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Chapter One 
 
   Felicity wobbled slightly as her five inch heels failed to find steady ground underfoot. Wearily making her way towards the small thatched cottage in front of her, she sighed at the sight of the overgrown rose bushes either side of the walkway. 
 
   Where on earth had Dan gotten to? He´d promised her those bushes would be trimmed weeks ago. Not to mention a certain other bush that was lacking his undivided attention; it had been ages since he’d initiated sex.  Felicity fished a large set of keys from her ostrich skin handbag and unlocked the reclaimed oak door; an unpleasant odour wafted past her out into the cool evening air. 
 
   Pinching her nose in an attempt to stop the rancid assault on her nostrils, she quickly located the hallway light switch, flicking it on and gasped.  
 
   “You have got to be kidding me” she muttered in astonishment, surveying the disarray that greeted her. Empty beer cans littered her glass topped side tables, alongside overflowing ashtrays and discarded food cartons – some of which contained moulding remains. 
 
   Anger flashed through her as she reached into her bag for her mobile. Glenda had a lot to answer for. Felicity had insisted on paying her a rate far higher than average for a cleaner, on the understanding that she would keep an eye on the property.  A swift glance at the algae-covered fish tank was enough confirmation that Glenda hadn’t made any effort to keep up her side of the deal. And who in the world had been living in her house for the past two weeks? 
 
   Just as she began to dial Glenda´s number, hands shaking with fury and indignation, the back door unlocked.  
 
   “Hello? Who’s there?”  She marched towards the kitchen, fearless and bold as wrath fuelled her. 
 
   Dan looked up in surprise as Felicity marched through the hallway shadows towards him, dressed head to toe in black, carrying something. 
 
   “Fee?” The word was barely out of his mouth before the heavy steel paperweight came down upon his head. A cracking sound made them both gasp in horror. 
 
   “What the hell have you done?” Dan screamed, reaching up to his head and feeling the first trickle of blood. 
 
   Felicity stood transfixed, dropping the paperweight to the floor.  
 
   “Dan? But what are you doing here? I thought you were an intruder...”  She worriedly flicked on the kitchen spotlights, as Dan continued to rub his head and eye her with distaste. 
 
   “Your mum gave me the keys the day after you left for your business trip. She was here cleaning and looking after the property. She didn’t think you’d mind.” He looked at her sadly, shame washing over him. He hadn’t expected her back so soon. The place was a tip. 
 
   Felicity bit down on her lip. Mother or not, Glenda had certainly overstepped the mark this time. How many times did she need to be told to stay out of her business.  Dan was a gardener. A gardener for goodness sakes! Sure enough, he’d been of service many times, in more ways than one.  His rugged attractive features had made certain of that, his large hands knew exactly where things needed to be planted. But he was Felicity´s secret and guilty pleasure, not something she was proud of or willing to divulge. Felicity Harroway was destined for grander things than a sordid affair with a man who played with mud for a living.  
 
   Glenda would have to be set straight once again.  
 
   Dan watched as Felicity searched wildly in the kitchen drawers.  His head felt heavy and sore, yet despite the even flow of blood he knew the wound would heal easily. Years of outdoor work experience in the toughest of conditions had weathered him against grazes and cuts.   
 
   “Found it!” Felicity said triumphantly pulling a large red leather Medibox from the back of a cupboard. Dan suppressed a grin - how very Fee to have a Medibox of the highest specification.  Her golden hair fell softly around her shoulders as she leaned forward to peer inside. 
 
   Dan had fallen slightly in love with her the moment he’d set eyes on her six months ago. Her phone call had come just as he`d been preparing to meet friends for an early dinner. It wasn’t her posh voice, or her abrupt manner that had made him act on her request straight away. It was the fear behind her words.  She said she’d found his number in the yellow pages and needed his urgent assistance in dealing with a garden matter.  
 
   Not half an hour later, he had found himself outside a pretty thatched cottage with an almost magical air. Situated in an affluent street, it was the smallest of properties within the area and the woman standing in the porch had taken his breath away. His infatuation with her had been short lived, however. Leading him to the garden, she’d pointed to the wasp nest in her thatched roof and ordered its removal.  Oblivious to Dan’s bemused expression, she’d offered to pay him double the usual rate.  Dan’s kindly attempts at explaining he was a gardener and not pest control, had fallen on deaf ears. He quickly learned that Felicity was not only a vision of beauty. She was also a demanding bitch.  
 
   “Here let me tend to that cut” Felicity said, breaking Dan´s thoughts.  Pouring a generous amount of pure alcohol onto a cloth, she dabbed roughly at his head.  
 
   It had been an incredibly tiring business trip in Amsterdam, not to mention an equally tiring homecoming.  Any plans to unwind in her lavishly decorated home had been replaced with frustration at her mother´s lack of control in overseeing her property and Dan’s inappropriate appearance.  Felicity disliked chaos. She was a woman of perfect timing, organisational qualities and prim manners.  Except now that balance had been disturbed and she had a dirty home and an injured man to attend to. 
 
   “Ouch! Go easy with the alcohol, Fee” Dan said, squinting against the prickling pain in his head.  
 
   “You’re lucky I’m not having you arrested for breaking and entering, Dan. So I’d keep quiet if I were you.” Felicity teased as she secured a large sticky gauze to the wound. 
 
   Dan met her eyes. “I’m sorry I caught you off guard - your mother told me you’d be returning on Tuesday. I certainly didn’t expect to walk through the back door and get lynched with a paperweight” he laughed. 
 
   “I´ll get the place tidied up and I’ll be off” he said, eyes sweeping around the kitchen and taking in the vast amount of mess he’d managed to create in just a few days. 
 
   Felicity followed his gaze and bristled.  Her lovingly polished marble work surfaces were now playing host to various garden tools. Her extortionately expensive breakfast counter was home to a dozen potted herbs and her state of the art coffee maker was missing from its usual spot.  
 
   “Well I’m going upstairs to unpack my holdall - I’ll leave you to it,” Felicity said tiredly, taking a final glance in Dan’s direction. He stood, fists clenched and the muscles flexed in his arms, a habit she knew he adopted when nervous or anxious. 
 
   Felicity looked at him more closely; despite his handsome and unkempt exterior there was something off with him.  Why was he even in her home in the first place? 
 
   “Dan, why are you here anyway?” she asked suddenly, reproaching herself mentally for not asking the question sooner.  
 
   Dan shifted his weight and clenched his fists tighter.  As much as he had fallen for Fee and her demanding ways, she knew nothing of his feelings.  Never once during their relationship, if it could be called that as it consisted solely of sex and gardening banter, had Fee ever made reference to meeting up for dinner or coffee. The one time he had suggested they grab a light lunch after a rather quick fumble in her kitchen, she had looked at him oddly and laughed, brushing him off faster than a tornado. 
 
   So why would a woman so successful and beautiful, not to mention financially flush, be interested in hearing that her gardener had left his girlfriend for her? 
 
   “Yes, well about that...” Dan began embarrassed. “It’s just that I had a falling out with my flatmate and came here to trim the rose bushes to let off steam. I ended up bumping into your mum, offloading my woes and she offered me the keys to crash here. Didn’t think you´d mind” he grinned sheepishly at Felicity, noting her irritated expression. Of course he’d known that she’d mind. She was a control freak of the highest level. It would irk her no end that he’d been in her home. Still it was too late now to back track. He had no choice but to lie.  
 
   Felicity looked cooly at Dan sensing there was something amiss. She decided against challenging him. She had an early start at work and Glenda would have the place looking pristine after the talking to she’d be receiving.   
 
   “I do mind. But the damage is done now. Just do your best to tidy up and leave my keys on the hallway table on the way out.”  
 
   Felicity turned her back, unaware of the look of hurt in Dan’s eyes as she strode out of the kitchen. In the space of five days, her home had lost its glossy finish. She had an uneasy feeling that this may be the beginning of things to come. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter Two 
 
   Maurice had his back to Felicity as she walked into the office.  He was a tall, weasely man with thinning hair and a moustache as fine as a mouse´s tail. Yet it was his abrupt manner, distinctive finesse and expensive taste that had earned him Felicity’s respect.   
 
   Maurice advised exceptionally wealthy and high end individuals on how best to distribute their financial assets in order to avoid tax implications. Everything worked on recommendation; Maurice knew nothing of the word ‘advertising’, for his business didn’t need anything more than a nod in the right direction.  Even an introduction with Maurice would be costly to the client. He knew no boundaries when it came to earning and spending money. Unfortunately, his carefree and often shocking disregard for finances had begun to have its effect on Felicity. 
 
   “Good morning, Fee - I’ll have an espresso when you’re ready” Maurice said in his distinctive Swiss accent.  He span around in his chair to survey Felicity from head to toe, appreciatively taking in her refined appearance. 
 
   “Dior? Wonderful my dear. Simply stunning.” Nodding his head approvingly, he turned once again to his desk and picked up his platinum cased ball point pen. 
 
   Felicity looked down at her silky black trousers and shocking orange silk shirt with a smirk. She’d managed to pull it off once again, effortlessly teaming high street with a mid-range designer. Maurice had been none the wiser, simply assuming she had shopped in Dior. 
 
   As a child, growing up without a father and watching as her mother juggled three jobs to make ends meet, Felicity had vowed that she would do whatever it took to become a somebody.  Glenda had looked both haggard and burnt out by her late twenties and still lived in the small flat Felicity had grown up in.   
 
   Felicity on the other hand, now at thirty-one, had established herself as Maurice´s second-in-command, owned her own country cottage and could afford to lavishly indulge in fine things. It had come at a price though; Felicity’s attitude towards men who were not on Maurice’s social or success level meant that they were automatically dismissed in the running for love. Felicity was a stunning woman, but an extremely lonely one.   
 
   Preparing an espresso for both Maurice and herself, Felicity yawned tiredly. She had spent the night in broken sleep, wild and racy thoughts of Dan running through her mind. It annoyed her that he, of all the men she had flittering around her, was the one who somehow had managed to get under her skin.  
 
   The business trip to Amsterdam had introduced a new client, Mr Lavern, a wealthy and established entrepreneur who had shown more than an obvious interest in Felicity. This had pleased Maurice no end and he had encouraged the flirtation on Felicity’s part, promising his usual remuneration if she managed to help secure him the deal.  
 
   It had taken less than forty-eight hours for Mr Lavern to sign the agreement with Maurice to handle his affairs.  Felicity repeatedly affirmed to herself that her ten percent cut was worth having to endure more than one night-cap with the client. It would mean she could invest in the new sports car she had had her eye on. Why then, she wondered to herself as she stirred in a sweetener, did she feel so hollow and empty inside? 
 
   Felicity spent the morning ploughing through a pile of client files, making countless phone calls and responding to emails. Maurice’s wife, Eva, a small woman with a barely audible voice had also been in contact asking for assistance.  It wasn’t that she minded helping Eva - she was more than capable of undertaking the tasks asked of her - but considering that Eva wasn’t permitted by Maurice to work, it puzzled Felicity as to why she didn’t seize the opportunity to make her own arrangements.  
 
   Eva and Maurice had never had children, purely because of Maurice’s dislike and fear of little people. He had no patience or time for anything that would distract him from his work or building his fortune.  During her six years working alongside him, Felicity had begun to realise that this approach was realistic. She had long given up on any thoughts of marriage or family of her own. After all, what successful career woman wanted to juggle high end deals with changing dirty nappies? Besides, the type of man she aspired to meet and be committed to, wouldn’t be expecting children from her. He’d respect her ambition and drive enough to understand she wasn’t mothering material. He’d also be so busy with his own career that fatherhood wouldn’t be a contending thought. 
 
   Putting her laptop into hibernation mode, Felicity glanced at the clock. It was the first Monday of the month and that meant her regular lunch date with Zara. Their relationship had spanned over two decades and despite different lifestyles and priorities, their friendship was something that Felicity cherished. Even if she did despair of Zara at times.  Zara couldn’t help being so narrow-minded and soft, Felicity thought to herself. Not every woman had the determination that she had and it wasn’t fair to judge Zara for the fact that she had three children and a loser for a husband. Zara had simply settled for less than best because she was so weak in character. Felicity smiled sadly to herself.  Zara was the only one she could open up to; she deserved good things from life and yet she spent her days juggling school runs with a part-time office job. Surely Zara couldn’t be as happy as she made out to be? Felicity knew better; only success and money could bring true happiness. 
 
   Picking up her jacket and handbag, Felicity made her way towards the lift of the high-rise office building in which her office was located.  Seeing as it was only her and Maurice who occupied the top floor of the building and because he had already left for the remainder of the day, she turned off the lights and locked the door behind her.   
 
    
 
   Zara sat patiently waiting for Felicity with an orange juice in front of her. She knew that Felicity would undoubtedly be a few minutes late, as usual. Yet she didn’t hold it against her - Felicity’s job was her life. It would be silly to once again lecture her on the balance of social life versus working life.  She absent-mindedly rubbed her stomach as she looked around the large open spaced brewery chain in which she was seated. The baby was already beginning to kick wildly and she’d barely reached five months into the pregnancy. She secretly hoped it would be a boy. As much as she loved her three girls, a little boy would complete her world.  
 
   Felicity hovered in the wooden doorframe of the bar, scanning the various seating areas for Zara. It didn’t take her long to locate the small brunette woman with the large pregnancy bump sat against a high backed leather chair. 
 
   “Hello sweet, hope you haven’t been waiting too long.” Felicity bent down to kiss Zara’s cheek. 
 
   “I’m surprised you recognised me given that I’ve put on almost a stone in the past two weeks.” Zara chuckled, cheeks reddening as she caught the smirk that flashed across Felicity’s face. 
 
   Felicity sat down and picked up the bar menu, eyes sweeping across the choices. “You do look rather fat. That baby is going to be a monster child if you’re not careful. How you plan to get it out of you is beyond me.”  
 
   Zara rolled her eyes at Felicity’s matter-of-fact comment.  She had always had an uncanny way of cutting straight to the point without bearing thought to how her words might be interpreted. That was Felicity for you. Direct and unsympathetic. 
 
   “Actually, I’m already booked in for a Caesarean delivery – especially after my last labour, they advised me it would be better for me this time.”  
 
   Zara signalled to a waiter as she leaned across Felicity to look at the menu options.  As much as she wanted to order a hamburger she would have to resist. Felicity would never let her hear the end of it if she ordered a calorie loaded lunch. She had already made it clear only last week on the telephone that she thought Zara should take more care with her weight and appearance. 
 
   Felicity pointed to a description of humus and crudités. “Let’s get two of those, some olives and a green side salad.” She replaced the menu in its holder without consulting Zara and motioned impatiently to the waiter walking towards them. 
 
   “So, come on tell me the latest then” Zara said, enthused by the uptightness she sensed around Felicity - a sure fire way to tell that something had rocked her orgnanised and controlled world. 
 
   Felicity let out a long, painful sigh and sank back against the cool leather seat, crossing her legs.  Zara was the only one who understood her and didn’t judge her. But how could she even begin to try and explain her feelings this time? 
 
