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Synopsis:
Revenge and love: it’s a thin line …
The writing’s on the wall for Cleo and Gav. The bedroom wall, to be precise. And it says ‘This marriage is over.’
Wounded and furious, Cleo embarks on a night out with the girls, which turns into a glorious one night stand with…
Justin, centrefold material and irrepressibly irresponsible. He loves a little wildness in a woman – and he’s in the right place at the right time to enjoy Cleo’s.
But it’s Cleo who has to pick up the pieces – of a marriage based on a lie and the lasting repercussions of that night. Torn between laid-back Justin and control freak Gav, she’s a free spirit that life is trying to tie down. But the rewards are worth it!
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To Paul
For being in the next room
writing songs that I’m the first to hear.
Love you, darling.
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Prologue
Gav’s key in the door. Cleo’s heart skittered uneasily but she lifted her chin. All she had to do was tell him that she was going to the reunion.
All day she’d considered retreat; the easy option. The reunion would be full of her uni classmates of a decade ago, flashing their kids’ photos, looking blank when she’d none to show in return, and babbling about the careers that their business studies degrees had earned them. She’d come home thinking, ‘So what?’ And Gav really, really didn’t want her to go.
So why was she going?
Because Gav had told her she mustn’t.
Now he stepped through the sitting-room door, tie untied and hanging, curls ruffled, jacket over his arm. Halted to take in her new jeans, shiny blue top and make-up, then slammed the door shut. ‘So you’re going to this piss-up, then? Even though you know how I feel about you hanging around with your ex?’ He threw down his briefcase, yanked off his tie and flung it behind him.
Cleo kept her voice calm. ‘You know I don’t do as I’m told, Gav. Anyway, I’m not “hanging around with my ex” – I’m going to my course reunion. I’ll have a few drinks with a few old mates, then come home.’ She slipped into her jacket, flipping her hair clear of her collar. ‘I don’t know why you’re so angry. Yes, I went out with someone on the same course and he might be there. Am I planning to jump his bones the instant we’re in the same room? No. If you choose not to believe me –’ She shrugged. ‘It’s you that’s got the problem.’
A sudden crash made her jump. Before she could properly take in the mark on the wall where Gav had kicked his briefcase against it, he was bawling in her face, eyes bulging. ‘And I’m just supposed to sit home whilst you go out with your old boyfriend, am I? While you piss me about and make me look stupid?’
Furious colour scalded Cleo’s cheeks but she stood her ground. ‘I’ve never pissed you about! But if you don’t trust me –!’
Gav’s normally tidy hair hung into his eyes, sweat shone on his face. ‘It simply isn’t on!’ he roared. ‘You’re supposed to be my wife!’
In her outrage, Cleo could hardly breathe. ‘It was all over two years before I met you, just like it was all over between you and Stacey. You know that!’ He didn’t like talking about Stacey. Cleo knew how hurt he’d been when Stacey had ended things.
‘I just don’t want you to go!’
Cleo actually stamped in frustration. ‘This stupid lack of trust is hardly any thanks for five years’ loyalty, is it? Don’t try to control me, because you can’t!’ Several heartbeats passed before she added, coldly, deliberately, ‘And you never will.’
Gav halted. He gripped the back of the sofa, breathing hard, his face creased in disgust, as if he’d examined an apple and found a worm in it. ‘Fuck you. If you go to the reunion, I won’t be here when you come back. There will be no marriage.’
Fury blocked Cleo’s throat. Black then red flickered across her vision and she trembled from her knees up. Over the clamour of her heart she forced out words to hang in the air between them. ‘If that’s how you feel, it’s worthless anyway.’
Outside, her car key shook so much in her hand that it took three attempts to get it into the ignition. She ripped away from the kerb without looking, driving at a stupid speed out of the village, not noticing the ponies in the field or the nicest gardens or any of the things that made her love Middledip. She flew through Bettsbrough and into the traffic circulating Peterborough to find the big pub at Wansford, the venue for the reunion.
Half an hour later, her breathing had slowed. Reason prevailed. She slowed the car, indicated right at a roundabout and turned back.
However much she was not in the wrong, she felt sick to think of the way they’d screamed at each other. They’d suddenly found themselves careering down a slippery slope and she had to find a foothold. The sensible way would be to show Gav that their relationship was more important than some stupid reunion – even a stupid reunion she had every right to attend.
She’d sort things out. Discover why Gav was acting as if he were possessed by the insecurity demon.
They’d make up in bed. She presumed so, anyway. They’d never quarrelled like this.
Outside the house she drew up and saw that Gav’s silver Focus was gone.
The front door was wide open. Cleo ran upstairs … Gav’s wardrobes and drawers stood open and ransacked.
And then. A moment of utter stillness and dislocation from the world, of horrified incomprehension, as she saw the message written large in thick, black marker pen on the bedroom wallpaper.
THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav.
Part 1
Cleo Callaway
Chapter One
Cleo’s eyes burned with the effort of trying to pierce the ultraviolet glare of a nightclub that heaved with partying Friday-nighters, as she willed her sister’s blonde head to bob into view. Liza had said she’d be here at Muggie’s tonight.
Cleo needed Liza’s sisterly arms around her, needed to rain foul insults on her absent husband (safe in the knowledge that, if Cleo forgave Gav, Liza would forget every word). And, as the bass and drums music thumped, Cleo had already texted her four times, without reply.
With a squeak of relief she glimpsed two golden heads and began wriggling her way towards them. ‘Angie! Rochelle!’ she gasped. Not Liza, but close. Angie and Rochelle, Liza’s cronies and clones – hair up in a series of complicated plaits, necklines low and hems high – swung around and gave Cleo air-kissy little hugs. ‘Cleo! Hiya!’
‘Where’s Liza?’
Angie, a starlet in scarlet, pouted heavily glossed lips as she raised her voice above the music. ‘She’s supposed to be here but we haven’t seen her. Have you tried texting her? What you having?’
Cleo paused. She hadn’t bothered with the bar yet but, actually, a drink would be perfect. Until Liza showed, Cleo could drink with Angie and Rochelle in this, the city centre’s pick-up joint, simply because she knew how much Gav would hate it. If he was going to insult her with accusations of bad behaviour, she might as well behave badly. Alcohol would be a good starting point. She turned to the red leather and chrome bar and surveyed the bottles in the cold cabinet behind the scurrying black-clad bar staff. ‘Lager, thanks.’
The pint of special brew Angie passed back to her wasn’t quite the bottle of Becks she’d had in mind, but the big, fat, frosty glass felt satisfying. Gav hated her drinking pints.
She checked her mobile but found no texts and no voice messages. Aggravated that Gav wasn’t even trying to get her – so that she could ignore him – she drank the pint down steadily and took her turn to buy a round, making her own another pint of special. Gav’s giant strop had made her feel unsafe, unstable, as if she could combust at any moment. Fury clanked around inside her head. She needed Liza.
She kept one eye on the iron staircase that brought punters up into the club from the street below, hovering beside Angie and Rochelle as they quartered the room with beady eyes and heads on springs. ‘There’s Duncan, look, with Daniel. And Ross!’ They waved across the room at men Cleo couldn’t identify in the crowd.
Cleo couldn’t even raise a smile, wishing deeply, dreadfully, that Liza would appear so that she could share her festering fury before she ripped someone’s head off. She heaved a sigh.
‘What’s up wiv you?’ Angie had recently affected an inability to pronounce certain words containing ‘th’. ‘You look like you’re, like, spitting fevvers.’
‘Nothing,’ Cleo muttered. ‘I just want to talk to Liza.’
Angie exchanged glances with Rochelle before asking, slyly, ‘Your Gav not wiv you tonight?’
She shook her head, blinking back tears.
‘Ah. Right.’ Angie nodded, sagely.
Rochelle, eyes outlined startlingly in aquamarine, patted Cleo’s arm. ‘It’ll be all right when you go home! He’s probably waiting to make up.’
Cleo felt her eyes begin to melt. ‘But he stormed off –’
Angie’s attention was suddenly whipped away. ‘Who’s that?’
‘Where?’ Rochelle craned to follow her friend’s gaze.
‘There! Spiky hair, pointy face. Hot, or what?’
‘Wow!’ Rochelle’s intake of breath was so deep her neckline almost gave way under the strain. ‘He’s looking! Make as if he knows us.’
Finger-twiddling waves in the direction of Spiky Hair ended in sighs of disappointment. Cleo glanced across as he threw back his head and laughed with two men wearing excruciatingly short platinum crops and wrap-around shades. Angie and Rochelle were probably missing the pulling power of Liza, tiny, fey, blonde man magnet. Cleo had long ago accepted philosophically that Liza was the one who turned heads. She didn’t mind because Liza, her kid sister, heap of trouble, oddball, was one of Cleo’s favourite people.
Cleo had what their mother (another tiny, fey, etc.) termed ‘dark and uncommon attractions’. All, apparently, to do with Stanislaw, a Polish grandfather who bequeathed Cleo Slavic cheekbones, a kind of stocky sexiness and medium height to make her the tallest female in her family. Her eyes, her mother decreed, were her big asset. ‘Dark and twinkly, turning down at the corners to meet your big smile turning up.’
‘Crap,’ Liza would mutter, ‘your big assets are your boobs.’
Cleo rose onto her tiptoes to do a 360-degree scan of the room. Turning back, alerted by straightening of tiny skirts and hair flicking, she saw that, despite unpromising early indications, the laughing man with the spiky hair was on his way over. ‘I saw him first!’ hissed Angie.
‘His call,’ Rochelle growled, bolstering up the contents of her bra under her thin lace top.
Spiky arrived through the throng with a dazzling smile. ‘Evening, ladies.’
‘I’m Angie!’
‘Rochelle!’
Cleo sank into the background, content to be the audience for Angie and Rochelle’s forthcoming boob-thrusting assault. But suddenly she found herself under the brown-golden gaze and it was like being fixed by the eyes of a leopard. His mouth curved. ‘I’m Justin.’
Through her astonishment, Cleo heard dual sighs of disappointment.
‘This is Cleo,’ Angie snapped, turning away.
‘Her husband’s run off,’ added Rochelle, meanly.
Cleo gazed uncertainly at Justin. His hair was cropped tightly at the sides, sharpening his features, and his smile seemed to poise him on the point of laughter. Somehow her eyes kept sliding down to his mouth – perhaps because he kept looking at hers.
Justin smiled. Centrefold material. ‘Sorry to hear about the husband.’ Cleo had never seen anyone look less sorry about anything. He cocked his head. ‘So, what did you do?’
Cleo’s stomach twisted on fresh indignation. ‘He left in case I did something.’
Slowly, he grinned, teeth white and narrow. ‘That’s … unreasonable. So. Option A or Option B?’
She blinked. ‘Sorry?’
He edged nearer as people tried to push past him to the bar, dropping his head close to hers so that she could hear him over the clamouring music. Warm. He smelled of aftershave and beer. ‘Option A is where I leave you to brood about your gitty husband. Option B is where I take you to dance to forget your gitty husband.’ His eyes laughed, inviting her to join in.
‘Gav isn’t gitty,’ she objected. Then added, honestly, ‘Or not normally.’ But she thought of THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav. Maybe he was gitty. A bit. A bit she hadn’t noticed before.
Which was why she was there, on her own. Anger adrenaline combined headily with special brew, making her feel suddenly reckless. And free. Her head buzzed and she felt that delicious first slide into drunkenness, quarantining all common sense behind closed doors in the back of her mind. She drew in a deep breath. ‘Option B!’
