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Eighteen years ago, Tom Johnson returned to California from Oxford and broke Julia’s heart. Mike Ramsey picked up the pieces, but a family tragedy has left their marriage slowly disintegrating to the point where they can hardly bear to touch one another. Mike takes refuge on the golf course with their teenage son; Julia in fantasises of her lost lover. Then she learns that Tom is divorced and still thinking about her, and an old friend gives her Tom’s card. A work trip to San Francisco will take her just 50 miles from his vineyard in the Napa Valley, but should she risk the consequences of seeking him out?
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Praise for Colin Shindler’s writing:

‘His prose . . . is never less than sharp, smart and easy on the eye . . . His writing is so attractive . . . I would be thrilled to read more’
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‘A wonderful book . . . It is also extremely funny’

The Sunday Times

‘The voice is so amiable, the honesty so disarming and the enthusiasm so genuine that I read on entranced’
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‘Shindler is more deft than most’
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PROLOGUE

Dear Tom,

Today I am getting married – but not to you. A part of my heart will always be yours even though you are a complete bastard.

The way you left me convinced me that we never had a chance. I would always have come second in your life.

Anyway, I thank God now because I am so happy to be marrying Mike. He is everything you’re not – caring, thoughtful and unselfish. It took some courage on his part to stick with me throughout that wretched final year at Oxford. I was a worthless cheque, a total wreck, a flop, but Mike was . . . well, I guess you can fill in the rest.

The Casualty Department of the John Radcliffe Hospital in Oxford is an unexpected place to meet your future husband. Oh no, don’t go giving yourself a swollen head. I didn’t slash my wrists the moment you abandoned me (though I think you owe my tutor a letter of apology because my essays were awful the whole year and I only just managed a miserable third-class degree).

My friend Helen – you remember, the girl who introduced us – suggested I see a psychiatrist because then they’d give me bottles of Valium to keep me quiet and she fancied taking some herself but couldn’t get a prescription. I was feeling miserable because they were making me re-read Beowulf. It was just too depressing and it was a dull, bleak, grey November day. Unfortunately, the Mozart clarinet concerto was on the radio, that haunting and beautiful slow movement, and I remembered how we had made love for the first time in your rooms in Balliol with that music oozing from your stereo.

I reached for the happy pills and struggled with the child-proof lock. Is it my imagination or is it only children who can open them? Eventually I tore it off and tipped it towards my open palm and about seven of those small white things rolled out.

They were so small, Tom, tiny, white, inoffensive little things. What harm could they possibly do? And you know me, Little Miss Julia Sensible you called me once. I’m not exactly given to acts of great melodrama, am I? Valium’s just like sleeping pills, isn’t it? Shows you what a deep fund of pharmaceutical information I am. I thought they’d just send me to sleep for a while, there wasn’t much to get up for and it would postpone the dreadful prospect of opening Beowulf again.

Which is what they did. Only when I woke up the room was plunged into almost complete darkness. I was very cold and I had a splitting headache and then I remembered what I’d done and thought that perhaps I shouldn’t have.

Helen was living in the room across the staircase so I dragged myself off the bed and knocked on her door. I don’t remember much else but there was an ambulance and a very loud siren and I rather liked the attention for a while. Helen came with me and she told me later we raced through the streets of Oxford and I groaned so much about Beowulf that the paramedics momentarily thought I’d been attacked by a wolf.

Anyway, when they found out I had just taken too many Valium I was instantly downgraded from ‘urgent priority’ to ‘stupid cow, make her wait, that’ll teach her’. I did try to make them understand that this was neither a desperate suicide attempt nor a frantic plea for help. The truth of the matter was far more mundane but of course nobody was interested enough to listen to my side of the story. As far as the hospital staff were concerned I was just another silly student.

A sadistic nurse at Reception told me I was going to have my stomach pumped and that it would be deeply unpleasant and that it served me right. It makes you wonder where these nurses do their training.