   “It’s Dan the gardener. I came back from my work trip in Amsterdam to find him living at mine. Really, Zara, it was awful - the place looked like it had been ransacked. Guess who gave him my spare set of keys? Glenda!”  
 
   Zara chuckled, replacing her orange juice carefully on the table.  Even after years of hearing Felicity call her own mother by her Christian name, it still amused her.  Glenda was a warm, loving and helpful woman. Felicity didn’t realise how lucky she was; if anything, Zara had begun to suspect that Felicity’s heart was becoming more closed and icier as the years passed.  
 
   “It’s not a laughing matter, Zara.” Felicity rebuked sternly, folding her arms across her chest in annoyance. 
 
   Zara looked more closely at her friend. Felicity had once been such a fun loving and positive person. It pained her to see the tense, almost soulless, overworked woman that she had become. It surely didn’t help that she hadn’t had a committed relationship in the last five years; every man who showed her interest she was quick to pick fault with and dismiss.  
 
   “Oh lighten up, Felicity. Your mum only gave him the keys because he was stuck for somewhere to live for a few days.” Zara looked at her hands, aware she had slipped up. 
 
   “Wait a moment, how do you know about it? Have you been speaking with Glenda?”  
 
   Zara sighed, meeting Felicity’s eyes. “I asked your mum to babysit for me on Friday night. Our regular girl let us down and Steve had booked us cinema tickets, so it was all a bit last minute. Glenda mentioned it before I left. She was so happy for you, Felicity. She’s totally smitten with Dan, says he’s the best thing that’s ever happened to you.” 
 
   Felicity sat upright in her chair, eyes blazing with anger. “Goodness Zara, you could have at least messaged or called me to let me know what she was up to. I can’t believe you knew about this.” She shook her head in disbelief. “And we both know that there’s no me and Dan. He’s my gardener; it’s as simple as that.”  
 
   Zara bit down on her lip. She was fully aware of the physical relationship that had been going on between Dan and Felicity and she hadn’t failed to notice how Felicity’s face lit up every time she recounted their moments together. She had hoped, along with Glenda, that Dan being stuck for somewhere to live would be the perfect ice-breaker to encourage him into Felicity’s life. Glenda’s plan had evidently fallen flat on its face. 
 
   “Look Fee, I’m not saying what she did was right or wrong, but what I do think is that you’ve indirectly helped out a good friend in his time of need. So stop getting stressed about it. And he’s gone now, hasn’t he. So what’s the problem?”  
 
   Felicity huffed slightly, rubbing a non-existent mark from her wine glass.  That was the problem, she wanted to say. The problem was that she’d chucked away the one good thing she had going on within her life. Even though he was a hopeless case for a long term prospect, he was someone she had felt a connection with for the first time in years.  Why, then, did he have to be a gardener? Why couldn’t he be a lawyer or doctor? At least then, she’d have been able to have given him a chance. 
 
   “I think you should call Dan.” Zara said suddenly, as if reading Felicity’s thoughts. “Tell him you were caught off guard finding him at yours and you hope he’s found somewhere. At least then you’ve not left things on awkward footing.”  
 
   Felicity pondered on Zara’s advice. It was true enough that Dan wasn’t reliable in making contact at the best of times and now that she’d evicted him quite harshly from her home, it was unlikely he’d feel comfortable getting in touch. But really, what was the point of encouraging something that had no future anyway? It was probably best this way. At least she was free again to meet someone more on her level. She would miss the sex, but a woman could get sex anywhere. It wasn’t the be all and end all. She could cope without Dan. 
 
   “No, I’m not going to do that. What’s done is done and like I said, there wasn’t anything between us other than sex. So it’s done me a favour really as that couldn’t go on forever. And he hasn’t been doing the garden properly anyway.”  
 
   Zara knew that wasn’t strictly true. Felicity was more than happy with Dan’s work. She shrugged her shoulders and picked at the carrot crudités that the waiter had set down in front of them. It wasn’t quite the hamburger she had hoped for, but it was food and the baby needed feeding. 
 
   “Steve and I were talking over names last night. We´ve got two options if it’s a boy and narrowed it down to three names if it’s a girl” she said changing the subject.  
 
   “Please don’t tell me you’re still hooked on the name Paris for a boy?” Felicity asked with distaste. 
 
   “No.” Zara replied shaking her head. “Steve said he doesn’t like the French and so he won’t be naming his baby after them. It’s between either Rory or Layton now.”  
 
   Felicity almost cringed at the naivety of the comment. Steve, a self-taught builder, had never been as far as the port of Dover, let alone France. How he could judge an entire nation of people without knowing or visiting them was beyond comprehension. She let the comment slip by her, not wanting to have to give opinions on the suggested names. She was sure that Zara would be offended if she heard her thoughts. 
 
    Zara picked up her bag and rummaged through its contents, picking out a crumpled magazine page and passing it to Felicity. 
 
   “Have a look at this, tell me what you think. Do you like the colours? We were thinking that it would be nice to do this nursery a bit differently. You know; jazz it up a bit” Zara said, watching as Felicity eyed the article in front of her. 
 
   “Zara, it’s awful. You cannot paint a baby’s room in jungle colours, and those stick on plastic animal things are tacky”, Felicity said turning up her nose.  Zara’s small semi-detached house was already awash with clashing bright colours and clutter. To think of painting a nursery in cheap, murky green and brown tones would be the icing on the cake.  An idea struck Felicity and she looked up with a smile. 
 
   “What?” Zara questioned hesitantly. “You’ve just rubbished my idea and now you’re smiling at me like a Cheshire cat?” 
 
   “Let me hire you an interior designer for the nursery, as my gift to the baby. It wouldn’t have to be their ideas; it would be your ideas but their creation. What do you think?” Felicity asked excitedly. 
 
   Zara smiled, carefully choosing her words as she responded. “Wow Fee, that’s such a lovely gesture. I couldn’t expect that of you though - it’s far too much. Plus the baby will be toddling before long and then it will no doubt be ruined with crayons and dirt.”  
 
   Zara tried to keep her voice light-hearted as she chuckled at her own comment. She didn’t want to hurt Felicity’s feelings, but the thought of watching her shell out fortunes for someone to decorate a nursery, when Zara could barely afford to buy the children their favourite sweets, wasn’t something she could justify. She knew that Fee was only trying to help, but frankly, half a dozen packs of nappies as a gift would have been more beneficial to her. 
 
   “So you don’t want it then, is what you’re trying to say?” Felicity asked, a trace of hurt in her tone. 
 
   “Please don’t be disappointed Fee - I just don’t want you wasting money on things that aren’t of value. How about you come and help me to paint the nursery instead? You can choose the colour with me?” Zara suggested, knowing full well that Felicity would prefer to jump off a cliff that lift a paintbrush. 
 
   Watching Fee´s despondent shrug, she sighed and reached out her arm to hug her friend’s waist. She didn’t like turning her down, especially when she knew her friend’s intentions were good hearted. But someone had to rein in Felicity’s destructive behaviour. It had been going on for far too long. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Three 
 
   Glenda carefully pressed the hot iron against the delicate silky fabric. She wondered how a task so simple could make her feel fraught with nerves. Yet it wasn’t any pile of ironing she was working her way through; it was Felicity’s. That meant a whole different approach. 
 
   The iron sputtered brown water onto the blue fabric, leaving a dirty trail. “Oh dearie me” Glenda huffed, trying cautiously to rub the mark from the blouse with her finger.  The stain refused to budge. Taking the blouse she threw it back into the washing basket in Fee’s store cupboard. It would have to be washed again. Besides, she’d done enough ironing for one day, she still had the windows to polish. 
 
   Busying herself with tidying away the ironing board, she stopped short suddenly, hearing the creaking of the cottage gate hinges. 
 
   “Whoever could that be?” Glenda asked aloud to herself, walking across to the hallway window to peer out. 
 
   Glenda watched with fascination as Felicity’s blonde hair glittered in the sunshine whilst she tottered in ridiculously high heels down the pathway towards the street door.  
 
   Why was her daughter home so early? Had something awful happened at work? She opened the door as Felicity unzipped her handbag in order to retrieve her keys. 
 
   “Hello, love, you’re home early” Glenda’s concern spilled out of her as she looked worriedly into Felicity’s face. “Everything ok?” 
 
   Felicity rolled her eyes. She’d completely forgotten that her mother was going to be doing her cleaning round. Much to her disappointment it seemed that Glenda was even more anxious than usual. 
 
   “Hi, Glenda” she said with a tight smile, pushing past her mother and walking into her home. She immediately noticed that Dan’s disarray had been eradicated and her immaculate standards were once again installed. Her mother had certainly been busy - every surface gleamed.  
 
   “Place looks nice, back to its former glory” she said approvingly. Glenda hovered behind her, waiting to take her coat to hang it up. 
 
   “Yes, well, I thought I had better make up for my mistake of giving Dan the keys” she said carefully, avoiding her daughters eyes. 
 
   Glenda had been more than upset at Felicity’s reaction to her decision to help out Dan. She didn’t understand why her daughter couldn’t be the least bit compassionate towards him. He was such a lovely person and clearly had feelings towards her. Fee hadn’t been brought up with bad manners. She’d always been one to help out others in times of need as a child. When had her giving and beautiful daughter become so cold and distant?  
 
   Felicity shrugged off her coat into her mother’s arms and set down her bag.  “Look Glenda, I’d prefer not to go over things again. Dan is a nice man, but he’s not for me and you should know that by now. Anyway, you’re probably wondering why I’m home so early; Maurice is out of the office and I met Zara for lunch, so I thought I might as well work from home for the rest of the day.” Felicity tried to keep her tone even but her mother’s anxiety and nervous disposition never failed to irritate her. 
 
   Glenda let out a breath of relief. At least Felicity’s work situation was ok. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if her daughter’s career was ever in jeopardy. Fee lived and breathed Maurice and the company. It wasn’t natural, in Glenda’s opinion, to be so wrapped up in a job. But Fee had accomplished so much through her hard work; she could even afford to have organic produce! Glenda would have to work three times over to afford such luxury. It just saddened her deeply that such a strong young woman wouldn’t entertain the idea of a long term relationship. Ever since James, Fee’s attitude towards men had changed.  Glenda had long given up hope of her only offspring giving her a grandchild. It just wasn’t to be. 
 
   “So how’s things with Zara?” she asked following Felicity through to the kitchen.  
 
   Felicity opened the fridge, taking out a half-full bottle of wine. “She’s gained so much weight with this baby. I’m surprised, I would have thought she’d lose weight with the extra stress of a fourth child on the way and Steve being his usual useless self.”   
 
   Glenda frowned; Fee was always so bitter towards Steve and she couldn’t understand why. He was a hardworking father figure and he adored Zara.  Both she and the kids were his life. He’d never had a bad word to say about Felicity and yet Fee couldn’t bring herself to ever be complimentary towards him. Glenda knew better than to jump to Steve’s defence. Felicity wasn’t one to back down and she didn’t want any more fallings out.  She was already taking four different types of pills for her anxiety. The last thing she needed was another panic attack; Felicity knew nothing of her worsening nervous state and she wanted to keep it that way. 
 
   “Well, I saw her at the weekend and looks to me like she’s carrying more at the front; they do say that means a girl. Although I have a feeling she would like a boy this time” Glenda said tactfully, avoiding Felicity’s comment. 
 
   “Hmm, well I guess whatever she has is unlikely to be the last one.  Personally I think it should be - they can hardly afford to feed and clothe the three kids they already have, let alone another one. Zara is a silly woman to think more kids is the answer to her woes. It’s ridiculous.” Felicity seated herself at the dining table and looked up, catching her mother’s shocked expression. 
 
   “Love, you shouldn’t talk like that” Glenda chastised softly. “Those children are her world. She has been blessed with a lovely little family and her woes are no more than the next person’s. You shouldn’t judge when you haven’t got children yourself.”  
 
   Felicity didn’t expect the lump to form in her throat as quickly as it did, nor did she expect her heart to skip a beat so suddenly. James, it was all his fault. His fault for ruining her life.  She took a large gulp of her wine, hoping to push away the uncomfortable ball of energy that had wedged itself in her windpipe. She couldn’t let her mother see her cry. She was strong, not a weak emotional wreck.  No one ever saw her shed tears, except for Dan. But that had been one time only. She wouldn’t be repeating it again. Especially now, since he wouldn’t be in her life anymore.  The lump seemed to double in size as the realisation sank in. She squeezed her eyes closed, hoping to stop the onset of the tears forming behind her eyelids. 
 
   “Are you okay, love?” Glenda asked concerned, watching as Felicity sank her head into her hands and covered her eyes.  
 
   “I’m fine, just got a sharp migraine all of a sudden. I think I’ll go and have a lie down. I’ve got so much work to do later and you need space to get on and finish what you’ve got to do here” Felicity lied, rapidly getting up from the table and pushing past her mother. 
 
   “Right, I see...” Glenda began, eyeing her daughter curiously as she dashed from the room and into the hallway.   
 
   What on earth had just happened? It wasn’t often that she heard Felicity complain of illness or headache, not to mention the look of sorrow that had passed briefly across her daughter’s face. But what could she do? Fee had continuously pushed her away in recent years and she didn’t know how to begin to rebuild a strong relationship once again. It was best to leave Fee to it. Give her the space she needed and hope that she’d soon see sense. 
 
    
 
   Felicity didn’t know how long she’d been lying staring at the ceiling but she heard her mother gently call out goodbye and then close the cottage door behind her.  Her head felt heavy with confusion as she slipped on her house shoes and pattered into the hallway, welcoming the silence and aloneness that greeted her.  So much for a productive afternoon working from home. She’d spent a listless hour feeling sorry for herself and trying to push away old memories, gently sobbing into a cushion so that her mother wouldn’t hear.   
 
   She had been so happy in recent years, working her way up to being Maurice’s sole second-in-command. It had been so rewarding buying the cottage and renovating it gradually from something old and decrepit into a home worthy of being featured in a magazine. Yet that project had long since finished. Aside from a constant stream of long work days, schmoozing clients and the odd date, her life was pretty empty.  The friendship circle that had once played such a big part of her life, had gradually whittled away and now Zara was the only person she had regular contact with. When had she become so isolated? Dan had filled any extra time she had with stolen moments of pleasure. Yet now he was gone, she would be forced once again to make more effort with meeting new potentials.  
 
   Sometimes she wondered if she was a paradox of herself; the successful and ambitious men that Maurice regularly introduced her to through work, were at first both appealing and exciting. Yet on nearly all occasions, getting to know them better proved them to be spineless and selfish. They seemed to only be concerned about their own careers and finances, their egos their main driving force. What room did that leave for a relationship? She wasn’t someone who would happily support them in their ventures without having that same need herself. But deep down, she knew these men found her a threat. She was too independent and intelligent. What man wanted a woman he couldn’t control or impress? The alternative though, was to be with someone like Dan. But how could she find it within herself to respect someone who earned half the amount of her monthly wages and was happy with doing something so lowly? He didn’t even own his own property! Not to mention had any intention of expanding his business... 
 
   Why then, did she feel she had lost the only good thing within her life? 
 
