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About Miss Potterton’s Birthday Tea
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Cordelia Potterton is about to turn ninety-four, and she’s determined to do it in style. The antique cake stand has been polished, the white linen napkins are folded, and the darjeeling is brewing in a silver tea pot. There’s only one thing missing: the guests.

It’s up to her cleaner and her nephew to keep the celebrations going - and make sure Miss Potterton’s birthday tea is a day she will never forget.
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‘Your grammar is appalling!’ Miss Potterton slammed the notepad onto the desk. ‘I mean, I don’t see what is so difficult about it. Did you not cover the subjunctive at school? In fact, no, don’t answer that!’ She held the magnifying glass aloft in her knobbly hand and closed her eyes, as if even the sight of the girl standing awkwardly in front of her was injurious. ‘I am quite sure that your response would only depress me further.’

She sighed and blinked opened her eyes to see the girl stooping down to gather up her anorak and the carrier bag containing her magazine and packed lunch. ‘Wh... what... what’s going on? Where are you going?’ she shouted.

‘I’m leaving,’ the girl replied. ‘I’ll tell the agency that you not only want someone to clean, but they also need a degree in spelling!’

Cordelia Potterton winced. ‘A degree in spelling! What kind of degree is that?’

The girl slammed the door behind her, sending a shiver through the dark-wood African masks collected by Miss Potterton’s father and still hanging on the wall of the basement flat in Lexham Gardens, Kensington, where he had positioned them long ago.

‘Good grief!’ Miss Potterton gasped as she lifted the receiver. She pressed the numbers on the large-button keypad, repeating them out loud as she did so.

A voice on the other end sighed a morning greeting.

‘Now, which one are you?’ Miss Potterton asked curtly. ‘You all sound the same. Is it Joanna or Katie?’

‘It’s me, Miss Potterton. Katie. And goodness me, this is nearly a personal best! It’s only a quarter past nine and Martine was booked from nine o’clock!’ The girl snorted her amusement.

‘It really isn’t a laughing matter. She was absolutely useless!’

‘They usually are,’ Katie muttered under her breath.

Miss Potterton gripped the phone, keen to explain further. ‘I asked her to take dictation of a simple letter and she had the secretarial skills of a child! In fact, no, my sister and I would have done better when we were ten, and this girl was at least twenty!’

There was no response. Miss Potterton pulled the phone away from her mouth and gave it a rattle, as if that might fix the silence coming from the other end. ‘Are you there, dear?’ she shouted.

‘Yes! Yes, Miss Potterton, I’m here.’

‘I was told that the girl had been to university, a recent graduate, so I naturally assumed that she’d be able to jot down a simple letter to my MP. I feel very strongly about all these basement excavations that are going on. It can’t be good for the foundations and I don’t want to be discovered under a pile of expensive rubble one morning with a sign saying “I told you so” sticking up from the ruins.’

She drew breath. ‘I assumed a university education would mean she was capable of drafting my letter, but no, apparently she studied meeeja, whatever that is. And she had the scrawl of a toddler with palsy.’

‘And I’m afraid that’s the problem. Martine is not a secretary. In the same way that Andrea was not a horticulturist—’

‘It was a couple of snips to my bonsai…’ Miss Potterton interrupted.

‘Lynda was not a cat groomer—’

‘Three measly claws that needed clipping!’

‘And Katarzyna was not a hairdresser.’

‘I couldn’t see my Kindle! One swipe at my fringe with the nail scissors is hardly asking for a full perm and comb-out!’

Katie sighed. ‘We are a cleaning agency. We hire out cleaners. Our staff are paid thirteen pounds an hour to clean!’

‘And yet you charge me twenty-two pounds fifty!’ Miss Potterton grumbled.

Katie mentally reloaded, cursing her misfortune at having answered the phone to this particular call. ‘I tell you what I’ll do, Miss Potterton. I shall pop another leaflet through your door detailing our charges, which are all quite transparent, together with the leaflet that lists the chores and tasks that our staff are happy to undertake. Things like dusting, ironing, cleaning the kitchen and bathroom, hoovering—’

‘The term is vacuuming!’ Miss Potterton shouted. ‘Hoover is the brand and I find it most irritating that people think it is a verb.’

There was a moment of silence, during which Miss Potterton was sure she could hear counting.

‘Hello? Hello?’ she shouted.

‘Yes, still here! Just, erm... just thinking how best to proceed.’

‘It’s quite simple really, Katie. I want a reliable cleaner for two hours, three times a week.’

‘And trust me, I would like nothing more than to be able to provide that for you. If only to stop these calls.’ Katie whispered the last part.

‘What was that?’ Miss Potterton shook the phone again.

‘I said, thank you for your call!’

‘So what do you propose, Katie?’

‘That’s the trouble.’ Katie sighed. ‘I’m running out of propositions. Usually, after a client has refused one of our staff, we give them a strike, and after three strikes we don’t supply them with cleaners any more. That’s our policy.’

‘Goodness me! How many strikes have I had?’

There was a pause while Katie placed the end of her pencil on the screen and counted.

‘Twelve,’ came the definitive reply.

Katie listened to the faint wheezing on the other end of the phone. At first she thought the old lady was crying, but then she realised it was actually the sound of laughter.


2

Dr Ian Munroe dried his hands on a paper towel, balled it and lobbed it at the wastepaper bin in the corner. It missed.

‘Bollocks.’

It felt shameful, emasculating, somehow, having to walk all the way over to the other side of the room and stoop low to retrieve it. Proof, if proof were needed, of his lack of sporting prowess. He scooped up the handful of stiff paper towel. This time it skimmed the rim of the bin, which was now mere inches away, and fell to the floor once again. With uncharacteristic aggression, he kicked the bin. It hit the wall and disgorged its contents under his desk. Stretching out his legs, he bounced his shoes on the paper-strewn floor, rather enjoying the sponginess beneath his feet.

He clicked the icon on his computer that meant the appropriate message would pop up on the waiting-room screen, then placed a mint on his tongue.

‘Oh shit!’ he muttered as he saw the name of his next patient. At almost the exact same moment there was a feeble knock at the door.

‘Come in!’ He searched for a tone that was neutral and professional but also welcoming.

The door remained closed.

‘Come in!’ He rolled his eyes and spoke a little louder.

The door opened a few inches and Mrs Coates popped her miserable face into the gap. ‘Should I come in?’

Her sour demeanour had the most depressing effect on everyone she encountered, especially on Dr Ian Munroe, who was already feeling less than sunny today. She had what his late mother would have described as a face that curdled milk.

‘Yes! Yes, please do, Mrs Coates.’

She crept apologetically into the small room and sat down warily, as though the chair were smeared with something unpleasant. She was just the type to complain a lot, about everything, thought Ian. The sort of person who would send food back after having eaten three quarters of her plate. And she probably spent a large amount of her time watching her neighbours, with the council number on speed dial, ready to report any suspicious non-food items being hurled into the little brown compost bin. She wasn’t what you would call joyous.

Ian beamed at her nonetheless. ‘So!’ He did this, tried to rally her with invigorating enthusiasm, as though his tone and volume could sweep away the negativity that she emitted. He pictured her dourness as a physical thing, like little balls of miserable fluff that trailed behind her. ‘What can I do for you today?’

‘It’s the cancer,’ she muttered, head cocked to one side as she looked mournfully at the floor, her mouth set in a grimace.

‘Whose cancer?’ He darted his head forward, wondering how he had lost the thread so early on.

‘Mine.’ She pulled the thin blue hem of her raincoat up over her knees.

‘But you don’t have cancer,’ he levelled.

‘I didn’t have it, Doctor, but I do now.’

‘You do? Goodness me, Mrs Coates, I am so sorry to hear that. I had no idea! You must have seen one of my colleagues.’ He decided to call her bluff. ‘Let me take a quick look at your notes.’ He placed his gold-rimmed spectacles on his nose and clicked and scrolled through several pages on his screen. ‘Ah yes, here we are. December 4th: suspected appendicitis, which was just gas, is that right?’

She nodded regretfully.

‘Then December 28th, we had Lyme disease symptoms, but that also tested negative. January we didn’t see you.’ He looked up at her, as this required an explanation.

‘I was at my sister’s in Fuengirola. We go there to save on the heating,’ she clarified without a smile. ‘But I was admitted to the local hospital with a suspected severe allergic reaction.’

‘Suspected and severe?’ He exhaled, intimating that she’d had a lucky escape. ‘What was it you were allergic to? We should probably make a note.’

‘They never found out,’ she replied. ‘But I’ve given up paella and foreign sherry. Just to be on the safe side.’

Ian bit his lip to stop himself mentioning that, for Brits, all sherry was foreign! ‘Righto.’ He looked back at his screen. ‘February 16th: ankle pain when you coughed, but not when you sneezed. March 3rd: double vision and diarrhoea. March 12th: double vision and constipation. March 20th: temporary blindness and acute thrush. And so on and so forth. But I can’t seem to find your cancer diagnosis?’ He placed his hands in his lap and stared at her.

She held his gaze, with a glint of something resembling triumph in her eyes. ‘That’s because I haven’t shown it to anyone yet. But what do you think of this!’ She positively glowed as she unbuttoned her blouse with what could only be described as vigour, and there on her right breast sat a brown lump.

‘Goodness! Let’s have a closer look.’ Ian adjusted his specs and scooted his chair across the linoleum, carefully avoiding two paper towel mountains that threatened to get stuck in its wheels. He stared at her chest, then returned to his desk and retrieved a pair of tweezers.

Mrs Coates gasped and swallowed. ‘Is it going to hurt? I mean, I can take the pain, and the treatment, and I’m even prepared to say my goodbyes, but I just need a minute to calm myself.’

Ian gave a tight-lipped smile as he went in with the tweezers. He gave the blob a small tug and dropped it into Mrs Coates’ hand. ‘Brown toast and Marmite!’ He grinned.

‘Oh, Doctor!’ she trilled. ‘I feel so foolish. I hate wasting your time. Thank you! I’ve been worried all morning. Thank you!’

‘All part of the service, Mrs Coates. See you very, very soon, no doubt.’

As she left the room, Ian sank low in his chair and placed his head in his hands. ‘Give me strength,’ he muttered under his breath. ‘Seven years of training and twenty-one years of practice for this – toast and sodding Marmite!’

When his phone rang, he reached out and, still with his eyes closed, gathered it under his chin. ‘Dr Munroe.’ His tone was clipped, conveying that he was both interested and harried.

‘It’s me.’

‘Oh, hello, love.’ He sat up straight and opened his eyes.

‘I’ve made my decision.’ There was no clue in her tone.

He swallowed. ‘And?’

‘I’m leaving you.’
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‘Mum! Your programme’s on!’ Marley shouted into the kitchen from the leather sofa on which he reclined.

Tina bustled in with a mug of coffee and a side plate piled with three slices of Battenberg cake.

‘Moveyrft!’ She tried to speak but found it hard to make herself understood on account of the bag of salt and vinegar crisps dangling from her mouth.

‘What?’ Marley raised his head and stared at his mum.

‘I said, move your feet!’ Her crisp bag fell onto the deep-pile rug that created a cosy patch on the laminate floor. ‘Jesus, lucky for you I’m only tiny, otherwise you’d have to sit up properly.’

The teenager tutted as he bent his knees into a pyramid and scooted his white sports sock clad feet along the cushion.

Tina plonked down at the end of the sofa and her son promptly laid his feet on her lap. ‘Marley!’ she screamed, before conceding defeat and placing a cushion on his shins to make a makeshift table for her plate and the crisp packet she’d retrieved from the floor.

‘Is that your breakfast?’ He grimaced.

‘Yep.’ She kept her eyes on the forty-two-inch curved screen, a present from Marley’s dad and Lord only knew how he had acquired it. The vast thing made their tiny sitting room feel more like the local Odeon. She had hated it on sight, but had to admit to rather enjoying watching ’Enders on the monstrosity.

‘Turn it up.’ She nodded as she crammed half a slice of cake into her mouth.

‘Ooh, look, Marl, this’ll be good!’ The show title flashed up on the screen. I’ll Prove I’ve Got What It Takes To Be A Dad, Even Though I Slept With Your Sister! ‘They might have your dad on it!’ She laughed, shaking her head so her large gold earrings jangled.

‘Very funny.’ He blinked. ‘You haven’t even got a sister.’

‘Lucky for me or he definitely would have!’ She winked at him.

Marley was keen to change the subject. ‘I can’t believe you eat that junk. You need a healthier start to the day.’

‘Oh good, does this mean you got that undercover job recruiting for All-Bran then?’

‘Ha ha. I mean it! Just because you’re skinny doesn’t mean you’re healthy.’ He tutted.

‘Marley, you’ve only been at college for three weeks, you’re on your first module and already you’ve turned into Dr Bloody Hilary! And besides, I’ve done a job this morning, don’t forget, so this is more like lunch.’

‘It’s just as bad for you even if it’s lunch. I just want you to be healthy.’

‘Aww, bless!’ She smiled at her beautiful boy, who she knew spoke the truth. She couldn’t imagine what his life would be like if she weren’t around to smooth his path; they were a great team. ‘Anyway, enough talking.’ She sipped her coffee and pointed at the screen. ‘That bloke in the wings looks like fat Barry from the chippy.’