She might not be dressed to pull in a pelmet skirt and see-through top like Angie and Rochelle but, man, she was pissed off enough to dance with a stranger.
The dance floor was hot and crowded. Cleo was tingling-aware of Justin’s hand in hers as he led her into the heart of it, alive and giddy with drink and naughtiness. This would show Gav. Mistrustful bastard. She’d give him something to mistrust.
She would treat herself to this naughty little step out of time, a wicked moment where there was no one to sit in judgement of her. Heedless and unbounded, she felt disconnected from her normal – married – self. No husband to guard her; no sister to make her feel safe. Cleo raised her arms and let her hair swish over her face and the beat move her, the flashing lights bathe her, the hot bodies around her give her their rhythm.
She did keep an eye out for Liza. But Liza never came.
Unbelievably, the music was winding down into the slow stuff already. She looked at her watch. One thirty!
Couples were drifting into each other’s arms and the lights had become slow and purple. Angie and Rochelle were long gone.
The passing hours and several special brews had been softening the details of the row with Gav, but now it flooded back. Like a punch in the stomach. Cleo felt freshly adrift.
Justin took her hand. ‘All right?’ His smile faded at her silence. ‘Or are you ready to select Option A?’
Her heart shrank. She’d drunk five times too much to drive home and she didn’t want to face lonely, empty home anyway. When the club closed she’d get a taxi to – where? Back to Liza’s to sleep in the car in the hope that, sooner or later, she’d turn up?
She shuddered, forcing a smile. ‘Still Option B.’ On the crowded dance floor he scooped her into his arms and she allowed herself to enjoy the delicious heat of him. She heard his breath catch, felt his hands move to the small of her back to press her closer.
His head dipped, lips close to hers, waiting. Her heart galloped.
She shouldn’t.
She absolutely shouldn’t.
But, slowly, tentatively, shoving the thought of Gav away because he deserved it, she did. She lifted her face to Justin’s and their lips brushed, soft as angel’s wings. Cleo felt lust shiver up the back of her neck as he fleeted kisses along her jawbone, each a tiny starburst of heat.
Then he slid his hand under her hair and kissed her mouth.
Their dancing halted and her fingers clutched his shoulders. When he finally released her, the floor felt spongy under her feet.
‘Wow!’ he breathed.
She nodded as her heart drummed the air out of her lungs. Wow.
Outside, the night air was fresh enough to make the head spin, particularly when you’d drunk as much special as she had. Clinging to Justin’s arm, she tried to marshal her thoughts through the after-loud-music ringing in her ears.
Justin kissed her temple. ‘There are still some taxis.’ He paused. ‘Where …?’
Abortively, she checked her mobile for messages from Liza, then heaved a mega-sigh as she fought the alcohol fumes for a half-sensible idea. ‘I suppose I’d better go to my sister’s and see if she turns up.’
He ducked his head to see into her face. ‘Not home?’
THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav. ‘Taxis won’t go right out there at this time – I live in Middledip village. My car’s at my sister’s in Bretton. If she doesn’t come home I’ll sleep in it.’ In the dark. In a cold inhospitable car.
Breath whistled between Justin’s teeth and he slowly shook his head. Then, more rapidly, ‘You can’t do that. That’s not safe.’ He traced the side of her neck with his thumb. ‘You’d better come home with me.’
Oh crap, she mustn’t do that! That would be a desperate, awful thing, hurling her rather drunken self over a line that must not be crossed at any cost. She was married. Possibly. Probably.
He smiled, a huge, frank, sexy smile. ‘Don’t look so freaked, there’s a spare room. OK?’
‘Even so, I don’t think that –’ She was interrupted by the dee-di-dee-dee of her phone announcing a text message and scrabbled thankfully in her bag. ‘Maybe this is my sister.’
But the name on the screen wasn’t Liza. It was Gav. Cleo’s shoulders sagged with relief. He’d be worried about her, apologising, offering to drive into Peterborough and pick her up –
The writings on the wall, the text said. She froze. He was reminding her! THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Fresh rage bubbled up inside her.
She snapped the phone shut and turned back to Justin. ‘It does sound better than sleeping in the car.’
In the back of the taxi, Cleo closed her eyes and let Justin kiss her again, his hand on her waist. She ought to stop him. This wasn’t fair to anybody. Ought to …
His flat was just like him, laid back and unfussy. Sexy dark greys, drab blues, one huge black sofa, a wiiiiide-screen TV, a big computer monitor beside an impressive stereo. He made her coffee and poured clear liquid from a chilled bottle into two shot glasses.
She watched him. ‘What’s that? Vodka?’
He took a sip, rolled it round his mouth. ‘Aquavit. It’s like medicine. Couple of nightcaps and no hangover tomorrow.’
She alternated the odd, stinging liquid with sips of coffee, a mixture that totally failed to sober her up.
Justin flung his down his throat in one, then watched her over the rim of his coffee mug. ‘You’re lovely,’ he said.
She grinned. ‘You’re on the make.’
He shifted on the squashy sofa until his breath was gentle on the side of her face. She turned and regarded his lips, a finely chiselled bow. The night, at first so hideous, had become a kind of dream. And in dreams all kinds of weirdness went on. Giddily, she let the lips touch hers. He gave a long mmm of pleasure as his hand trickled behind her knees and hooked her legs over his.
His touch almost burned. As her breathing rate increased he planted hot kisses across her face, her neck, along her collarbone until it disappeared under the fabric of her top. And all she let herself think about was how good it felt.
His voice was husky. ‘There is a spare bed. I promised you could have the spare bed if you wanted it … You don’t, do you?’
Justin’s bedroom held a king-sized bed and a row of wardrobes. He fished out his mobile phone. ‘Let’s turn these off.’
‘Good idea.’ No more horrible texts from Gav. She located the off button and placed her phone neatly next to his on a chest of drawers. Her heart hammered. She was about to do something incredibly bad. Last chance to select Option A. Last chance to retreat to the spare room. Last chance to behave well, or at least no worse than she had already. She tried to summon up Gav and their marriage.
But, somehow, the image broke up because the desire in Justin’s eyes went straight to her knees. And his hands sliding delicately up her back made her body jelly. And his tongue tip flicking across her earlobe shot spangles down her back.
Last chance, last chance … She slid her hand inside his shirt, skimmed the hot flesh across his ribs and felt him shiver. Desire welled and she knew she was going to do it.
His hands shook as he tackled the five big buttons at the front of her top. She arched her back to help him slide it off, tipping back her head to offer him her throat as he slid her bra straps from her shoulders and struggled to extricate her from her jeans.
And she gave herself up to his tingling hands, trailing fingertips, scalding kisses.
When he entered her in one aching movement, she bit his arm, making him gasp, swear, and leap deeper inside her. ‘Cleo!’
Cleo drifted towards sleep.
Justin was already dozing. She shifted, peeling her back from his chest, the back of her legs from the front of his and he roused, pulling the quilt over them. His voice was already gravelly with sleep. ‘I didn’t ask you. Was it all right without?’
Her head was beginning to spin, making her feel queasy. She tried to concentrate. ‘Without?’
‘Without a condom.’ He pulled her back against him.
Cleo’s heart fell out of her chest. Shit. Shit! Appalled, her hand flew to her mouth. She shook her head.
‘Not on the pill?’
‘I’ve just changed to the diaphragm. But it’s at home.’
‘Oh,’ he said. ‘It’s not all right.’
Chapter Two
He didn’t feel that bad.
Not considering the excesses of the night before. Justin opened his eyes cautiously and let them ache gently in the light filtering into his bedroom.
He turned to look at the woman he’d pulled last night. Cleo, sleep tossing her dark hair across her face.
Funny, half-sad, half-angry Cleo, who’d looked frankly astounded when he’d turned away from her more obvious companions to her and her dark eyes. Cleo, who’d seemed grittily determined to act as if she were having a good time.
He eased onto his side to study her. Interesting face. High cheekbones, eyes that turned down at the corners, a wide, sexy mouth. A great body. He felt himself twitch.
She’d been lovely in bed; grave and thoughtful, seeming to enjoy him undressing her and exploring her body. Had made love with concentration, with sighs and gasps, arching towards him, enveloping him. He’d felt ready to explode.
He lifted his right arm and examined the purple mark where she’d bitten him. Really bitten! It had sent him crashing white-hot into the final fast and furious act when she’d yanked his head down to hers and they’d bruised each other’s mouths. Lovely.
Cleo. She was … catchy. Like a tune. Growing on him. He’d only anticipated a one-nighter, but she really could be fun.
Cleo woke to the smell of coffee and toast, pushing her hair from her eyes and focusing with difficulty on a man wearing only a pair of South Park boxers and sliding a tray onto the chest at the foot of the bed.
He looked up and smiled. ‘Feeling human enough for coffee?’
Her thoughts circled, seeking sense, familiarity. The night before rushed back at her. She’d slept with this guy, Justin. She was in his bedroom. Bed. Because – unreal, this bit – Gav had left her. Left! Had bellowed and roared and left that raw, hateful message on the bedroom wall.
So she’d gone out, got drunk and got laid. Oh shit.
Automatically, she responded, ‘Thanks. No sugar.’
Why was she so calm?
Where was the debilitating guilt, why wasn’t she clutching her sides and weeping that she’d been unfaithful to Gav?
Because the powerful anger simmering on her back burner reminded her that he didn’t deserve it. THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER …
‘Oops!’ She almost spilt her coffee as Justin climbed back into bed.
Under the quilt his leg rested hairily on hers. ‘Sleep OK? You looked as if you did.’
She found herself responding to his laugh. He was really nice. She smothered a yawn. ‘I need a shower.’
His eyes slid down to her breasts. ‘That’d be nice.’
‘If you can spare the hot water.’
His eyes twinkled. ‘There’s really only enough for one good shower in the morning. But there’s room for two people …’
The steaming water stung her skin. She used his herby shampoo to cleanse the smell of booze from her hair.
She jumped as he helped her wash and her flesh gathered into a million goosebumps, her head resting against him whilst he soaped her in silence. His chin was level with the top of her head. Tipping her head back he kissed her, nipping her bottom lip. Her nipples bunched tightly as he caressed them, making her shiver. ‘Are you busy for the rest of the day?’
She turned her face and shook her head as the water flew off her hair. What would she be doing, otherwise?
Leaving him shaving, Cleo located her phone in his bedroom and turned it on. Waited. No messages. No texts. She snapped shut the smart black handset, switched it off and tossed it back on the plain wooden surface.
She drifted through Justin’s comfortable and functional sitting room, a grown-up room with no space wasted on anything that did nothing, no ornaments, no pictures. Justin obviously liked expensive but functional things: TV, DVD, computer, stereo. The big, squashy, leather sofa. In the kitchen, honey pine and shiny white tile, she filled the kettle, found bread and dropped it in the toaster. She made tea, buttered toast and perched on a red-topped stool to breakfast thoughtfully, staring through the window.
In the heat of the action when she’d been in Justin’s hands, astride Justin’s body, clutching, gasping when he nibbled at where her shoulder met her neck, only pleasure and satisfaction had been important. But now reality was rendering the tea tasteless – and the toast was in danger of reappearing.
Unprotected sex. Idiot. Moron. Irresponsible, careless slut. Unprotected sex. At her age! Talk about should have known better. She did know better. Knew every bird and bee there was, and what caused little birds and baby bees. And had avoided them like the plague!