   Felicity knew she needed to make changes, but where to begin was an issue. How did one go about changing their life for the better? More importantly, what did she even want for her future? 
 
    
 
   Sylvia was blow drying her hair, half dressed in jeans and nothing else when her phone started to vibrate against the dresser.  She didn’t immediately recognise the number flashing across the screen but then, as a mobile hairdresser and professional make-up artist, she didn’t know most of the people who called her.  She set down the hairdryer, answering the phone. 
 
   “Hello. Sylvia speaking”
 
   “Sylvia, hi how are you?” came the vaguely strained response.  Sylvia hesitated, biting down on her lip. The voice sounded so familiar and yet she couldn’t quite place whom it belonged to. 
 
   “Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but who is this?” she asked apologetically, glancing into the mirror at her appearance. She was already late for meeting the girls and she still needed to touch up her make-up. The last thing she could do with was a client keeping her chatting. 
 
   “It’s me, Felicity.”
 
   Sylvia’s focus immediately shifted to the voice at the other end of the phone.  “Fee? Is that really you? I just can’t believe it. Do you know how long it’s been?!” Sylvia walked across to her wardrobe, in shock.  
 
   The last time she’d spoken with Felicity had been nearly five years previously and it had resulted in a complete breakdown of their friendship. She’d missed Fee so much in the year that followed, but despite her frequent attempts at reaching out and trying to make peace, Felicity had resisted and retreated even further into her own world. The last she had heard of Fee, she had bought a new house and was working all hours under the sun. 
 
   She could almost hear Felicity smile at the other end of the receiver. “Yes, I know it’s been years, partly my fault at being so wrapped up in work. I just thought I’d call and see how you are, what you’ve been up to?” Sylvia knew better than to expect an apology from Fee, but she hadn’t expected her old friend to sound so flat. 
 
   “Well, I’m so happy you’ve made contact, Fee - I’ve missed you. But listen, I’m just getting ready to go out and meet the girls. You know, the old gang... why don’t you come along, we can have a proper catch-up?” Sylvia asked, waiting patiently as silence greeted her in response. 
 
   “Come on Fee, I know they’d love to see you.” 
 
   Felicity stiffened at Sylvia’s invitation. It had been a total shock even to herself, to do something so drastic as to contact a totally unsuitable old friend. Yet she’d hoped maybe by reaching out to Sylvia that it would give her a new balance on her social life once again. Surely rekindling friendship with the one person who was known as a party animal would be beneficial in some respect to the changes she needed to make? 
 
   She sighed suddenly, regretting her decision to contact Sylvia. Now she had put herself into a situation with potentially having to see a gang of people she had nothing in common with. What did a group of women who did little but gossip and drink copious amounts of alcohol really have to offer her? 
 
   “Ok, where are you going to be – I’ll meet you there.” She had no choice but to agree to the invite; as much as she didn’t want to spend her evening listening to dull and mind-numbing drivel, she also didn’t want Sylvia giving the others the impression that she couldn’t face them. From what Felicity had heard through the grapevine, most of them were now married and had children, not to mention had gained weight and given up their career paths. 
 
   “Fabulous, I can’t wait to see you. Bet you haven’t changed a bit! We’ll be at The Kings Head within the next hour or so. See you there, ok?” 
 
   “Perfect - see you later on.” Felicity hung up the phone with a feeling of apprehension. Sylvia had always been a good friend, if a little wild at times.  She wasn’t one to judge anyone, yet Felicity had a burning desire to prove not only to Sylvia, but also the rest of the group, just how far she’d come in the years since she had lost contact with them.   
 
   Walking into her bedroom, she looked through her wardrobe, picking out the pieces most suited for a pub get-together and making sure they were also the most expensive and eye-catching ones.  As she pulled on her tight jeans and teamed them with a loose black tee-shirt and electric pink heels, she tried to remember the last time she’d dressed so causally. It had been months since she’d spent an evening with ‘friends’. She began to feel a little anxious; aside from her work, what did she have to talk about? 
 
   Picking up her small purple leather messenger bag and stuffing inside it her purse, she switched off the lights and set the alarm, heading towards her car, stomach full of butterflies. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Four 
 
   Dan took another bite of his ham sandwich and perched on the edge of the sofa. As much as Andy had been good enough to let him stay, he knew it couldn’t go on much longer. The offer was wearing thin and he felt he was beginning to get under Andy’s feet.  
 
    Anyhow, Stacey had been constantly calling. It wasn’t that he missed her. In fact, he felt relieved to be free of her nagging and childish ways, but she did want him back. Weighing up his options, he decided it was best to be where his bread was buttered. It wasn’t as if Fee was going to be thawing of her ice maiden ways anytime soon. He would have to put up with Stacey for a while longer. 
 
   His phone rang just as he finished the last of his food. Putting down his plate, he wiped his mouth and answered. 
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi baby, it’s me. I miss you. Have you made up your mind yet?” Stacey’s whining tone seemed more pronounced than usual. Dan rubbed his face; he was powerless to make her wait. He needed to go home, there was no point dragging things out. 
 
   “Listen Stacey, I’ve been thinking and you’re right. Let’s give things another go and see what happens.”
 
   “Really! Oh Dan that’s made me so happy - we are meant for one another. Everybody says so and I’ve been in pieces the last week without you.” 
 
   Dan grimaced. Would she never learn? It had been flattering when they’d first met to have all the attention and fuss she lavished on him. Yet after two years it had become too much. She was obsessed with him.  He felt suffocated with her constant needing to know what he was up to. His business had suffered as a result. He hadn’t managed to grow his client base as much as he could have. Stacey wasn’t one for big dreams or ambitions. She didn’t understand his desire to be the most reputable landscape business in the entire South East and without her support, he had found it difficult to take on the extra hours and manpower. 
 
   Leaving Stacey had been an easy decision. Yet naïvely thinking that Fee would be interested in him in more than just a professional and physical capacity, had been a big mistake.  He’d have to bide his time.  
 
   “What about us going for a drink later to celebrate?” he suggested casually. The thought of having to go back to the small terraced house he shared with Stacey wasn’t an appealing one. A few beers would be in order to take the edge off his decision, and her whining voice. 
 
   “Yes, what a great idea. Maybe we can get a takeaway on the way home too - saves me cooking for us later” Stacey replied excitedly.  
 
   Dan softened a little. It wasn’t Stacey’s fault that he’d fallen out of love with her over the past year. She was a ditsy girl, always trying to please the people around her. Just sometimes a little too much so. She was also amusing - she couldn’t boil an egg let alone cook a meal. What she was referring to was a ready meal heated in the microwave. A takeaway was far more appealing. 
 
   “Alright, let’s do that then. I’ll load my stuff up in the car and come and collect you in half hour or so. We can go straight for a drink.”  
 
   “Ok baby. See you soon.” Stacey rang off hurriedly and Dan could imagine how she’d be spending the next thirty minutes priming herself for his arrival. Sadly, it would be a wasted effort. 
 
    
 
   The Kings Head wasn’t a pub Felicity had visited often. She couldn’t begin to imagine what Maurice would say if he saw her going into such a venue. She vaguely recalled a visit there a few years previously; stained carpeted floors, dark wood beams and a smell of stale beer. It was as far removed as possible from the trendy wine bars she would usually find herself in. 
 
   Pushing open the heavy, half glass panelled entrance door, she looked around in surprise. The dirty, dull interior she recalled had been replaced with a modern, airy feel. Cosy looking sofas played host to chilled-out couples and the majority of the high bar stool tables were already occupied. It had a lively, upbeat feel and she felt a glimmer of hope that the evening might not be the disaster she was intuiting. 
 
   Scanning the various tables, she walked towards the bar area, trying to catch sight of Sylvia. A big bosomed brunette grabbed her arm as she brushed past. 
 
   “Fee! I almost didn’t recognise you” she said loudly, her double chin wobbling slightly as she giggled. “We’re over there in the far corner” she said, pointing to an obscure area behind a glass divider. “I’m just on my way to the loo, see you in a moment. You look great by the way!”
 
   The excitable brunette giggled once more before continuing on past Felicity, who stood bewildered. Surely that hadn’t been Dozy Donna? She looked so different. She was still heavyset and big busted, but never had Felicity once seen her smiling or full of energy. Things had certainly changed. 
 
   Felicity strolled confidently towards the area which Donna had pointed at. She was barely visible to those seated before Sylvia jumped up, throwing her arms around her tightly.  
 
   “Eeeek! It’s been far too long, Fee. So pleased you made it!” she said, hunching her shoulders and smiling widely. Loosening herself from Sylvia’s over-enthusiastic and slightly drunken hug, Felicity was taken aback by her friend’s honed appearance. She didn’t look as thrown together as she had in the past. She looked stylish and elegant.  Unperturbed by Felicity’s lingering gaze, Sylvia leant across to pick up her purse and turned to the group. 
 
   “Same again girls? And Fee, are you still on the Jack Daniels?”  
 
   Felicity lifted her gaze from Sylvia’s purse, which happened to be identical to the one she had herself and had cost a small fortune.  How in the world could Sylvia afford such a thing? 
 
   “Actually, I’d love a glass of Rosè wine please” she replied distractedly.  
 
   “Okay, back in a tick.” Felicity watched as Sylvia tossed her shoulder length hair to one side and made her way in the direction of the bar.  
 
   Aware she was being stared at in anticipation by the remaining three women, she smiled broadly and pulled up a chair. 
 
   “Hi, ladies, it’s been a while!” she said self-consciously, doing her best to look casual as Sally, Diana and Jo eyed her up and down.  
 
   She’d never been keen on the three women and any interaction had only been through their mutual friend Sylvia; but surprisingly, all three made the effort to say their hellos and welcome her into their conversation.  Dozy Donna was back within minutes and Felicity watched in fascination as the bubbly brunette dominated the chatter with her infectious energy.  
 
   Sylvia looked on from her place at the bar as her friends chatted in the far corner amongst themselves. She was surprised that Felicity had changed so much in appearance. Gone was the youthful , fresh-faced blonde she had known and in her place was a beautiful, but cold and aloof looking woman. Judging by Fee’s clothing and accessories, especially the elegant watch and small diamond earrings, the rumours of her new found wealth were correct.  She just hoped that the rumours of the stuck-up and bitter nature, didn’t also hold truth. Picking up the wine bucket and glasses, she made her way back to the table. 
 
   “Don’t you agree with that, Fee?” Donna asked as Felicity shifted uncomfortably in her seat.  
 
   “Agree with what?” Sylvia asked, breaking into the conversation as she set down the bucket and picked up the chilled bottle. 
 
   “Donna was asking if I agree with men being house-husbands.” Felicity replied, grateful that Sylvia’s return diverted the conversation. She reached across for one of the clean wine glasses and held it out in Sylvia’s direction. “Mmm, I’m looking forward to this glass of wine.”
 
   “So do you agree?” Donna pressed on, looking at Felicity once again. 
 
   Felicity rolled her eyes in annoyance. She’d been on best behaviour sitting through ten minutes of listening to incessant baby chat, from Sally’s son’s nappy rash to Diana’s daughter’s cat allergy. She most certainly did not want to get started on the subject of house-husbands.  She knew her strong thoughts on the matter would undoubtedly cause tension. 
 
   Sylvia saved her, pointing towards Felicity’s nails. 
 
   “I can’t stop looking at your nails, are they real?” she asked, winking at Felicity. 
 
   Grinning gratefully, Felicity flexed out her hand in front of her, admiring the acrylic work. “No, of course they aren’t real. I get them done in a place in the City. They’re expensive but it’s worth it.” 
 
   Sally leant forward abruptly, reaching for Felicity’s hand. “Must be nice having the time, not to mention money, to lavish on nails. Unfortunately for us mothers with small babies, acrylic nails aren’t an option. We have more important priorities.”   
 
   Felicity took a sip of her wine and bit down on her tongue, allowing the comment to pass.  She’d expected that it wouldn’t be an easy evening to put up with the group, but she didn’t want to argue and at least Sylvia had proved rather interesting with her new glossy appearance. 
 
   Ignoring Sally, Felicity turned towards Sylvia. 
 
   “I love your purse by the way. I saw it before when you went to fetch the drinks. I have the very same one in tan leather.” 
 
   Sylvia looked at Fee in surprise. The purse had been her first extravagant treat to herself since she’d landed the make-up contract with a well known television production.  She wondered if Fee was aware that she was also now an established figure within the make-up industry, and a high earner. 
 
   “What a coincidence! Obviously we both have good taste. Although it was rather more expensive than I would usually spend on a purse.” 
 
   Felicity nodded in agreement. She knew full well that the purse had cost far more than average. So how had Sylvia managed to justify such a spend on her low wages? 
 
   “Are you still doing the mobile hairdressing and make-up?” Felicity asked tactfully. 
 
   “Yes, still doing the same as before. Things have moved on a little though and I’ve been rather fortunate in landing a few contracts that have benefitted me.” Sylvia answered, deliberately vague. Unlike Felicity, her success hadn’t changed her personality and she didn’t feel the need to brag.  The extra finance and opportunity had been a blessing, but she still had the same friends and support group as before.   
 
   “You’re so modest Sylvia” Donna chuckled, nudging Felicity’s arm. “Haven’t you heard, Fee? She’s working now on prime time television doing the make-up for the celebs. Earns bundles of money and to top it all, she’s also seeing the presenter of Good Morning Telly.” 
 
   Felicity felt her stomach drop into her feet as her heart skipped a beat.  Sylvia was seeing that good looking presenter of GMT? He was one of the most recognised faces within the industry. And she was working in television! She hoped her face didn’t betray her as she tried to act both delighted and shocked for her friend. Inside, she felt rattled.  Sylvia had never been one to take her work seriously, or the type of woman to appreciate a man that had a successful career. She’d always just floated along in life, happy to party away whatever spare time she had. Why then, did Sylvia appear to be living a version of the life that Felicity strived and had worked so hard for? 
 
   Overcome with envy, Felicity found it hard to focus on the conversations taking place around her and despite the occasional forced giggle or nod of her head, kept relatively quiet. Listening to Sylvia speak candidly about her life, she hadn’t expected to feel so awkward. It seemed that Sylvia had managed to incorporate her new found success easily into her old life. She was still a fun, easy-going person who could entertain a crowd. Draining the remainder of her second glass of wine Felicity excused herself, heading to the toilet.  
 
    
 
   Dan watched in silence as Stacey picked absentmindedly at the beer mat in front of her.  He picked up his pint of beer taking a long, slow gulp. Why was Stacey still sulking? He hadn’t meant to snap at her, but from the moment he’d picked her up, the endless stream of questions on whether he’d missed her had driven him crazy. Couldn’t she just be thankful that he’d agreed to give things another try? Why did she need constant reassurance? It was draining. And now she was managing to ruin his much looked forward to beer, with her silence and brooding. 
 
   “I might have a game on the fruit machine” Dan said, breaking the silence and drumming his fingers against the table.  
 
   “Whatever.” Stacey answered, staring into the distance and folding her arms across her chest. 
 