Finally, after two hours, Helen’s sympathy disappeared. She got a bus back into town and there were only two of us left in Casualty. Me and a nice-looking boy in a very muddy football shirt and shorts with very cute legs. He smiled at me and it was the nicest smile I ever saw. It was sort of sheepish and apologetic but he was obviously laughing at himself, which was more than I was able to do.

Mike was there because he’d climbed down a bank into a ditch to recover the football, tripped and fallen head first into a nest of wild hornets. Apparently it was the third time he’d been in Casualty that term and he claimed he was better known to the hospital admissions staff than he was in his own college. He told me the previous week he had put his back out while bending to recover the coin after tossing up to decide which team started the match. Can you believe that? It made me laugh, even in Casualty. I hadn’t laughed for a thousand years before then.

When I got out of the stomach-pumping room for distressed ex-girl friends, Mike was waiting for me. I liked him even more then. You know at the end of a long flight, when you just want to get home and into bed, it’s always wonderful if you come through Customs and see a friendly face. Especially if the face has a car to drive you home.

That’s how I felt when I saw Mike waiting for me. He had even ordered a taxi, a bit extravagant considering our student poverty but neither of us fancied the prospect of waiting at a bus stop in the cold of a November night. I offered to pay half but he wouldn’t hear of it. He’s much more of an old-fashioned gentleman than you are, Tom, which sometimes has its advantages for a girl.

I didn’t think he could possibly have fancied me in the condition I was in so what he did came from the kindness of his heart and he has got a kind heart, Tom. He is the kindest, sweetest, gentlest man I have ever met and he adores me.

He has a very huggable quality. Does that make sense to you? He’s broader across the chest than you are but shorter too so he stands four square and solid. And I love his smile and the way his whole face seems to crack open when he laughs, just like a baby’s. He’s a good sport, Tom. He doesn’t have your sharpness of wit but I’m not worried about being the butt of his humour either. Well, I couldn’t be – not if you saw his dress sense.

I love him. And he wants to have children. I know I’m only 22 and you and I spent most of our time when we were together making sure we avoided having children but the moment I met Mike I knew he would make a great father. I never felt like that about you, Tom, although God knows I felt plenty of passion.

Mike’s not here, in case you think he’s reading this over my shoulder. He’s gone to a hotel for the night. I wanted our wedding day to be special and I didn’t think it would be if we got out of the same bed together in the morning. I want him to see me for the first time on this special day in white coming down the aisle rather than in an old T-shirt getting out of bed.

Tonight we shall be somewhere in Greece in a hotel and I shall be Mrs Julia Ramsey. Does that sound strange? Mike’s booked a hotel on a little island called Mykonos. It sounds romantic, doesn’t it? It’s a small hotel, probably without a wishing well, but we shall be there together – me and Mike and our unborn child.

I’m pregnant. And we’re going to call her Emily. If it’s a girl. If it’s a boy, we haven’t yet decided. Probably not Tom.

Wish me luck,

Love always,

Julia


CHAPTER ONE

‘DO YOU THINK MUMMY WILL like this, Daddy?’

Emily proudly pointed to the tray with Julia’s breakfast on it. Two soggy Weetabix sat in a dish soaking up the milk. Two pieces of cold burned toast lay on a plate next to a saucer of marmalade and the tub of butter which Emily had taken straight out of the freezer because she couldn’t find any in the fridge. She was currently mashing a tea bag against the side of a mug as she attempted to squeeze its essence into the lukewarm water.

Mike broke off his yawn and his casual glance at the Sunday newspaper to appraise his daughter’s efforts at the start of Mother’s Day. The fact that the breakfast was inedible was as nothing compared to the enormous effort that had clearly gone into the planning and execution. His heart swelled with pride as he picked up his daughter and hugged her.

‘I think she will love it.’

‘I did it all myself. Jamie didn’t help me at all.’

‘Where is Jamie?’

‘Watching television.’