How could she have been so stupid?
Hadn’t she always sneered at women who didn’t take care of contraception? For Cleo it had all been so straightforward till now. Married to the same man for five years, and on the pill until erratic blood pressure had made it inadvisable.
The doctor had recommended some new intrauterine device, but the idea of a piece of plastic lodged permanently in her body had made Cleo feel odd. The notion of an implant was just as creepy. So, for the last five weeks, she and Gav had been struggling to use the diaphragm.
And, as she only slept with one man, she was hardly going to troll it around in her handbag on an evening out, was she? Because she wasn’t going to need it, was she?
Except … she had.
And until Justin had asked – too late – she hadn’t given contraception a single thought. At Muggie’s there had been condoms in the machine in the ladies’ toilets and she’d walked right by, as if they were just for other people.
She jumped when Justin sauntered into the kitchen, the fair tips of his hair glowing like a dandelion clock in the morning light that streamed through the window. ‘The service in this hotel’s rubbish,’ he joked, kissing the top of her head.
His eyes were so bright that Cleo found herself smiling in reply. ‘Sorry. I began without you.’
He slid more bread into the toaster slots, switched the kettle back on, staggering in mock exhaustion. ‘I need to keep my strength up. You are such a horny lady.’ And something in his languid movements and little jokes quietened the squirming worries in Cleo’s tummy.
Over his fourth slice of toast, Justin suggested, ‘By the way, there’s a barbecue later, if you’re up for it?’
She stared out of the window at more flats across a paved area punctuated by young copper beech trees shaking in the breeze, the sunshine filtering through their purple-gold leaves. Was she up for it? Or should she be going home, sorting out her marriage? Texting Gav and asking if he wanted to talk? That’s what any sane woman would do when her husband began behaving like an alien – try and sort it out. But she remembered the hateful message on the wall and a hard splintery part of her refused to end this step out of time. ‘Sure, where do we go?’
He was already reading the paper, pouring more tea and drifting towards the sofa. ‘Out to the lakes,’ he said, glancing at the clock on the DVD player. ‘You’ve got about an hour. By the way, will your sister or anybody be wondering where you are?’
She thought of her phone with no texts and no voicemail. ‘Doesn’t look like it.’
Gav pulled up outside the house in Port Road. Cleo’s sleek blue Audi TT wasn’t there. Bollocks. Indoors, the sitting room looked as if nothing unusual had happened. No cataclysmic row, no hurting words, no stupid ultimatum. A newspaper was folded on the floor where Cleo must’ve discarded it half-read, a couple of apples in the willow-pattern bowl were wrinkling gently amongst the usual clutter of pens, bills and rubber bands.
He trailed upstairs to their bedroom, hoping it wouldn’t be there, that it would all have been a horrible dream. Oh hell. He stared miserably at his horrible, disgusting, childish message, THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav. Groaned. ‘Gav, Gav, what were you doing?’
Gently, precisely, he closed the wardrobe doors and pushed shut the drawers. He’d slept last night in his car and his clothes were still lying in the boot.
The bed was tidily made, undisturbed. The bed where they made love, cuddled up on cold nights or lounged with coffee and the Sunday morning papers.
So Cleo hadn’t slept here.
Her mobile, uselessly, was switched off, and having a let’s-make-up conversation with her voicemail didn’t appeal.
He picked up the phone to call Liza, Cleo’s number one refuge. But all he got was Liza’s annoying answering machine message, ‘I’m just never in, am I?’ He could drive over to Liza’s flat … but he didn’t relish making his grovelling apologies under the beady eye of his sister-in-law. The pair of them were probably drowning Cleo’s sorrows, which meant Liza would be an utter pissy bitch. Cleo’s eyes would be red from crying, face white from not eating, agonising over why he, Gav, the love of her life, soulmate, darling (if he still had any claim to these titles) had acted like a prick.
And what could he tell her?
He made an inept and abortive attempt to wash the marker pen from the wall then trudged up the road to The Three Fishes, where they generally did a good lunch. Settling himself on a stool, he smiled at Janice behind the bar. ‘Cheer me up – did Peterborough United win their friendly yesterday?’
A track curved from the main road between nettle banks to a clearing beside the water. According to a peeling sign, it was a lake unsuitable for water sport, but when Justin’s car drew up behind the other vehicles, three jet-skis waited on trailers.
The barbecue sulked in a haze of blue, three men were unpacking beer and two women chatted over the bread rolls, sausages and chicken drumsticks.
The men waved beer cans. The women paused, drumsticks in hands, to stare at Cleo. She stared back. Justin’s friends, after all, not hers. They could look all they liked; she wouldn’t break.
Justin’s introductions were brief. ‘Gez and his girlfriend Jaz. Vicky.’ Gez and Jaz grinned; Vicky didn’t. Jaz was tall and had that no-nonsense look of being a girl who’s one of the boys. Vicky was the pretty one – when she wasn’t slinging sausages sourly onto the barbecue. Cleo guessed that Justin had been expected alone. Better check her food was cooked through before she ate it.
‘Drew and Martin you might’ve seen at Muggie’s.’
Drew and Martin were the platinum twins. They swiped off their shades and greeted Cleo with a friendly ‘Hiya!’, their wetsuits of peacock colours clashing with their blazing bleach-blond hair.
Flopping down onto a crusty Regatta jacket from Justin’s boot, Cleo watched with interest as Drew and Martin manhandled two of the jet-skis into the water. Drew’s was silver with red lightning flashes and Martin’s navy, graffiti’d with neon orange and yellow. Standing beside the skis in the shallows, they fired the engines, holding tightly to the rear as the power growled through the machine.
Moving their grip to the handlebars, each executed a practised scoot and hop aboard and in an instant they were roaring across the khaki lake, on their feet like charioteers.
‘Whoo!’ Cleo watched as the jet-skis skimmed across the water with their rooster tails of spray behind them, impressed by the power and manoeuvrability. Out in the middle of the lake, Drew’s jet-ski howled as he squirted on power and jumped Martin’s frothy wake.
Gez began to untie the remaining jet-ski and Justin helped lift it into the water. If Drew’s and Martin’s jet-skis were chariots Gez’s was a motorbike, with a big seat, one that would take rider and pillion passenger. Cleo had always liked motorbikes.
Gez zipped up his wetsuit. With his fluffy brown hair and the wetsuit clinging lovingly to his paunch, he reminded Cleo of a teddy bear.
‘Are you going out there today?’ he asked Justin.
Justin glanced at Drew and Martin carving up the lake and wriggled himself into a position where he could watch over Cleo’s shoulder. Two people lying on one jacket meant close proximity. ‘Probably later.’
Gez skimmed out to join the others. Cleo propped herself on her elbows and admired the patterns of spray hanging on the air in the sunlight. ‘You haven’t got one?’
He shook his head. ‘I’ve got a share in Gez’s. I’m not as into it as the others. Drew and Martin jet ski year round.’
Cleo’s gaze moved on to Vicky, sulking over the sausages. Jaz was talking earnestly, her hand on Vicky’s shoulder. Cleo felt sudden compunction. She coughed. ‘I don’t think Vicky’s very pleased to see me.’
Justin glanced up, vaguely. ‘No?’ He turned back to the jet-skis, howling back towards the shore, three abreast.
‘I think she expected you to be … available.’
Justin looked at Vicky again. ‘Oh. I wondered what she was doing here. She’s a friend of Jaz’s. Jaz has this peculiarity that, although nice herself, she seems to attract high-maintenance friends.’
‘Have you known the others long?’ The skiers banked violently, several yards out, spewing spray rainbows to patter around Cleo and Justin and shiver on their hot skin.
Justin wiped a drop from Cleo’s arm. ‘Ages, since school.’
‘So you were brought up locally?’ It was odd, not knowing anything about his life previous to Friday evening.
‘Yeah. I’m Mr Ordinary: ordinary parents who have cleared off to live in America, a sister to squabble with, a family dog. School, art and graphics course, job in graphics. Ordinary.’
She hadn’t thought of him as ‘ordinary’, not with that face and its smile always ready to develop into a laugh, not the way people followed him with their eyes.
‘You’ll love it.’ Justin patted the jet-ski invitingly and closed the neck of his wetsuit, black with lime piping. ‘One of the girls will lend you a suit.’
Cleo looked at the jet-ski longingly.
Jaz smiled serenely from her position on a blanket, her head pillowed on Gez’s big tummy. ‘You could’ve borrowed mine, though it would swamp you. But I haven’t brought it today, sorry.’
Vicky, like flotsam washed up on the corner of the blanket, gazed across the water. ‘I don’t think I want to lend mine. It’s a bit … personal, isn’t it? Like lending your knickers to a stranger.’ Then, insincerely, ‘Sorry.’
‘Don’t worry.’ Cleo rose and slipped off her shoes and socks. ‘I don’t need Neoprene.’
Justin stared. ‘You’re bonkers. You’ll get saturated!’
Cleo opened her eyes very wide and waded into the lake up to her knees, wet jeans rasping her ankles. ‘I’ll dry, won’t I?’
Justin shook his head, eyes laughing, and mounted the ski. Cleo clambered on behind him, locking her arms around his waist. His wetsuit felt warm and both smooth and rough. She was aware of his body beneath it.
The jet-ski bobbed, vibrating as the engine coughed. Justin shouted back above the raw sound, ‘Hold tight! Lean when I do, don’t try and sit me up. Away we go!’
The ski leapt and Cleo shrieked as she left her stomach behind, then whooped as they accelerated hard in a spout of freezing spray. Her jeans were soaked instantly, clinging and clammy as Justin slewed the jet-ski into a figure of eight, bouncing across the surface, the engine pounding woah-wow-woah.
‘Yeah!’ she yelled as Justin arced the ski into a wide turn, faster and faster, leaning further and further. She screamed as flying spray chilled her arms and plastered her hair across her eyes. ‘More!’ she yelped, against the wind. And, ‘Wow! Whooo! This is great!’ Faster and faster until it was all she could do to cling on, lacing her fingers together on the other side of Justin, her chest against his warm back, tensing her thighs against the sensation of falling, every inch of skin stung by cold water.
Justin raced around one final circuit of the lake, then let the ski idle back to shore. Cleo was laughing, gasping, as she splashed off the ski and through the shallows. ‘That was fantastic, brilliant!’
The engine died and Justin jumped down and dragged the ski in. ‘You’re mad! Look at the state of you.’
Cleo laughed helplessly as she squelched onto the shore, pulling her T-shirt away from her breasts, her bra showing through the wet fabric. ‘But it was fabulous!’
‘Come here, you crazy, crazy woman.’ Justin hauled her into a big hug and a breathless kiss. ‘You’re an absolute headcase! You make less noise having sex.’ He didn’t bother to lower his voice. ‘We’d better get you into something dry.’
The men laughed and Jaz grinned; but Vicky glared as Cleo squeezed lake water from her hair.
As Cleo sat in the car, grinning through an adrenaline high, wrapped in the musty Regatta jacket, Justin gripped the steering wheel against the bumpy track and shook his head. ‘Everyone thinks you’re mad.’ He flicked the indicator and joined the road. ‘You’d better marry me, madwoman. Anyway, you might be pregnant.’
Cleo’s heart stopped. Laughter evaporated. Throat shut. Marry?
The doors at the back of her mind burst open on an abrupt heave and common sense careered out to shake an image of Gav at her, screaming, ‘You’re already married!’