   Dan sighed; he really didn’t need this. They were supposed to be celebrating getting back together, not once again at war with one another. He would have to do something to repair the tension.  It was bad enough having to move back home without her in a strop with him too. 
 
   “Stacey, look at me. I’m sorry, ok?  I missed you so much this past week. I really wanted tonight to be special for both of us.” He reached out and gently prised her hand away from her chest, taking it in his own.  
 
   “Let’s have another drink and we’ll go and get that curry and have an early night together, yeah?” He let his fingers tickle the underside of the palm of her hand. Stacey looked up suddenly, smiling at him. 
 
   “Yes, ok then. I want it to be special too.” She leant forwards and kissed him gently on the lips. 
 
   Bingo. Mission accomplished, Stacey was back on his side. It wasn’t her fault she was such an easy touch to win over. It had saved them both from arguments many times in the past. But he couldn’t help thinking about Fee. A strong woman like her would never be so easily talked around by a man. She would have made him work for it.  
 
   “You grab the drinks while I pop to the ladies.” Stacey ordered, getting up from her seat.  
 
   Dan knew better than to protest. Another beer was just what he needed to get through the evening. Leaving his coat on the back of his chair, he got up alongside Stacey and headed to the bar. 
 
    
 
   Felicity flushed the toilet, struggling to fasten her jeans.  She hadn’t expected the light-headedness and dizziness to engulf her so quickly.  She could barely stand without the cubicle spinning in slow motion around her. It was the cheap wine that had done it. She had tasted its tartness on the first sip. She shouldn’t have allowed herself to sink to such low standards as to be in such a tacky bar drinking low-grade wine. What would Maurice think?  
 
   Sylvia could stick her friendship and lifestyle; Felicity had what she needed already. It had been a mistake getting in contact again.  
 
   Opening the toilet cubicle door, she tried gallantly to walk in a straight line towards the sink, ignoring the subtle glances of the woman applying lipstick in the mirror beside her. 
 
   Turning on the water tap, she looked around quizzically for the soap dispenser. It wasn’t in the least bit surprising to her that there wasn’t such a thing; the people who usually drank in such places probably hadn’t even heard of soap. 
 
   “That one’s got hand wash, if that’s what you’re looking for.”
 
   Felicity turned to look at the woman beside her, who was pointing to the unoccupied sink in the corner. She looked so radiant and happy, her rosy cheeks and sparkling eyes giving off warm vibes. She looked in love.  
 
   “Thanks” Felicity mumbled, wringing her wet hands and making her way towards the far corner, not noticing the puddle of water in her path… 
 
   The crunching sound appeared to come far in advance of the intense shooting pain in her head. The room had seemed to tumble around her for a fleeting moment, until she found herself staring open-eyed at the white toilet ceiling, her ankle throbbing and her ears ringing with a pulsating tone. She had slipped awkwardly onto her back. The coldness of the floor seeped gradually into her skin and bones and she heard the woman she had admired only moments before, screaming out for help. She tried to move, but her body failed to respond, paralysing her to the spot.  
 
   Felicity’s last vision before the blackness engulfed her was Dan. She watched like an outsider to her own body, as he gently tried to lift her from the cold floor, his eyes full of shame. The shocked woman who had looked so much in love had thrown herself into his arms before ordering him to administer help.  
 
   As Felicity struggled to stay focused on the sights and sounds around her as more people urgently entered the toilet to assess the commotion, she heard the woman whisper to Dan “I love you baby. You were great just then.” 
 
   Dan’s unmistakable reply echoed in her head as she finally gave in to the darkness. “Not now Stacey. It’s not the time or the place.”
 
   

 
   

Chapter Five 
 
   Glenda carefully rearranged the flowers in the small vase beside Felicity’s hospital bed. Her daughter looked so peaceful sleeping. Despite the bandage around her head and slight bruising to her arms, her skin looked healthy and there had been no permanent damage. 
 
   She hadn’t believed it when she’d received the phone call from Dan the previous night. Her heart had sunk when she’d heard that Fee had been involved in an accident. Automatically assuming he meant a road traffic accident, she’d raced to the hospital fearing the worst.  Upon arriving, she couldn’t discern whether she was more shocked by the news that Fee was unconscious or upon hearing that her daughter had been out drinking socially with old friends. Felicity, in The Kings Head pub? With Sylvia? It had taken a moment for the information to register with her.  Since when had Fee began drinking in the town’s local pub and since when had she reacquainted herself with Sylvia? 
 
   Dan was more of a problem. Glenda hadn’t realised that the brunette woman by his side, who had aided Felicity in the womens’ loo, was also his girlfriend. She had thought that his cool, aloof behaviour towards the woman in front of doctors, had been odd.  It was only when the woman had grabbed his hand, that she’d made the connection.  It wasn’t in her nature to cause a commotion but she’d been furious with Dan, frantically giving him daggers whilst his girlfriend wasn’t looking.  
 
   The body language between the pair of them, and some gentle probing from Glenda, had revealed to her that they’d been an item for nearly two years. At least Dan had had the good grace to look ashamed as Stacey whittled on about their relationship together. Glenda smiled through gritted teeth, realising Stacey was none the wiser of Dan’s real connection to Fee, other than her being his client. 
 
   Felicity fluttered her eyes suddenly, catching Glenda’s attention and putting an end to her thoughts of Dan and Stacey. 
 
   Moving closer to the bed, she gently took her daughter’s hand and pushed a stray hair from her face. “Hello, love - are you awake?”
 
   Felicity tried to focus her eyes as the brightness of the room danced around her. Where on earth was she?  
 
   Slowly her mother’s worried face came into view, along with a blue floral partition curtain and metal bed frame.  A familiar smell filled her nostrils; institutional food. 
 
   “Mum, what’s going on?” Felicity asked, panicked. “Why am I in hospital?” 
 
   Glenda hoped her sharp intake of breath didn’t shock her daughter further, but she hadn’t heard Felicity call her ´mum´ for a long time.  
 
   She patted Felicity’s arm reassuringly. “Don’t worry yourself love, you had a bit of an accident that’s all. You slipped over in the pub the other night and banged your head. Doctors said there’s no permanent damage so you´ll be ok.” 
 
   Felicity felt herself sink further into the hard mattress beneath as her mind recalled events. A sickening realisation dawned upon her as she pictured Dan’s face and the last words she had heard spoken from the attractive woman beside him. Dan had a partner. 
 
   “Dan’s got a girlfriend. I saw them together” Felicity blurted out, trying to sit up straight. Her head felt heavy and the sickness doubled in intensity with her efforts. 
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick. Can you get me a bowl?” 
 
   Glenda quickly passed Felicity the cardboard sick bowl she had been provided with, just in time as her daughter heaved heavily into it. Glenda watched, torn, knowing that the tears prickling in Fee’s eyes were far more than just tears of illness; they were for Dan and his deceit. Glenda rubbed Felicity’s back as a nurse disposed of the sick bowl.  
 
   Felicity leaned back against her pillow and looked at her mother.  “You don’t look surprised at what I said about Dan. I thought you would be, considering you were the one who thought he was so perfect for me.”
 
   Glenda shifted uncomfortably; she knew Fee always thought she’d made wrong choices as a mother. Now her daughter was once again going to prove her correct. Dan wasn’t the right person for Fee. She deserved so much better than someone dishonest and two timing. 
 
   “Well to be frank, love, I also saw the pair of them together, here at the hospital when they brought you in. Dan was the one who called me. You should have seen him with her - trying his best to brush her off, he was.” 
 
   Felicity bit down on her bottom lip. Dan may not have been Mr Ideal, but he was her shining light in her bleak life. He’d seemed to understand her even though they never really had in-depth conversations.  It made her feel ill to think that he’d been going from her bed to his girlfriends. All those times they laughed and joked, she couldn’t help thinking of him sharing the same moments with his girlfriend. What a fool she’d been taken for. What hurt the most was that she’d actually allowed him to worm his way partially into her heart. Why else would she be feeling so sick and worthless otherwise? 
 
   Glenda watched helplessly as her daughter’s face crumbled in a rare display of emotion. Tears spilled freely from Felicity’s eyes as her shoulders racked with sobs. 
 
   “Why me, Mum? Was what I went through with James not enough? Why can’t I just find someone to be happy with?”
 
   Glenda instantly reached forward and hugged her daughter tightly. It was like being with the Fee she had always known, until the cold and distant Fee had taken her place. Her daughter was back. As much as it pained her to see Fee in distress, it was also heart-warming to know she was capable of emotion. It had been too long since she’d seen Felicity show any real feeling about life. 
 
   “Love, you are a beautiful, independent woman and any man that doesn’t appreciate your true self isn’t worth the ground you walk on. You’ll find your special someone soon. Forget Dan. He’s not worth your tears. Now ship-shape yourself because Maurice has been trying to get hold of you for the past thirty-six hours. It’s about time you called him to let him know what’s going on.”
 
   At the mention of Maurice’s name, Felicity wiped her eyes and blew her nose.  
 
   “Did you not speak to him and let him know I was in hospital?” she asked her mother, panicked. Surely Glenda knew how important it would be that Maurice knew she was out of action and not purposely avoiding work or his calls. 
 
   Glenda felt her face redden as her daughter stared at her wide-eyed. She suddenly felt ashamed that she hadn’t taken the initiative to answer Maurice’s calls and explain Fee’s whereabouts. But she was scared of how her daughter would react. Not once in the years that Felicity had worked for Maurice, had she introduced Glenda. She had been under the impression that Fee had purposely kept her family and work life separate for fear of Maurice judging her ‘lowly’ and humble beginnings. In essence, she knew that Fee was embarrassed of her.  She didn’t want to inconvenience her daughter further by speaking to Maurice and ruining things for her. 
 
   “Well, love, I didn’t really think it was my place to get involved in your work. I know you’re very particular about Maurice, so I thought it best that you be the one to talk to him when you felt better.”
 
   Felicity stared incredulously at her mother. Maurice would no doubt be in an absolute fury with her for not knowing her whereabouts. It was especially bad timing given that his trip to Asia would be in less than twenty four hours and she as his right-hand person wasn’t there to assist in his absence. It was one more drama to add to her long list. Was there nobody she could rely on to do things properly for her? 
 
    “Look, forget it, it’s fine. I’ll call him now and sort things so he knows the situation. Let’s just hope I’m not already fired.”
 
   “Fired?” Glenda repeated in a shocked tone. “I should bloody hope not given all the hours you’ve committed yourself working for that man. He should think himself lucky to have a person like you” she said heatedly. 
 
   Felicity looked at her mother in surprise. Glenda didn’t often voice opinions when it came to her working life.  She usually dare not give any thoughts on work matters in case Fee challenged her. For the first time in a long time, Felicity felt a surge of love and connection towards her mother. She was right, she had given far too much of herself to Maurice over the past six years to be fired for something that wasn’t even within her control. On reflection, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken a day’s sick leave or even holiday time. What on earth had she been doing with herself for the past six years aside from work? 
 
   The reality hit her hard as she looked into her mother’s soft and gentle face. She had been running away from herself and her life. Running away from the pain that James had caused her and desperately trying to escape from the heartbreak and trauma. But mostly from the guilt. 
 
   “You’re right, Mum, Maurice can’t fire me. I have given too much to that company and him to be pushed aside.” Felicity reached across to her handbag resting on the bedside shelf. “I’ll call him now and let’s see what he says.”
 
   Glenda waited patiently by the window looking onto the bleak hospital courtyard, devoid of any vegetation except paving slabs. She couldn’t hear Felicity clearly but her daughter’s face spoke volumes. She looked angry and frustrated as she snapped her mobile phone closed. Clearly, her conversation with Maurice hadn’t been plain sailing. 
 
   Walking back towards Fee’s partitioned bed, she wondered why she felt such a relief at her daughter’s reaction. Perhaps it was the beginning of Felicity finally understanding that her work wasn’t everything. And that money and success certainly aren’t the keys to happiness. 
 
   “Well, I’m totally astounded at Maurice” Felicity began heatedly. “Can you believe that he had the audacity to suggest that I go to the office this afternoon to make up for my absence yesterday!”
 
   Glenda raised her eyebrows, knowing Fee’s comment didn’t need a retort.  
 
   “He didn’t even ask how I was! All he was concerned about was making sure I would be around later today to deal with the Lavern Trust.” Felicity shook her head in disbelief. Maurice often infuriated her on a daily basis in a work relationship sense, but she’d expected him to be ever so slightly more understanding given the circumstances.  He wasn’t the warmest of people; in fact he was rather narcissistic in some senses, but surely as his right hand person, he felt the smallest ounce of concern for her? On the contrary, it appeared not to be the case. 
 
   “The nurse told me the doctor will be around soon, to give you a final once-over. Perhaps you´ll be discharged later this morning, then at least you can work from home if you need to.” Glenda suggested ruefully. 
 
   Felicity looked hard at her mother, knowing that she’d only said what she thought would make her daughter happy.  
 
   “Actually Mum, even if I do get discharged, I’m not spending today working. I have other things I want to get sorted. Maurice will just have to do without me.” 
 
   Felicity chose to ignore the shocked expression that flashed across her mother’s face.  She knew she was acting out of character, but it was necessary. Her head felt fuzzy and confused and yet her mind only wanted to focus on Dan. Not Maurice or work. Not even the fact she’d spent so long running away from her past. Nor that her fruitless attempt at being more social had ended in drama and disaster. Dan was her priority. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter Six 
 
   Sylvia looked discreetly at her watch as she daubed a thin layer of foundation against her clients cheek. It had been over twenty-four hours since she had heard any news on Fee and she was beginning to feel guilty. She shouldn’t have listened to Dan’s insistence that Fee had received nothing more than a small bang on the head. Her friend could potentially still be unconscious. Anxiety niggled at the base of her stomach as she reached to pick up a blending brush. 
 
   She had sensed immediately from the moment she’d entered the Ladies toilets the previous night to check the commotion, that Dan and Fee had more connection that just client relationship. You only had to look at Dan’s awkward body language as he held Fee’s hand and his nervous demeanour, to pick up something so obvious. Yet the slightly dumb girlfriend by his side had failed to suspect anything. Had the situation not been serious, she would have found the scenario highly amusing.  
 
   The ambulance journey had seen the three of them huddled alongside Felicity, with Dan making an emergency call to Glenda. It was only once they got to the hospital and Fee was whizzed off to be checked over that Dan had insisted Sylvia go home. Knowing Glenda was on her way and Dan was evidently more to Fee than her gardener, she had felt it wasn’t so much her place to stay and interfere. After all, Dan had taken her mobile details and assured her he’d keep her updated.  
 
   He still hadn’t responded to her text. 
 
   Reaching towards her large make-up up box for a suitable eyebrow pencil, Sylvia thought of Phillip. He hadn’t been in contact for over three days. Despite working in the same building she’d managed to avoid bumping into him. Her last conversation with him about him needing to show a little more commitment to the relationship, had seemed to fall on deaf ears.  She was beginning to realise why the successful presenter had failed to have a serious relationship before her. He was too wrapped up within himself and his career. 
 