Mike wandered into the living room and saw his five-year-old son watching the antics of Mr Happy with rapt attention.

‘Is that Mr Smiley?’

Jamie shook his head.

‘Do you want to come and have a family cuddle with Mummy?’ Even as the words were still forming in his mind he knew that they didn’t represent much of an attraction. ‘Or would you prefer to stay here and let Emily give Mummy her breakfast?’

Jamie didn’t even bother to nod. It was clearly a rhetorical question. If a five-year-old could see that, why couldn’t a 29-year-old?

Mike and Emily went upstairs and stopped outside the bedroom door.

‘Let’s knock,’ Mike suggested.

‘Why?’

‘Because it’s like a hotel. We can be the Room Service. Go on, you knock. I’ll hold the tray.’

Emily tapped on the door very lightly.

‘I think you’d better knock a bit harder. She’s probably still asleep.’

Emily battered on the door with the force of the Drugs Squad breaking down the front door of a suspected dealer.

From inside the room came a sleepy but worried ‘Whaaat?’

Mike opened the door and handed the tray to Emily.

‘Happy Mother’s Day to you,’ they both sang as Julia struggled to sit up in bed, her head still ringing from the abrupt manner in which she’d been woken. The song gave her time to arrange her mouth in the right shape to indicate pleasure.

‘I did it all myself,’ said Emily, firmly dumping the tray down on Julia’s lap and then hurling herself onto the bed to lie next to her mother, causing the tea to slop over the side of the mug. ‘Jamie didn’t help at all.’

‘Well, Emily, how did you know that this was just what I wanted?’

‘I thought so,’ said Emily, now distracted by the sight of a blank television screen, an abomination in the eyes of a small child. Particularly as she knew that her brother was enjoying the Mister Men downstairs.

‘Can we watch television?’

Mike turned on the set and tossed the remote control onto the bed, grabbed his dressing gown and departed for the bathroom.

‘Eat up and I’ll give you a massage,’ he said as he left.

‘Well,’ said Julia, still trying to blink the sleep out of her eyes, ‘how can this day get any better?’

Emily tried to snuggle up to her mother in order to accomplish just that and in so doing she upset the saucer of marmalade, which, unseen by either mother or daughter, leaked its way slowly into the remote control.

When Mike returned from the bathroom it was to find the Morning Service addressing two sleeping figures. Emily, who had been working on the breakfast since seven thirty, was exhausted by her efforts and slept contentedly on the reclining body of her mother who had gratefully returned to her slumbers.

Mike smiled and picked up the remote control to snap off the television. The off button didn’t work, nor did the mute button. He swore softly as he discovered the reason on his fingers. The marmalade had crawled remorselessly into the inner vitals of the remote and gummed up the works. Mike turned off the television in the conventional manner, got dressed quickly and went downstairs to see what mischief his son had been up to.

Julia wasn’t sure that she wanted to spend this ‘special’ day driving out into the country but Mike seemed so determined to ensure that she had a good time that she decided to grit her teeth and pretend to an enjoyment she didn’t entirely feel. The grey clouds, ominously heavy with rain, scudded across the Hertfordshire sky. The occasional flurry of rain splattered onto the windscreen and was smeared across it by the wipers.

They left the car outside a busy village pub and began to walk across the fields as the wind whipped up and drove the rain clouds towards the Midlands. It was supposed to be just a small outing but, as with most such trips with young children, it soon became an expedition fraught with complexity and danger. Both children had insisted on bringing their bikes, and Emily was now wobbling unsteadily on her two-wheeler with stabilisers at the back and Jamie was somewhat recklessly driving his tricycle straight into the nettles. Each child required constant monitoring.

Julia slipped her arm through Mike’s.

‘Thanks.’

‘For what?’

‘For marrying me.’

‘I had to marry you. Your father was loading his shotgun.’

‘My father wouldn’t know where to find his glasses let alone a shotgun. You know what I mean.’

