martine. ‘Would it be helpful for me to put you in touch with a mentor? I’ve met so many romantic novelists since I published The Dancing Heart. I know a terrific writer whose just had her novel optioned by—’

‘And also a thriller,’ I lied. ‘There’s a thriller element now.’

Martine raised her eyebrows and I inwardly cursed my own defensiveness.

But then again, maybe there could be a thriller element? And would it be so bad to let Martine help? No one else had ever taken the slightest interest in my screenplay, not even Fraser. Perhaps particularly not even Fraser.

‘Right here,’ said Martine, pointing towards the turning down into Coleridge Drive. 

She hadn’t needed to point. I’d driven the entire way across town on autopilot, and now we were almost home.

Not home, I corrected myself. Martine’s home. Fraser’s home.


A tight, dark sensation spread through me as we passed the postbox, the cherry tree, the mysterious car that was always covered over with a tarpaulin and never moved, until there it was: the pine-green front door and white railings of 13 Coleridge Drive. Home of the Hendersons since 1968. 

I realised my hands were gripping the steering wheel. 

‘Well, thank you so much, Beth,’ said Martine smoothly, reaching for the handle. ‘I’ll see myself out, there’s absolutely no need to— Agh!’ There was a painful catch of breath as she attempted to open the door and couldn’t exert enough pressure.

She sank back, momentarily defeated. 

‘Let me help you.’ I got out and went round to the passenger side to open it for her.

Martine checked up and down the street first to make sure no one could see her accept my help, then reluctantly leaned on me to get out of the car. We made our way up the steps and suddenly, there I was – going back into the house that led straight into my previous life. 
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