   Strangely, his lack of communication hadn’t upset or needled her. She’d suspected he’d act in this manner, retreating and sulking like a child, until she made the effort to make amends. Except this time she no longer had the enthusiasm or energy. Her six month relationship with him had clearly run its course. She didn’t care that her friends and relatives would deem her mad for giving up on the man the entire nation had seemed to fall in love with... She wanted someone to love her unconditionally. Not someone who expected her to be grateful for being in his life, however big the role she played. 
 
   Concentrating carefully, she dipped her blusher brush into a pot of loose rose pink powder. Her client didn’t have the healthiest of complexions – it was imperative she recreated a dewy, sun blushed look for the acting role the young woman would soon be undertaking.  
 
   Her phone beeped, catching her off guard and causing her to dab slightly too hard. 
 
   “Sorry, would you excuse me a moment.” Sylvia set down her working tools and walked to the shelf where her mobile was. Reading the text, she felt a wave of relief.  Dan had called the hospital and been informed Felicity was conscious with no lasting damage. She’d be discharged later in the day. Hastily typing a rushed response, she replaced her mobile and turned her attention back towards her client.  
 
    
 
   Felicity leaned heavily against the doorframe of her cottage as her mother scrambled for the door key. She wanted nothing more than to lie on her sofa and allow herself to relax into her thoughts. Alone. Except Glenda wouldn’t hear of it. 
 
   “This poxy key keeps getting jammed” Glenda said exasperated, wriggling the key in the shiny gold lock frustratedly. 
 
   “Let me have a go.”  
 
   Fanning her mother’s hand aside, Fee took the key and expertly turned it with one swift movement, opening the door. 
 
   “Well you must have the magic touch” Glenda joked, waiting for her daughter to step inside before her. 
 
   Felicity winced. Dan had said the very same thing after a particularly heated rendezvous not a month previous. 
 
   “Have you heard from Sylvia at all, love?” Glenda asked, bending down to pick up the small pile of post that had accumulated itself inside the doorway. 
 
   Felicity pushed past her and headed towards the living room. She really wasn’t in the mood to talk about anything. Her head felt heavy again and her heart even more so. 
 
   “No, I haven’t.”
 
   “Well don’t be too judgemental of her, dear; Dan did briefly mention to me that she’d accompanied you to the hospital that night. But apparently he had told her to go home and said he’d keep her updated on your progress.” 
 
   Felicity’s ears pricked up. She settled herself hastily into the sofa. 
 
   “Good for him.” 
 
   Glenda glanced curiously at her daughter. Fee had been acting rather peculiar since she’d been discharged from the hospital. The car journey home would have been silent but for Glenda’s insistence on small talk. It unnerved her seeing her daughter so withdrawn and unmotivated.  
 
   Zara would know what to do. If anyone could get to the root of Felicity, it was Zara.  Thank goodness she’d had the foresight to tell Zara they’d be arriving home at lunchtime. Despite one of the children being off school with a tummy bug, Zara had insisted she’d drop by to check on Fee. Busying herself with making some sandwiches, Glenda pushed her frets to one side.  
 
   Felicity closed her eyes in the other room, giving up a silent plea of mercy that her mother would shove off home once she’d finished fussing in the kitchen. Hearing a familiar rumble from a car engine outside her window made her heart sink a notch further. Zara, in her clapped out Ford Mondeo. 
 
   The doorbell rang just as Felicity swung her legs off the sofa and tried to make herself more upbeat and presentable. No doubt her mother had brought Zara up to date on the latest ongoing with Dan and quite frankly, she didn’t feel her emotional state could deal with the pitying looks from her best friend quite so soon. 
 
   “Hello, Zara love, so nice to see you” Glenda gushed as Zara waddled into the hallway and greeted her.  
 
   “Where’s Fee? I can’t stay too long as my neighbour’s keeping an eye on Lexi for me whilst I’m here.” 
 
   “She’s in the living room, lying down. Oh Zara, there’s definitely something not right about her. Have a chat with her and let me know what you think. She’s really out of sorts. She hasn’t stopped calling me Mum! And now all this funny business that she isn’t going into work today...” 
 
   Felicity discreetly listened to the conversation from the other room, biting down silently on her lip as Zara and her mother discussed her. Her mother was right, she wasn’t feeling herself, and yet she couldn’t quite pinpoint why. Aside from the obvious shock of Dan and needing to concentrate on her own emotions, she was aware of an underlying feeling of desolation and hopelessness around her. She felt a strong desire to run away and hide. 
 
   There was only one way to deal with the situation. Standing up, she rubbed her eyes, put on a smile and walked towards the kitchen. 
 
   “Zara! Hi! What are you doing here? I didn’t even hear you come in.” Felicity hugged her friend tightly and stood back, yawning for effect. 
 
   “Well I had to come and see how you were, of course” Zara replied, eyeing Fee suspiciously. 
 
   Glenda set down a tray of dispirited looking sandwiches on the dining table, alongside a bowl of crisps. Fee resisted the urge to smirk. Her mother certainly wasn’t one for knowing how to accommodate lunch guests. 
 
   “Mmm, looks lovely, Glenda” Zara said, seating herself opposite Felicity. 
 
   Despite the nauseous uncertainty that plagued Felicity’s emotions and energy, she grabbed a handful of crisps and two varieties of sandwich, noticing the surprised look that passed between her mother and friend. 
 
   Forcing herself to take a large mouthful, she ahhed with appreciation. “So nice to be home and feel myself again. I’m looking forward to getting back into the swing of things” she lied. 
 
   Catching her mother eyeing her in surprise, she continued on. 
 
    “I feel I was a little too hasty on the phone to Maurice earlier. After lunch I’m going to check my work emails and try to get a bit of the backlog cleared before tomorrow.” 
 
   Zara set down her sandwich, her forehead furrowed in concern.  
 
   “Fee, you should take it easy - you’ve only just got home.”
 
   Felicity put down the sandwich she was eating. “True. I’ll be sure not to stay up into the night working on things. I’ll just get enough prepped for the trip I’ll be taking to Brussels next week with Maurice.”
 
   Neither Glenda or Zara knew what to say. It appeared that Felicity was back to normal. 
 
   Lunch over, Zara made her way to her car, mind concentrated on seeing if her daughter Lexi had behaved herself in the care of her neighbour. She suspected that Lexi was over-acting her tummy bug; she was far wiser than her eight years and Zara had noticed a clinginess of late with her daughter. She wondered if it had anything to do with the new baby coming, sibling jealousy perhaps. But then Lexi was the oldest of the girls and hadn’t behaved the same way throughout her other pregnancies.  Zara tried to push another thought away as fast as it came... 
 
   Surely, the girls weren’t picking up on the problems between her and Steve?  
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seven 
 
   Felicity sat alone in the darkness of her living room, the only sound from the ticking of the antique ornate clock she had purchased on a business trip to Paris. 
 
   Her mother’s departure had given her an entire evening to be alone with herself and her thoughts, something that she realised with great clarity she hadn’t allowed in a long, long time. The hours had ticked past as her body seemed to undergo every emotion possible. From deep within her, it had felt like a great wave had been unleashed; something so strong it had almost taken her breath away. The pain of her relationship breakdown with James surfaced, combined with the pain and guilt of the pregnancies she had terminated and the numbness she had encountered ever since. After hours of tears and a feeling of despair and hopelessness in her throat and heart, a great sense of peacefulness seemed to wash over her.  
 
   She smiled to herself, despite her headache and puffy, swollen eyes. Finally she could feel again. 
 
   Her phone shrilled in the darkness, breaking her calmness. Padding across the luxurious thick pile cream carpet, she reached for the handset, glancing at the caller ID. Maurice. 
 
   “Hello Maurice.”  
 
   “Oh, so you finally decided to answer my calls. How very generous of you” came the sarcastic response.
 
   Making a mental note to keep her voice steady, Felicity took a deep breath. 
 
   “I’m sorry Maurice, but I just haven’t been well enough today to respond to anything. After our phone conversation this morning, I was discharged with orders to rest.” Her voice took on a challenging tone. 
 
   “Well I’m certain by now you’ve had enough rest, so I shall be expecting you in the office tomorrow. My flight leaves at 6am. I have already sent you a list of pending matters I need you to deal with in my absence. Donaldson also needs attending with urgency. First thing. Get him off our backs please.” 
 
   Felicity listened with rising frustration. For as much as she was close to Maurice on a business level and had often enjoyed his sarcasm, he could never be labelled as altruistic. Did he really not have the slightest ounce of empathy with her on any level whatsoever? How had she been so blind to his selfish and egotistical ways for so long? 
 
   Vaguely aware of Maurice’s voice still rattling along with his list of demands and disregard for anything other than the business, Felicity found herself suddenly cutting him off. 
 
   “I’m resigning.” 
 
   Momentarily stunned by her outburst, Felicity held her breath noting that a deathly silence had ensued from the other end of the line. 
 
   Heart pounding in her chest, she stared at the handset in horror. Where on earth had those words sprang from? Had they really escaped from her mouth? 
 
   “You’re what?” Maurice’s tone had taken on a shocked and icy edge. 
 
   Felicity tried to calm her nerves as she repeated herself, still astounded by her own admission. Never had the thought crossed her mind to leave the one thing which she held so dear to her, and yet her intuition was telling her to stand firm by her decision. Ignoring the rush of panicked thoughts that were flittering through her head, she gripped the handset tighter. 
 
   “I’m sorry to do this to you at such a vital time but I need some time away from everything.” 
 
   “Well, all I can say is that this bang on your head must be a lot more serious than I had thought! You have quite evidently lost your mind Felicity” Maurice replied condescendingly. 
 
   Irked by his response, Felicity retaliated.  
 
   “It’s nothing to do with the accident. It’s more to do with my desire to travel and explore the world actually.”  
 
   Travel?  Felicity frowned to herself. Where on earth were these absurd ideas coming from? She had no intention of travelling... or did she? 
 
   Maurice scoffed. “Don’t talk such nonsense. You do more business travel with me than you care for and that is travel of the highest standard in luxurious hotels and restaurants! Do not expect me to believe you’ve developed a sudden desire to trek mountains in Honduras.”
 
   “How dare you question my intentions” Felicity retorted heatedly. It didn’t matter that she had no desire to become at one with the earth and the world’s nature. She certainly didn’t agree with Maurice undermining her ideas.  
 
   “Clearly you have taken leave of your senses, dear. So on that basis I feel it is best that I accept your request for a leave of absence. Let’s say, three months. Surely that will be enough time for you to realise how grand a mistake you are making by throwing away your career. Three months and you’ll be more than happy to return to work again. Mark my words.” 
 
   Felicity stayed quiet, considering Maurice’s proposal. Three months was a long time to be without her work. Her heart sank a little before leaping into her throat as the realisation of her words dawned upon her. Only moments prior she’d almost resigned. Resigned! Maurice was right, she had clearly taken leave of her senses. 
 
   “Ok, three months sabbatical after which I resume my position alongside you. That sounds fair.”  
 
   Maurice chuckled. 
 
   “More than fair, Fee, but I value your work ethics and commitment. So therefore I am willing to allow you the time to go on your wild goose chase of whatever it is you feel you are lacking. I just hope you don’t regret it.”
 
   Felicity reluctantly agreed to attend the office the following morning to tie up loose ends and find an administrative temp to cover her. Replacing the phone handset into its holder, she stared ahead into the darkness that surrounded her. 
 
   Had she imagined it or had Maurice just complimented her on her loyalty and ethics? Had she really just agreed to three months leave of absence? And was she really going to travel? 
 
    
 
   Glenda sighed quietly as she began unloading her shopping basket onto the checkout belt. She usually enjoyed her weekly supermarket shop but today her mind was elsewhere. In the four days since Fee had been discharged from hospital her daughter’s behaviour had gone from slightly strange to totally out of character. 
 
   “Good morning, Madam. I’m Susan and I’m your checkout assistant today. Do you need any assistance with your packing?” 
 
   Glenda finished loading the final items onto the belt and moved across to the end of the checkout, giving a small smile to the young woman serving her as she did so. 
 
   “No thanks, love, I’m okay to do my own packing.” 
 
   Taking her well-worn shopper holdall from her small handbag she shook it open. 
 
   “Excuse me, are those yours?”  
 
   Glenda turned sideways towards the male voice. The grey haired gentleman behind her was pointing towards a packet of custard cream biscuits that had lodged themselves in the magazine bracket. 
 
   “Oh, yes, they’re mine! Thanks ever so much - I can’t be without my custard creams. The mood I’m in, I’ll forget my head today if I’m not more careful” she laughed, picking up the biscuits and handing them to the checkout assistant. 
 
   The man laughed beside her. “Well, just make sure it’s properly screwed on and I’m sure you’ll be safe” he said with a small wink in her direction. Glenda noted he had kind, gentle eyes. 
 
   Loading her goods into her bag, Glenda felt the man staring at her. She looked up and sure enough, he was smiling at her. The checkout girl pointed towards the till screen. “That’s forty-two pounds and fifty-seven pence please, Madam.” 
 
   Opening her purse, she handed over the money, sighing. Another fifty pounds spent. She would have to be more careful in future and try to cut down on her expenses. Especially now Felicity had dropped her latest bombshell. 
 
   Picking up the heavy shopper bag, she said goodbye to both the man and the checkout assistant and made her way out of the store and towards the bus stop.  
 
   It wasn’t so much that she had concern for Felicity’s welfare, as she knew her daughter would cope fine with her latest idea; but it was so out of the blue that she had begun to question if Fee was having a mini breakdown. 
 
   Picking up her pace, she noticed the number twenty-nine bus approaching on the opposite side of the road. If she didn’t run, she’d miss it and be forced to wait another thirty minutes for the next one. 
 
   “Wait up” came a familiar voice from behind her.  
 
   Looking over her shoulder, she was surprised to see the man from the supermarket coming up close behind her. Had he followed her? 
 
   “Hello again?” she said distractedly, eyeing the approaching bus in the oncoming traffic. She couldn’t be rude but he hadn’t picked the finest moment to stop her. What in the world did he want? 
 
   Puffing from his haste in catching up with her, the gentleman took a moment to take a few breaths. 
 
   “I wasn’t sure if it was you in the supermarket, but then I saw you walking in this direction and I realised it must have been you” he said still fighting for his breath. 
 
   “You’ve lost me. Do we know each other?” Glenda asked in confusion. She was almost certain she hadn’t met him prior to today and yet he was looking at her now in such recognition. Surely she would have remembered those kind eyes? 
 
   “Johnson House, second floor?” he said with a smile. 
 
   Glenda looked at him oddly, how did he know which block of flats she lived in? 
 
   Realising his comment had unnerved her; the man was quick to clarify. 
 
   “I’m Bill, the brother of your neighbour Janey. I live on the fifth floor, I only moved in a few weeks ago.” 
 
   Glenda smiled. Janey’s brother, what a small world! Her pint-sized neighbour was a quiet woman and although they always exchanged pleasantries, interaction had been sparse since Janey had moved in three years previously. Glenda certainly hadn’t seen Bill before. 
 
   “Well fancy that, us living in the same block.” Glenda said, pleasantly surprised. The feeling was short-lived however. Looking to her left, she watched in dismay as the number twenty-nine bus roared past her on its journey.  
 
