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About the Book

Since being widowed, Claire’s life has been simple. She drives to work and comes home. She prepares meals for the week ahead. She feeds the cat. She drinks two bottles of wine . . .

But one morning, Claire wakes up with no memory of the night before. What did she do? Even worse, what did she say to Philip - her oldest friend?

Deciding to give up alcohol is easy. However, Claire soon finds that the path to sobriety is an uphill struggle, and when she and Philip embark on the adventure of a lifetime, she soon comes to realise that the end of one road is only the beginning of another . . .

Can Claire learn to trust in love again - and will she ever trust herself?




To my Soberista friends . . . you know who you are
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Chapter One

The last day of the creative writing conference had come all too soon and it had gone well, or so Claire had thought. She hummed to herself as she packed her case, ready to vacate her room after breakfast. Good job she was a light packer. She would return home with many inspiring ideas, not to mention useful hints and tips about how to write well-rounded, consistent characters and different approaches to storytelling. It had been wonderful to catch up with her old friend, Philip, whom she’d known since university.

A few minutes later, she was sitting in the wood-panelled dining hall of St Thomas’s College, narrowing her eyes against the dazzling sunlight streaming through the windows, drinking her first cup of strong black coffee – reflecting that it was such a luxury to drink good coffee without having to grind the beans and load the Gaggia – when Philip sat down opposite and smiled at her.

‘You were so funny last night!’ he said in his soft Welsh voice. ‘You abandoned English and started speaking gibberish!’ He chuckled again.

Claire froze. Her cheeks felt hot, her eyes darkened, and there was a roaring in her ears. She struggled to breathe, to respond normally. As though from a great distance, she heard her neighbour, Tricia, chime in: ‘Yes, it was hilarious! Helen and I had to take you up to bed, get you undressed, and tuck you in.’

Despair filled Claire’s heart. Why did she not remember this? Summoning up every ounce of gumption she possessed, she raised her head, and met Philip’s kind, concerned grey eyes. Philip was always kind.

‘I’m fine,’ she laughed. ‘I must have had one glass too many. How silly!’

Her laughter sounded fake even in her own ears. She turned her attention to her cereal bowl. The next few minutes were a triumph of acting skills, as she pantomimed enjoying her meal, even though the tasty cereal had turned to dust and ashes in her mouth.

‘I’ve really enjoyed these few days – I’ve learned so much!’ she said.

‘Yes, me too. I can’t wait to get back to my whodunit,’ Philip replied.

‘I’ve only just started my novel – but I think I’m going to have to re-write it from scratch, after all I’ve heard.’

She stood up.

‘Got to go. I haven’t finished packing, and we’ve got to vacate our rooms before the first session.’

Leaving her crockery on the table, she flashed a smile at her friends, then walked down the hall, back straight, head held high, her heels clacking on the parquet floor. As soon as she was out of sight, she broke into a run, fleeing to the privacy of her room.

Claire sank down on the narrow bed, her head in her hands. Hot tears, fiercely held back downstairs, were trickling down her face. She brushed them away.

How had it come to this? She was having such a good time. Her reading had gone well, and she had just been relaxing with a few friends and a couple of glasses of wine. Perhaps she had drunk a little more than usual, but surely not that much? Why couldn’t she remember what happened?

She concentrated hard. The last thing she remembered was talking and laughing with Philip, Tricia, Helen, and the others.

Then . . . nothing.

She had woken up this morning feeling fine, apart from the customary dry mouth and the pain in the small of her back, which she had ignored. As always. She had been vaguely surprised at how neatly her clothes had been folded on the chair and had congratulated herself on being less tipsy than usual.

But now this.

She, Claire Abbott, who was always so careful to present her best self to the world, had behaved like a complete idiot in public, in front of people whose good opinion she valued. To make things worse, they had found the whole incident amusing. Amusing! For which she should be grateful. At least they weren’t ostracising her, mocking her. But God alone knew what they were saying behind her back.

Most frightening of all, she couldn’t remember a thing about it. She had read about alcohol-induced blackouts but had never thought that she would have one.

What to do now? How could she face them again? She had failed, failed herself, failed everything.

She had been thrilled when Philip had contacted her, inviting her to the conference, had enjoyed meeting other budding authors, learning new skills. She had been looking forward to returning home and working on her long-neglected novel. She had even dared to dream it might be a fresh start for her after the turmoil and grief of the past few months.