Oh …
Chapter Three
… shit.
As she plummeted back into real life, hideous reality zoomed up to smash her in the face.
Her marriage was in bits.
Her husband had walked out.
She’d had unprotected sex with a stranger.
The righteous anger that had seethed in her – sustaining the sensation that she could do anything, get away with anything, it didn’t matter and never would – gave one last growl and drained away.
Her breath caught in her throat so hard she almost gagged. She croaked, ‘I’d better go home.’
Justin glanced at her, a frown beginning. ‘We’re going home … oh, your home?’
‘Yes.’
‘Not right now?’
‘Yes.’ She felt cold, exhausted and stupid. Why was she here, soaked with algae-fouled water? Why on earth had she embarked on this reckless fling? Which was over now.
Justin changed down for a turning, voice suddenly stiff. ‘Have you left any gear at my place?’
‘No, but you can drop me off and I’ll get a taxi back to my car.’
‘I’ll drive you.’ He lapsed into a silence that lasted for the whole of the twenty-minute drive.
Liza lived in some jaundice-yellow flats slung in lines of two storeys over carports, a bus ride from the city centre. Cleo’s car was still parked under the flats in the space that car-less Liza never used.
Justin killed the engine. ‘What changed?’ All the laughter had gone from his voice. He was almost a stranger (again) without his semi-permanent grin.
She shook her head, choked by the enormity of everything she’d done.
He stared, mind obviously ticking. ‘It’s to do with “married”. You’re married.’
Her face felt as stiff as plastic. ‘You knew that.’
‘But you’re separated!’
She looked away, clenching her hands in the folds of his jacket. ‘Well …’
‘Aren’t you? Did your husband leave?’
She sniffed and nodded. Her voice strained to work. ‘He walked out on Friday.’
His voice was suddenly a bellow. ‘Friday! Yesterday? What happened?’
She avoided his eyes. ‘We had a big row.’
‘And he stormed out?’
Miserably, she nodded.
His voice dropped to a furious hiss. ‘For fuck’s sake! That’s not what I call “separated”. That’s just a barney, an argument, a tiff! You scream at each other then you make up!’ He hesitated. ‘You spent the night with me … to punish him?’
It was so close to the truth that her voice refused to let her deny it.
‘So it wasn’t an attraction, a wild thing, an affair – I was just convenient! You somehow fouled up meeting your sister and needed a place to stay!’
She winced.
Her eyes burned with tears as she scrabbled for the door handle and bolted, abandoning the warmth of both him and his smelly old jacket in the car.
Trembling with cold and nerves she drove home badly, forgetting to use her mirrors, driving straight over at a crossroads, hearing a scream of brakes.
What had she done?
What about Gav? She felt sick. Clouds like battleships rolled up to obscure the sun; she turned her heaters up high, yet still shivered.
When she reached home and saw Gav’s car drawn up outside, she seriously thought she’d faint.
Gav was back.
For what? For ever? For something he’d left? For another row?
Her brain began feverishly to concoct a plausible excuse for why she was soaked with lake water. Her guilty heart beat so hard that it seemed to rattle behind her eyes.
Relief though, he wasn’t actually in the house. She called his name into the empty air, voice stretched to cracking in the answering silence. Gratefully, she hurled her sodden clothes into the washing machine and raced for the shower to scrub urgently at the lake water on her skin and hair with shower gel and shampoo, to obliterate the vegetable smell. As well as any traces of extra-marital sex.
In the bedroom the writing on the wall remained. THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav.
When Gav burst through the front door, pounding up the stairs – ‘Cleo?’ – she was standing looking at it, in her yellow towelling robe.
He skidded to a halt. Somehow he looked gaunt, as if he hadn’t eaten for a week. They stared at each other. His voice was disbelieving and exultant. ‘You’re back!’
She nodded. Watched his eyes flick to the marker pen message and back to her, his face flush and then pale.
‘Cleo …’ His eyes were red at the lower rim. His Adam’s apple bobbed. ‘I am so sorry.’ He walked slowly towards her, hands out, palms up, rushing his sentences, falling over his apologies. ‘Can you forgive me? I don’t deserve it, but when I came home and you’d gone …!’ He bit his lip and shut his eyes for an instant. ‘You must’ve thought I’d gone mad.’
Mad. She flinched. Crazy madwoman. Justin, laughing, hugging her tightly with delight. The smell of lake water, his hot mouth taking her cold lips. She pushed the image away.
Gav lowered his beseeching hands. ‘I don’t know what came over me, Cleo, I just went off on one.’
She studied his desperate face as if she’d never seen it: sandy eyebrows, fair skin lightly freckled, softly lined. Not a sunburst of laughter lines radiating white in a tanned skin, not a sharp nose above curving, laughing lips. As if in a visualisation exercise, she brought a picture of Justin deliberately into her mind’s eye – and set a flame to it. Watched it catch, balloon, shrivel and collapse like a photograph in an ashtray. He must be gone.
Gav was her husband. Her guilt reared up like a serpent and speared her heart with its forked tongue. He was obviously waiting for a flurry of questions from poor wronged little wifey. She supposed that, if she wanted to save her marriage – she did, didn’t she? – she must discover what had happened to make Gav ‘go off on one’. And make certain that he never found out that she’d been off on one of her own.
Her anger, so sustaining till now, wouldn’t creak into action. She pointed to THIS MARRIAGE IS OVER. Love Gav and her hand shook.
His eyes were huge. ‘I don’t know what happened.’
Her emotions seemed to have iced over. ‘Something certainly wound you up. Something at work?’
His eyes flickered to hers. For a long moment it seemed as if he would deny it. Then his head dropped. ‘I suppose that’s it. There’s been talk of redundancy and Bob Chester …’ Now that he’d decided to admit it, it was as if he couldn’t wait to let it all out; he became almost eager. ‘He told me, in front of everybody, that underperformers would be first to go.’
She stared. ‘But you’re not an underperformer.’
‘He still said it! I suppose I’ve been stewing, not wanting to admit perhaps I’m not as good at my job as I thought. I got strung up and twitchy and I took it out on you. I’m …’ – he swayed forward on the balls of his feet, brushed the top of her head with his lips – ‘… ashamed.’
So Cleo got her first experience of her and Gav making up after a row; as the hot summer’s day ended in a storm that crashed about outside the bedroom window, they made love to seal the rift. He was thoughtful, the act protracted. It must’ve been guilt that made her feel so numb and unresponsive. Or maybe shock. Or plain fatigue. When Gav arched his back and cried out she felt relief. And then guiltier than before.
And so weary. Utterly, deadly tired. Leaden, aching, exhausted. Probably nobody in the living history of mankind had ever been so tired. Ever.
But then, and for long into the night, she couldn’t sleep. She closed her eyes and experienced flashbacks of being with Justin – sex with Justin. She’d been … overt. No ‘getting to know you’. No inhibitions.
In the morning she was suddenly yanked awake by a horrible realisation. ‘I didn’t put my cap in last night!’
Gav stretched and sighed. ‘Don’t you think things were much easier when you were on the pill?’
Cleo lay very still on her pillow. Oh crap, not again.
Chapter Four
Cleo tipped her handbag upside down and shook everything out. Where the hell was it? It was Monday and she needed her wretched mobile phone! When had she last had it? She flicked back through her memory.
And went cold. Deeply, horrifyingly cold.
Squeezing her eyes tight shut, she willed herself into positive thought. ‘I have not left my mobile phone at Justin’s flat!’ But she had, of course she had. In her mind she could see it nestling alongside Justin’s phone on the chest of drawers when –
As if things weren’t bad enough.
She heard Gav’s leaping footsteps and looked up to see him appear at the top of the stairs. ‘All right?’ He smiled, fresh and attractive in his grey shirt and blue tie, hair still damp from the shower.
‘Fine, fine!’ She scooped up her card wallet, purse, pen, comb. The weather had broken with Saturday night’s storm. Rain still slanted across dull fields and over stoical sheep to whisper against the windows.
The bed gave as he sat behind her. ‘Sure?’
‘’Course! Won’t you be late?’
His sigh was hot on her neck as his arm slid around her. ‘We could ring in sick.’
Fastening her bag, she eased away and reached for her jacket. ‘Best to get back to normal. Just normal.’
His eyes were huge with guilt. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Above his head, a stripped patch in the wallpaper signposted where his message had been.
Normal used to be good and comfy. If only finding it again was easy. If only Cleo didn’t feel so betrayed by Gav’s behaviour at the same time as being so guilty over her own.
She felt as if she’d been through some life-altering experience. Perhaps she had.
At coffee break she should have been mixing with a trainee sales team, as the whole focus of the day was on teamwork. She should be making herself the hub. Instead, she slipped along the corridors of the client’s building to find a phone.
In an empty office, she dialled her own number. Five rings. Six. Then the line opened. She could hear the tinny buzz of background noise.
‘It’s Cleo,’ she said.
A moment, then Justin responded. ‘Hang on.’ The squeak of a chair, footsteps, the tinny buzz fading, a door clicking. ‘Yes?’
She took a deep breath. ‘Obviously, I left my mobile with you.’
‘Yes.’
She waited while he made no useful suggestions. Then she tried, ‘Can I come and fetch it?’
A pause. A noise which might’ve been his fingers drumming. A quick intake of breath. ‘The problem is, I’m in Ipswich. Until Friday.’
‘Oh.’ Her breath whisked out in a sigh of disappointment. She was in Northampton herself, there was evidently going to be no instant solution. ‘You’ll appreciate I need my phone back.’
‘Oh yes.’
Another pause. ‘Could I meet you in Ipswich and –’
He cut her off. ‘I’m working.’
Sod him. ‘Right. So can I call round for it on Friday?’
Another pause before, ‘I’ll meet you. Muggie’s at nine.’
She groaned mentally. ‘Does it have to be there?’
‘That’s where I’ll be.’
Voices and footsteps passed in the corridor outside. She froze until they’d gone. Hissed, ‘Do you have to be so unco-operative?’
He half laughed. ‘Muggie’s at nine.’
Next, she rang Gav.
His voice was happy, soppy, delighted to hear from her after three hours apart. ‘Mmmm, my sexy, darling wife.’
She had to concentrate to achieve the breezy conversation she’d mentally rehearsed. ‘Can’t be long, I’m borrowing someone’s phone. I just rang to tell you not to try me on my mobile, it’s turned temperamental. Tom’s got a mate who can sort it, so I’ve given it to him.’
Annoyingly, Gav immediately objected. ‘You shouldn’t give it to some amateur, it’s an expensive phone, I’ll take it back to the shop.’
Damn it to soddery, of course Gav had bought it for her. She tried to be dismissive. ‘It’s already out of guarantee, the shop would be mega-expensive. Yes … I love you, too.’ She hoped. When the guilt and the anger were over, she was sure she’d find she still loved him.
Glancing at her watch, rapidly she dialled Liza at the treatment centre, who, bless her bless her bless her, wasn’t engaged with a client’s bare feet and was able to answer her phone. Cleo heaved a sigh of relief to hear her calm, ‘Hiya!’
‘Oh Liza!’ Suddenly she wanted a huge, cleansing cry, had to dig her nails into her palms to stop herself from bursting into loud, sisterly boo-hoos. ‘If anyone asks, particularly Gav, I spent Friday night with you, OK? I was upset and you spent the whole time getting me drunk and wiping my tears. Can you do that?’
‘Of course,’ Liza agreed promptly. ‘But what’s going on?’