   “Oh no! I’ve just missed my bus.” Glenda shifted the weight of the heavy shopper bag to her other arm in disappointment. She had a list of things to get done today and waiting thirty minutes for the next bus hadn’t been on it. 
 
   “Don’t worry about that, I’ve got my car parked in that side street there. I’ll give you a lift home.” Bill offered kindly. 
 
   Glenda’s face lit up. What a stroke of luck meeting Bill - it would take less than half the time to get home by car than it would have by bus.  
 
   “Thank you, that would be wonderful.”  
 
   Following Bill to his car, Glenda gave up a small thanks. At least one good thing had happened so far in her day. It made up for the other concerns she was harnessing. 
 
   Approaching the car, Bill took the shopper bag from Glenda’s shoulder and opened the passenger door. 
 
   “Take a seat, I’ll pop this in the boot alongside mine.” 
 
   Glenda made herself comfortable in the new-looking car. She noted it featured all the mod cons that Felicity’s convertible had. 
 
   Getting into the driver’s seat Bill started the engine.  
 
   “My daughter has a Mercedes too” she said conversationally. 
 
   Putting the car into gear and pulling carefully onto the main high road, Bill answered keeping his focus on the oncoming traffic. 
 
   “Yes, I thought Janey mentioned you had a daughter. Where does she live then?”  
 
   Time seemed to stand still as Glenda considered her answer. The familiar concerns and emotions that she’d been experiencing for the last few days, resurfaced themselves. 
 
   “Well, it’s funny you ask actually. She lives locally but I’m not sure for how much longer.” 
 
   Noticing Glenda’s sudden change in nature, Bill glanced sideways. 
 
   “Oh, and why’s that then?” he asked flippantly. 
 
   Glenda smiled despite herself. Still unsettled by her daughter’s decision, she answered carefully. “She’s decided to take a three month sabbatical and travel Australia.”
 
   Bill’s eyes widened. 
 
   “Blimey, good for her, that’s the key these days. Don’t settle young, travel the world and see a bit of life first” he replied good naturedly. 
 
   Glenda bit down on her lip. Bill was right - she agreed with his comment. The problem was, he hadn’t met Felicity. Maybe if he knew her daughter, he would understand Glenda’s concerns.  
 
   Glenda half listened as Bill chatted about his life, her mind thinking of Fee and Australia. Whatever had possessed her daughter to give up her beloved job and make a drastic decision to travel to the country furthest away?  
 
   She was still pondering the thought as Bill pulled into their flats. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eight 
 
   Dan lit another cigarette and putting it to his mouth, drew in deeply on the nicotine. Day six and Felicity still hadn’t been in contact. He hadn’t expected her to come running, especially given the fact that she’d been aware of Stacey and him together just before she’d passed out. But a thank-you text for his support accompanying her to the hospital would have been nice. It’s just a shame Stacey had insisted on also joining them. For all of her quietness, Glenda wasn’t a push-over. Once she’d arrived, he’d seen the way she’d looked at Stacey’s actions towards him and he was certain she’d put two and two together. 
 
   There was no point trying to convince Fee that Stacey was someone he’d just met. Anyway, her friend Sylvia would undoubtedly feed it back that he’d been with Stacey for over two years. He hadn’t bargained on his girlfriend sharing their life story with Sylvia whilst he went and got coffees for them all in the hospital waiting area. The damage had been well and truly done. 
 
   “Baby, are you working this afternoon?” Stacey called out from the upstairs bedroom. 
 
   Dan closed his eyes to her whiney voice. A week, that’s all he’d been back for and already he was regretting it. 
 
   “Nope” he replied, taking another long drag on his cigarette.  
 
   His attention flitted to the muted television.  That smug morning presenter that he really disliked was interviewing some leggy blonde. The man was an out and out idiot; but the women seemed to love him. 
 
   Stacey walked into the room with a towel wrapped around her head. 
 
   “I was thinking we could go to the tile shop later. That bathroom could do with a makeover” she said wrinkling her nose. 
 
   Dan nodded slightly, desperate not to engage too much in talk of house renovation. The last thing he wanted to have to do was decorate on his day off. Let alone be the one to pay for it. 
 
   “Oh yes, I meant to tell you” Stacey said excitedly waving her hand towards the television. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “You’ll never guess who’s boyfriend that is” she said pointing at the presenter, who was now carefully massaging lotion into a woman’s arm. 
 
   “Whose?” Dan asked distractedly, watching in fascination as the presenter began to apply the moisturiser to his own face. This man was unbelievable. How did the women not see through him? He was a cock. 
 
   “Sylvia’s, that friend of your client Fee. She told me that night at the hospital.”  
 
   Dan looked up at the mention of Fee’s name. Yet he was surprised by Stacey’s comment. Sylvia had come across to him as a strong woman up for a laugh. He certainly wouldn’t have put her with a man like Phillip Moore. 
 
   “By the way, did you hear anything about her? Is she ok now?” 
 
   “Who? Sylvia?” Dan asked confused. 
 
   “No, I meant Fee.” Stacey said rolling her eyes.  
 
   Dan took another drag on his cigarette, biding his time.  
 
   “How do you expect me to know? She’s just someone’s garden I tend to. I suppose I’ll find out when she gets in touch with me to cut her grass” he replied flippantly.  
 
   “Well maybe you should text her or we could send her some flowers. You men are useless at knowing what to do in difficult situations. That poor woman could be in a permanent coma. Anyway it’s good to keep her on your side, you don’t want to be losing clients, do you.”
 
   Dan looked up in fury. He was sick of Stacey’s stupid comments and interfering behaviour.  
 
   “Or how about you mind your own business and let me treat my clients how I see fit. Haven’t you got cleaning or something to be getting on with” he said nastily. 
 
   Stacey looked at him quizzically, her eyes brimming with tears. She couldn’t seem to do anything right lately. She was beginning to wonder why Dan hated her so much. 
 
   If only she wasn’t so head over heels in love with him.... she might have been able to ask him to leave. 
 
    
 
   Felicity stared at her laptop screen for the hundredth time that morning. She knew her reservation number and flight details by heart now. The idea that in less than two days she’d be travelling to the other side of the world, for no apparent reason, still hadn’t properly sunk in. 
 
   Australia. The land of kangaroo and barbecues. It was the one place that despite her extensive travel, she’d never visited previously or had any desire to visit. Yet now she’d be spending the next ten weeks of her life there. 
 
   Despite the panic that she felt at the absurdity of her trip, she was also excited. It had been so long since she’d had her mind focused on anything but work and money and the idea of exploring a country and perhaps even taking the odd excursion, filled her with an aliveness that she hadn’t experienced in years. 
 
   She’d worked hard over the last few days to ensure that Maurice and the office would run smoothly without her. Her own personal matters such as the cottage maintenance and finances, were being handled in her absence by her mother and all thoughts of Dan, James and past pain had been pushed aside. 
 
   She’d have plenty of time to assess her feelings on those in detail once she was alone in Australia. But today, she was looking forward to catching up with both Zara and Sylvia. 
 
    
 
   “Steve, have you seen Lexi’s Nintendo DS?” Zara called out from the half painted nursery. 
 
   “I already asked Daddy and he said he hadn’t seen it” Lexi replied, staring at Zara with a downturned mouth. 
 
   “Well I don’t know then, darling. It must be somewhere, ask your sisters again.”  Putting down the roller brush, Zara wiped her sweaty forehead with the back of her hand as her daughter sulkily left the room. 
 
   She stood back surveying the half painted pale green wall. It wasn’t anywhere near the jungle theme they’d originally had in mind. But it would have to do.  
 
   “What’s up?” Steve asked appearing in the doorway of the nursery. 
 
   Zara took in her husband’s freshly showered and shaved appearance. Dressed in a pale pink shirt and his best jeans, she experienced a nauseous feeling. Squashing it, she turned to her husband with sticky, paint covered hands. 
 
   “Lexi’s moaning because she can’t find her console. I thought you might have seen it.” 
 
   Steve scratched his head distractedly. “No, I already told her I haven’t.”  
 
   Walking across to open another of the windows, Zara was overcome with exhaustion. The baby was really beginning to move around and her energy levels had seemed to plummet in the past week. Despite being her fourth pregnancy, it was her hardest one yet. 
 
   “Listen, I’ve got to go and meet Tony about some work. I’ll be back by dinner time.” 
 
   Zara nodded silently, scooping down awkwardly to pick up a small paintbrush. She didn’t want Steve to notice her glassy, teary eyes or the disappointment that had plastered itself across her face. 
 
   Oblivious to his wife’s distress, Steve eyed the wet paint. 
 
   “Good job, its coming along nicely” he said patting his wife’s back. “Right, I must shoot off, see you later.” 
 
   Zara only dared to look up once Steve’s heavy footsteps could be heard making his way down the stairs and out of the front door. 
 
   Sitting alone in the nursery, she allowed the tears to fall freely from her eyes. The feeling of uncertainly that had been building up in the past week had doubled in its intensity. All of the signs had been there for weeks, yet she had chosen to ignore them. The way Steve didn’t want to touch her anymore. The late working nights. The improved dress sense. The trimmer physique. The random and unexplained disappearances. It was exactly the way they wrote about it in every magazine she had ever read. Yet she hadn’t wanted to believe that her Steve could be one of those men. Her Steve. A cheat. 
 
   Lexi padded into the room looking at her mother curiously.  
 
   “Why are you crying Mummy?”  
 
   Sniffing furiously and wiping her eyes quickly, Zara smiled broadly at her daughter with as much excitement as she could muster. 
 
   “It’s tears of happiness darling. I was just thinking how lucky I am to have you girls and the new baby coming. It’s exciting, isn’t it!” she said, pulling Lexi close and tickling her belly. 
 
   Lexi giggled in delight, squirming to get away. Abbey appeared in the doorway to join in on the fun. 
 
   “Can I play, Mummy?” she asked sweetly, clapping her hands. 
 
   Zara looked at her two little girls and felt her heart swell with love. It didn’t matter if Steve had found someone to replace her. She had all she wanted already and no man would take that away from her. 
 
   Picking up six year old Abbey in her arms, Lexi followed as she went to check on her sleeping third child, Daisy. The girls were her life. With a new baby on the way, she needed to be strong. Steve had always been there to support her and as much as it was sickening to realise his behaviour of late was seriously pointing towards him having an affair, she couldn’t let that affect her family. 
 
   She would have to find a way to make things right. Glancing at the hallway clock on the way into Daisy’s bedroom, she realised that Fee would be arriving at any moment. If there was one person that she didn’t want knowing her concerns, it was her best friend. Sadly, Fee would never be able to understand her. 
 
    
 
   Felicity looked at her mother suspiciously. There was something not quite right about her, yet she couldn’t place her finger on exactly what it was. 
 
   “You seem happy today.”  
 
   Glenda finished packing the last of Fee’s toiletries into the small travel zipper and smiled. 
 
   “Well, I guess it’s to do with you, actually.” 
 
   “Me?” Felicity said in surprise. 
 
   Glenda looked at her daughter’s relaxed appearance. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Fee sitting around at midday in her pyjamas, looking at ease with herself. 
 
   “I’m just happy to see you looking so carefree and excited about this trip.” 
 
   Carefree wasn’t quite the word that Felicity would have chosen. She was nervous. More than nervous, she was terrified. Yet strangely the feeling was almost an adrenaline boost. 
 
   “I would have thought you’d be sad to see me go. Not to mention worried. Clearly not!” Felicity joked. 
 
   Glenda looked seriously for a moment at her daughter. The worries she had felt had slowly evaporated in the past couple of days. Hearing Fee speak so positively about her trip and her rekindled friendship with Sylvia, had settled her fears. She was relieved her daughter was taking steps to rebuild her life in a healthy way. Even Fee’s visit to Zara’s house the previous day had been a pleasant surprise to be told about. 
 
   Zara had called Glenda the previous evening explaining how Fee had arrived in old clothing and offered to help her paint the nursery and had then offered to feed the children and take them to the park. It had taken a full ten seconds of shocked laughter for the news to sink in.   
 
   “Of course I worry about you. But I know this trip is going to be the best thing you’ll ever do. I have a good feeling about it for you” she said reassuringly. 
 
   She also had a good feeling about her own life. Since her chance meeting with Bill, she had felt rather different about herself.  He had enthusiastically taken her up on her offer to pop in for a cup of tea as a thank you for his lift home. They had chatted easily and comfortably for nearly an hour before Bill had needed to leave. Not before asking her for dinner though.   
 
   She wondered if it was normal for a middle-aged woman to feel the same giggly, girly nerves at the thought of her date, as she had when she’d been a teenager. Bill’s appearance had brought out a side of her she hadn’t felt in years. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re ok? You’ve got this strange smile on your face and you look flushed?” Felicity asked quizzically. 
 
   Glenda dismissed her daughter with a wave of her hand. Picking up the last of the clothing to be packed, she squashed it carefully into Fee’s suitcase and closed the lid. It was only then that she felt a small wave of sadness sweep over her. In less than twenty four hours, her daughter would be gone until Christmas.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Nine 
 
   The silver suitcase stood mockingly in the hallway as Felicity prepared the final touches of her make-up. With her goodbyes already said, the taxi would be arriving in less than thirty minutes. Her hands shook with nerves as she gently tried to apply a third coat of mascara. 
 
   She focused her thoughts on the five star hotel she had booked herself into for the first four nights of her trip. It had looked exquisite and was ideally located near the main sights of Sydney. Thinking about the remaining nine and a half weeks of her trip, her stomach did a flip. She hadn’t planned or booked anything. She was as free as a bird and as unprepared as a fool.  
 
   “Goodness, what am I doing?” she asked aloud to herself in the mirror.  What person in their sane mind takes a three month sabbatical from their life?! Dan’s face flashed into her mind to haunt her, immediately followed by James’. 
 
   Looking her reflection firmly in the eyes she told herself she was doing exactly what was needed. Getting over the past. 
 
   Applying a final layer of mineral veil she packed her make-up bag carefully into her new travel holdall – an unexpected leaving gift from Sylvia. Thinking of her new friendship made her smile. The holdall had been a promotional benefit of Sylvia working on the UK’s biggest girl band. It was amazing how much her client list had grown from the days that Felicity had known her. Despite her initial envy at her friend’s new found success, Felicity was proud of her.  
 
   Catching up with her the previous day, she’d been surprised to hear the finer details of Sylvia’s relationship with her GMT partner. It seemed that his charming and caring persona on the television was a far cry from the ego-obsessed man that she had spoken of. She’d been even more surprised to hear that her friend had called an ending to things that very day, without so much as a backward glance. Surely that wasn’t a wise thing to do. 
 
   The taxi horn made her jump. Picking up her holdall and extending the handle of her suitcase, she prepared herself for the biggest journey of her life. It was time to find Felicity Harroway again; she had missed herself for far too long. 
 
    
 
   Sticking his fingers deeper into the dry, crumbly soil of the newly planted shrub roses, Dan sighed. His client, Mrs Franklin, had evidently gone against his advice to provide the bordering plants with sufficient watering. Crispy brown petals littered the ground around him. 
 