They both squinted at the screen as Jeremy’s voice cut through their morning chatter. ‘I’d like to welcome Barry from Hammersmith onto the stage!’

The audience clapped on cue as Tina sat forward and squealed. ‘Flamin’ Nora! It is fat Barry from the chippy!’

The two of them were transfixed.

‘The dirty bastard!’ Tina pulled open her crisp packet and they both laughed.
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Cordelia Potterton flexed her fingers as best she could. It irritated her beyond belief that her body no longer did the things she wanted it to and yet also did several things she would rather it didn’t. Her mind was as sharp as a tack and for that she was grateful, but the weakness in her wrists meant lifting and twisting was almost impossible, the lack of dexterity in her digits made her feel like a clumsy child and the general softening of her physique was nothing short of maddening.

Eventually, she managed to button her coat over her slender frame, pulling it to straighten the shoulder seams that now sat a little askew on her bowed body. She had known that she would shrink with age, but when your starting point was six foot, this wasn’t too lamentable. She had always stood a good few inches above Tom, not that this had mattered a jot, not to them. She’d expected to lose the odd inch here and there, bringing her down to a more average height, but what she hadn’t banked on was the curve to her spine, the collapse of her hip and the sag to her shoulders, all of which had increased the shrinkage.

She placed her navy beret over her short, grey, razor cut, twisting it to a jaunty angle low over her right ear, then did her best to keep the slick of crimson lipstick on her lips, despite the wobbly hand that seemed to have a will of its own. Next she arranged her lime-green chiffon scarf in a pussy bow at her crêpey neck and collected her wicker basket, in which nestled a bunch of blue stocks, tied around the stems with a small twist of brown string.

Greta Garbo meowed and pawed at the thick brown tights beneath her mistress’s houndstooth vintage Jaeger skirt before finally sitting on the toes of her rather clumpy tan brogues.

‘What a ghastly racket. You sound quite frightful, Greta, and you know how I feel about clinginess. It smacks of weakness and dependency and we all know that for you it’s just a ruse – you like your own company! You’re only interested in me when I appear to be abandoning you.’ She gave a throaty laugh and shifted her foot. ‘I shall be no more than an hour. Nap or play with a ball, or whatever it is you do when I’m not here. You know the rules: no parties, and I’ve left Jenni Murray on for you for company.’

Bending to give Greta a brief, affectionate stroke, she felt the familiar swirl of giddiness and leant against the wall with her eyes closed. This was yet another aspect of being old that bothered her enormously. It wasn’t that she wanted to dance or run again, although both would be fun, but she did want to be able to hear clearly, so that she could keep safe and listen out for burglars or the first crackle of a fire, and she would have loved to be able to bend over without the floor rushing up to meet her and every joint creaking in protest.

The doorbell rang. She turned to Greta Garbo and waggled her finger. ‘Remember! No parties!’

Slowly she made her way along the hallway and opened the half-glazed front door.

‘Morning, Miss P. Lovely day for it.’ Len the cabby smiled and offered her his arm.

‘If you say so, Leonard. I’m afraid my day has been rather difficult thus far. My cleaner just walked out without so much as a by your leave! So now I’m high and dry!’ She tutted angrily at the memory. ‘Such an inconvenience, and tomorrow is ornament day. I fear they will have to forgo the caress of a feather duster this week.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. People is unreliable sometimes. Mind how you go, now.’ He pointed at the steep flight of slightly uneven basement steps as he guided her upwards.

‘I’m afraid you are right, Leonard. People is.’ She trod gingerly, with one hand on the metal handrail and the other looped through his crooked elbow. In his other hand, Len carried her basket.

‘Ooh, they’re beautiful. Stocks. They smell lovely, don’t they?’ He smiled.

She nodded and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. It took an age, but the reward was worth the effort. Looking around as her head emerged at ground level, Miss Potterton felt a surge of happiness at the fact that this was her home, this beautiful street in Kensington in the greatest city in the world! For her, the thrill never dulled. Her only sadness was that her advanced years and infirmity stopped her from gallivanting around the way she used to, no longer able to take advantage of the parks, museums and galleries that had been her sanctuary since she was a child. Not to mention all those deliciously bohemian dance clubs that she and Tom had enjoyed so much, the kind referred to in the more salacious social pages, where entry was via a secret knock on a rusting door.

‘You all right for a minute while I get the walking stick?’ Len asked, as he always did, before hurrying to his cab and opening the back door. ‘Shan’t be a mo.’

‘Yes, Leonard, I promise I shan’t run off.’ Despite her flippant response, her eyes widened with the fear that, unsupported, she might wobble and fall.

With the special walking stick now retrieved – it was kept exclusively for Miss Potterton’s use, as she refused to give in and buy one of her own – Len returned to her side and so began the slow process of manoeuvring her into the back seat and getting her buckled up for the journey.

‘Incredible to think, isn’t it, that when I was a girl there were only two cars in this street and one of those was Daddy’s. He had a Crossley. Its colour was Atlantic green. I can’t recall the model, but it had a darling canvas canopy and studded leather upholstery. Very grand. I can remember street boys coming to leer through the windows and our driver, Mason, shooing them away from the paintwork that he’d spent all morning polishing. It was another world entirely. A man used to come and visit the street with a little monkey in a red-and-white striped waistcoat. He’d whistle and the ugly little thing used to flip over. Quite bizarre. Doubt it’d be allowed nowadays, it’d only want one precocious child to have its fingers bitten off and that would be the end of that.’

‘That’s health and safety for you.’ Len nodded. He wasn’t sure of the relevance but liked to join in. It was hard to think of something different to say when he’d heard the same anecdotes repeated more times than he cared to remember.

Miss Potterton liked that she didn’t have to confirm her destination or make unnecessary small talk. Len had been driving her there once a month for the last twelve years, rain or shine.

The cars sat bumper to bumper on Kensington Church Street. ‘It’s a shocker on the roads today, world and his wife are out.’ He spoke to the rearview mirror.

She ignored him, gazing instead at the shop displays, the people that crowded the pavements, and the sky. This monthly trip was her window on the world and she didn’t want to waste a second of it.

‘Good Lord!’ She inhaled sharply.

Len followed her gaze until his eyes fell upon a young girl who was covered in tattoos. Even her face was adorned with the stars and stripes of Old Glory.

‘Shocking, isn’t it, Miss P?’ He shook his head.

She stared at the girl with her big eyes and dainty figure. ‘I’ve always thought one should leave room in one’s life for a small handful of regrets,’ she mused. ‘Do things while you can that will keep your cogs turning when your candle has nearly burnt out. But that seems rather drastic.’

‘Can’t see her heading up customer services or getting a job as the local bank manager!’ Len chuckled.

‘No, you’re quite right. Lucky girl! Maybe she’s smarter than she looks. Can’t think of anything worse than being stuck in administrative mediocrity.’

Len blinked in response. ‘I was just having a think about what you said earlier. One of my neighbours is a cleaner – smashing girl. Do you want me to have a word and see if she can fit you in? She might like the extra cash and it’s not too far.’

‘I’ll think about it.’ She was dismissive and Len wished he hadn’t bothered, embarrassed at having made the suggestion.

When they got to Hampstead Cemetery, he indicated and pulled over, leaving the hazard lights on as he opened the door and helped Miss Potterton out.

The two wandered along the path arm in arm and at a snail’s pace, with the bright autumn sunshine peeking through the canopy of trees above. Under his other arm, Len carried a lightweight fishing chair – something else that he kept in the cab especially for Miss Potterton’s monthly outings. Both of them were silent, as usual, and almost reverent as they made their way between the various Gothic mausoleums, elaborate family graves and featureless statues whose faces and costumes had been eroded by centuries of wind and rain.

When they reached the spreading yew tree in the quiet north-eastern corner to the right of the gate, Len set down the fishing chair and waited. Miss Potterton shuffled forward and dropped the bundle of blue stocks onto a low grassy mound. Then Len took her arm again and eased her into the chair so that she sat facing a small cluster of graves.

‘Be back in twenty minutes, Miss P. If you need me before then, just raise your arm. I’ll be watching.’

It was as if she hadn’t heard Len, who ambled back to the car with his hands in his pockets. She stared, transfixed by one of the weathered, moss-splashed gravestones.

Then she leant forward. ‘Hello, my darling.’ She smiled.
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Ian Munroe slipped out of his white coat and hung it on the back of the door before shrugging on his zip-up fleece, which sat snugly over his pale denim shirt. He smiled at his colleagues as he sidled out of his surgery and through the outer offices, avoiding the waiting room, where he would undoubtedly get waylaid by determined stragglers. But there was no escaping the receptionist.

‘Ooh, Dr Munroe…’

He wondered if there was any way he could make it out of the front door uninterrupted – by whistling or checking his phone perhaps, anything that might convince her he hadn’t heard. Ten minutes in the car, that’s all I want. Ten minutes in the bloody car! It didn’t feel like much to ask.

But Julie turned in her chair and reached out towards him as he passed. He had no choice but to smile and acknowledge her, particularly as she had grabbed his leg.

‘I need you a mo.’ She swivelled round and began searching for a document on her messy desk.

He could hear the seconds ticking by loudly in his head while she giggled at the chaos and peeled apart flimsy sheets stuck together with the residue of whatever sandwich she’d been eating and a smattering of biscuit crumbs.

‘What it is, is…’ She paused. ‘Is I need a signature off you for Tyler Jackson’s passport. His mum’s been in and she said if we don’t get it back to her today then Tyler won’t be able to get his passport in time and he’ll miss the geography trip to Latvia. He’s cried himself to sleep for the last four nights apparently, worried he’ll be left behind at school and will have to go into Mrs Alpass’s class, and she’s a right cow.’

She finally took a breath.

Ian had missed most of the detail but caught the gist. ‘Ah, well, we can’t have the little fellow upset.’ He unscrewed the top of his fountain pen and signed the sheet Julie now brandished, on which she had pencilled a large X.

‘Oh, he’s not a little fellow. He’s eighteen. Captain of the rugby team.’ She blew a large pink bubble with the gum she was chewing so furiously and let it pop against her chin.

Ian always parked in the same spot in the corner of the car park. This was partly to hide his monstrous four-by-four under the large tree; he hated owning the most ostentatious car in the practice and would have preferred to cycle in, but Helen said that wouldn’t be fitting. He also liked that spot because it offered the best view of the vast Asda megastore with whom the practice shared a car park, allowing him to people-watch while he ate his pasta salad or tuna and sweetcorn sandwich, depending on the day of the week.

As he settled himself into the capacious front seat, he swallowed, then swiped his finger over the screen of his phone. Time was of the essence, so he didn’t have the chance to rehearse, which is what he would have liked. Instead, he was just going to have to go in blind and hope for the best.

‘Yup?’ Helen’s tone told him she was in a hurry, made it clear that any call, even one from him, was a bloody inconvenience.

His heart raced accordingly. The only thing worse than knowing he was an inconvenience was knowing he was an inconvenience that she no longer wanted in her life.

‘It’s me.’ He hated the quiver in his voice.

‘Yes, I know it’s you. As I’ve told you a million times, we have caller ID. Your name comes up with your number on the little screen.’ Irritation dripped from her.

Yep, that’s me: fucking stupid. I don’t understand the phone, can’t use the remote control, never made it as a surgeon and am not a patch on Julio, the suave, Spanish, tennis-playing dickhead who not only heads up his own team of plastic surgeons but probably also has a very large penis.

He shook the image from his head. ‘Did you mean it?’

She prefaced her words with a sigh, a very bad sign indeed. ‘Yes, Ian, I meant it. And it’s not like this is news—’

‘It’s news to me.’

‘Well, that says it all, really. The fact that you think we can simply waltz through life, watering the hanging baskets, taking a couple of holidays a year, having Sunday lunch with the family, getting the shopping delivered three times a week, having sex on Friday nights and special occasions, and expect that to be enough?’

Ian considered this as he pinched the top of his nose. ‘I did, actually, Helen. I thought it was more than enough.’

‘For you!’ She practically spat the words. ‘It was enough for you.’

‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘Enough for me.’

‘Minty says she thinks I have been more than fair, she says she’s amazed I’ve stuck it for as long as I have!’

Ian looked out of the window at a couple who laughed and stopped to kiss each other as they piled their groceries into the back of their van. ‘I don’t think it’s fair that you’ve been discussing this with our daughter. Arraminta should not be asked to take sides, and by giving her details you’ll make it very hard for her not to feel guilty.’

Helen laughed loudly. ‘Minty? Guilty? Don’t think that’s likely! And she already knows the details. She’s lived with you too – she knows how boring you are!’

‘Yes, of course, I’ve been boringly working my nuts off to send her to that ridiculously expensive school and to get her a sodding pony that she lost interest in after five minutes and to keep our massive bloody house running and, best of all, to send you on numerous holidays, the last one of which is where you met fucking Julio!’ He hit the steering wheel with the heel of his hand.

‘And that, I’m afraid, is the problem. Julio says he thinks you somehow resent the life Minty and I lead.’