Cleo checked her watch again. ‘I’ll ring you later to explain. And definitely don’t try me on my mobile! And will you come with me this Friday evening to Muggie’s?’
‘What, Muggie’s in Bridge Street? I go there all the time.’
Cleo fought down sobs again. ‘Pity you weren’t there last Friday. None of the horrible mess would’ve happened!’
‘Ah.’ Liza sounded satisfied. ‘I met this farmer’s son …’
Cleo broke in hastily. The client would be complaining to Nathan if she left her team much longer. ‘Just come with me this Friday, OK? Promise?’
Liza promised. ‘As long as you tell me then what’s going on.’
The heavy hand on Justin’s shoulder made him jog his drink. He flicked at the splashes on his jacket.
Martin grinned. ‘Sorry, mate. New phone?’
Justin looked at the petite folding mobile phone in his hand. ‘I’m just minding it for a bit.’ While Martin caught the barman’s eye and Drew pressed up beside them in the crush, hands jammed deep into the pockets of his drainpipe jeans, Justin slipped the phone into his pocket.
‘Thanks.’ He accepted the drink that Martin passed him.
Drew drank half his lager in one long slurp, then burped. ‘On your own? No lady of the lake?’
Justin shook his head.
‘Still seeing her?’
The cold beer was good, tightening his throat on the way down with its iciness. He shook his head again. ‘There was the little matter of a husband.’ He had to raise his voice; the pub was filling up.
Martin and Drew showed him matching surprised expressions. Drew’s brows descended – ‘Didn’t she tell you?’
‘Kind of. She said he’d cleared off. I didn’t realise she meant the day before, until she went home to see if he’d turned up.’ Justin wiped the bottom of his glass on the bar and remembered, belatedly, how, a couple of years ago, a girlfriend of Drew’s had lied about her marital status. Drew had only discovered the truth when the husband had come after him with fists swinging. Drew had been hurt in more ways than one.
‘Bad scene.’ Drew’s black look suggested that he was remembering, too. ‘You don’t need that kind of aggro. She should’ve told you. You liked her. She looked top in the wet T-shirt, by the way. Shame she had to be so troublesome.’
‘Certainly is.’ Justin thought of Cleo, ringing on her own phone, the one in his pocket. Wary, apologetic, worried. Defensive. If she and her old man had got it back together, she’d be mostly worried. He thought about her naked on his bed, in his arms. Taking the phone out again, he switched it off to preserve the battery. Friday would be interesting.
Cleo and Gavin had been invited to midweek supper at Keith and Dora’s Tudor-look posh pad in a cul-de-sac of other posh pads in Orton Longueville. When they arrived, Rhianne and Ian were already settled with glasses of wine while Will and Roland, their overactive sons, raced circuits through doors and up and downstairs.
Cleo felt edgy and uneasy. She ought to be cheerful and relaxed, letting Dora, plump and smiling, take their jackets, Keith deliver glasses of wine held exaggeratedly high as he stepped over his kids, Meggie and Eddie. Roland and Will whizzed past again, flying two of Meggie’s dolls alongside them, howling, ‘Super-doll!’ and ‘Bat-doll!’
Probably it was the kids being so noisy that was winding her up. From the start, she and Gav had agreed not to have kids. All their friends had embraced the horrendous-sounding sacrifices of sleep, money and leisure and putting the children first.
For the first time, Cleo wondered why their close friends were people with families. Cleo and Gav were so determinedly childfree; it didn’t make sense.
Meggie, poor soul, began tugging at Dora. ‘Mummy ...’ Pointing sorrowfully at her undignified dollies. Dora sighed and looked at Rhianne.
‘’S all right, Meggie,’ Rhianne responded unhelpfully, ‘it’s only ’cos they’re boys.’
Ian mumbled into his glass of red, ‘Boy-devils.’
Keith, Gav and Ian began discussing Wimbledon.
Dora and Rhianne turned to their favourite topic – children. ‘That little Davie boy’s got worms, so I’m keeping Meggie off playgroup for a week. It was nits a fortnight ago.’ They were an unlikely pairing: Rhianne so slender and invariably carefully painted before ever facing the outdoor world; Dora reminding Cleo irresistibly of a giant schoolgirl, fresh-faced and clumsy.
Cleo, pretending to listen, watched Gav. Smiling, talking, laughing, arguing. Sipping wine, nodding. Gav, apparently, had returned from whatever planet he’d been on.
The conversation moved on to money – Keith complaining about the pressures of earning loads, Ian bitter about the pressures of not earning enough.
As Roland and Will raced by once more with Meggie’s favourite dolls, now naked and with their hair stuck together in clumps, Meggie tugged Dora’s trouser leg, eyes melting with tears. ‘Mummy …!’ Dora smiled uneasily and whispered about guests.
The little girl’s shoulders drooped and Cleo wondered how Dora could bear to let her agonise like that over her much-loved dolls. As Roland and Will raced past on their fortieth irritating lap, she stuck out her arm. ‘Give the dolls to Meggie, please,’ she said, quietly.
Roland, after a stunned moment, gave Bat-doll back to an awed Meggie. But Will ran at Cleo and slapped her leg.
Unmoved, Cleo raised her eyebrows. ‘Give the doll to Meggie, please.’
Will threw Super-doll sulkily in Meggie’s direction.
Several seconds passed. Rhianne stared at Cleo as if correcting her boys’ behaviour was a totally foreign concept. ‘Never mind, boys, go and get Coke from the kitchen.’
Keith, no doubt thinking about his carpets, rose reluctantly. ‘Best if I help them.’
Smiling sweetly, Cleo said, ‘Yes, do hype them up with sugar. Lovely.’
Uncertainly, Rhianne tittered. ‘Are you practising to be a parent or something?’
Chapter Five
‘I want to try tantric sex. It’s a deeply gratifying experience, apparently.’ Rhianne had finished eating long before the others – if she was going to imbibe huge numbers of calories she generally drank them. She twirled her wine glass and looked around expectantly.
Ian was only halfway through his mound of pepperpot stew and talked through a mouthful. ‘Very twentieth-century of you, darling! I suppose you’ve read an old magazine article in the hairdresser’s and suddenly you’re an expert. A three-day build-up to a bit of the other? Between Roland wetting the bed and Will getting up at half five to watch telly, I suppose?’
Rhianne admired her long, almond-shaped nails. Cleo knew Rhianne actually had a favourite nail, the most elegant and perfect. ‘Who changes Roland’s bed? And what do you know about Will getting up at dawn? You’re still snoring.’
Cleo watched Roland and Will listen to their parents bicker, exchanging conspiratorial glances as their names came up. Now that Meggie and Eddie were in bed, the older boys had quietened enough to watch Cartoon Network eek-zing-pow-banging on the television.
Rhianne pursed perfectly orange lips unspoilt by contact with her wine glass, crinkling her full-face make-up. She lifted one long, thin, shiny-orange-nailed hand, palm up. ‘We could make time.’
Ian smothered a belch. ‘OK. You spend an hour stroking me. I’ll watch Match of the Day.’
‘The idea is to lavish attention on each other, Ian! We need an intimacy space to retire to where we can breathe each other’s breath and harmonise –’
Cleo stared down at her plate. Must they keep talking about sex? All her problems were because of sex.
What was sex after all? An urge to be gratified? An expression of love and intimacy? Or a weapon?
‘Your wife’s asleep, Gav.’
She lifted her eyes to see all faces turned towards her. ‘Sorry – did I miss something?’
Gav smiled at her. ‘You OK?’
‘Tired, that’s all.’ She managed a smile in return. Tired of listening to variations of the same old, same old, that was for sure. Ian complaining about Rhianne; Rhianne wanting something more than she had. Keith a world-weary wage slave; Dora a put-upon domestic slave.
Cleo wondered again why she and Gav were part of this group. In fact Gav, Keith and Ian were friends – Cleo, Dora and Rhianne were the women that they’d married. Expected to become part of a set that spent a significant portion of their time together because the men were friends.
And what happened when Cleo wanted to see her old college friends? Gav threw a wobbler and declared an end to the marriage.
Sometimes, it seemed as if there was only Liza there for Cleo. How had that happened?
Frustration swelled inside her and suddenly she experienced a fierce and unexpected longing to be like Liza. Answerable to no one.
Gav settled on his side under the crisp comfort of the duvet as Cleo climbed into bed in his favourite tumble-haired, unmade-up, clothes-discarded, bedtime state. He ran his thumb up the inside of her bare arm. ‘Mmm, all that talk of sex …’
But there was no answering sexy smile or twinkling eye. No dive into his arms, no delicious wriggle. Instead, she sighed her way under the duvet, well on her own side of the bed, and shut her eyes. ‘I’m really tired.’
Gav laughed incredulously. ‘For crying out loud, when have we ever been too tired for sex?’ He ran his hand gently across her breasts.
She opened her eyes. ‘I’m too tired for anything.’ And shut them again.
‘This isn’t like you!’ He shunted across the empty sheet between them, confident he could get her going. He nuzzled his face into her neck, kissing, nibbling, humming, ‘Mmm-mmm!’
Instead of rolling back her head, arching her neck to his mouth, coming alive in his arms, Cleo twitched slightly. ‘Not tonight, Gav.’
‘Why not?’ Not a very cool reaction but he was in uncharted territory. When had Cleo ever refused him?
Cleo sighed. ‘Because I’m tired, OK? These few days have been exhausting. I’ve just got into bed and the last thing I need is to get out, mess about with the cap and the spermicide, then reverse the whole performance in the morning!’ She rolled onto her side, her back to him.
A still moment before he slid away. ‘I told you it was better when you were on the pill.’
‘Pill or cap, you don’t have to take responsibility, do you?’
He opened his mouth to demand whether she really wanted to try condoms, to him the armoury of the uncommitted, had a sudden nasty suspicion that she might suggest a vasectomy, which was unthinkable, and shut it again.
So. She was still angry. He’d thought they’d made up but she was obviously still punishing him in the peculiar woman-way of reacting to injuries at a later, unconnected date. He decided to be dead cool and understanding. He stroked her shoulder. ‘You’ll get used to the cap, and you won’t feel so negative. I just wanted …’
Cleo twitched from under his hand. ‘I understand what you “just wanted”! But I don’t happen to want the same. OK?’
Chapter Six
The lights were the same, and the music. Cleo clutched a single, cold, restrained bottle of Budweiser and watched the crowd. Liza hovered loyally beside her in a tiny gold dress with a broad black belt that sat just below her breasts, a glass of black absinthe over ice in her hand. The atmosphere in Muggie’s was so hot and moist that even though she, too, wore a short strappy dress, Cleo felt cooked.
Last Friday she hadn’t realised the place sprawled so far, rambling off between pillars and around corners. Or just how many people could cram into those spaces.
‘Quarter past nine.’ Cleo sighed. She was tired of gazing over the mass of heads for the giveaway spiky hair. ‘Maybe he’s not coming. Maybe I won’t see him again. That’ll be OK, that’ll be fine. I can pretend the phone’s lost and get another with a new number. I should’ve done that in the first place. Then I wouldn’t have to be here.
‘And I could’ve avoided another squabble with Gav this morning when I told him I was going straight to yours after work and would stay over until tomorrow.’
Liza, considering she’d never before displayed antipathy towards her brother-in-law, was unflatteringly fast with it, now. ‘Gav’s being an arse.’ She thought for a moment and added, honestly, ‘But, this Justin thing – it’s so not like you, Cleo.’