‘Yes, I know what you mean but I take no credit for loving you. Who in the whole world could possibly lay eyes on you and not love you?’

‘The newsagent for a start.’

‘Oh well, that was just a misunderstanding.’

‘What was there to misunderstand? I went in there a week before we went away and cancelled all the papers. I saw him write it down.’

‘Apart from the newsagent then, who else could possibly not love you?’

‘British Rail.’

‘British Rail don’t love anyone. They don’t count.’

‘Eric at work.’

‘He’s a berk.’

‘But he doesn’t love me. Even you would have to admit that.’

‘All right, apart from Eric at work, the newsagent, British Rail—’

‘The parent at Jamie’s school who said I tried to run her over.’

‘And the parent at Jamie’s school who said you tried to run her over, who else could possibly fail to love you?’

‘Nobody. I guess I’m just about perfect.’

‘I guess you are.’

They kissed tenderly. Barely had their lips touched, however, than the sound of a high-pitched scream caused them to spring apart.

Emily’s bike had collided with a tree root, depositing her into a ditch filled with rain water. Jamie cycled blithely on. Mike ran to recover him as Julia rescued her daughter from the indignity caused by the mud.

They returned to the pub where they had left the car and Julia made an attempt to clean up her daughter in the loos while Mike negotiated with the landlord for four bowls of vegetable soup. The landlord’s initial reluctance to serve them appeared to be born less of a fear of losing his licence by admitting children into a corner of the saloon than by the aggravation of having to open two tins of vegetable soup, pour them into a pan and heat them up. His bad temper was not improved when Jamie accidentally knocked over his soup bowl. Mike pressed a ten pound note into the landlord’s hand and hurried his family back to the car.

‘Is this what we’ve got to look forward to for the rest of our lives?’ said Julia, turning down the football commentary on the radio.

‘What?’ asked Mike, adjusting the level so he could still hear it.

‘Going out, falling off bikes, getting cold and dirty, driving home.’

‘Not at all. I should think that when we’re in our eighties our children will be perfectly able to ride their bikes without falling off.’

Julia smiled. Mike’s hand left the steering wheel and dropped onto her knee. Instinctively, Julia turned to see what the children were doing in the back seat. They were both fast asleep, their heads lolling against the door handles. Julia put her hand on top of his and squeezed it gently.

‘I think we should wait till we get home, don’t you?’

‘Absolutely not. A nice lay-by on the A1 can be very romantic.’

‘Only to an AA patrolman.’

‘All the books recommend a change of location.’

‘I would imagine that means the dining room rather than the bedroom. I doubt it means doing it in the front seat of a Vauxhall Cavalier.’

Mike swung the car off the main road.

‘Mike!’

‘Plan B.’

He drew up in front of a garden nursery that was just closing for the day.

‘Come on!’ He grabbed her hand and dragged her out of the car, closing the door quietly and hoping that the children would continue to sleep after the engine was turned off, which they usually took as their cue to wake and cry. He was lucky. They snorted but failed to wake.

Inside the greenhouse Mike was clearly looking for something in particular. One of the assistants appeared by her attitude to be related to the pub landlord.

‘Sir, we’re just closing.’

Mike ignored her.

‘Mike? What are you looking for?’

‘There!’ He seized a small potted plant, held it up and showed it to her triumphantly. ‘I’ve been meaning to get one all week. Couldn’t find it anywhere.’

‘It’s an orchid!’

‘It matches your eyes.’

‘It’s pink! I don’t have pink eyes.’

‘I was referring to the cost.’

‘It’s very expensive.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Do I have very expensive eyes?’

‘Of course you do. Think how much it would cost to replace them.’

‘But that applies to everyone’s eyes.’

‘Do you like it?’

‘I love it.’

Mike handed the plant to Julia. ‘Happy Mother’s Day. Even though, strictly speaking, you’re not my mother.’

‘But I’m the mother of your children.’

‘That’s good enough for me.’