‘I thought he was a plastic surgeon, not a bloody psychiatrist! And for his information, the only thing I resent is how unappreciative you both are. It makes me sick.’

Helen took a deep breath. ‘We are mismatched species, you and I. Both wanting, no, needing different things. Julio gets me, Ian, he really does.’

‘Is this about the vegan thing?’ he asked, trying his best to understand. ‘Because if it’s that, then I suppose I could give it a go.’

‘No! For God’s sake! It’s about so much more than you being willing to forgo a sausage.’

And just like that, he was back to thinking about Julio’s penis.
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‘What time you back, Marl?’ Tina called from the kitchen where she was trying to re-create a Japanese flower arrangement she’d seen in a magazine, using the cut-price lilies she’d picked up at the market.

Marley came to the kitchen doorway with his large sports bag slung over his shoulder. ‘Dunno. I’ve got college this afternoon and then me and Digsy are going to his to play FIFA.’

‘Well, I don’t want you out late. You’ve got college in the morning and you need to call your nan tonight. It’s Wednesday.’

Marley rolled his eyes.

Tina pointed a blunted stem in his direction. ‘Don’t look like that. She looks forward to it.’

‘I know, but... it’s just boring. We say the same things over and over. How your studies going? You eating good?’ He did a fine imitation of his West Indian grandma.

Tina suppressed her laughter. ‘Boring for you, maybe, but for her it’s a little lifeline and it makes her happy. And if you can make someone happy by doing something so small, then why wouldn’t you?’

Marley shrugged. The doorbell rang and he raced down the flat’s narrow hallway and opened the door to Digsy, who leant against the wall and waved.

‘All right, Tina?’

‘Yep. You?’ She smiled at the cocky boy, whose manner and language hid a shy, sweet nature.

‘I’m doing okay.’ He beamed.

‘Stay out of trouble and don’t keep my boy out all hours!’ She smiled again.

‘What am I, his grandma?’ Digsy sucked his teeth and let his body fall back while performing an elaborate arm gesture.

‘No, cos his grandma knows that answering back gets you a clip round the ear!’ Tina raised her hand in mock anger. ‘And she’d know about it when Marley calls her tonight, like he does every Wednesday!’ She looked at her son.

‘Come off it! You love me, Tina!’ Digsy shook his head, laughing as he adjusted his baseball cap.

‘Good job, innit?’ She winked.

‘You still have to call your nan every week? No way, man.’ Digsy smiled widely at his mate.

Tina could see this would be a rich source of ribbing later. ‘Yes, Digsy, he does, because she lives over four thousand miles away and so, unlike your grandma, can’t drag him to church every Sunday!’ She grinned. That should even out the ammunition when it came to it later on.

Digsy was uncharacteristically quiet.

She smiled after the boys as they hurried off along the balcony and towards the lifts.

Almost immediately there was a knock on the door.

‘What’s he forgotten now?’ she muttered. Opening up with a twist to her mouth, she was surprised to find Len, her neighbour, standing there.

‘Oh! All right, Len! Thought it was Marley forgot something. What can I do you for?’

‘Bit of a weird one, Teen, but I do a driving job for this lady in Kensington…’

‘Ooh, very nice!’ She cocked her head at him.

‘I’ve done it for years. She’s a bit of a character, and getting quite frail, although she’d have my guts for garters for even mentioning that. Thing is, she’s been let down by her cleaner and she’s a bit stuck. I mentioned you might be interested, so I just wondered, really…’

‘Well, bless you for thinking of me. Where’s she live?’

‘In a flat. Lexham Gardens. It’s between High Street Ken and the Cromwell Road.’

Tina mentally figured out the route, which was possible. ‘How much?’

‘Fifteen pound an hour.’

‘That’s good.’

‘It’s two hours, three times a week, starting tomorrow!’ He laughed.

Tina did the sums. An extra ninety quid a week would be very handy, especially now she was saving for Marley’s college and university.

‘Do you know, I reckon I could fit it in, Len. If Marley can get himself off to college, I could do it. My other cleaning jobs are one full day, one early morning and two afternoons…’

‘Oh, smashing! Shall I tell her you’ll give it a go?’

‘Yeah, go on, why not! I could do with the money, that’s for sure.’

‘She’s quite hard work, but you’ll soon get used to her.’

‘I can handle meself.’ She smiled. ‘How’s Lynne?’

‘Good. Yeah, good. We’re off to Tenerife week after next, for a bit of a break. So she’s looking forward to that.’

‘Oh, lovely!’ Tina folded her arms across her chest.

‘You been?’

‘No!’ She batted her hand at him. ‘I’ve never been abroad. Haven’t been on holiday since before Marley was born!’

‘What? You’d love it, girl!’

‘Oh, no doubt. Trust me, the reason I don’t go is not because I have an aversion to drinking pina coladas in the sun!’

‘Nah, course not. Anyway, I’ll text you the details later. Her name is Cordelia Potterton.’

‘Well, that’s a name and an ’arf. Is it Mrs?’

‘No. She’s a “Miss”.’
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The clock on the radio chimed seven. Miss Potterton looked at the gold watch that now hung loosely from her tiny wrist.

‘Seven o’clock,’ she announced, tapping the face, happy that the two tallied.

Greta Garbo jumped up and sat on her lap in the lamplight.

‘Hello, girl. Where have you been? Roaming the streets and up to no good, no doubt. You lucky old thing.’ She chuckled and when her laugh turned into a wheeze, she sipped at her glass of water that sat on a lace doily within reach on the sideboard.

‘I had a lovely chat with Tom today. Too little time, as ever, but I get dreadfully stiff sitting on that blasted chair in the middle of the grass. I’m sure I make quite an exhibition. I said how I’d sorted the stamp books out and that I’d sent a couple off to the Postal Museum in Bath. I do hope they can make good use of them. Tom will be delighted by that.’

She paused and stroked the top of Greta Garbo’s head absentmindedly, her memories coming thick and fast.

‘We had the most wonderful weekend there, in Bath. I think it was 1955, and I remember the sun shone – it really was the most glorious weather. I can see us now, like it was yesterday. We picnicked on the grass in the Royal Crescent. Gosh, do you know, Greta, I think we spent the entire day with shoes kicked off, sleeves rolled, just lying on that tartan blanket, holding hands and gazing up at the clouds. Not a care in the world, and no one paid us the slightest attention. I don’t think I have ever been happier.’

Garbo licked her mistress’s hand and stared at her intently, as if listening to every word.

‘We took a stroll around Royal Victoria Park and there was a most impressive display of yellow roses. Tom picked me one and I pressed it, kept it by my bedside for years. I still have it. And I remember Tom saying, “Can we just stay here forever and ever…”’ Miss Potterton sniffed her tears and fished for the white lace handkerchief that nestled up her sleeve. ‘And by golly I wanted to. I really did.’

The telephone handset on the arm of her chair rang.

She sat up straight and coughed, answering slowly and deliberately. ‘589 8181.’ She did this, gave her telephone number just as she always had, from the day they were first connected, way back between the wars. Their original number had been a mere three digits.

‘Evening, Miss P, hope I’m not interrupting you. It’s Len. Leonard.’ Len spoke loudly and slowly, as if she was a little hard of hearing, which she was.

‘Good evening, Leonard.’

There was a second of silence as Len hesitated, expecting a bit more of a greeting. ‘Reason for my call is that I had a word with my neighbour, as I suggested when I dropped you home earlier, and she’d be more than happy to come and clean for you, or at least give it a go. I told her you’d like her tomorrow and she’ll be with you about ten.’

‘At ten, Leonard. Not about ten, otherwise it’s jolly hard to keep track. Makes it confusing when you’re chasing the odd minute here and there.’

‘Righto, ten it is. Good night, Miss P.’

‘Good night, Leonard.’ She ended the call.

‘No, don’t thank me. My pleasure,’ Len muttered as he replaced the receiver. He lay on the sofa staring at the phone, then smiled at his wife, Lynne, who was reading a guidebook to the Canary Islands.

‘What you on about, talking to yourself?’ Lynne looked up.

‘Nothing, love.’ And he settled back for a nap.
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Tina knocked on the door and stood up straight, smoothing her dark, unruly hair back into its ponytail. She made sure to smile. If Miss Potterton was anything like her elderly nan, a smiling face would help put her at her ease.

It felt like an age before the shadowy figure finally made it to the door; then another few minutes passed as she fumbled with the bolts.

‘Hello!’ Tina leant forward, in case Miss Potterton was hard of hearing. ‘I’m Tina! A friend of Len’s. He said you would like me to clean for you?’ Her smile didn’t waver.

‘You’re early.’ Miss Potterton narrowed her gaze.

‘Yes! I don’t like to be late, so I tend to go the other way. Sorry.’ She wasn’t sure if this required an apology but figured there was no harm in offering one.

‘How old are you?’

Tina felt her cheeks blush. ‘I’m thirty-four.’

‘You look younger,’ Miss Potterton replied, in a way that left Tina unsure as to whether that was a good thing or not.

‘You’re not one of those ghastly women who lie about their age to suit the circumstances, are you? Adding some years in their extreme youth and then removing them later on? I think that’s the absolute height of vanity!’

‘No, no. I’ve just got good genes.’ Tina was confused by the woman’s behaviour.

‘Lucky you.’ Her reply was curt.

‘How old are you?’ Tina stood as tall as she possibly could.

‘What?’

‘I was wondering how old you are, if we’re going down that route.’

Miss Potterton opened the door a little wider. ‘I am ninety-three,’ she offered matter-of-factly, in a tone that, unusually, was not intended to elicit either wonder or praise.

‘You look younger.’ Tina spoke the truth.

‘Good genes,’ Miss Potterton replied.

The two women stared at each other, each wondering what the next move might be.

‘You’re very skinny.’ Miss Potterton appraised her tiny form.

Tina laughed. This felt like a wind-up. She half expected Digsy and Marley to come jumping out of a bush and high-five the posh old lady.

‘Yes I am, always have been, but it’s not through lack of trying. I eat like a horse, and if you’re worried about my ability to do the job, don’t be. I have three other permanent clients and can get first-class references. I think I’m skinny cos I’m always on the go. You know, if I’m not working, then I’m cleaning up at home or racing round the supermarket.’

‘You have a family?’

‘Well, yes, just one boy. My son. He’s eighteen.’

‘Good Lord! And you are only thirty-four?’

‘Yes.’ Tina held Miss Potterton’s stare, unwilling at this juncture in her life to be judged by her or anyone, especially for a predicament she had found herself in nearly two decades ago. The happiest, best predicament of all. ‘What about you? Any family?’

‘All dead.’ She said this without sentiment. ‘Bar a nephew and his frightful child – I forget her name, something ridiculous – and an equally frightful wife. A social climber with a meanness of spirit, the worst kind. The sort of woman who would find it hard to take joy in other people’s good fortune.’

They hovered for a second. Tina wondered who exactly this lady had lost. Parents? Definitely. Husband, kids? Possibly. ‘Shall I come in then?’

‘Yes. Do.’ Miss Potterton turned her back.

Tina followed her inside and up the hallway.

‘Wow!’ She let her eyes rove over the walls, which were packed with gilt-framed oil paintings, black and white photographs of people and places, and even a tapestry of a grand-looking palace on the edge of an inviting beach, complete with palm trees.

The parquet floor was barely visible beneath a vast mahogany bureau stuffed with letters, magazines, balls of string and a dusty, pot-bound cheese plant. A brass umbrella-stand bulged with ivory-topped umbrellas, a couple of parasols with aged fabric shades and a clutch of walking sticks with a variety of handles.

No shortage of things to dust, is there? Tina noted, but she caught herself just in time and refrained from sharing this with her new boss.

The sitting room was just as full. French windows at the back of the room opened out onto a pretty walled courtyard, where tubs, pots, milk churns and any number of other receptacles fought for space. Some of them held flourishing ivy plants that climbed and clung, their variegated tendrils reaching this way and that towards the light. But there was plenty of room for some more cheerful plants, Tina found herself thinking. A chance to experiment with some of those flowering shrubs she was always admiring at the superstore, perhaps.

In the room itself, wide-armed leather chairs that would have looked more at home in a gentleman’s smoking room circa 1930 sat next to side tables that listed under heavy glass paperweights, a bronze statuette of a lion, and books. There were books everywhere! But no TV.

As in the hallway, the walls here were so busy that only minute patches of the faded sepia water silk were visible. Tina’s eyes became fixed on a framed piece of antique Chinese calligraphy and then on a photo of two young women standing on an immaculate lawn waving Union flags. They were wearing Land Girl uniforms – sensible, dun-coloured corduroy breeches and pullovers – and smiling broadly.

‘Is that you?’ she asked, pointing at the taller of the women. ‘Doing your bit for the war effort? You and your sister?’

‘It is. Me... and my friend,’ came the clipped reply.

Heavy, fringed, plum-coloured velvet drapes sat at the windows and over the French doors, sun faded at the edges where the fabric met the gold braid and twists of tassel. In front of the doors was a round dining table with six pale-wood, ladder-back chairs whose seats were made of intricately woven bamboo.