Cleo tried to ignore the unpleasant creeping sensation of being in the wrong. ‘I was so pissed off with Gav it was like I stepped off the real world and into a fantasy one where nothing – Gav, in particular – mattered. My head got really messy.’
Liza’s mouth set in a way that was as close to disapproval of Cleo as she got. ‘I can’t believe it – you and Gav, you’ve been so perfect. But it’s just a blip, hopefully? You’ll be good as gold again in no time – oh, don’t cry!’ She flung anxious arms around her sister. ‘It’ll be OK. Get your phone back, forget it ever happened. It was a one-off. You’ve still got your old life.’
Cleo scrabbled for a tissue. ‘Everything was great. Compared to our friends, our marriage was blissful. Was. But this “blip” has made me feel disorientated. It’s as if I’ve woken up to all kinds of things I used to accept without thinking, like Gav asking where I’m going and who with. Suddenly it grates.’
Incomprehension widened Liza’s eyes. ‘Hello-o? That’s just marriage, isn’t it?’
‘But now I’ve stepped outside the marriage. Even if I regret it,’ – did she? – ‘I feel … empowered. I did as I liked. I can do as I like, again.’
‘Ah.’ Liza sipped her absinthe. ‘But if Gav finds out about Justin, your options will narrow dramatically. Won’t they?’
Cleo wondered how she’d feel if that happened. ‘If he doesn’t show up I can forget him. And he can forget me.’
And then he was there. Strolling across the dance floor in a dull blue silk shirt. Grim and gorgeous.
Cleo felt shock waves ripple her spine. ‘I didn’t see you arrive!’
He flicked a nod towards the darker recesses of the club. ‘I was over there. Let’s go outside.’
Cleo didn’t have much choice but to follow, turning over the thought that he’d apparently been in the club all along, watching her as she waited. Bastard. She’d retrieve her phone and be out of it.
It was a relief to leave the stifling club and step into the open air; she paused to savour a couple of clean lungfuls before realising that Justin was already striding away. Crossly, she hurried after, until he stopped in a deep recess formed by windows angling in towards a shop door, waving her past, into the shadow.
She turned, back against the bevelled glass of the door, her heart and breathing fluttering. She licked her lips and tried to smile, saying, lightly, ‘Have you got my phone?’
He extracted it briefly from his trouser pocket, held it up then put it back, ignoring her outstretched hand. He didn’t smile, although she felt she was grinning rather idiotically at him.
‘I just want to clear a few things up first.’ In the street light half his face was plainly lit, half in shadow.
He leaned one hand on the door above her shoulder. ‘I’m curious about what exactly led up to you spending the night with me.’
She tried a theatrical groan. ‘I’ve just done this routine with Liza!’ He waited. She sighed and resigned herself to another airing of the edited highlights. Gav. Reunion. Craig. Gav storming out. Message on the wall. Trying to find Liza. Meeting Justin.
His gaze flicked between her lips and her eyes. ‘So you did have sex with me to punish your husband?’
‘No! I … well, I just … didn’t feel any particular loyalty to him right then. I was angry. Not thinking straight.’ She wished he’d step back; take the warmth of his disturbing body away.
‘What about me? Was it fair to me?’
His aftershave seemed to envelop her, making breathing difficult, preventing her brain from wholly commanding her mouth.
The heat of his hand settling suddenly on her bare leg below her dress startled her into exaggerated recoil. She ought to push him off, slap him away, but her limbs seemed to have turned to rubber. Unchallenged, the hand slid higher up her thigh, stroking gently. ‘If a bloke used a woman in the way you used me, you’d be calling him seven types of bastard, wouldn’t you?’ He began to lift the cotton fabric.
‘I didn’t use you!’ Honesty made her add, ‘I didn’t mean to, anyway.’ Her voice sounded squeaky and she was unable to concentrate on much but his scalding touch. If she objected, he’d stop. But her mouth wouldn’t issue the objection.
His hand drifted higher, reached the soft line where her knickers began. ‘You used me for sex. And to get back at your husband.’ His fingers probed thoughtfully past the lace. ‘Without worrying how I’d feel about it.’
Cleo gasped and clutched hopelessly at the smooth door behind her, her knees loose with desire. She seemed to have forgotten the mechanics of breathing, her chest moved unevenly, pumping air in haphazard chunks.
Yet he seemed perfectly controlled, his voice low and even. ‘Do you want sex tonight?’
Clinging to the last remnants of sense, she managed a shake of her spinning head.
He whispered, ‘It could be right here. Right now.’
She shook her head again. ‘Don’t, Justin!’ She despised herself. The next word that came out of her mouth was going to be yes.
Slowly, slowly, he released her. And asked, casually, ‘I suppose you took the morning-after pill?’
She stared at him, at his sharp nose and sensual lips. Slowly, she shook her head.
He remained calm. ‘Why not?’
She dropped her eyes. ‘I didn’t think of it.’
He laughed, a sharp crack, without humour. ‘You’re brilliant, you are.’ Taking her phone out of his pocket he lifted her left hand, stared for a moment at her wedding rings, and dropped the phone into her palm. ‘And you’ve got bad fucking manners.’ One step back and he no longer filled Cleo’s vision. She could see Liza waiting, out of earshot. Another step back. ‘I hope, at least, that everything was to your satisfaction.’ He turned and stalked away.
Freed of his presence, suddenly infuriated at his snooty, wounded pride, she bawled after him, ‘You got every bit as much sex as I did!’
A passing group of lads laughed and whooped and Cleo felt mortification curl her toes; that really improved the situation.
Justin turned back, made a pistol out of two fingers and a thumb and pointed it at her. ‘It was … fine. But let’s just keep it between us two, shall we? As you’re a married woman.’
Silently, Liza joined Cleo, watching Justin pass the other shops until he disappeared into the darkness and was gone. ‘Phwoar!’ She whistled. ‘He’s succulent. Have you got his number?’
Cleo shook with a sudden laugh, rubbing her arms as if to warm away goosebumps. ‘I don’t suppose it’s easy to get Justin’s number.’
Finally, when they were back at Liza’s flat, in the familiar, tiny second bedroom with magnolia walls and no carpet, Cleo removed her make-up and undressed, waiting her turn for the bathroom.
And when Liza appeared, looking clean and miles younger than twenty-eight, Cleo blurted, ‘What do you know about the morning-after pill?’
Liza halted abruptly. ‘Oh shit! What have you done?’
Cleo looked down at her hands. ‘I came off the pill. And forgot the cap. And didn’t think about condoms because I’m just not in the habit any more.’
‘Cleo!’ Liza hissed. ‘You’ve got to take it within three days of having unprotected sex. The sooner, the better.’
Cleo chewed her lip.
‘Or you can have a coil fitted, within five days. When exactly did you ...?’
‘Seven days.’
Liza closed despairing eyes. ‘For fuck’s sake, go and get some help. Ask for an emergency appointment in the morning. Honestly.’ She shook her head. ‘Cleo! Wake up! The real world’s not as safe as a cosy marriage, you know! You’ll have to go and get sorted, first thing.’
But, even earlier than first thing, at six in the morning, Gav phoned, fighting panic. ‘My sister’s just rung, Dad’s in hospital. He’s had a heart attack!’
Chapter Seven
Cleo dashed home, tormented by pictures of her father-in-law, George, helpless in a hospital bed, his normally ruddy complexion as grey as his toothbrush moustache, and jumped straight into Gav’s car for the drive to Yorkshire. She was still struggling with her seat belt as Gav flung the car into Cross Street, left into Main Road, straight out of the village past slate and stone cottages and The Three Fishes. ‘How is he?’ she gasped.
Gav’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. ‘Not good. More than just a warning, Mum said. He’d been having pains in his arm all evening, then in the early hours he began to feel as if his chest was being crushed.’ Jerkily, he fed the car onto a large roundabout.
‘Poor George.’ Cleo liked both George and her mother-in-law, Pauline. A warm, twinkling Yorkshireman, George had returned to his county the minute retirement had let him; and Pauline didn’t seem to mind where they lived, so long as they were together.
Their house, normally airy and tall, seemed to have shrunk at the advent of family with weekend cases and neighbours milling between the sitting room and the hall. Squeezing her way through the clutter, Cleo thought Pauline looked inundated even without Gav’s sister, Yvonne, having arrived a minute before them, smothering her with a hug, sniffing, ‘Allen has to work today, he’ll phone this afternoon. How’s Dad? How’re you? Oops, I must sit down.’ Yvonne was three months pregnant and spent most of her time feeling faint, her skin taking on an alarming pallor and her cloud of hair frizzing from the sweat on her forehead.
Gav kissed his mother’s white cheek, letting Yvonne totter to the hall chair unaided. ‘What’s the news? Can we see him today?’
Although looking drawn and grey, Pauline managed a smile for her children. ‘He’s “resting comfortably, but not out of the woods”. Which means they don’t know what’s going to happen, of course. I’m OK, a bit shell-shocked. I’ve got to ring after the doctor’s rounds … oh, can you answer the door, Gavin?’
Another neighbour had presented herself on the doorstep. ‘Not to bother you, love, but I wondered if there was any news. Or if I could do anything to help?’ Gav ushered her to join two other neighbours grave-faced in the sitting room. Yvonne bustled after, no doubt to regale them with accounts of her journey, her condition and how worried she was about her father. Pauline sat down suddenly at the bottom of the stairs.
Cleo crouched beside her and took her hands, chilly despite the summer’s day. ‘Haven’t you slept?’
Bags hung under Pauline’s eyes. ‘Not a wink, darling. Everything’s been so … I haven’t even said hello to you, Cleo.’ Her bottom lip trembled.
‘Doesn’t matter.’ Cleo piled the bags into the corner under the phone shelf and helped Pauline to her feet. ‘Come sit in your rocking chair with a hot drink.’ In minutes she had a steaming cup of tea at Pauline’s elbow with two digestive biscuits in a saucer, then she loaded a tray for the sitting room, which Yvonne took over, as Cleo had known she would.
Stomach-growlingly aware of her own hunger, she returned to delve in the fridge for bacon.
Through the doorway she could hear the neighbours’ voices dominating the sitting-room conversation, though Yvonne wasn’t giving up the arena easily.
She half listened as she grilled bacon and kept an eye on her mother-in-law. Pauline’s head had tipped back and her eyes closed, her half-drunk tea cooling on the table. It was the first time Cleo had seen Pauline grey and beleaguered, her face slack as she dozed. If ever someone needed a bit of peace!
Cleo gave the neighbours fifteen minutes to drink their tea then marched in, disrupting the debate about whether George had looked well recently. ‘I’ve made bacon rolls for you, Gav and Yvonne. The rest of you will excuse us now, won’t you? Everyone’s upset, Pauline’s asleep and we’ve had no time to eat.’ The neighbours, after an instant’s surprised silence, rose to their feet.
As Gav saw them out, Yvonne rushed into the kitchen after Cleo. ‘I wish I could make direct requests like that! I’m afraid of upsetting people but you don’t give a bugger, do you? I should be doing the breakfast! I just sat down for –’
Cleo, finger on lips, indicated Pauline. ‘You’re too upset. Don’t worry. You guys look after George and I’ll do the boring stuff, OK?’
So, for the next few days, Cleo took on the catering. Yvonne didn’t really like not being Queen of the Kitchen but clung to her condition as an excuse to concede the throne. Pauline continued to look as if she’d been hit by a truck. Gav prowled restlessly, pouncing on any errand that would get him out of the house.