Julia cradled the plant all the way home. She always preferred a pot plant, that could be nurtured and loved, to cut flowers whose life span was considerably more limited. But it wasn’t just the orchid that so warmed her, despite its beauty, expense and potential longevity. It was the fact that Mike had been thinking about it all week that made her feel so loved.

After the children had been fed and bathed and read to and tucked up in bed, and after they had cleared away the dinner plates and stuck them in the dishwasher and set the table for breakfast, and after they had prepared everything they needed for their respective jobs in the morning, Julia and Mike finally had some time for themselves.

Mike turned up the heating, took the cushions off the couch and laid them on the floor in front of the radiator. He draped a bath towel over them.

‘The doctor will see you now, ma’am.’

‘Do I really have to take all my clothes off?’

‘Is there any point in a fully clothed massage?’

‘I’m really quite shy.’

‘Very well, you may keep on your shoes.’

‘Oh, but I wanted you to massage my feet.’

‘I’m afraid that means complete nudity.’

‘All right, but you won’t look, will you?’

‘If you insist. You may not know this but I have recently completed a correspondence course with a guru in the mountains of India.’

‘No, I didn’t know that.’

‘The Maharishi of Giggleswick has taught me the ability to sleep with my eyes wide open so even though you will think that I am devouring you with my eyes as you slowly take off all your clothes, in fact I shall be fast asleep.’

‘Oh goody, that’s all right then,’ said Julia as she unhooked her bra and slipped it provocatively off her shoulders, waved it under Mike’s allegedly unseeing eyes and draped it round his neck before lying full length on the cushions.

‘Mike! What kind of a massage do you call this?’

‘I call it the “It’s About Time Massage”. It has elements of Swedish, Finnish and Australian massage.’

‘What’s an Australian massage?’

‘This.’

‘Oh!’ she squealed. ‘What a good name for it.’

Afterwards they curled up on the couch together and watched an old black-and-white film with Cary Grant and Katherine Hepburn who really loved each other but spent eighty-five minutes in denial until the last five minutes when they realised what the audience had known all along. It was utterly predictable and totally charming, and long before the fadeout kiss, Julia and Mike had fallen asleep in each other’s arms, oblivious to the emotional and comic misadventures being paraded in front of them.

Dear Tom,

We’ve just been away for Easter to St Ives but that’s not what I want to write about. There are two pieces of really big news. I’ve finally landed a decent job. I begin on September 6th, the day Jamie starts his new secondary school, working in the copyright department of Lee, Bell and Book, the famous London music publishers. I shall be clearing the copyright on all those songs you spent so long teaching me.

The other news, which we heard about just before we left for our holiday, was that Emily had passed her Grade Eight violin with distinction. As far as I’m concerned, this puts her pretty much in the Vanessa Mae class, not that I’ll be encouraging her to pose standing in the ocean in a see-through skirt or whatever it was that little minx did.

She is an absolute delight – so far. But she is only 13 and I am very conscious that puberty has already started and relations between teenage girls and their mothers can become a little stressful. I remember avoiding speaking to my mother for years. Do boys go through the same kind of hormonal sea change? For some reason I don’t feel nearly as protective towards Jamie as I do towards Emily. But that could be because he’s only interested in his computer games and golf. We don’t have to worry about his wanting to go to parties at the weekend or anything like that, but then he is only 11. Emily of course is always practising her scales and her pieces and she’s so talented (and knows it). I hope it might help to protect her against those awful teenage pangs of angst and self-doubt.

I wish you could meet Emily and hear the sound she makes with her violin. I know you’d adore her – maybe she’d remind you of me when you first met me – so naive and full of enthusiasm.

You remember what I was like – always the second violin, always Sigmund Nissel, never good enough to play first violin like Norbert Brainin. Well, Emily is not going to be just the first violin in an orchestra or a string quartet, this little lady is going to be good enough to have a solo career. As God is my witness I state for the record that before she is thirty I will see my daughter playing the Mendelssohn E minor concerto with one of the major orchestras. Next year I am going to enter her for the Young Musician of the Year competition which the BBC televises. She won’t win the first time but she will before she’s 16.