‘This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen!’ Tina turned a full three-sixty, looking up at the crystal-drop chandeliers that hung at either end of the room and the ornate plaster coving and ceiling roses. ‘It’s like a museum! It’s incredible!’

Miss Potterton was clearly delighted by her reaction. ‘Well, yes, it’s quite a collection. Most of it was my father’s. It was spread over the whole house at one point, but it all got a bit too much, so the house was divided into flats and I live here in the basement. It’s the space I wanted. I couldn’t bear to have given up the courtyard.’

‘I can see why. It’s lovely! I love flowers and gardens. I don’t have one myself, but one day.’

‘It is particularly lovely in the summer. I take my breakfast out there and I do like to leave the doors open and feel the breeze. There’s something quite wonderful about the warm London air rushing in as night falls.’

‘I live in a flat too, but not like this. It’s in a block, an ugly square block of concrete, and I daren’t even leave my door unlocked, let alone open. It’s a bit rough.’ Tina laughed. ‘But it’s our little haven and that’s all that counts, right?’

‘We are not immune from crime here, you know.’ Miss Potterton nodded.

‘Do you have a panic alarm or MedicAlert or anything? My nan had one and it gave her peace of mind.’

‘Quite. No, I have something much better than that.’

Tina tried to guess. ‘Oh, what, a dog?’

‘No. A gun,’ Miss Potterton said levelly.

Tina laughed out loud.
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The two women fell into a steady routine over the following months. Miss Potterton gave Tina a key so she could come and go as she liked, and Tina insisted that Miss Potterton keep her telephone number next to her big-buttoned phone in case of emergencies. Miss Potterton had pooh-poohed the very idea, but, later that evening, when she was alone, she held the slip of paper in her fingers and smiled, sleeping more soundly that night than she had in quite a while.

Tina whipped the duster around the bookshelves, lifting the objets d’art one by one, wiping them with the soft cloth and replacing them.

‘Don’t drop anything,’ Miss Potterton called from her chair.

‘I’ll try not to.’ Tina smiled.

‘You are absurdly upbeat. Do you ever sit in a darkened room and howl?’ Miss Potterton enquired.

‘No, I haven’t done that for a long while. I’ve learnt to be happy.’

‘Oh God, you sound very much like someone who has found the love of Jesus. You’re not going to lecture me, are you?’

Tina chuckled. ‘No. It’s much simpler than that. I was pushed around my whole life. My dad was a bit of a bully and Marley’s dad was a shit, really. Oh, sorry!’ She remembered who she was talking to, but Miss Potterton didn’t seem to notice. ‘One day, when my son was little, I was watching him playing and he picked up a dolly and shouted at it, “Get back in that kitchen, stupid girl!” And I realised that I had to set a different example for him, I had to be a better mum, a stronger mum, or he was going to turn out just like his dad and I was never going to get the respect I deserved and neither would any women that came into his life. So I learnt to respect myself and that made me happy.’

‘And what did the boy’s father think of this new-found confidence?’

‘Oh, he’d already left by then – not that he was ever really there permanently. His visits have always been sporadic and are only ever if he is passing, which usually means he needs something, usually money.’ She tutted. ‘But Marley speaks to his nan, Lavender, once a week. It’s a nice connection for him.’

‘What does your son think of his father? Are they close?’

‘I keep a lot of it from him; he doesn’t know the half of it. And he’s a different kettle of fish, wants to study the body and things. He’s smart and who knows where that will take him?’

‘You are proud of him.’

‘I am.’ Tina nodded. ‘It’s his birthday in a couple of weeks and he just wants books!’

‘It’s mine in four and I want books too!’ Miss Potterton gave an uncharacteristic laugh.

‘Oh wow! Ninety-four! That’s quite an achievement. You should celebrate.’

‘Do you think so?’ Her tone was back to dismissive.

‘Yes! Absolutely. You could have a tea party. I’d be happy to do it for you. When’s the last time you had a birthday party?’

‘Oh, good God!’ She considered her answer. ‘I think it was probably about thirty years ago, maybe longer.’

‘What? That’s shocking!’

‘Not really. There are many more important things to be shocked about, like the amount of hunger in the world, and the number of wars currently being waged, that kind of thing.’ She picked up her magnifying glass and stared pointedly at the headlines in her copy of the Telegraph.

‘Well, yeah, I know, but still, you should have a tea party at least, it’d be lovely!’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Miss Potterton conceded.

‘Or maybe just go out for a nice meal. There are some lovely places around here. You could go to Gordon Ramsay’s.’

‘Don’t tell me you want to discuss fine-dining, Tina! Not given your penchant for family-sized buckets of nasty fried chicken. And you think all fish comes shaped as a finger.’ She breathed onto her magnifying glass and wiped it clean with the corner of her cardigan. ‘Besides, what would be the point of you going to eat chez Mr Ramsay when you’d struggle to find a babysitter for Marley?’

‘I wasn’t asking to come with you!’ Tina ignored the insults, and she wasn’t about to apologise to anyone for her love of fried food. She wiped her duster over the mahogany mask that hung on the wall. ‘And anyway, even if I did want to go out, he’s a big boy, as I said. Doesn’t need a babysitter. But if he did, I would leave him with you. Wish I’d known you a long time ago!’ she sang.

Miss Potterton lowered her magnifying class. The crossword could wait. ‘You’d... you’d have left him with me?’

‘Yes, of course! You’d get on like a house on fire. I’ll bring him to meet you one day. He’s good company, likes to nose through people’s book collections, and he’d weed your courtyard in exchange for biscuits.’

Miss Potterton tensed her jaw. ‘Does he know you are thinking of bringing him to meet a cantankerous witch like me?’

‘Oh, Miss Potterton, you know I’d never say that!’

‘Well, bless you, dear.’ She coughed.

‘No, I mean “cantankerous” isn’t one of my words. I told him you were a miserable old cow.’

Miss Potterton raised the Telegraph until her face was obscured, keen to hide the wide smile that had spread across her face. ‘Maybe it would be nice to have a party, but I’d have to give you strict instructions on food, etiquette, the guest list and so on. I can only imagine what would happen if it were all left to you. You’d probably just throw Mr Tyson-Blaine a packet of Garibaldis.’ She winced.

‘Ooh, I just might. And you can’t have a tea party without a plate full of Fondant Fancies – they are a must. Do you know them? Little square cakes that are either brown, yellow or pink, and so sweet, they make your toes curl!’

‘Oh, please, no! I could not entertain having such common, shop-bought confections on my antique table!’ She gave a shiver of revulsion.

Tina smiled. ‘And I was thinking I’d get them party blowers that make a little trumpet noise, and some pointy hats on elastic. I’ll throw a few sausage rolls on a plate and maybe do cheese and pineapple on sticks.’ She winked.

‘Oh, dear God!’ Miss Potterton fanned herself with the newspaper.
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Helen’s departure from the family home in Tunbridge Wells had left their solid Victorian villa feeling quite empty. It wasn’t just the gaps on the wall, until recently occupied by her favourite pictures, or the space on the worktop where the microwave used to live, or even the two empty wardrobes where the empty hangers now clanged together like wind chimes, whispering into the breeze, She’s gone! Run away with Julio and his penis... It wasn’t even the deafening silence. No, it was more than that. It was as if the heart had gone from the house.

Ian dreaded coming back to the echoey hallway and its dusty staircase. He had to steel himself before going into their gloomy bedroom, where the pillow still smelt of her perfume and her toothbrush was missing from the pot that usually held two. He even missed her nagging, and her secret whispered calls to a certain Spanish lothario.

Above all, he missed getting Arraminta’s news. Minty used to call regularly to speak to her mum, because Mum was fun and interesting and knew the names of her friends as well as all the answers to everything. He found it odd how Helen, who was very strict with Minty, had always been obsessed with her grades, and was pushy and often mean, seemed to receive the lion’s share of their daughter’s love, whereas he, who had only ever wanted her to be happy, was seen as weak. How did that work?

He stepped over the threshold and shut the front door behind him, considering whether a glass of wine might be the answer right now and deciding that in fact several glasses would be better. He could crack open that bottle of ridiculously expensive Valpolicella he’d bought yesterday, the one he’d read about in the Decanter magazine he’d snaffled from the surgery waiting room. He wouldn’t be drinking Spanish wine for a good while anyway, that was for sure.

Dropping his briefcase on the hall floor, he bent to gather the mail, discarding the pizza flyer, taxi cards and parish newsletter in favour of the pale cream envelope addressed in an elegant if slightly shaky script, handwritten in navy ink. Sliding his finger under the flap, he carefully removed the stiff, gilt-edged card and read that he had been invited to his Aunt Cordelia’s birthday party.

It was months since he’d last been in touch with his aunt, but he had many fond memories of the old lady. As a teenager, he used to enjoy going to her flat in Kensington. There’d always been something a bit unconventional about her, even racy, and though she’d never married, she was far from being a boring spinster. She used to like a flutter on the horses, he remembered. And when she’d been on the sherry, she’d tell risqué stories about the artists and writers she’d fraternised with in the 50s and 60s. He pictured his aunt and his mother, who was much younger, playing croquet in his youth, heard the satisfying thud of mallet against boxwood and the sound of their bickering over a point. To his acute embarrassment, he slid down until his bottom was on the welcome mat and with his back against the front door he cried. It had been years, decades, since he had sobbed like this and for the first time since his teenage years, he desperately wished he could see his mum.

*

Three weeks later, he was on the phone and about to hang up, when his call was finally answered.

‘Yup?’

‘Oh, Helen, it’s me.’ It was strange to feel so nervous when talking to the woman with whom he had exchanged vows and parented a child.

‘Yes.’ She sighed. ‘I have caller ID. I think I might have mentioned it.’

He decided to ignore the comment. ‘There’s a lot of mail here for Minty and at least one in a brown envelope, probably another fine. I’ve left her a message, but if you speak to her…’

‘Righto.’

‘I’m driving up to London. Aunt Cordelia—’

‘Finally croaked, has she?’ Helen interrupted.

He drew breath. ‘Actually, no, she’s having a birthday party.’

There was a silent pause while she wondered why on earth he thought she might want or need to know this and he wondered exactly the same.

‘Well…’ She tittered. ‘Enjoy!’

‘Do you know, Helen…’ He looked at the space where the microwave used to live. ‘I was the only one who used the microwave, it’s how I made my porridge every morning. But you know that.’

‘You called to tell me you miss the microwave?’ Her voice went up an octave, clearly amused.

‘No, I don’t know why I called, actually. Probably habit, and that basic human desire to know that someone is worrying about you while you travel, that someone might be concerned if you don’t pick up the phone or make contact. It makes you feel connected, loved.’

‘Christ, have you been on the cooking sherry, Ian?’

‘Not yet, no. And I’m sorry I called, interrupted whatever you were doing. I feel sad, Helen you know, disappointed.’ His heart hammered in his chest.

‘Oh God, is this about the microwave again?’

‘No.’ He felt a wave of anger towards this woman who thought she held all the cards, who was making all the decisions, making him feel like shit. ‘It’s about the fact that I feel you have treated me quite unfairly, I only ever tried to make you and Minty happy, I feel embarrassed that my very best efforts weren’t good enough. And as much as I dislike Juan, I hope your interest in him doesn’t wane as it did with me, because let me tell you, it is the very worst way to live. The worst.’

‘Ian! I... I…’ She was flabbergasted, shocked and angry all rolled into one.

He ended the call with a swipe of his thumb and, as he slammed the front door behind him and loaded up his boot for his trip to London, he laughed. He laughed out loud.
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Ian descended the basement steps and found the front door ajar. He walked the length of the hall, inhaling the familiar scent of the place and marvelling at the beautiful objects, things he didn’t know he remembered from his childhood until the sight of them hurtled him back through time and space. There was a pen pot on the bureau that he distinctly recalled turning upside down and driving a toy car around. It brought a lump to his throat.

Tina stepped from the kitchen and into the hallway.

‘I’m Ian.’

‘Oh! Miss Potterton’s nephew!’

‘Yes, that’s me. The GP from Tunbridge Wells,’ he replied, rocking on his loafers, knowing this was how his aunt would have described him.

‘How lovely!’ Tina grinned.

‘Oh, do you know it?’ Ian was delighted to have found something in common with the attractive, bubbly woman standing in front of him, someone he wouldn’t have immediately placed in his aunt’s circle. They would have plenty to talk about; she was bound to have an opinion on the controversial opening of a Poundland on the high street, when most residents had been praying for a Waitrose.

‘No... I’ve never been.’

‘Oh.’ He stared at her, a little flummoxed.

‘But it sounds very nice. I was more saying lovely about your job, you being a doctor.’ She pointed at him, as though this might be news to him. ‘I’ve never met one before – well, apart from my doctor and a couple of other doctors. And Dr Kahn, who is my mum’s doctor. And my son, who has made that his ambition, to be one, a doctor.’

‘So you’ve met quite a few?’ He squinted as he followed her over to the beautifully set table.

‘Yes. But never one here. At your aunt’s house.’ She rearranged a pretty white linen napkin that had flopped open and twisted the crystal salt and pepper pot for no particular reason.

‘So how do you know Cordelia?’