Cleo visited the hospital only once because she didn’t think that her father-in-law needed to be tired by unnecessary visitors. Waxy and weary, George had been tied to his hospital bed by monitors and drips, looking calm but curiously loose and dishevelled. An oxygen mask was within his reach and the smell of sick people hung on the air.
Cleo hated the temporariness of camping in her parents-in-law’s spare room. She had only the few clothes that Gav had thrown into a bag for her, and slept in pyjamas because she never knew who she’d meet on the way to the bathroom at night. But she had no real option other than to ring Ntrain on Monday morning and arrange to stay longer.
Nathan hummed as he consulted the bookings schedule. ‘Let’s see, let’s see …’ Cleo could imagine him wearing his telephone headset, scrolling across the on-screen roster. ‘I can cover your work till Wednesday but is there any chance of you coming back for Thursday? You’ve got Interpersonal Skills at Rockley Image and I just haven’t got another body to fill in. Rockley’s a brand new client so I don’t want to have to reschedule.’
The Interpersonal Skills Through Effective Communication seminar for every communicator wanting to climb the ladder of success! was a day of quirky exercises, discussion and group activities aimed at encouraging colleagues to communicate effectively with each other and with clients. It was popular with firms who wanted training short and easy on the budget. Their newly aware staff usually emerged chattering and joking, giving the impression that Ntrain had done a great job in helping them to enjoy outstanding working relationships and become people masters and making good the promo material’s promise: Employees will smile.
Gav looked a bit stony when she told him that she had only three days’ compassionate leave but, as George was making progress, he had no real grounds for objection. So, late on Wednesday evening, she cruised home, having agreed to return at the weekend.
Stretching blissfully in her own bed, she slept like a log away from the tensions of Gav squabbling with Yvonne and Pauline and George worrying about each other, overslept, and had to rush to get ready and reach her ‘gig’.
Ntrain employees had a look – a glossy, groomed, flight-attendant look of suits, sharp hairstyles and, for the women, expert make-up. After a lightning-quick shower and drying her hair whilst she ate her toast, Cleo whizzed through foundation and powder, a flick of bronzer on her cheekbones, copper eyeliner to catch the lights in her dark eyes, brown-black mascara, cinnamon lipstick – and it was time to go.
Rockley Image occupied a business park unit, comprising a large print works with a glossy reception in front and a floor of offices above. As was boringly common, she’d been allocated a staff room. It boasted grey tables, green chairs and armchairs and a little kitchen area. After setting up the portable screen and hooking up her laptop to the projector, she dragged a table and chair to the front for herself and arranged the others informally, facing her. The armchairs she demoted to the back of the room. She loved the familiar feeling of anticipation and excitement as she set the room up. Would today’s group be bright, eager and productive? Sluggish and coy? Or, as occasionally happened, hostile and abrasive?
Nathan, bless him, had had someone prepare and drop off a bag of name tags, seventeen including her own, which she picked out and clipped to her jacket as the first Rockley Image staff sauntered in. As her mobile rang at that moment, she shoved the list of participants to one side and spread the name tags over her desk for everyone to find their own, while reassuring Nathan that, yes, she was at the venue with no problems, and yes, she’d be able to meet clients the next day to plan a Telephone Etiquette and Customer Communication seminar.
She clapped the phone shut and launched herself into being a training professional, making connection through a flurry of words that would quiet the muttering and shuffling as the members of her group settled themselves.
‘Right, sorry about that, everyone got a seat? Badge? Great. Hi! Nice to meet you all, I’m Cleo Callaway.’ She pointed to her badge. ‘Together, today, we’re going to look at how we need to excel at interpersonal communication in order to succeed, to cheat time and achieve results by effective, focused communication.’ As she spoke she looked around the room, making eye contact, assessing her audience. They were youngish and dress code was casual, which made her, in black skirt and burnt-orange jacket, stand out.
Though she’d done her homework and knew what Rockley Image did, she liked to break the ice and get everyone vocal before they got used to being silent. ‘Can you remind me what Rockley Image provides for its clients … oh!’ It was very nearly, ‘Oh shit!’ Because her visual check had progressed to the back row.
And the last person in the back row, slouched in the chair, polo shirt buttoned to the neck, deck shoes sticking out between the chairs in front, was Justin.
Horror swept the colour from her face.
By the delight in his eyes he’d been waiting to be noticed and was hugely amused now that he had been. With elaborate co-operation he answered, ‘Corporate logos, stationery, leaflets, brochures ...’
Other voices contributed, ‘… product graphics, multi-media and web design ...’
‘… posters, banners, design and print.’
‘Great,’ she said, weakly, trying to recapture her stride. ‘You shouldn’t have any trouble with the bit of drawing required for our first activity.’ She swallowed and made an effort to put some beef back in her voice. She smiled determinedly at two people in the front of the group – the ones who risked sitting at the front weren’t normally worried about being picked on. ‘Could you be the first to come out here and help me? The challenge is for one person to describe a simple design of shapes and lines and the other to draw it from only the description.’
Cleo used this ice-breaker regularly; the sometimes outlandish results were always good for a laugh. Positioning a woman called Bernadette to face a gangly, thinning man named Ian, she outlined the rules. ‘No peeking, no repetition and no gestures! If you’re good at Pictionary – well, this is the reverse. You have two minutes.’
Bernadette flourished her thick black marker pen and started drawing eagerly the instant Ian began, ‘Draw a circle, then a zig-zag … oh, that should be coming from the bottom. Under them draw a triangle …’
Bernadette looked crestfallen. ‘I’ve run out of space.’
‘You should’ve let me finish before you crashed on!’ Ian slouched back to his seat as his co-workers grinned at his lack of success. Cleo broke through the sniggers to select Holly, a pretty, pink-faced girl from the centre at the back – it was always as well to involve those at the rear before they got the idea that they could get away without doing any work. ‘Could you be our flip chart artist? I’ll give each person a different diagram to describe in turn. You just do the drawing.’ When Cleo turned back after passing out the papers, she realised that Holly was heavily pregnant.
She paused. Morning-after pills and intrauterine devices flashed into her mind. Sod it. Because of George’s heart attack, she’d never made an appointment with her doctor. Her concentration was wavering enough with Justin smirking at her, and she felt hot and fatigued. She forced a smile. ‘Are you OK to stand up and do this?’
‘Yeah, yeah.’ Holly rubbed her belly through her denim dress. ‘Safe for a while yet.’
Ignoring the film of sweat that had burst out on her cheeks, Cleo turned back to the group. ‘OK, we’ll work to time limits to keep things moving. Could you begin?’ She pointed at a thin, dark man. He began uneasily. ‘Draw a circle ... no, no, wait, about halfway up the page! Draw three parallel lines … oh, I meant vertical …’ By the time a few had taken their turn they were getting it, learning from the errors and inaccuracies of those who went before, making their instructions ever more precise. At the end, each would hold up his or her diagram to compare to Holly’s interpretation while Cleo lobbed in light feedback. ‘Bernadette, succinct and successful … Philip, nearly there but I think you could save time if you spoke more clearly with fewer hesitations.’
Justin was last. He smiled at Holly. Holly stopped arguing with a truculent Phil and smiled back. ‘Holly, in the centre of the page, draw a circle with a three-inch diameter.’ The marker pen squeaked as Holly drew. Justin continued, ‘Let that circle be a bucket seen from above. Equally spaced, and likewise seen from above – draw four Mexicans peeing in it.’ A gale of laughter. Holly giggled, considered, then drew four more circles with dots in the middle to represent sombreros, joined to the original circle by short, straight lines.
Justin turned his page round to display exactly the same design.
Cleo had to raise her voice over the applause. ‘Justin – unorthodox but effective!’
She found herself smiling into the laughter in his eyes. Oh no, that wouldn’t do! She snapped her gaze away and moved quickly to the next segment, a presentation on her laptop.
Just before they broke for lunch she began her favourite routine, speaking rapidly, slapping written papers face down before each person, exam-style.
‘Right. Must hurry! By now you should have assimilated sufficient strategies to race through this paper in the two minutes allowed. I don’t expect any failures! Read the whole paper before you begin. Two minutes to do precisely what it says. Two minutes, don’t let me down! Don’t speak to each other. Begin.’ Conspicuously, she checked her watch.
Pens were snatched up, first answers scribbled. And the second. They progressed to the section that required actions, jumping to their feet, counting backwards, ‘Ten, nine, eight …’, sitting down, shouting out their middle names, ‘Margaret, Edmund, John …’
‘One minute gone!’ Cleo called.
With anxious glances at the clock, they folded over the top quarter of their pages, then wrote a large letter T on the backs of their hands. ‘Forty seconds left.’ Cleo let her voice rise on a warning note.
Two people did absolutely nothing other than read the paper. One of them was Justin.
And as the two-minute mark was reached, others began to clutch their heads and groan, ‘Oh no!’ Or laugh.
‘Two minutes up.’ Cleo beamed round. ‘Nobody but Justin and Phil listened to my instructions. I said read the whole paper first – what does the final point, number twenty, say?’
She was answered by a sheepish chorus. ‘Disregard points one to nineteen.’ More groans.
‘So,’ she grinned, ‘that’s reminded you to follow instructions even when you’re under pressure!’
Lunchtime.
Cleo turned back to her laptop to cue up the next presentation; the staff filed out, still complaining at being caught out. Any chance Justin would suggest they lunch together? She hoped he wouldn’t. No, she hoped he would. She glanced up.
He’d gone.
Cleo left only to buy a BLT on wholemeal from a little kiosk across the car park, then returned to help herself to a spoonful of the office coffee and ring Gav from her mobile. ‘How’s your dad?’
Gav exhaled loudly. ‘Not bad. The doctors are saying he might be discharged on Monday.’
‘What about your mum?’
‘Coping.’ She could picture Gav pacing to and fro as he talked into his phone. ‘She’ll be OK if I come home at the weekend. When’s good for you?’
Because he hadn’t tried to impose his own schedule Cleo felt generous. ‘If I drive up Friday evening, we can come back Saturday or Sunday.’
‘You’re going to work to the end of the week, now?’
‘I have to, really.’
He paused. Then, ‘You’ve left your pyjamas here.’
They’d still be under the rose-splashed pillow and satin-quilted bedspread of George and Pauline’s guest room. Cleo laughed. ‘I didn’t need them.’
Gav’s voice dropped. ‘They smell of you.’
‘That’s reasonable.’
‘I like them. I was thinking …’ But he broke off without sharing his thought. ‘You know I love you?’
‘Mmm.’ For a stinging moment, she actually felt sorry for Gav; for this new, uncertain Gav, anyway, trying to coax a loving reaction out of her. And failing. It was a new sensation. She hoped that this weirdness would fade soon and she’d go back to being glad to hear his voice and touch his skin. Approaching chatter in the corridor outside forewarned her that her time alone was up. ‘The group’s coming back. Must go.’
Justin was enjoying himself enormously, watching Cleo and how excruciatingly conscious she was of him. When he’d realised Cleo was ‘the training woman’ taking the seminar, a huge bubble of delight had lodged in his chest. And her expression when she’d noticed him! The shock-horror. Brilliant. A real ‘Beam me up, Scotty’ moment.
During the afternoon break, from his place in the coffee queue he watched her shunt armchairs into a circle at the back of the room before fetching one of the taller, straight-backed chairs and reserving it with her handbag. Her mobile, the one he’d carried around for almost a week, peeped out from a side pocket.