Am I boasting? Yes, I probably am. Mike, too, is proud of Emily, but he isn’t proud of her like I am. Mike knows she’s good because other people tell him so, but he doesn’t know how good because he has no real understanding of music – not the way you have, Tom.

What Mike does understand is golf, and he reckons Jamie has the makings of a first-class golfer. As you know, my knowledge of sports is nonexistent but I’m sure not many kids of his age can even play golf. Jamie apparently has natural talent. But I worry about the way Mike puts thoughts into Jamie’s head about becoming a professional golfer. I mean, he’s only 11 years old with a lot of exams and schooling to come. Mike shouldn’t be filling his head with a bunch of false hopes, should he? Mike thinks that playing golf well and playing music well are related, but as far as I can tell, you just stand there and bash a little ball with a big club and then walk after it and bash it again. Mike says I have no understanding of the finer points of the game and he’s right!

I sometimes wonder what sort of children you and I would have had. Would our combined genes have produced the sort of musical talent Emily has? Music brought us together in the first place. I felt I could tell you anything. You understood me so immediately, so instictively, even though you come from northern California and I come from Kenilworth. And what you didn’t understand you wouldn’t judge. Sometimes Mike can be very disapproving.

Tom, I do love writing to you like this. I mean I’m a happily married woman and all that but sometimes I need something that marriage can’t provide, that even my best friend Sarah can’t give me. You always had that magical ability to understand what I was feeling rather than what I was saying. I tell Mike that something is bothering me and he tries to fix it. He doesn’t understand that I just need to talk. It’s almost as though he’d rather try and fix the unfixable than discuss the situation with me. That’s what you were so good at. Just listening.

And that’s what I feel you’re doing now. Listening. That’s why I never need to post these letters. My pleasure comes just from writing them – I don’t even have to buy stamps, which makes this a wonderfully cheap form of therapy. Not that I need therapy of course. I am English, as are my well-adjusted husband and children, and we’re all incredibly normal, rational and balanced in this country – despite your caustic observations to the contrary.

If I were to post these letters you would no doubt feel the need to reply, and that would never do. It’s much better for me just to hold in my mind that strong image of you, arms folded across your chest, laughing at me or the pompous university dons or Mrs Thatcher or the Duke of Edinburgh and wonder and wonder . . . Did you marry one of those young, thin, blonde, tanned Californian girls who grace the covers of magazines? That would depress me no end!

In fact I won’t think about that. I’ll keep our love just the way it was when we first met. If we start a grown-up correspondence we’ll inevitably end up talking about schools and house prices and you won’t be Tom any more, you’ll just be another husband and father. So it’s not that I don’t wonder what happened to you – whether you married or how many children you have – it’s that I’m going to remember what it was like in your college room in Oxford in 1982.

Besides, I’d then have to tell my best friend Sarah. We have a pact: we tell each other everything, or at least almost everything!

She does know about you, Tom. I had to tell her. I mean, she told me about her first boyfriend and it was only fair that I spilled the beans about you. I suppose I could have made up a fictitious lover but it was just after our children were born and we were lying, exhausted, in neighbouring beds in the same maternity ward. It was the time for total honesty about the past and our anxieties and hopes for the future, so it didn’t seem right to lie.

But I reckon it’s OK not to tell her about these letters I write you because I don’t post them, but if I sent them and you wrote back I’d feel obliged to share them with Sarah. And I don’t want to. I don’t think she’d understand. I love Sarah and I treasure our friendship but I really want to keep our love all to myself. And I don’t think Mike would understand either – after all, he knows all about how much you hurt me and how long it took to put me back together again after you’d gone. He especially would be shocked that I still think about you.

Julia put her pen down and looked out of the window.
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