‘Miss Potterton? I’m her cleaner. I’ve only known her for a few months. I think she’s hilarious,’ she whispered, tucking her white T-shirt into her jeans.

Ian gave a small laugh. ‘I’ve heard her described as many things, but never that,’ he whispered in return.

‘I don’t think she means to be funny, and I’m not laughing at her!’ Tina raised her palms, keen to assert this. ‘But I just find her way, and her words, so... I don’t know, it’s like she’s from another time and she has absolutely no idea how things work nowadays. It’s nice.’

‘Refreshing,’ he surmised.

‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘Refreshing.’

‘It’s funny, isn’t it,’ Ian said, ‘how people who are fond of saying it “like it is” or who enjoy “being truthful” actually only ever say nasty things. Have you noticed that? Whoever heard, “I like to say it how it is and that food was amazing!”’

Tina laughed. ‘Yeah, or, “I’m only being truthful, but she looked fantastic!”’

And just like that, the two were laughing, like they knew each other.

‘What are you two scheming about?’ Miss Potterton’s voice boomed out as she made her way along the corridor to the sitting room.

Ian and Tina both stepped backwards, emphasising the conspiratorial nature of their chat.

‘Nothing, Cordelia. We were just talking about Tunbridge Wells,’ Ian offered cheerily.

‘Urgh! I’m afraid the furthest outside of London I’m prepared to venture is Chiswick.’

Ian and Tina exchanged a glance, neither of them willing to introduce the idea that Chiswick was in London.

‘Lovely to see you, Ian.’

‘You too.’ He presented his aunt with a wrapped book, which she set to one side.

Miss Potterton took a seat at the elaborately set table.

‘This looks absolutely wonderful!’ Ian placed his hands on his hips and surveyed the vintage china and silver cake stands, the ornate sugar bowl with matching tongs, the sparkling crystal champagne glasses and the purple and cream tulips that had been artfully arranged in slender bud vases. He noted the nine place settings. ‘Who’s joining us today?’

‘We have a select and refined group of interesting minds, including some very high-profile local residents, who will provide witty repartee over tea.’ His aunt nodded, a stern expression on her face.

‘Oh gosh, don’t know how witty I’m feeling!’ He pulled a wide-mouthed face at Tina.

‘Don’t fret, dear. You were only invited to make up the numbers.’ Miss Potterton smiled at her nephew. ‘And talking of making up the numbers, where is that wife of yours?’

‘Helen?’

‘I am intrigued by your need to qualify. Is there another?’ She tilted her head towards him to better hear the response.

‘Ha! No, no! No other, erm…’ He swallowed. ‘She’s busy. She’s working, on her Spanish thing, so she can’t make it, but she did send her very best regards and many happy returns of the day.’

‘I bet she did.’ His aunt spoke loudly but with her head turned, as though she were whispering.

‘I’ll remove her place setting and wiggle everything around a bit.’ Tina smiled as she piled up the redundant side plate, cup and saucer. Holding the cutlery and napkin in her other hand, she whipped the lot into the kitchen, where Marley had the kettle full, the sandwiches wrapped and the cakes chilling, all ready for the nod from his mother.

‘One down, I’m afraid.’ She kept her voice low.

‘Did they die?’ Marley asked.

She stood in front of her son. ‘What do you mean, did they die? Of course not! They’re just stuck in Tunbridge Wells! What a thing to say, Marl!’

‘What? Don’t look at me like that! I just thought, you know, she’s really old and her friends are all really old and so maybe one of them had died, which is sad, but also good.’

‘In what way could it possibly be good?’

‘Cos I can have their chocolate eclair!’ He laughed.

Tina tutted. ‘You can have one anyway, cheeky boy, and what about your healthy eating?’

‘One eclair won’t hurt, Mum. I’ll just have to train a bit harder tomorrow.’ He patted his flat, hard stomach.

‘Ah, love, you might think you’re chips and gravy now, but your dad used to be built like you and now he’s got a proper belly. You want to watch that!’ She winked.

‘Tina! Tina!’ Miss Potterton called from the sitting room.

‘Yes?’ Tina always bobbed a little when she stood in front of Miss Potterton. Think I need to stop watching Downton. She smiled at the thought.

‘I think maybe we should set a pot to steep. People will be arriving any second and I would like to offer them tea the moment they sit down, plus I’m rather thirsty myself. And don’t forget it’s the Darjeeling.’

‘Certainly, and I’ll grab the door when they arrive.’ She made her way back to the kitchen.

‘Right, Marl, action stations. First pot of tea of the day.’

‘Is she having a nice time?’ Marley couldn’t begin to imagine how it was possible to have fun when you were ninety-four.

‘I think so, love, yes. She’ll get more into the swing of it when her other guests arrive.’

‘The Right Honourable Muir Tyson-Blaine!’ He snickered.

‘Ssshhh!’ Tina placed her finger on her lips. ‘Don’t be rude, Marley. You are in Miss Potterton’s home and these people are her friends and it is her birthday party.’ She spoke solemnly.

‘It’s must be odd having friends with titles. I can’t imagine Digsy will ever have one,’ Marley said as he fiddled with a teaspoon.

‘You never know, love. I’ll just pop back through, see if they need anything.’

Miss Potterton was in full swing. ‘Well, that was the trouble with your mother, she was afraid of her own shadow! I’d have made myself quite clear, and that frightful man wouldn’t have got a penny out of me.’ She nodded, mid conversation with Ian.

‘Funny, I was thinking about her only the other day, as I do on occasion. Thinking how I would really like a cup of tea with her and a bit of a chinwag,’ he admitted.

‘Oh, absolutely! I miss her dreadfully.’ Miss Potterton placed her handkerchief at the corner of her eye. ‘That’s the thing about surviving the longest; you have to say so many wretched goodbyes. And doubly unfair when she was so much younger than me.’ She sniffed. ‘Ah, Tina, what’s the time, dear?’

Tina looked at the clock and then her phone. ‘I think my phone’s running a little bit fast. It says ten past three.’

Miss Potterton sat forward in her chair and gripped the arms. ‘Ten past three? Are you sure? That’s utterly ridiculous. They’re all late! I can’t bear tardiness, I really can’t! Tom always used to say, “Why do people consider their time more valuable than mine? How little must people think of me to make me wait.” And I rather agree. Ten past, are you certain?’ She craned her neck and then squinted at her watch face.

‘I expect parking round here is a bit of a nightmare. Maybe they’re struggling to find a space?’ Ian offered kindly. Both he and Tina were wondering who Tom was.

‘Well, no, Ian, that can’t be right. Everyone is within walking distance or has a resident’s pass. I don’t understand it. I specifically said three o’clock. Didn’t I, Tina?’

‘Yes. Yes, you did.’ She nodded. ‘Tell you what, how about a nice cup of tea while you’re waiting. I’m sure Dr Ian would like one – you must be gasping!’ She smiled at him.

‘That would be lovely. Yes, please.’ He looked like a happy schoolboy who’d been offered seconds.

‘No! Absolutely not!’ Miss Potterton banged the arm of her chair. ‘Can you imagine the embarrassment of Mr and Mrs Govington-Holmes or the Right Honourable Muir Tyson-Blaine if they arrived and we were merrily drinking tea, with festivities well and truly launched without them? How would that look? No.’ She shook her head. ‘We shall wait.’

She turned her head towards the hallway, her fingers fidgeting on the chair.

The expectation, as they listened for the reassuring ping of the bell or the light rapping of knuckles on the glass, gave the room a physical weight that bore down on them like a leaden cloak.

‘Do you drive, Tina?’ Ian made small talk.

‘Only my son round the bend.’ She smiled.

‘Ha! Very good!’ He laughed too loudly and for too long.

‘No, never seen the point, really. Buses are good as gold from where I live and I wouldn’t know where to start with a car, even if I could drive. I mean, it’s not like I could get a car, so learning to drive always felt a bit pointless. My dad had a van. He was a delivery driver for Addison Lee back in the day.’

Ian nodded. ‘I think it’s admirable not driving a car. I hate to think what my gas-guzzling tractor does to the environment.’

‘Oh God! Don’t tell me Helen is encouraging you to go green and start riding a bike everywhere!’ Miss Potterton tutted and ran her tongue over her lips, clearly parched.

‘No! No, quite the opposite. I’d like a bike, in fact, but she was very keen we got the four-by-four – good for off-roading and narrow country lanes.’ He looked at the floor.

‘Do you do a lot of off-roading?’ Tina wasn’t exactly sure what that was, but she also wanted to make conversation.

‘No, never.’ He stared at her.

‘But you live in a narrow country lane?’

Ian shook his head. ‘Again, no.’ He pictured the top-of-the-range monstrosity that Helen had convinced him was necessary, when all he really wanted was a bike, and a little Mini with cup holders for his lunchtime coffee and a good sun visor. ‘In fact, I don’t know why we got the bloody thing. Something else she talked me into.’

‘Language, young man!’ Miss Potterton remonstrated.

Tina felt the giggle rise in her throat and turned on her heel, making a hasty exit to the kitchen. She felt his eyes following her as she left the room.

‘Mum, I’m getting bored.’ Marley threw a sugared almond into the air and tried to catch it in his mouth. When he missed, he caught it in his hand and tried again.

‘Not too much longer. What’s the bloody time?’ She pulled her phone from her back pocket and slid the screen. ‘God, it’s nearly half past! Please don’t say they’re not coming.’

She ran her palm over her face, wishing she’d never suggested the birthday party in the first place. Then she bent over the countertop and buried her head in her hands.

‘Knock, knock!’ Ian alerted her to his presence.

‘Oh God! Hi! I was just having a think.’ She was flustered and could feel two spots of colour rising on her cheeks.

‘This is my son, Marley. Marley, this is Dr Ian.’

Ian walked forward and shook hands with Tina’s son, silently admiring the boy’s impressive Afro. ‘Just Ian – don’t worry about the doctor bit.’ He smiled.

Marley nodded.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking – that we might be a bit light on guests?’ Ian held Tina’s gaze.

‘Don’t! I’m hoping they’ve just got held up.’ She blinked.

‘Yes, possibly.’ He nodded. ‘But what do we do if they’re no-shows?’

‘We…’ She looked around the kitchen for inspiration, staring at the beautiful iced fruitcake with the ivory bow and pearl detail. ‘I don’t know!’ she squealed, dreading the thought.

‘Who are we waiting on?’ Ian asked.

‘Oh, Gawd.’ Tina hated having to recite the names, as if it was some kind of memory test. ‘We’ve got Mr and Mrs Govington-Thingy, and Mr Tyson-Blaine, and the three ladies from the Residents Association, whose names, I’m embarrassed to say, I can’t recall, because in my head I’ve been referring to them as Huey, Dewey and Louie.’

He stared at her as if she was bonkers. ‘Right, do you have numbers for any of them?’

‘Oh yes!’ Her face lit up as she remembered. ‘I’ve got Dewey’s!’ She rushed to a drawer and pulled out a circular from the Residents Association. ‘Can I borrow your phone, Marl?’

He handed it over slowly, thinking of his depleting credit.

Tina turned away from them both; she didn’t want to be watched while she made the call.

‘Oh, hello, it’s Tina here. I’m Miss Potterton’s cleaner... Yes, cleaner. Anyway, the reason for my call is to see if you are able to come to her birthday tea today. We were expecting you at three and so…’ She turned and looked at Ian and frowned. ‘Oh, I see!’ She listened some more. ‘Oh really? Well, that’s a shame. But thank you and sorry to have bothered you. Yes, I will. Thanks.’

She handed the phone back to Marley. ‘Apparently Dewey had already called to say that she and her two mates were unable to attend. And she happened to know that the Govington-Doo-Dahs are on holiday. They also phoned, apparently.’

‘And spoke to Cordelia?’ Ian asked.

She nodded. The two stared at each other for a second or two. Then Tina clapped her hands together.

‘Okay, this is what we do. Marley, you make a pot of the finest Darjeeling. I’ll bring the sandwiches and cakes through. Dr Ian, you go and remove the plates and bits and bobs we don’t need, and we will try and dazzle your aunt with our lovely food and distract her with our great company. Come on, Marley, shake a leg!’ she urged. ‘And we shall just have to hope that Mr Tyson-Thingy shows up as a kind of last-minute gift!’

‘Right, so I’m on distraction and plate removal, got it! And yes, do hurry up, Marley. I’m bloody starving!’ Ian spoke with gusto, as if he was having fun.

Tina laughed, noting his emphasis of the swear word. He was great.

She approached the table carrying a three-tiered cake stand crammed with delicate, crustless sandwiches.

‘Good God, this is all rather lame! I’ve been to more atmospheric wakes.’ Miss Potterton sighed.

‘Okay, well, apparently, Mr and Mrs Govington—’

‘Govington-Holmes!’ Miss Potterton snapped in irritation.

‘Yep, them. Well, they are on holiday.’

Miss Potterton sniffed.

‘And the three ladies from the Residents Association are also now unavailable.’

‘Unavailable? What does that mean? Makes it sound like I’ve missed my appointment.’ She tutted again and then adjusted the pearls at her neck. ‘Maybe it’s time I admitted that I am just not as popular as I thought!’