   His phone beeped making his body stiffen. She still hadn’t responded to his text. It had been two hours and he couldn’t bear the suspense any longer. Eagerly taking his phone from his pocket, he flipped open the screen to see Stacey’s name displayed. Disappointment ate at him. He should have known it wouldn’t be the woman he was hoping for. 
 
   Ignoring the text and shoving the phone awkwardly into his jeans, he continued with his work. This garden had been one of his first landscaping projects. Usually it filled him with satisfaction and pride to see how things had flourished in the years since his client had contracted him. Today was different. He felt as dried up and disheartened as the wilted Delphinium he was tending to.  
 
   His relationship with Stacey had gone from bad to worse and he feared it wouldn’t be long before she placed bigger demands on him. It seemed that she’d developed a backbone from somewhere in the past week. Her new found confidence and backchat was causing him grief.  
 
   The other woman however, had been an unexpected find. She was everything Stacey wasn’t. Confident, sassy and sensually attractive. She wasn’t Fee though. She could never be Fee. But then Fee had made it clear from her lack of contact since the Kings Head incident that she wasn’t interested.  Dan had come to accept in the past ten days that it would take more than he had to give to win around a woman like Fee. She was too much hard work. It was kinder to his own heart to let her go, than allow himself to be in love with a woman who would never want him. 
 
   The new woman was just the fun he needed to distract his mind and heart. As long as he worked on keeping Stacey pacified, he had nothing to lose.  He just hoped his new love interest wouldn’t take too much longer to respond to him. He had cleared an hour’s slot in his day to make the most of her. 
 
    
 
   Felicity awoke to brilliant sunshine streaming through her seventh floor hotel room window. Despite the slight chill in the air, she threw back the heavy quilt and got out of her Queen-sized canopy bed. 
 
   The flight had been more draining and tiresomely long than she’d anticipated. Even her frequent trips to Singapore and Hong Kong alongside Maurice paled in comparison. She had experienced jet lag of the worst kind, but cleverly staying awake followed by a half day of sleeping had brought her body clock in sync with the local time. It was her first proper day ‘on holiday’ and discovering Sydney, and she felt nervous tension bubble in her stomach. A full day with no work commitments, social commitments or plans. Only herself for company. The thought was terrifying. 
 
   Looking out of the window she watched Sydney city below her coming to life.  She hadn’t known what to expect from her new location, but as she saw the bustle of office workers in their suits rushing towards the high rise offices around her, she realised it reminded her of the London she had left behind. 
 
   Opening her suitcase, she opted for jeans, a plain top and flat shoes. Surveying her finished look in the large wall mirror she picked up her leather handbag and thin leather jacket. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d dressed so casually on a week day. 
 
   Making her way out of the hotel, she joined the stream of early morning workers in the Central Business District, listening with fascination to the varied Ozzie accents, the diverse range of ethnic people and appreciating the more relaxed stance. It felt like London to her, only much more appealing.  Choosing to ignore the metro and following her tourist map, she began walking in the direction of Sydney Harbour.  
 
   Striding slower than her usual rushed pace, she took her time browsing the many shops along her route, appreciating the freedom and carefree attitude she’d adopted for the day. 
 
   Spotting a Starbucks, she headed towards it, grateful for the familiar aroma of coffee. She chose a comfortable seat near to the front of the shop, allowing herself to people-watch whilst she sipped on Mocha Latte and bit into her favourite chocolate brownie.   
 
   A tall, well-built man caught her attention and she felt her heart momentarily skip a beat. Her mind was instantly filled with images of James. The man was walking towards her in the same confident manner, his mousey brown hair styled into the familiar messy cut and a wide grin on his face displaying the same crooked teeth. The brownie she was chewing on stuck in her throat as he turned directly towards her. 
 
   “Excuse me; you wouldn’t happen to know how to get to Moozo’s from here would you?” he asked in a strong Western Australian accent. 
 
   Caught offguard, Felicity felt herself fluster. He was so much like James it was unreal. He looked at her quizzically, waiting for her response and she struggled to find something to say. 
 
   “Are you a mute?” he asked grinning. 
 
   Felicity laughed despite herself. “Sorry - you just remind me of someone I know. I’m also not from here, so I haven’t a clue where you need to go” she said apologetically, catching sight of the name Aidan scribbled across his coffee cup. 
 
   He smiled again. “Well I kind of gathered that from the accent you have yourself there. So you’re a Brit, huh?”
 
   “Yes, from London actually. I’m here visiting.” Felicity answered, noticing he was tapping the side of his coffee cup mindlessly with his thumb.  The exact same habit James had driven her to despair with. 
 
   “Nice. I’ve always wanted to visit London. It’s on my bucket list” he joked, setting down his coffee cup next to hers. 
 
   “I’m Aidan by the way. Originally from Perth but here in Sydney looking for work.” He gestured to the seat in front of her. “Do you mind if I join you?” 
 
   “Erm, I was just finishing up.” Felicity said awkwardly, trying not to show her panic as her new admirer began to shrug off his coat. 
 
   “Right, I see. So I guess that’s a no then” Aidan said in surprise, looking at her with a raised eyebrow and a smile. 
 
   Felicity stood up, picking up her jacket and bag. “Sorry, but I have to go. It was nice to meet you though. I hope you find where you’re looking for.” 
 
   “Sure, no worries. Have fun visiting.” Ignoring Aidan’s amused expression, Felicity gave him a small smile and made her way out of the coffee shop in relief. 
 
   Letting the cool breeze blow through her hair, she waited for her beating heart to return to normal.  Her first day in Sydney and fate had dealt her a blow in the form of a James lookalike. Frustrated at herself for feeling so anxious and reminiscing old emotions, she picked up her pace and headed towards the huge beacon of white peaking rooftops in the distance. The Sydney Opera House. 
 
   By the time she reached the water’s edge and the hustle of the harbour with its many ferries and tourists, she felt calmer. Walking along the footpath, with the magnificent harbour bridge to her right and the gentle waves of the sparkling blue water lulling her into a peaceful sense, she spotted a vacant bench facing out towards the views and sat down.  
 
   Australia had been the one country that James had wanted to visit during their relationship. She wondered if subconsciously that had played its part in her choosing to be there. Despite the relationship breakdown being six years previous, her emotions still felt raw. The experience had left her with a bitter attitude towards relationships and men. The one man she had allowed so close and given herself to, in every sense of the word, had betrayed not only her trust but her love.  
 
   Felicity thought back to the carefree eighteen-year-old she had been when she’d met twenty-five-year-old James in her local pub. He’d recognised her instantly as the secretary who worked in the finance department of the large London corporate they coincidentally both worked for. Being so young and attractive, she was used to cheesy chat-up lines and men who wouldn’t take no for an answer. But James had been different.  
 
   She didn’t fancy him with his messy hair and strange dress sense and she hadn’t given the brief meeting a passing thought. Yet from the very next working day, he had made it his priority to walk past her desk at least once an hour. Within a week, she was showered with shop bought coffees and chocolate bars. Accepting his invite to lunch and spending a full hour in his company, she knew that life would never be the same again. James had stolen her heart.  
 
   And over the next seven years, had repeatedly crushed it. 
 
   The seagulls squawking overhead made Felicity look up toward the sky and harbour bridge. It was a lot bigger and taller than she’d expected. She’d been intrigued to see flyers in her hotel lobby area of organised climbs up the outside of the bridge. She’d never dreamed of doing anything so daring; yet as she looked at the bridge she felt a thrill at the thought of climbing it. 
 
   “G’day. You again. You must be following me.” 
 
   Squinting against the early afternoon sunrays, Felicity looked at the familiar person approaching her and smiled. 
 
   “Aidan. Hello again.” 
 
   Grinning widely and displaying his crooked teeth, Aidan gestured to the vacant seat beside her. 
 
   “I know you’re probably about to leave, but would you mind if I joined you?” 
 
   Felicity shifted uncomfortably. He must have been following her.  She hesitated. 
 
   “Look, no worries. I just thought I’d take five minutes out to chat with you before I continue on my travels. I discovered Moozo’s restaurant is just behind the Opera House.” Holding his hands up apologetically he gave a small nod in her direction. 
 
   “It was nice to see you again. Enjoy your holidays” he said, hoisting his backpack onto his shoulder. 
 
   Felicity looked at his messy hair and felt herself smile. So what if he looked like James? He wasn’t James and he seemed nice enough.  
 
   “Wait. I didn’t say you couldn’t join me. Have a seat.” She patted the spare bench next to her. 
 
   Aidan looked around in surprise and smiled. 
 
   “Great” he said, offloading his backpack again and sitting down. “You looked for a moment there like you were about to give me an ear bashing for even speaking to you.” 
 
   Felicity laughed. “It was because I thought you’d followed me, but obviously not if the place you’re looking for is nearby.”  
 
   Aidan pointed to a large half visible waterfront restaurant in the distance. Felicity could just about make out the second half of the name ´Moozo’. 
 
   “That’s the place there. I’m a trained chef, you see. I was going to find out if they have any positions going. It’s got a great reputation.”
 
   “Well good luck with that. You’re bound to find something here in the city. There’s certainly enough restaurants.”  Felicity replied. 
 
   Aidan nodded in agreement. “Very true. So tell me Miss London, what brings a Brit like yourself to the Big smoke?” 
 
   Felicity’s smiled faded.  
 
   If only she knew the answer to his question.
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Ten 
 
   Bill rolled over onto his side, allowing the duvet to slip away from his body. Glenda discreetly admired his toned physique. For a man of fifty seven, he certainly kept himself well. His muscular legs could belong to somebody half his age. Carefully fishing under the duvet to readjust her negligee, Glenda considered how lucky she was to have found someone so kind.  
 
   She hadn’t imagined a man could make her feel so good, especially as she’d given up all hope of finding love again. And yet here she was, behaving like a love-sick teenager for the past two weeks. Bill had lit a fire in her that she had thought had burned out long ago. 
 
   “I was thinking we could try that new Thai restaurant later on the Roman Road?” Bill said from the edge of the bed as he rolled black socks onto his feet. 
 
   “That would be lovely. I’ve never tried Thai food” Glenda replied getting out of the bed. 
 
   Bill stopped what he was doing to glance at her in surprise.  
 
   “Really? Well I reckon you’ll love it. I’ll book us a table for eight o’clock.”  
 
   Glenda smiled self-consciously at him, aware that her negligee was transparent in the light of day.  
 
   Making her way quickly into the bathroom, she was relieved to see her new tinted moisturiser had made a slight difference to her palid make-up free complexion. At least she didn’t look her usual deathly self, first thing in the morning. It had taken reading all of Fee’s old fashion magazines and going through her daughter’s extensive beauty collection to find a few ways to enhance herself. 
 
   She was a fifty-three-year-old woman with sagging skin, bat wings, copious cellulite and droopy boobs. What Bill saw in her was beyond her comprehension. The last time she’d had sex had been eleven years previous when her body had been tighter and she didn’t have to care so much about the jiggle of her extra rolls. Sex at fifty-three was a whole new experience - one she preferred to encounter with the lights firmly out.  It didn’t help that Bill’s body still looked attractive. She didn’t want him seeing hers and being turned off. 
 
   Stepping into the shower, she thought of Felicity. Aside from a few phone calls and an email, she hadn’t had much contact with her daughter but she wasn’t worried. It seemed Fee’s new friend Aidan was helping her to settle into Sydney well enough. The photo that Fee had sent accompanying her email had almost knocked her for six. Aidan was another James. Studying the image of Fee with a beer bottle in her hand and a smile on her face had been reassuring. She looked happy and relaxed, but just looking at her body language towards Aidan told Glenda all she needed to know. Fee wasn’t interested. Undoubtedly it had something to do with his current unemployment. Glenda knew her daughter well and she could hardly use the excuse that he wasn’t her ‘type’ physically. 
 
   “Glen, I’m shooting off to work. I’ll give you a call later” Bill called out from the hallway. 
 
   Turning off the shower and reaching for a fresh towel, Glenda wrapped it around her and quickly opened the bathroom door. 
 
   “Ok – bye, love. Speak to you later” she replied, patting her face dry. 
 
   Hearing the street door close, she walked into her bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, wondering what on earth she would wear to the Thai restaurant later in the evening. She’d already exhausted the ‘going out’ section of her wardrobe, probably because it only consisted of three dresses bought years previously and one pair of silky black trousers. 
 
   Bill had wined and dined her more times in the last fourteen days than she’d experienced in the past decade. His generosity was astounding; no man had ever made her feel so special and worthwhile. The way he spoke to her and listened to her views and opinions made her feel not only interesting, but valued. She wanted to share her excitement and news with Felicity, but something was holding her back. Martin. 
 
   Swallowing a lump in her throat, Glenda thought of Fee’s father Martin.  The three of them had been such a tight unit and despite not having much money, Glenda had adored him. They’d met in their early teens and were married within a year. He had been her world and he was the man that had given her Fee, her greatest joy in life. 
 
    His unexpected death when Felicity was just eleven years old had been a devastating blow to all of them. The doctors had said that the impact from the oncoming lorry had been so severe that he would have died instantly. That at least had given Glenda a small comfort. Yet, both her life and Fee’s had changed forever from that day. She sometimes wondered if it affected her daughter more than she let on. Fee never mentioned his name and rarely spoke of her childhood. Glenda understood that it held too many painful memories. Martin may not have been around, but she still held him dearly in her heart. 
 
   The annual ritual of lighting a candle for him was still upheld and it was the only time that she saw Felicity with tears in her eyes and lost in memories. If only he had been around to see their daughter now. He would have been so proud. 
 
   A shrill from the telephone broke into her thoughts. She jumped up and walked across the bedroom to answer. 
 
   “Hello.” 
 
   “Hi Glenda, it’s Zara.”  
 
   “Hello love, how are you?” she asked, holding the receiver a little way from her ear as the children screamed loudly in the background. 
 
   “I’m in a state actually. Steve’s had to go away on an overnight business trip and I’m alone with the kids. I wouldn’t have minded but Daisy has a bug and now both Lexi and Abbey are looking peaky also.” Zara’s voice took on a high pitched, rushed tone. She sounded close to tears. 
 
   “Oh you poor love, you sound in a pickle. Do you want me to come over and give you a hand?”  
 
   “Glenda you are a life saver. I didn’t know who else to turn to.” Zara sniffled and Glenda cut in quickly. 
 
   “Now, now, no tears. I need to get ready and I’ll come straight over. Give me twenty minutes, ok?” 
 
   Putting down the phone, Glenda rushed to get ready. Without Fee, Glenda knew Zara was likely at a loss for close female company. In the twenty odd years that she’d known her daughter’s friend, she’d come to realise that although she was overly social and kind natured, she didn’t have many people she could call upon. As an only child estranged from her foster parents, it meant that Steve and the children were all she really had. It tugged at Glenda’s heartstrings whenever she heard Zara in distress. The girl had come to be like a second daughter to her. 
 
    
 
   Despite Daisy’s high-pitched teary tantrum, Zara heard the doorbell and hurried to answer it.  
 