And now she had screwed it all up by getting drunk – drunk! – in front of people she hardly knew. Could she ever hold her head up again? How was she going to bounce back from this one? She remembered other occasions when drinking too much had made a fool of her, wrecking her own self-image of the cool, confident woman she liked to present to the world. Memories she had carefully filed away in a closed and locked box in the deepest recesses of her mind. Her forty-fifth birthday, when she and Jack had thrown a cocktail party at home, and all her friends had come, dressed in their best. It had started so well – everyone chatting and enjoying themselves, but as more and more cocktails had been consumed, she had felt herself increasingly isolated from the gathering. Some time after midnight, she had gone to the downstairs cloakroom and been violently sick, after which she had staggered upstairs and put herself to bed. The party had carried on without her, and she had suffered a hangover from hell. The photos posted on Facebook the next day had been excruciating to look at – her face slack, her eyes empty. And her friends’ teasing comments had been worse. She had never been able to forget it, although she had sure as hell tried.

Then there had been another party, this time at Lucy’s, and another pie-eyed Facebook photo opportunity – this time with her bra straps clearly visible and the same vacant expression on her face. Her face burned at the unwanted images these memories conjured up. Each time it had happened, she had sworn, never again. But then the next invitation would arrive, and the same sad pattern would occur.

But she had never blacked out; never been unaware of her behaviour. This was something new, something shocking. She buried her face in her hands and sobbed, both hands over her mouth, so that nobody would hear.

She glanced at her watch – 9:48 – the first session would be starting in just over ten minutes.

In an attempt to pull herself together, she went over to the tiny handbasin and splashed her face with cold water. Then she re-applied her make-up, nodded to herself in the mirror, picked up her case and bag, and headed back downstairs.

Somehow, she got through the final morning, taking part in the plenary, ignoring the heavy weight in her stomach. If she was quieter than usual, the only one who noticed was Philip, and he was safe as houses. After lunch, for which she had no appetite whatsoever, she prepared to leave.

‘Bye, everyone! It’s been such fun!’ she said, with a bright smile. She exchanged hugs with the people she knew, promising to keep in touch.

‘Are you OK, Claire?’ Philip asked.

‘Yes, I’m fine, really! Only a bit tired. I just need to get home and relax.’

After a moment too long; he nodded.

‘You know your own self best. Be well.’

He hugged her and let her go.

Gratefully, she walked out of the hall and through the beautiful college grounds to her car. Hopefully the alcohol would have left her bloodstream by now. And she’d had two good meals to soak it up. She had to risk it; she couldn’t wait to leave, to be alone, to put the whole rotten fiasco behind her. She thought it brave of herself not to break into a run. She opened the boot, dumped her case, and slammed it shut. She got into the car, put the key in the ignition, and stuck Led Zeppelin IV in the CD player. In an instant, ‘Black Dog’ was booming in her ears, forcing her to fight back the tears that threatened to blind her.

She scrubbed at her eyes, turned on the engine, blew her nose, engaged first gear. She’d be home in three hours or so. Then she’d have time to process this nightmare. But, for now, one thing at a time. Slipping the clutch, she drove off, loose gravel crunching under her wheels.

The drive home was familiar and tedious – country roads to the M40, north past Oxford to Warwick, then hang a left to the small Worcestershire village in which she and Jack had spent their entire married life.

Except that Jack was no longer there. She now shared the space with only Baggins, a neutered tabby cat with an assortment of bad habits. She hoped he would be there to greet her, stropping against her ankles, butting her legs with his big head. These days, he was the only family she had.

She could not get accustomed to the pain of Jack’s absence. Every time she entered the house they had shared for so long, she still half-expected to see him sitting in his usual place in the lounge, his long, rangy body hunched over his laptop. Or standing in the kitchen, making a lavish mess, creating some exotic dish for them both. They had always divided the cooking between them – she did the baking, he did the savoury stuff. Learning to cook palatable meals for one had been another unwanted task, these past months.

It had been nearly a year since his death, but the pain was still acute, like a wound that wouldn’t heal. Sometimes it subsided to a dull ache, but at others, it hurt so much she could not endure it, and would head out in the car, because the emptiness of her own home was too hard to bear.