‘Oh, bless…’ Tina whispered, feeling her heart twist, wishing that Miss Potterton was the type of woman who liked a hug, knowing it would make them both feel a lot better.

‘The good news is…’ Tina smiled brightly. ‘That you get to enjoy the company of me and Dr Ian and Marley. And the good news for us is... there’s more cake and sandwiches to go round. And I for one can’t wait!’

Without waiting to be asked, she took a seat at the table and laid the napkin on her lap. She watched as Miss Potterton dabbed her eyes with her handkerchief. Disappointment was shitty, whether you were nine or ninety-four.

‘Come on, Marley, where’s that tea?’ she called towards the kitchen.

‘Does he know to add one for the pot?’ Miss Potterton asked.

‘Oh, don’t you worry. He might not have attended many tea parties, but that boy knows about making tea!’ She beamed.

‘I would very much like to see your mother too.’ Miss Potterton turned to her nephew as though they were mid conversation. ‘She was such a kind soul.’ Her voice was soft.

‘Yes, she was.’ Ian looked up at Tina. ‘We were saying earlier how much we both miss her.’

‘Oh.’ Tina smiled as Marley arrived with the large silver teapot on a tray. His expression spoke volumes and it said, I’m so glad my mates can’t see me now…
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‘Champagne, Cordelia?’ Ian held the bottle over the empty flute.

‘I’m not sure I should – damned pills and whatnot.’ She placed her gnarled hand at her neck.

‘Doctor’s orders! I’d say a couple of sips of this is almost medicinal!’ He poured her a thimbleful. ‘And it’s a shame not to make the most of such a good bottle,’ he added, peering at the label and making a mental note to add this to his wine journal.

‘Marley?’ Ian lifted the bottle.

‘No, thanks.’ Marley placed his hand over the top of the glass. ‘I don’t drink. I’m training. My dad used to say, “If you’re training, you can’t be drinking”.’

‘Oh good, more for us!’ Ian laughed and returned to his seat. ‘Is your dad an athlete too?’ He pictured the suave, tennis-playing Spaniard.

‘No, but he can talk the talk.’

‘Ain’t that the truth.’ Tina dived in for another sandwich. No one was counting, but it was her fifth.

‘I don’t see him that much,’ Marley said. ‘You know, the odd text, or if he’s in town... We don’t really know each other, but it’s cool, cos that’s how’s it’s always been, really, and your normal is your normal.’

Ian marvelled at Marley’s maturity and his lack of bitterness. The sadness was that the boy’s dad was missing out on the chance to parent this driven, polite young man.

Tina sat up straight. ‘Oh, Marley’s dad’s very clever. He’s a musician. So he travels a lot.’ She gave a tight smile.

Marley looked at his mum. ‘He ain’t a musician, Mum. And you don’t have to keep saying that! He owns a guitar, but that doesn’t make him a musician. I mean, you’ve got an oven, but you can’t cook!’

Tina let out a loud burst of laughter that lightened the tone. ‘S’pose you’re right, love. He was pretty good back in the day. I guess he gave up on his dream and forgot to replace it with something.’

‘That’s why I’ve plans A, B and C. I don’t want to end up just scoring a bit of dope and hanging around with my mates and sitting on the steps every night. Nah, mate, well borin’!’

Cordelia stared at the young man. ‘I think you might actually be talking another language,’ she shouted and reached for her second Fondant Fancy.

Tina winked at Ian. It seemed her common, shop-bought confections were going down a treat.

‘So what are plans A, B and C? If you don’t mind me asking.’ Ian thought of Minty, who was usually to be found sitting on a beach, waiting for a life plan or a rich man to fall into her lap. He could hazard a guess as to which was more likely. What a bloody waste.

Marley leant towards Ian. ‘I want to finish college and get my HNC in Sport and Exercise Sciences. If I do well, that might be enough to get me into uni, and I want to study physiotherapy or medicine, depends on how well I do and stuff.’ He looked away, embarrassed to admit to his ambition, half expecting the same ribbing that he got from Digsy.

‘So, a doctor?’ Ian didn’t look shocked or as if this was beyond the realms of possibility.

Marley nodded. ‘That would be the dream.’

‘But you didn’t stay for A levels?’

‘Nah, my school was proper crap and they’d kind of written me off and it felt too hard to try and change how they viewed me, so I thought college would be best, a new start.’

‘That makes sense.’ Ian nodded.

‘And then I want to buy a house or a flat. So that’s Plan A, really. In a nutshell.’ He held Ian’s gaze, shifting slightly in his seat, awkward at having shared his dream.

‘Sounds wonderful, Marley. And what are plans B and C?’

Marley pulled back his shoulders, his chin jutting slightly as if to emphasise his resolve. ‘If I fail, Plan B is to go back and repeat Plan A. And if Plan B fails, then Plan C is to go back and repeat A and B…’

‘I get the idea.’ Ian grinned at Marley’s single-mindedness, the like of which he hadn’t seen for a long while – if you didn’t count Helen’s determination to sod off with Mr Sausage Pants. Funny, usually when he thought about that, he felt angry, upset. Right now? He felt... nothing.

‘I won’t stop until I’ve made it happen and it doesn’t matter how long it takes. I figure that getting to where I want to be is part of my job, and if I think I’ve already started on my journey, that spurs me on, you know?’

Ian nodded. ‘Yes, I do know. I remember after my first three years of uni, when a lot of my friends were going off to quite well-paid jobs and I knew I had another few years of slog and studying ahead of me, it was tough. But reminding myself that I was on my way, that I’d already put in a lot of leg work, made it easier to carry on.’

‘He’s a good boy, works really hard.’

Marley cringed.

‘You must be proud of him.’ Ian smiled at her.

‘I am. Not only because of what he’ll achieve, but because he’s lovely. I just want him to be happy. And I like him. I like spending time with him and I think that’s the best compliment there is, really, that someone wants to spend time with you. I think that’s love.’

Ian stared at her, trying to think of the last time he had wanted to spend time with someone or they him.

Miss Potterton smiled at the young woman who seemingly also wanted to spend time with her, and this thought made her very happy. ‘I think the pot might need refreshing.’ She reached over and placed the back of her liver-spotted hand against the cooling china.

‘Oh, let me!’ Tina jumped up and carefully scooped the teapot into her hands, carrying it like a precious thing into the kitchen.

Ian noted her slender form as she left the table. ‘Your mum’s full of energy!’

‘She’s always like that. It makes me laugh – and pisses me off sometimes. Oh! Sorry!’ Marley hunched his shoulders and turned down his mouth as he apologised to their hostess.

Miss Potterton, however, was having a deaf spell. Conveniently.

Marley continued. ‘I don’t know anyone else like her – she’s happy all the time. When the toast pops up, she makes this little noise like it’s an exciting thing, and when she gets to pick up our chips, they call her order number and she waves the little slip of paper over her head like she’s won something.’ He shook his head. ‘Even when things are shit…’ Again he looked towards their hostess. ‘She just seems to find the happy!’

‘I think that’s a really nice way to live.’ Ian smiled at Marley.

‘Tom was very much like that. A positive nature, always found the good. Whereas I could be a bit judgemental.’

‘You, Cordelia? No!’ Ian laughed.

‘Hmmph.’ She bristled, with the twist of a smile to her mouth. ‘But Tom balanced me. And even now, all these years later, I still take the advice and try to temper my thoughts and views accordingly. We’re always conversing, you know. On any number of topics. I find it most comforting that we can still talk. I find great solace in that.’

Ian stared at his maiden aunt. This new insight into her life was quite wonderful. He was glad that she’d had someone special, someone to help her find the happy. But who was Tom and why had they never married? Surely she wouldn’t have got involved with a married man? He smiled at the thought, realising that everything he knew about her had come via his mother before she died and was therefore skewed by her views and his aunt’s rather unforthcoming nature. He liked the idea of trying to figure out the puzzle of her in her ninety-fourth year.

‘Where does the name Marley come from?’ Miss Potterton asked rather abruptly. ‘Was it a fondness for Dickens?’

‘What?’ Marley stared at her.

‘Your name. Marley. Are you named from the novella? After Scrooge’s partner?’ She spoke a little louder, as if increasing the volume might help his understanding.

Tina scooted back into the room and placed the fresh pot of tea in the centre of the table. ‘Oh no, Miss Potterton. Marley’s one of his middle names.’

‘What’s your first name?’ Ian asked.

‘Bob,’ he replied, and bit into a tiny crustless chicken sandwich.

‘What’s your other middle name?’

‘Gibson,’ he muttered through a mouthful of food.

‘Don’t eat with your mouth full.’ Tina tutted.

‘He asked me a question!’ Marley pointed at Ian with the remainder of his sandwich, again speaking with his mouth full.

‘So your name is Bob Marley Gibson?’

Marley nodded.

Ian chortled. ‘Gibson as in the guitar maker?’

‘His dad was a big fan.’ Tina smiled and sipped her tea, which had cooled and was almost unpleasant.

‘Of Dickens?’ Miss Potterton asked loudly.

Tina and Ian laughed.

Ian noted Tina’s slight shudder as she tasted her brew. He lifted the pot and poured hot tea into her cup.

*

The champagne and tea continued to flow through the afternoon. There was the singing of ‘Happy Birthday’ and the cutting of cake. Tina produced a batch of crumbly scones glued together with clotted cream and fresh raspberry jam, and there was gooseberry tart to follow.

At five o’clock Miss Potterton stood up. ‘I should like a nap.’

Without a word of thanks or further discussion, she walked slowly from the table and made her way towards the hallway. Ian got up and took her elbow, guiding her along, leaving her at the entrance to her bedroom, much to the relief of them both.

‘Is it okay if I push off, Mum?’ Marley slipped his arms into his jacket as he asked.

‘Yes, love, and thank you for today. You’ve been great.’

‘Great to meet you, Marley, and I hope our paths cross again. If I can be of any help…’ Ian shook the boy’s hand.

Marley smiled. ‘Thanks,’ he replied, with the polite dismissal of a boy who had learnt not to rely too heavily on the word of any man who presented himself as a temporary role model.
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Ian poured another glass. ‘He’s a nice boy, and he seems to love college.’

‘He does. Mind you, I liked school, too – not that I learnt much.’ Tina sipped her champagne.

‘It’s interesting, isn’t it? I hated every second and learnt a lot. I went to this small private school for boys in the middle of the countryside, where I learnt how to pass A levels, read Latin and recite the periodic table.’

‘Wow! I went to an inner-city school in Bow, where I learnt rhyming slang, winkle picking, and how to sew on your pearly buttons and do the Lambeth Walk. General Cockney behaviour.’

Ian slumped forward, he was laughing so much. ‘I’m picturing it! That’s so funny!’

‘I sometimes wonder what I might have done if I’d gone to a school where people had actually given a shit about my education.’

‘What would you like to have done?’

She shrugged. ‘Dunno. Suppose if I was starting again, if I was young and had all the time in the world, I’d like to learn floristry. I spend an awful lot of time looking at flowers and plants ‘n’ stuff, trying to copy arrangements and that. I’ve always had this little dream of having me own flower shop. I’d love that.’

‘Well, it’s not too late! You can do that any time!’ Ian banged the table as if to emphasise his point.

Tina shook her head. ‘Nah, too late for me. Even if I did do the course, how could I just start a flower shop? You need money and I’ve never had enough of that. Not that I want a lot, but enough would be nice. You kind of get trapped, don’t you? Trapped in your life – working, setting the alarm, having a cup of tea, working some more... It’s like you’re on a hamster wheel, and sometimes just thinking about it can be exhausting.’

For some reason, Ian pictured Mrs Coates with her downturned mouth and her miserable demeanour. ‘Well, my job isn’t a picnic exactly.’

‘But you’re a doctor!’ Tina said, wide-eyed.

‘I am.’ He nodded. ‘But I don’t remember having any choice. My father set the course upon which I was to sail and I just had to follow his coordinates and try not to let him down. It felt like the most enormous pressure, just to please him, and my choice never really came into it.’

‘That’s really sad.’ She put her hand on his arm.

He liked the feel of her skin against his. He liked it very much.

She withdrew it as quickly as she had placed it there.

‘What would you like to do, then, if you could do anything?’ She cupped her chin in her palm, her elbow resting on the tabletop.

He liked the way her curls had worked loose and hung over her face but resisted the temptation to push them back for her.

‘If I could do anything?’ He looked up at the ceiling, as if that was where the answer might lie. ‘I’d like to know about wine, maybe travel the vineyards of the world and come back with an improved understanding of the production process, what makes a wine great or terrible. And I’d like to open a vintner’s, a specialist wine shop, with big oak barrels lining the walls, and flagstone floors. There’d be racks full of bottles of red, gathering dust, and fridges full of chilled whites, and great food to go with the tasting, like tapas... Maybe a bar as well, for real ale fans and anyone else who wanted to pull up a stool and enjoy a platter and a chat... Oh and it would have to be near the coast.’

‘Blimey, sounds like you’ve given it a lot of thought!’ She laughed.

‘I haven’t really, not until this moment. But I’d bloody love that!’

‘Well, it’s not too late! You can do that any time!’ She banged the table.

‘Touché.’ He raised his glass to hers as he mentally catalogued a million reasons that would prevent him from fulfilling this dream.