She raised her voice – ‘Let’s wind down in the comfy chairs’ – and turned to accept the coffee that Bernadette – she would – had poured for her.
Justin took the seat dead opposite Cleo’s.
Funny – and infuriating and frustrating – how he’d missed her. How could he miss someone after a mere fling? He couldn’t. But he had. Tucking away the kitchen stool she’d used, snapping shut the lid on the shampoo she’d massaged through her hair, drying himself with the towel that had wrapped her body, her absence had been a palpable thing.
Discovering her mobile phone in his bedroom had temporarily broken his mood and he’d thrown his head back and laughed in gleeful anticipation of her efforts to retrieve it.
Later, he’d felt a deep, malicious satisfaction at giving her a right bollocking in that shop doorway. He had been so pissed off with the way she’d twisted the truth regarding her married status. He’d enjoyed turning his back on her; he wasn’t accustomed to being used by women and it didn’t sit well.
But he was also half regretful that she hadn’t agreed to sex. He would’ve abandoned the Mr Angry stuff in a moment.
Cleo’s voice cut into his thoughts. ‘OK, if you’ll all sit down …’ She was careful with her just-on-the-knee dress as she took the chair that gave her six inches of height above everyone else.
He looked at her legs.
She flicked a glance at him. ‘We’re all guilty, sometimes, of not listening to each other. We’re busy. Our thoughts are elsewhere. We’re not interested.’
She smiled around, engaging every member of the group. She was the moon and they were the waves, Justin thought: she could draw them along with her. ‘A general understanding of co-workers promotes ease and helps dispel time-wasting antagonism. You don’t have to like a colleague but you do have to communicate effectively with them to get your job done efficiently, and tolerance is part of team building. Harmony promotes respect. Not that I’m suggesting four-hour gossips on the firm’s time, nor a barrage of deeply personal enquiries!’
Laughter, and Phil pointing accusingly at Holly.
Cleo grinned. ‘It’s a question of good business practice and achieving objectives, higher morale and increased levels of satisfaction. You spend too much time at work to make it miserable for yourself.
‘And now we’re going to explore how we feel giving a minute’s thought to a colleague, to learn a little more about them than we already knew.’
She crossed her knees. He dropped his gaze back to her legs. She uncrossed them and colour touched her cheeks. But her eyes were amused. She turned to one of the web design girls, Fran. ‘This concentrated exchange of information might feel a bit scary at the beginning – but it’s a fun activity, honest.’ Fran laughed and Cleo grinned back. ‘Everyone will take their turn to ask someone a question, one to which you won’t know the answer. The person who’s answered will be next to ask. And I’ll begin … can you tell me about any part-time job you had as a teenager? Speak for about one minute.’
Fran pinkened, wriggled about and said ‘um’ five times before faltering into an account of working in Woolworths as a Saturday girl, growing more articulate as she described the nylon overall, sadistic till rolls and stroppy customers. Two other women, alight with shared memories, exclaimed in recognition of the days they were Woolies Saturday girls, too.
Cleo moved the activity on. ‘Brilliant! Your turn now, Fran. Choose somebody, then ask them a question. Try to be specific.’
After a moment’s thought, Fran addressed Phil. ‘Can you remember something that made you sad when you were twenty-one?’
Phil clutched his chest theatrically. ‘She was twenty-three, blonde, sexy and beautiful – and going out with my brother. When I asked her out, she laughed. I was so heartbroken I almost joined the Foreign Legion.’ He was greeted with laughter from the men, aaah’s from the women.
As the chain progressed, Phil asked Bernadette what she expected to be doing when she reached forty. Bernadette asked Holly how her family had reacted to news of her pregnancy.
Every time Justin looked at Cleo, she was listening intently. Encouraging a few more words if an answer came up short, nodding at exclamations of experiences in common, neatly curtailing responses that threatened to ramble. Cool, quietly authoritative. Good at doing her thing.
Then it was Holly’s turn. ‘Justin. What do you do in your spare time? Keep it clean!’
Lovely. Good old Holly, he couldn’t have scripted a better question. ‘I’ve got a part share in a jet-ski. Me and my mates go out to a lake.’ He described the speed, the plumes of spray, the carving of patterns in the surface, the noise, how it felt to be carrying a passenger, warm arms around his waist like a seat belt. He smiled at Cleo, who was looking down at her notes, cheeks pink. ‘My question isn’t it?’
She nodded.
‘Cleo.’ Her head jerked up, eyes horrified. ‘Cleo, tell us about the last time you got drunk and regretted it.’ He grinned. Couldn’t help it. Her flush became a scald and a sheen broke out below her eyes and his grin stretched until he must look like The Joker.
She attempted a shaky laugh. ‘Oh, I regret it every time I get drunk!’ As if in the throes of a hangover, she clutched her head.
But the group waited expectantly, gazes fixed on her. And Justin added calmly, ‘Come on. Be honest.’
Chapter Eight
She bit her lip and shot him a glance. The expectant silence dragged on. She squared her shoulders. ‘OK. A couple of weekends ago I was upset and came into Peterborough to find my sister, to cry on her shoulder.’ Her voice was thin, tight, artificially casual, a verbal shrug as if to make the story unimportant. ‘I couldn’t find my sister –’ She looked at him again. And this time he read her eyes.
Betrayed. Reproachful.
He cut across her. ‘I’m sorry, I was supposed to be asking another staff member, wasn’t I? Ian, when did you last get drunk and regret it?’
Ian groaned. ‘Yesterday! Regretted it this morning when the alarm went off. Don’t you just hate alarms? Yeep, yeep, yeep! I couldn’t face breakfast –’ Laughing heads turned Ian’s way. But Justin looked at Cleo and saw that her eyes were swimming. She rifled through her handbag, found a tissue and shook her hair forward whilst she blew her nose.
Balls, balls, balls.
They filed out at the end of the day, chattering, stowing pens, calling cheerio, fishing out car keys. Cleo responded brightly, flashing her best smile. ‘Thanks for attending! I hope you enjoyed your day.’ Collapsing her flip chart, binning pages covered with coloured headings and emphatic arrows.
At last the door shut and she halted, sagging against a table. Her professional smile flicked off. Slowly, she rubbed her temples. Bastard Justin. Backing her so publicly into a corner, making her heart pump as she broke out into a sickening all-over sweat. Bastard.
‘It was meant to be funny. And then I realised it wasn’t.’ His voice, from the doorway, startled her upright.
She wanted to turn to him coolly, arch an eyebrow and say, ‘Oh that? Don’t worry, I can handle your pranks.’ But a ball had jumped into her throat and her eyes burned. She pushed her finger and thumb against her eyelids to stop the tears from spilling over.
His footsteps rustled over the nylon carpet tiles. The table moved as he perched beside her, his arm sliding around her shoulders. ‘Sorry.’ One arm became both and he pulled her against him, his cheek hot against her hair.
And when her breathing evened, when she had fought the silly tears and won, he tightened the hug momentarily, kissed the top of her head, and left.
The motorway was Friday-evening hell. Lorries and coaches lumbered nose to tail in the inner lanes and the outside lane was infested with headlight-flashing maniacs. By the time she reached her in-laws’ pebble-dashed home, Cleo had developed a pounding headache.
It went with the pain in the neck when Yvonne opened the door, beaming. ‘Hello – I’m just leaving!’
Cleo waited for her sister-in-law to step back and allow her into the house. ‘Not just because I’m here, I hope?’
Giggle. ‘’Course not! Oh, I’m stopping you getting in, aren’t I?’ Giggle. ‘Gav and Mum are at the hospital. I’ll get you a cup of tea before I go.’ Yvonne checked her watch.
‘No thanks, it’ll hold you up.’
‘Won’t take a minute.’
Yvonne could never resist trying to make Cleo the guest. She bustled importantly towards the kitchen. Instead of following, Cleo strode upstairs, calling, ‘I’ll make one when I’m ready.’
The guest room was scattered with Gav’s stuff. Shirts on hangers hung from the picture rail; his bag stood on the dressing table with jogging pants hanging half out – probably Pauline would allow no one else in the world to stand a sports bag on that beautifully polished surface – and an electric razor sat on top of a Bernard Cornwell paperback on the bedside table.
Cleo stepped out of her skirt, shrugged off her jacket and slotted the hanger into the otherwise empty wardrobe, balling her blouse back into the bag for washing. A bath would be nice but other people’s hot water arrangements were delicate; one unscheduled bath might sabotage the household routine. Maybe she’d wait and ask Pauline. She sure as hell wasn’t going to ask Yvonne, who’d find a way to say no, subjecting her to an earnest, apologetic explanation of the timer and the cylinder capacity.
It would’ve been far better, she realised belatedly, if she’d showered and changed at home rather than coming straight from the office. Gav and Pauline would have been home and Yvonne wouldn’t.
But a wash and a change of knickers would have to do for the moment.
‘Here’s your tea … Oops!’
‘Don’t bother to knock.’ Cleo, knickers in hand, raised both eyebrows at Yvonne with her best ‘You’re a total arse’ look.
Blushing, Yvonne cast about for somewhere to deposit the steaming mug. ‘But I did shout!’ she protested. ‘Your tea was getting cold.’
‘And now my bum is.’ Cleo stepped into clean undies and unfolded her jeans.
‘Anyway’ – Yvonne studied the doorknob as Cleo dressed – ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with Gav.’
Armed with a clean T-shirt and her sponge bag, Cleo waited.
Yvonne shot her a look from under her eyelashes. ‘He’s been really funny. Even Mum’s noticed how moody he is, always wanting to be on his own. Half the time he doesn’t answer when I speak to him.’
Not everybody did want to hang on Yvonne’s words, of course, and particularly not Gav, who still had a very adolescent relationship with his sister. ‘Maybe it’s his time of the month,’ Cleo cracked. Oh yes, her own period was due. That probably explained her headache. And she’d brought nothing with her. Shit. Hopefully it would hold off until tomorrow when she could shop. And then, seeing her sister-in-law’s uncertain frown, ‘It was a joke, Yvonne! I know Gav doesn’t really have periods.’
Yvonne’s face cleared. She giggled.
Despite the fact that he’d been commissioned to fetch a takeaway, Gav stretched on the silky quilt and watched Cleo brush her hair. ‘How about going home tomorrow?’
‘Fine. Are you going to fetch the food soon? My head aches.’
Gav didn’t move. ‘Mum says she’ll be OK. Dad’s coming home on Monday. Best to leave them alone.’
‘Maybe we could do them a big shop before we go.’ Lunch was ages ago. Visions of prawns in black bean sauce were making her salivate. Her headache was worsening as her stomach felt more and more hollow.
With the toe of one foot, Gav prised his trainer off the other. It clonked onto the rose-splashed carpet.
Cleo trod into her own shoes and picked up her keys. ‘I’ll go for the food.’
With a sigh, Gav rolled to his feet and retrieved his shoe. ‘OK, OK, I get the message! Heaven forbid I should chill for a minute.’ Dull colour heated his face.
Cleo jingled her keys. ‘The only message is that I’m very hungry. I’m quite happy to go. Chill as long as you want.’
‘I said I’ll go!’ He brushed past her, shaking his head.
Down in the kitchen, when Cleo clattered in and slid plates into the oven to warm, Pauline roused herself from sitting in the rocking chair and stared gently at nothing. ‘Was that Gavin going? I’m sorry I didn’t have a meal ready for you, Cleo. Whatever must you think?’
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