But this day, it was a place of refuge for which she was longing. Once on the motorway, she put her foot down, and had to consciously ease back, when the needle swung past 90. She didn’t need a speeding fine on top of everything else. She decided to switch to classical music to slow herself down.

It was hopeless to try the radio on this road – it would buzz and crackle, spoiling the relaxing music of Classic FM. She rummaged through the CD case with one hand, oblivious of the dangers, and found Einaudi’s Eden Roc, which she reckoned would be sufficiently soothing.

She tried to concentrate on her driving and the countryside. It was dreary at this time of year – not much new growth on the trees yet, everything was grey and morose. And, to add to it all, it had started to rain.

She knew that, in a few weeks, this sad vegetation would be re-clothed in new green to celebrate the return of the spring sun. But for herself – well, she couldn’t see it happening, especially after this morning.

She turned on the car’s headlights and wipers, hoping it wouldn’t get too bad before she reached home.

Then she was through Evesham, driving down the well-known lanes towards the village. Jack and Claire had chosen this place carefully – it had to be within easy reach of a main line railway station, so Jack could get to the City – but they had both wanted to live in real countryside.

The village of Brandleton was ideal. She used Evesham for her weekly shop and Worcester was not too far away, if she needed a wider choice. It was a typical West Midlands village; there were two pubs – the Red Lion and the King’s Head - and a little Co-op with a post office inside.

There was also a small infants’ school, which they had never needed to use. Their only child, a daughter, had lived for six days. Laura, as they had named her, had been born brain-damaged, and had scarcely come into the world before she slipped quietly out of it again, leaving her parents bereft and heartbroken. The labour had been a difficult one, damaging Claire internally, and she had never conceived again, to her abiding regret. But this was an old grief, settled deep in her bones. She didn’t want to think about it; not when the loss of Jack was still new, urgent and compelling.

She drove past St Mary’s, in whose graveyard Jack now rested, before turning into Bredon Close and, with a deep sigh of relief, parked her car on the drive.

She looked up at the house – a typical 1990s three-bedroomed detached, with a small garden in front, and larger one behind. She was home.

At least no one could take this away from her – it was one time that Jack’s job in the City had been a godsend. A combination of some informed speculation and razor-sharp timing during the dot-com boom meant that the house had been free of a mortgage since 2000, even if they’d had to pay the taxman a small fortune in capital gains tax.

Claire was so grateful. Whatever happened, the house was hers, lock, stock, and neglected garden. A place she could hide away from everyone.

Like now.

Sighing again, she opened the car door and straightened up She took her case out of the boot and walked to the front door.

As soon as she opened it, Baggins was weaving in and out of her legs, obviously delighted to see her. She had been away for four days and, although he was always free to come and go as he liked, through the cat flap – and the neighbours fed him twice a day - Claire felt he had missed her.

Dumping her case on the hall floor, she scooped him up in her arms. ‘Have you missed me?’ she said, stroking the top of his head with her chin, marvelling as always at the softness of his fur. ‘Of course you have.’

Then he wriggled, so she let him go and headed into the kitchen to give him his supper.

She washed his dishes, put out a fresh pouch of Sheba – he was a fussy cat – and refilled his water bowl.

Then she sat down at the kitchen table and poured herself a glass of wine. It was wine o’clock, after all.

One hour and a bottle of Shiraz later she was feeling better. As usual, the wine had worked its magic, taking the edge off the pain. At least it was Saturday tomorrow.

She had better eat something. Heaving herself to her feet, she wove her way over to the fridge. She rootled through the freezer for a long-life ready meal, which she could heat in the microwave. Anything more ambitious would be unwise.

She powered up her iPad, opened another bottle, poured out another glass, and logged on to Facebook. Spooning in the gloopy pasta carbonara, she tried to concentrate, but Philip’s kind, concerned grey eyes kept coming between her and the screen He had posted about the writing conference. As he had tagged her, she liked the post but didn’t add any comments.

She wandered through to the lounge, iPad and wine glass in one hand, bottle of wine in the other. She spent the next couple of hours fooling around on Facebook or doing a jigsaw on the iPad.

By half past nine, Baggins was curled up fast asleep on her lap and her second bottle of wine had dried up.

‘Come on, mate,’ she said. ‘Time for bed.’
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