‘I’d love to live near the seaside,’ Tina said. ‘I went a couple times when I was younger and I remember the way the air smelt and the feel of the sand under my feet. I felt free, with all that space and no concrete. Just that big patch of moving blue to look at. I think that would be my dream too, actually, to live somewhere where I can open me curtains of a morning and see the sea every day. And if I want to see it at any other time of day, then all I have to do is pop my head out and there it is!’

‘That does sound pretty perfect.’

‘I find you very easy to talk to.’ She looked up at him.

‘That’ll be the champagne!’ He sniffed, glowing at the compliment.

‘Yes, probably.’ She laughed.

‘So do you have a partner now? After Marley’s dad?’ He tried to sound nonchalant.

She shook her head. ‘No. He kind of put me off. I was proper crazy about him – Marley was on the button; he was a talker all right – and I was naive. I think I really wanted to believe that he was the one who might take me away for a different kind of life…’ She stared into the middle distance.

‘Is that what you wanted?’ Ian thought of all the times he’d wished for something similar.

‘I think so. But it turned out there were so many of us all under the same promise, he’d have had to hire a bloody minibus!’ She shook her head at the absurdity of it. ‘So what about you? What’s Helen like?’

Ian sat back in the chair and placed his clasped palms behind his head. ‘She left. We’re done. She has someone else and I’m on my own without the microwave.’ He reached for his glass.

‘Oh God! I’m sorry. I feel awful. I wouldn’t have asked…’

‘No, no. It’s fine. It’s like you were saying: you are on that hamster wheel and you can’t get off and then one day you’re thrown off and while it might shake you, scare you, even, when you regain your senses and look at the life you were leading, you have to question whether you want to get back on. And I really don’t.’ He smiled at her.

Tina coughed. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Sure.’ He leant forward, his arms on the table, as if this required his full attention.

‘Why don’t you buy a new microwave? They’re only £24.99 in Argos.’

‘Why the hell didn’t I think of that?’ He laughed, lowering his glass and staring at Tina as she mirrored his every move.

Her heart was beating so fast, she felt sure they could hear it all the way back in Hammersmith. He was going to kiss her! She was going to be kissed by a bloody doctor. Closing her eyes, she waited.

‘Tina!’ Miss Potterton’s voice made her jump to attention. She shot off her chair as though the old lady had pressed an ejector button.

‘Miss Potterton, I didn’t hear you! Are you okay? Do you need anything?’ she babbled, wishing her face would stop burning.

Ian smiled at her. ‘More tea, Cordelia?’ He lifted the pot in his aunt’s direction.
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‘Good morning, Greta Garbo, how are we today? Ignoring me, I see. Well that’s fine, I happen to find you rather dull too.’

Miss Potterton placed one hand on the wall as she shuffled towards the kitchen. ‘I think tea and toast with marmalade,’ she mumbled as she made her way along the hall.

Greta Garbo meowed.

‘Oh, I see. The mention of food and you’re interested again! You fickle old thing.’ She laughed.

‘Too bad you weren’t at home for my birthday tea yesterday, madam! It was most enjoyable, as it transpired. Despite the rather cosy turn-out.’ Her eyes crinkled with pleasure. ‘And those two youngsters seemed to get on well. I rather thought they would, actually…’

A sudden flutter in her chest stopped her short and she propped herself against the wall. It passed.

Settling back into her armchair, with her tea and toast cooling on the side, she placed the album on her fragile lap and opened the heavy cover until it rested on the arm of the chair. The stiff cardboard pages were interleaved with a thin sheet of tissue paper, covering the many black and white images, each held in place by tiny cardboard corners, stuck to the page. Cordelia ran her finger over an image of Tom, leaning on a shovel with a bunch of dirt-covered carrots in one hand, proudly holding them up towards the camera. She remembered the laughter; as the pose had to be held for quite some time to be captured. It seemed all they did was laugh, how she missed that.

Greta Garbo purred, ‘oh hello you. Look at this Miss Garbo,’ she pointed to a picture of a rubble-strewn street, ‘the aftermath of the blitz, my beautiful city burnt and I was powerless, we all were. A frightful time.’ She turned the pages, stopping at a black and white shot of a Soho street, in the sixties, ‘not as frightful, as this time. This for me was the worst. I lost my love, lost my hope. I think it was cancer, we were unsure, but with today’s technology, I’m sure it would have been far more identifiable. Not that it matters. Death is death and that was that.’ She took a deep breath and blotted at her eyes with her handkerchief.

The sound of the letterbox flap roused her. She closed the album and slowly made her way into the hall. She stood, staring at the front door, her smile broke and her heart filled with joy. For there, standing with one foot on the welcome mat, was Tom.

‘Oh, my!’ Cordelia Potterton put her hand to her neck, clutching at the double string of pearls that lay against her shirt. ‘It’s you!’ she breathed.

Tom nodded, arranged the stack of mail in a neat pile on the bureau and placed the paperweight on top.

Miss Potterton took a step forward with her hand outstretched. Smiling broadly, she broke into a run, then jumped into the arms of the person she loved. Arms that had soothed her fearful heart during many a long, fretful night as their city had crashed and splintered under Nazi bombs. ‘Oh, Tom! My Tom! How I love you.’
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Tina hovered in the kitchen, not wanting to go and mix, unwilling to swap small talk with the hordes that were cluttering the sitting room and filling the hallway. She decided instead that she would make a sweep of the room every twenty minutes, offering to replenish a sandwich, cut another slice of cake or pour fresh tea. It wasn’t as if she knew these people, though it had been lovely to see Len and his wife at the crematorium. She knew Miss Potterton would have been touched he’d made the effort.

‘Oh, there you are!’ Ian smiled as he rested his bottom against the kitchen sideboard. He folded his arms. ‘You’ve done a great job here, Tina. It’s a lovely spread – you’ve done Aunt Cordelia proud. And those tribute flowers you arranged for her coffin were absolutely stunning. You’ve got a real talent there.’

Tina nodded and picked up a cup from the drainer on the sink.

‘Marley’s been making conversation with Huey, Dewey and Louie, I see!’ Ian chuckled. ‘And everyone seems to be making the most of the free food and the chance for a get-together.’

Tina ran the tea towel around the rim of the cup, then popped it back on the shelf of the dresser. ‘Yep, that’s what I’m hearing. All them people who are standing in Miss Potterton’s flat, scoffing her food, chattering away, and yet they couldn’t even make the effort to come to her bloody birthday tea! I’m sorry, I shouldn’t shout, but it pisses me off. It would have meant the world to her.’

Ian nodded. ‘Yes, it would, but that’s human nature, I’m afraid.’

‘I don’t like human nature much sometimes.’

‘I don’t like human nature much a lot of the time.’ Ian raised his eyebrows in agreement.

Tina reached across him for the saucer.

‘Her birthday tea was a great afternoon, despite the lack of guests,’ Ian said, looking straight at her. ‘I really enjoyed it.’

‘Me too.’ She felt her chest colour with embarrassment as she remembered their champagne-fuelled flirting.

‘Marley says college is going well.’

She liked how he seemed genuinely interested. ‘Yes, he’s doing great. Studying hard, you know, getting on with it.’

‘Still on Plan A then.’

‘Yep.’ She smiled. ‘Still on Plan A.’

‘I…’ He hesitated, shifting his feet, awkward.

‘What?’ she whispered.

‘I…’

‘Dad!’ The voice was loud, bossy.

Tina turned to take in the plump girl with the very high heels, jeans and sheer shirt that showed off her ample cleavage beneath her bolero jacket. Her hair was lustrous, long and curled. It looked either expensively coiffed or expensively stuck on.

‘Can we go? This is the pits. I’ve shaken hands with a hundred old people who smell like wee and mothballs and then had to watch them eat sandwiches while they talk with their mouths open. It’s disgusting! One man actually gobbed out a bit of cress that landed on my hand. Urgh!’ She shivered.

The girl was pretty, but her words and her tone erased any attractiveness.

‘That’ll be you one day,’ Ian replied.

‘It bloody won’t. I don’t even like cress!’ She shuddered again.

Ian and Tina exchanged a despairing look.

‘I meant the getting old bit, not the cress bit,’ Ian shot back.

‘No, it won’t. The day I start to lose my marbles or smell of wee, I shall throw a huge party, get pissed, say my goodbyes and take a private jet to Dignitas!’

‘And guess who’ll have to pay for that?’ Ian directed his words at Tina, who looked away.

‘I’m Tina, by the way. I was Miss Potterton’s cleaner.’

The girl looked her up and down, gave a small-mouthed smile that didn’t reach her eyes, and continued whining. ‘Please, Dad, I need to leave!’ She stamped her foot on the floor like a petulant three-year-old.

‘Be my guest. Leave.’ Ian held his palm out towards the door like an effusive maître d’. His tone was sharper than his daughter was used to hearing.

‘But you drove me here!’

‘That’s right, and now you can get the train back, or the bus, I don’t really care which.’

Minty stared at her father as tears of frustration glistened in her eyes. ‘Mum’s right, you are an irritating twat!’

‘Oi, missy!’ Tina’s shout was almost involuntary. ‘You can’t talk to your dad like that! You can’t talk to anyone like that! And especially not today. It’s Miss Potterton’s funeral.’

‘I think you’ll find I can do what the fuck I want, and I think you’ll find it has fuck all to do with you!’ The girl stormed from the room.

‘Minty!’ Ian yelled after her, furious.

He turned to Tina with his fingers tugging at his hair in embarrassment. ‘I’m sorry she spoke to you like that.’

‘I’m sorry she spoke to you like that! Flippin’ ’eck, Marley wouldn’t dream of—’

‘I know.’ He interrupted her. ‘I know. And there are two things I want to say to you. Firstly, you were so much more than my aunt’s cleaner; you were her friend. And secondly, I haven’t stopped thinking about you since that afternoon. I can’t get you out of my head and when my days have been gloomy or I’ve felt lonely, even just picturing you and the way you are has helped me find my happy.’

Tina stared at him, shocked that this lovely man, this doctor, no less, could feel that way about someone like her. She stepped forward and tossed the tea towel onto the sideboard. He took her small hands inside his own and bent his head, kissing her lightly on the mouth. Tina felt her heart leap into her throat and her stomach clench with nerves and excitement. It had been a long time since she’d felt a bolt of pure unadulterated joy shoot through her body.

‘Ahem.’

They both turned towards the pompous-looking old man with the walrus moustache who was standing in the doorway, his large stomach bulging beneath his navy blazer.

‘Afternoon! Muir Tyson-Blaine,’ he boomed, as though this should mean something. And it would have, had he bothered to turn up to a certain ninety-fourth birthday party. ‘Any chance of some more cake? We seem to have run out.’ He nodded towards the sitting room.

Tina grabbed the packet of Garibaldi biscuits from her shopping bag and threw them at him. ‘’Ere you go, love. Get these in your norf ‘n’ sarf.’

Ian smiled at her. ‘I think you lied to me – I think you actually learnt a lot in your rhyming-slang class.’

And the two laughed and kissed again.

*

When the last of the guests had been ushered from the premises, Ian switched off the lights and pulled the plugs.

‘Can you still pop in, keep an eye, give the place a onceover? I want it kept nice until we know what’s happening with it.’

‘Yes, of course. I’ve got my key.’ She smiled.

As they made their way into the hall, Tina noticed a small stack of mail piled neatly on top of the bureau under a paperweight. She gathered the letters into her hand and passed them to Ian. ‘I suppose you’d better let the relevant agencies and whatnot know that she’s passed on.’

He nodded grimly as he sifted through the letters. One in particular caught his eye. ‘Gosh, look at this!’ He held up the envelope and pointed at the large ER with a red crown above it. ‘It looks rather official!’

‘Open it!’ Tina urged.

Ian placed his finger under the flap and pulled out a glossy card with a picture of Her Majesty on the front.

‘What on earth…?’ Tina was as curious as she was excited.

‘I don’t believe it!’ Ian stared at her.

‘What?’ She did a little jig on the spot.

Ian read aloud: ‘I am so pleased that you are celebrating your one hundredth birthday…’ He looked up at Tina. ‘I send my congratulations and best wishes to you on such a special occasion. Elizabeth R.’

‘She was a hundred!’ Tina blinked.

‘She was.’

Tina remembered standing on the other side of the front door and their first ever exchange. ‘You’re not one of those ghastly women who lie about their age to suit the circumstances, are you? Adding some years in their extreme youth and then removing them later on? I think that’s the height of vanity!’

‘The sly old devil!’ She laughed. Her laughter quickly turned into a torrent of tears. ‘I’m going to miss her.’ She sniffed.

Ian gathered Tina to his chest and kissed her scalp. ‘And that, Tina, is the greatest compliment you can ever pay someone. To miss them. That’s real love.’

They made their way up the steep steps to ground level and Ian looked up and down the street. ‘Can’t remember where I left the car!’ He scratched his head.

‘See, that’s another advantage of not driving. I always know where I’ve left the Tube station.’

He laughed.

‘Do me a favour, Ian, just drop me a little text when you get home. Let me know you got there safely. I know it’s daft, but I’ll worry about you when you’re travelling.’

Ian stared at her, as his heart leapt with happiness. ‘I will.’
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‘You sure you don’t mind dropping me off, Len?’ Tina leant forward from the back seat of Len’s cab.

‘Not at all, girl. It’s quite nice to be doing the journey, truth be told. I don’t ’arf miss old Miss P. She was one of a kind. She used to call me Leonard. I never had the heart to tell her I was called Len because me surname is Fairclough – it’s an old nickname from me army days, after that character from Corrie – and not because I was christened Leonard.’ He smiled.

‘I never knew that. What is your first name then?’

‘You’ll never guess it!’

‘It’s not Rumpelstiltskin, is it?’

‘No.’ He shook his head. ‘My mum was a right bookworm, loved a bit of Dickens. It’s Josiah. I’m named after Josiah Bounderby in Hard Times.’ He looked into his rearview mirror at Tina, who was crying into her tissue. ‘You all right, girl?’

‘Yep,’ she managed. ‘I just had a bit of a flashback, that’s all. Dickens, eh? It’s a lovely name.’

Len indicated and pulled over by the cemetery wall. ‘Right, as I said, it’s a little way round to the right of the gate. Follow the path and you can’t miss it. It’s under the big yew tree. Next to a family plot by the name of Jones, I think.’

‘Thanks, Len. You sure I can’t give you some petrol money?’ She jostled the bouquet of yellow roses in her arm.

‘Nah!’ He batted his hand. ‘Don’t be daft. I’ll just take the next foreigner round the block a few times, make it up.’ He winked at her, double-checked his mirrors and drove off.

Tina looked up and there he was. Her heart jumped and she felt a thin film of nervous sweat prickling her skin. He was wearing a white shirt, a dark green linen blazer, jeans and loafers. He looked lovely.

‘D’you often loiter around graveyards?’ she asked as she approached him. And just like that, they picked up where they’d left off, familiar and comfortable.

‘I do today.’ He leant forward and kissed her cheek, as though they met every day and this was how he greeted her. ‘What beautiful flowers.’ He ran his finger over the blooms.

She nodded. They were. ‘I found an old pressed flower on her bedside table, it had a little brown luggage tag tied to it with a piece of string, it said, “yellow rose” and so I thought these would be fitting.’

Ian held her hand and guided her towards the gate. ‘I got here early and decided to try and find the grave, which I did.’

‘Oh wow! I’m dying to know more – no pun intended. Was he married, like we thought? Or did he die in the war?’

‘Neither.’ He smiled.

The two trod the path in near silence, conscious of where they were and wanting to show respect for the person they had both been very fond of.

‘Here we are.’ Ian crouched down and rested his hand on the top of the gravestone.

Tina bent down beside him and read the inscription. ‘1912 to 1968. That was young.’ She looked across at Ian. ‘Only fifty-six.’

He nodded. ‘Read on.’

‘Here lies the body of Miss Thomasina Stanmore. Beloved daughter of the late Percy Stanmore and his wife Cecily, both formerly of this parish. May God keep you safe under his mighty wing.’ Tina couldn’t stop the flow of tears that trickled down her face. ‘Her Tom.’

‘Yes. Her Tom.’ Ian stood and watched as Tina placed the bunch of beautiful yellow roses on the grave.

‘It’s a shame they didn’t get longer together.’ She sniffed.

‘There’s a lot that’s a shame about it.’ He sighed. ‘Shame we never met her, shame Cordelia never felt able to speak about her.’

‘I hope they were happy.’ She smiled up at him.

‘Me too.’ He placed his hand on the small of her back and guided her to the main road, where they decided to take a cab to Lexham Gardens.

*

‘It still feels strange being here without her,’ Tina said as she filled the kettle.

‘Oh, she’s here! She’s everywhere you look!’ He ran his fingers over the dresser in the kitchen, crammed with his grandmother’s china.

‘I wonder what will happen to the flat,’ Tina said.

‘Oh, didn’t I tell you?’ he asked, nonchalantly.

‘No.’ She shook her head as she reached into the ornate caddy with the slightly rusted lid and pulled out three tea bags.

‘It’s mine.’

Tina turned to face him. ‘It’s yours? Really? Well, that’s wonderful! Will you live in it?’ She felt her heart swell at the possibility.

‘No. It’s too big for me and too far from where I want to be.’

‘Oh.’ She swallowed her disappointment. ‘It’s only a little flat, really; not too big at all.’ She silently chastised herself for trying to encourage him to move there, to be closer to her. As if.

‘No, no, that’s the thing. It’s not just the flat. Apparently, she never sold the building when it was converted into flats, just had it divided up and then moved herself into the basement.’ He looked straight at her, waiting for her reaction.

Tina stared back. ‘She owns the whole building?’

‘Well, no. She did. I do now.’

She tried to digest the significance of this news. A big, posh house in Kensington... ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Sell it, give some of the proceeds to Minty, to get her settled... And I was thinking of moving to the coast, somewhere I can open my curtains of a morning and see the sea every day. And if I want to see it at any other time of day, then all I’ll have to do is pop my head out and there it’ll be!’

‘Are you taking the piss?’ She felt shy and awkward. The kettle hissed as it came to the boil.

‘No. I would never do that. I want to move to the coast and open a wine shop, with a bar and tapas and a florist’s, a flower shop, where people can come for wine and eat great food and leave with a bouquet of beautiful yellow roses.’

Tina realised she was crying, again. ‘You must think I’m a right wally. All I’ve done is cry today!’

Ian lifted her up and sat her on the work surface, so he could look at her eye to eye. ‘I don’t think you’re a wally. I think you’re amazing! I think you’re the most amazing woman I have ever met. And I know that you’re probably inundated with admirers…’

‘Oh yeah, I have to carry a big stick to beat them all off with.’ She smiled.

‘...but I want you to pick me. I want you to come with me, live with me, work with me, and let me love you. Because you are my happy!’ He was animated, bursting with all the possibilities.

Tina placed her arms around his neck. ‘I missed you, Ian.’

‘And that, Tina, is the greatest compliment you can ever pay someone. To miss them. That’s real love.’

They both turned to Greta Garbo, who meowed in the corner.


17

Two years later

‘I’m a bit nervous.’ Tina paced the floor of the grand hallway and ran her palms over her bottle-green pinny with the Vine and Bloom logo embroidered on it in white thread.

‘Don’t be. This is going to be the best night ever!’ Ian grabbed her by the waist and swung her round. ‘And if we change our minds or fancy some different scenery after a few years, we can simply shut up shop and go have an adventure.’

‘Hark at you, Mr Live-For-The-Moment! I don’t know what’s got into you.’

‘I am perfectly happy knowing that the future is in safe hands, with Marl off at uni and all set to make a fine doctor, and Minty happy, engaged to that chinless wonder.’

‘Don’t call him that! It’s mean!’ She giggled. ‘And we don’t do mean.’

‘No, you’re right. But flippin’ ’eck, he’s hopeless!’

Tina laughed at how he had adopted her favourite phrase.

‘I just want people to love what we’ve done to the place.’ She looked around her, admiring for the millionth time the timber framed walls, the wing-backed leather chairs in front of the humidor, and the vintage oak barrels that doubled as tables, just waiting for the first customers to stand around them and chat.

She walked over to the long, chrome bar and double-checked that the slate platters of cheese and cold meats were still looking fridge-fresh. Then she buried her nose in one of the flower arrangements that filled the vast concrete urns dotted about the room. She’d decided on large blue hydrangeas and huge bowers of foliage. It had taken a lot of research to find hydrangeas with a scent, but these ones really did look and smell wonderful. And this was only stage one! Later in the month she’d be opening her very own florist’s in the orangery at the back of the vintner’s.

‘Mum!’

Tina whipped round and there he was – her boy. The same but different, as was always the case, however recently they’d last seen each other. It was a pleasure to observe him growing into the confident man she knew he would become.

‘There you are!’ She reached up and hugged him. ‘God, I love you and I miss you!’

‘You only saw me two weeks ago.’

‘I know, but if I had my way, I’d see you every day.’ An image of the two of them lolling on the sofa together in front of The Jeremy Kyle Show, back in their Hammersmith days, flashed through her head.

Marley rolled his eyes at Ian, who reached out, shook the boy’s hand and then pulled him in for a hug. ‘How are we doing?’

‘Struggling a bit with pharmacology and excitable tissues.’ He pulled a face.

‘Ah, don’t worry, we can go over that this weekend.’

‘What we goin’ over this weekend?’ Digsy yelled as he waltzed in with his large suitcase.

‘Pharmacology and excitable tissues,’ Ian recited.

‘I’m in!’ Digsy shouted as he crushed Tina to him in a hug.

‘How’s your mum?’

‘She’s good, Teen. You won’t believe who she’s dating!’

Marley and his mum shook their heads, wondering who the latest in her long line of beaus might be.

‘Who?’ Marley barked.

‘Fat Barry from the chippy! It’s wicked, I’m getting all the free food I can eat, and so is the whole family! My mum, her sister!’

Marley caught his mum’s eye and they both laughed until they cried silent tears.

‘What you laughin’ at?’ Digsy looked puzzled.

*

After everyone had enjoyed a glass of wine and the boys had been settled into their rooms in the spacious chalets at the back of the new premises, Tina and Ian stood on the large terrace at the back of the building, drinking in the stunning view of the sea and welcoming their opening-night guests. It had taken them months to find the right place, rejecting some for not feeling quite right, others for lacking the magic they sought, but the moment they had set foot on this plot, with the galleried Dutch Barn, wooden floors and the apron of land teetering only feet from the cliff edge, they had looked at each other and smiled. This was what they had been waiting for.

They greeted their new neighbours and schmoozed the various dignitaries and members of the local press, explaining the concept of the new business and handing out cards, wine, dainty canapés and sweet posies for the ladies. The two of them kept catching each other’s eye and beaming. They were both happier than they had ever thought possible.

The sound of Helen’s voice carried on the wind and sent a shiver down Ian’s back. She was accompanied by Julio, Minty and Mr Chinless.

‘Welcome to our new venture!’ He smiled, spreading his arms wide in greeting.

‘Good God, Ian, it’s miles from bloody anywhere!’ This was Helen’s opener, as she kissed him on both cheeks. The expression on her face could surely have curdled milk, he thought with a wry smile to himself and a nod to the memory of his late mother.

‘Hello, Julio, thank you so much for coming!’ Ian shook the man’s hand and couldn’t help but notice that he had lost most of his tan and a lot of his sparkle, the poor sod.

Minty and her man made straight for the wine and grub. Helen, meanwhile, was staring with lips pursed at the venerable old house on the cliff top. ‘Aren’t you worried about soil erosion?’

Ian noticed for the first time how her voice had a particularly annoying nasal twang. ‘Well, as I’ve said to Tina, if we change our minds or it tumbles into the sea, we shall simply sail off and have a grand old adventure.’

‘Honestly, Ian, you sound like a hippy. What next, tofu and tattoos?’ She looked at her Spaniard and laughed.

‘Here she is!’ Ian beamed.

They all turned to watch the smiling Tina as she walked down the steps towards the terrace, bearing a fresh bottle of rather pricey Valpolicella in her hands. Her dark hair hung around her pretty face and her slight frame looked beautiful wrapped inside her Vine and Bloom apron. Ian noted Julio’s eyes widening.

‘Hello, Helen. You made it then!’

‘Only just – this place is in the middle of nowhere.’

‘That’s why we chose it.’ Tina laughed. ‘And as Ian said, if we get fed up, we can just sail off into the sunset.’ She laughed again.

‘You have a boat?’ This had clearly piqued Julio’s interest.

‘Yes.’ Ian took him by the elbow and steered him to the edge of the cliff. ‘There she is.’ He pointed to the dock below them, where a luxurious sixty-five-foot pilot cutter was moored.

‘She is beautiful.’ Julio looked at the yacht enviously.

‘Yes, she is. And I love her. She represents a whole new chapter in my life.’ Ian beamed down at the boat as she bobbed on the water. The early evening sun glinted like diamonds on the water and her name, written in pale gold paint, sparkled: The Cordelia Potterton.

Ian was sure she would have liked that.

He looked down and noticed that Julio had exceptionally small feet – tiny, in fact. He placed his arm around Julio’s shoulders and walked him back to the terrace, smiling. He might not be practising medicine any more, but he still knew the truth about men with very small feet…
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Thank you for reading my novel — 1 hope you enjoyed it.

It's both nerve-racking and exciting for me when a new
book is published. There’s very little you can do, other
than watch it drift out towards the horizon and wait to
see how it is received. So, if you have time, please take a
minute to write a review of this book or share it on social
media @MrsAmandaProwse. Hearing your thoughts
would make me very, very happy!

I write stories for women about women. Women like you
and me, women we would like to take for a coffee and
get to know. Some of these women have terrible secrets,
some of them have to face great adversity, some pull
through, some don’t, but each and every one of them is
confronting challenges that women like us face every day.

I invite you to join my online community and sign up
to my magazine at www.amandaprowse.org. Here you
can put your feet up, grab a cuppa and enjoy exclusive
stories, special offers, events, competitions and much

morece.
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