   Glenda stood on her doorstep with a striped shopper carrier bag looking surprisingly fresh-faced and happy considering the hour of day. 
 
   “Morning, love.” 
 
   Zara moved aside allowing Glenda to pass her into the hallway. 
 
   “Morning, thanks so much for coming” she replied bending down to disentangle Daisy’s grip from her legs.  
 
   Glenda looked down at Daisy’s small, red puffy face and immediately reached out her arms.  
 
   “Come here, darling. You don’t feel well, huh?” Zara watched as Daisy’s face lit up with a sad smile and she toddled into Glenda’s embrace. 
 
   “First time she’s smiled all morning! Lexi and Abbey are both asleep thank goodness. I gave them some medicine just to be on the safe side.” 
 
   Carrying Daisy into the kitchen, Glenda led the way.  
 
   “I stopped at the corner shop and bought Lucozade, rice and apples. Best thing for upset tummies. I also got us some biscuits and some sweets for when the girls are better.” Glenda said unloading the shopping bag single-handed.  
 
   Zara switched on the kettle, observing Glenda discreetly. She looked different somehow, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.  
 
   “Thanks. That’s great.”  
 
   Taking a seat at the kitchen table, Glenda caught Zara’s eye and pointed silently at Daisy’s dead weight in her arms. Zara shook her head in amazement at the sight of her daughter’s sleeping body. 
 
   “How did you do that?” she whispered quietly. Being up for the last four hours had undoubtedly taken its toll on Daisy, not to mention herself. She looked longingly at her sleeping child, wishing she could do the same. 
 
   “She’s just exhausted herself, that’s all. I’ll pop her upstairs while you make the tea” Glenda replied, standing up carefully so as not to wake her. 
 
   Busying herself with preparing breakfast and making tea, Zara savoured the few minutes of silence in the house. A sense of foreboding surfaced as Steve flashed into her mind unexpectedly. She stopped midway through buttering the toast and swallowed back tears. 
 
   In the ten years she’d been with Steve, he’d never once had to take a business trip and certainly never an overnight one. His job as a contracted builder didn’t justify having to undertake business trips. It hadn’t helped that he’d discreetly packed clothes more suited to going out than working. She had noticed his blue check shirt, reserved for dinner dates and special occasions, was nowhere to be seen in his wardrobe. 
 
   “That’s better, a bit of peace and quiet for you before they wake up again” Glenda said, walking into the kitchen and opening the venetian blind a little wider. 
 
   Quickly composing herself, Zara turned around with a forced smile on her face. 
 
   “It’s lovely to have a bit of silence and adult company, actually. I hope I didn’t drag you away from any important plans today?” Zara asked, suddenly conscious that she may have taken advantage of Glenda’s good nature. 
 
   Glenda felt her face flush slightly. As much as she was close to Zara and they shared almost everything, she didn’t feel ready to share her new relationship with Bill just yet. Especially as her own daughter didn’t even know. 
 
   “No, you know me – there’s always something I could be doing but nothing urgent that needs me at this hour.” Except perhaps Bill’s body, Glenda thought to herself. 
 
   Zara noticed Glenda’s slightly reddened cheeks but decided against pressing the matter. There was definitely something odd about her flushed appearance. She was much calmer and more relaxed than the usual Glenda that she knew. 
 
   “Are you still on your anxiety medication Glen?” Zara asked suddenly, realising that was the likely cause of her friend’s new demeanour - a change in medication. 
 
   Glenda looked at Zara dumbfounded as it dawned on her that she hadn’t remembered to take her pills in the last week. Come to think of it, she hadn’t experienced any of her usual symptoms and she’d never felt as good as she was feeling lately. She supressed an excited giggle. Love - the miracle cure for everything. 
 
   “You’re smiling at me oddly” Zara said amused as she watched Glenda’s eyes light up.  
 
   “Am I? Well it’s probably because I’ve just realised that I haven’t taken my pills in ages. I haven’t had a single symptom or attack either.” 
 
   Placing jam and marmalade on the table, Zara brought across the rack of toast and freshly brewed tea leaves and took a seat opposite Glenda. 
 
   “So come on, tell me what’s going on. I can sense there’s something different and given that Fee isn’t around, it doesn’t add up for you to be looking so calm and happy.”  
 
   Glenda stared at Zara, eyes twinkling, debating whether to share her news. There was no fooling Zara. Admittedly if Bill hadn’t entered her life at the same time as Felicity had exited it, she would have been struggling to maintain her usual routine without her daughter’s presence. What the hell - if she told Zara at least she’d have someone to share her excitement with. 
 
   “Ok, I’ll tell you - but you must promise not to say anything to Fee until I’ve had a chance to tell her myself” Glenda replied seriously. 
 
   Zara looked at her in confusion; so there was something going on. Her intuition never failed to surprise her. Putting down her toast, she topped up her tea and listened with fascination as Glenda took a deep breath and began to share her story. At the same time, a distracting thought urged her to pay attention to her intuition and own fears about Steve.  
 
   All was quickly forgotten when Glenda got to the part about Bill. Suddenly everything about Glenda made sense. She was in love.  Zara felt her stomach tighten. Is that how Steve felt about his new woman?
 
    
 
   


Chapter Eleven 
 
   “What about this one?” Felicity suggested, holding up a light pink silk tie. 
 
   Aidan looked at her with mock horror. “Put that back where you found it. I’m not wearing a pink tie. It’s a chef interview, Fee, not an interview for a bank manager. I’d rather wear a noose.” 
 
   Felicity reluctantly replaced the tie and huffed slightly. She was beginning to grow tired of Sydney. Aidan had been such fun since their friendship had blossomed. He had an outgoing, daredevil personality and was so relaxed and chilled that she found herself becoming a different person around him. He’d encouraged her to try so many things that she’d have shunned before. She’d actually enjoyed the Roo burger he’d cooked her, washed down with a chilled beer straight from the bottle. She had laughed at the irony; a man that looked so much like her ex, encouraging her to do all the things that her ex had despised and that Maurice would have found so remotely unladylike and ghastly. It was refreshing to try out this new version of herself. 
 
   The biggest problem was that Sydney city itself hadn’t captured her heart in the way she thought it would.  Visiting Bondi with Aidan had been a fun experience – the beach was every bit as breath-taking as she’d imagined, the same as Manly. Yet it felt wrong. Something inside was telling her it was time to move on. With just over seven weeks remaining, she wanted to see more of Australia and if that meant saying goodbye to Aidan, then she’d have to make the sacrifice. She just needed to find a way to tell him. 
 
   “Did you want to go and get that bag we saw?” Aidan asked, failing to notice Felicity’s lack of enthusiasm. 
 
   Biting her lip, Felicity considered the small, simple bag that she’d seen a few days previously. Her oversized soft calfskin shopper bag wasn’t practical and despite being extortionately expensive and at the height of fashion, it would make sense to take Aidan’s advice and replace it with something more relaxed. 
 
   “Erm, ok. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt whilst we’re here” Felicity said, stroking her shopper bag lovingly. It was hard to believe she was agreeing to replace something that most women would give anything for, with something that wasn’t even leather. Australia was having a strange effect on her. 
 
   Following Aidan out of the men’s clothing store, Felicity’s heart leapt as she spotted a travel agency on the opposite side of the road. At precisely the same moment, a red coach destined for ´Brisbane´ shot past her at speed.  
 
   “Oh my goodness.”  
 
   Aidan stopped walking, suddenly aware that Felicity was stood transfixed and open mouthed. 
 
   “What is it?” he asked curiously, following her gaze. 
 
   Shaking her head in amazement, Felicity looked into Aidan’s eyes, ready to tell him of her travel plans, but quickly stopped herself. The way he was staring at her was a familiar look. The small smile, twinkling eyes and longing gaze. It was the look of a man very much with loving feelings. She shifted uncomfortably. How had she failed to notice it before now? 
 
   Quickly recovering from her astonishment, she squinted, looking into the distance at the rapidly retreating red coach. 
 
   “I thought I saw somebody I knew, but I was mistaken, it’s not them” she lied, brushing her hair away from her face.   
 
   She felt uneasy. Even though she’d been aware that Aidan had been flirting with her since the day they’d met, she hadn’t realised it had progressed into something else on his part. She thought she’d made it crystal clear that she shared no mutual attraction or intention of taking it further than friendship. Surely he’d understood that when she’d told him all about James and his resemblance? Not to mention the fact that she wouldn’t want to be involved romantically with someone who reminded her of the negative and disturbing emotions she still had from that relationship. 
 
   Why was it so impossible for a woman and a man to just be friends? She’d heard of other women that did it, yet it had always failed to work in her case. Despite purposely not giving flirtatious signals and doing her utmost to establish ´friendship only` boundaries and comments at all times, Aidan had failed to take the hint. How could she have been so stupid. 
 
   “You know, maybe its best I just head back to the hotel. I have a bit of a headache and you’ve got your interview to prepare for anyway.” 
 
   Aidan looked at Fee quizzically. “You don’t want to get the bag then? I have plenty of time to prepare for the interview; all I need to do is sharpen my knives and wash my whites” he joked. 
 
   Felicity stared at him stony faced. She was no longer in the mood for his humour. She wanted to get away from him as quickly as possible and try to remedy the situation. 
 
   “I’ll get the bag another day. In fact, I think I’ll make a quick stop at the pharmacy on my way back to the hotel. I’ll leave you to carry on shopping and we’ll catch up later once I’ve had a lie down to get rid of this headache.”  
 
   Ignoring Aidan’s confused and disappointed demeanour, Felicity hugged him in her usual friendly manner. 
 
   “Ciao, mister. Good luck with the preparation. Let me know how tomorrow’s interview goes.” 
 
   “But I thought you said we’d catch up later? I was thinking we could grab a few beers – get me some Dutch courage for tomorrow” Aidan joked hopefully.  
 
   Heart sinking, Felicity saw straight through his gesture. He truly was smitten. Oh dear God, how had she ended up in this situation after just ten days? 
 
   Careful not to show her panic, she laughed off his comment. 
 
   “You have all the Dutch courage you need. The job is yours, be positive! As for beers – you know I’m not a beer girl. Stop trying to turn me into an Ozzie.” 
 
   Smiling at her, Aidan shrugged his shoulders in defeat.  
 
   “Ok, hon. Speak to you tomorrow. Hope the headache eases up.” 
 
   Waving goodbye, Felicity turned right into a narrow side street in the direction of the pharmacy, annoyed at herself. 
 
   Thirty-one years old and unable to give off the correct vibes to attract the type of man she desired. First the whole gut wrenching situation with Dan that she still couldn’t think about without feeling stupid and sick. And now this. 
 
   Knowing Aidan was well out of sight, she cut through a back alley that led north in the direction of her hotel, suddenly remembering the reference to Brisbane. As much as she’d always discredited anyone who talked of fate and destiny, firmly believing that she created her own reality, she couldn’t ignore the coincidental travel agency and coach that she’d seen.  
 
   Only that morning, she’d overhead a couple chatting about Brisbane whilst sipping her coffee in the ultra-modern hotel breakfast area, and had been intrigued to hear that it was among the woman’s list of favourite cities. Scouring the internet for highlights, she’d discovered that although it wasn’t coastal, there were certainly enough nearby excursions and attractions to contemplate.  
 
   There wasn’t much more she could do in Sydney. Waking up to breakfast in the hotel, spending the days shopping or with Aidan and the evenings frequenting restaurants and bars, wasn’t how she’d envisaged spending her sabbatical. After almost giving up on her career and everything she’d worked for to force this break, she needed to make her time count. She needed to find out exactly what she was doing in Australia. And she needed to get away from Aidan. Fast. 
 
   Reaching her hotel, she passed through the cool marble reception and headed to her room, formulating a plan. Closing the door behind her and kicking off her shoes, she sat at the desk area and switched on her laptop. She sighed as her work email account opened itself in the background and the bold Inbox figure of over three hundred unopened messages caught her attention. She had purposely been avoiding contact with Maurice through fear of her attention being sucked back into her work. The overwhelming desire to scan the messages surfaced, as it had every day for the last ten days. She ignored it, quickly closing the page window before she had a chance to succumb. 
 
   As much as she was missing her work and the office, she knew it would defeat everything she’d achieved so far by allowing herself to concentrate on her life in London. Typing into the search engine page, she waited patiently for the results to be displayed, feeling butterflies for the first time in over a week.  
 
   Scanning the flight results for Brisbane, she found an option leaving the following evening. Ignoring the niggling feeling of guilt for planning to leave so suddenly without informing Aidan, she entered her credit card details into the webpage.  
 
   Holding her breath, she watched as a new page loaded confirming her flight booking. It was done. She was leaving Sydney. Walking over to the large wardrobe where her expensive clothes were carefully hung, she began taking things off hangers; her mind was contemplating how she would break the news to Aidan. 
 
    
 
   “At least give me a chance to explain, darling” Phillip’s voice drooled down the phone. Sylvia huffed in irritation. She had a three o’clock client followed by a photoshoot for a national magazine. She didn’t have time to play Phillip’s games. 
 
   “Explain what? How you haven’t been in contact for over two weeks? Do you seriously think I give a shit, Phillip?” she said, frustration turning into anger. Who did he think he was? Did he truly expect to call her out of the blue after their last conversation of calling time on the relationship and she be grateful for it? 
 
   “Whoa, listen, you’re over-reacting. We both knew we needed some time out but I’m ready now, darling. I get it. I get the whole commitment thing. And I want to do it” he replied, voice softening. “With you, Sylvia. I want to do it with you.” 
 
   Holding the phone away from her ear in shock, Sylvia looked at her assistant and shook her head in amazement, before bursting into laughter. 
 
   “You really are something, Phillip. I told you that I wanted to end things.  That’s E. N. D. That means over. Done with. Finished. Let it sink in to that tiny mind of yours. I don’t want you, Phillip and I certainly don’t want commitment with you.”  
 
   Sylvia noticed her assistant staring at her with wide, shocked eyes and quickly walked toward the kitchenette area for more privacy. 
 
   A stunned silence greeted her from the other end of the line. She was certain that Phillip had just received his first real rejection from a woman. She waited with interest as she heard him clear his throat.  
 
   “So there isn’t anything I can do to win you back?” he asked in a small, hurt voice. 
 
   Sylvia looked at the handset in confusion. Was he serious? Phillip Moore was actually grovelling and sounding genuinely sincere. She felt a gentle pull on her heart strings. She’d been harsh in order to protect herself from his egotistical and self-assured arrogance that he’d easily win her back. Had she over reacted?  
 
   “I’m sorry, Phillip; I just feel we are too different for one another. I can’t see this relationship working in the longer term. I want a man who doesn’t need me to push him for his time and focus. Someone that makes me feel wanted. I don’t feel that with you” Sylvia said sadly. 
 
   Phillip sighed in defeat.  
 
   “I love you though. I didn’t realise it until now. But I think I was scared; I’ve never felt this way about anyone before. I guess I didn’t know how to deal with it, so I backed off. Too little too late, I suppose.” 
 
   Listening quietly, Sylvia felt herself soften to his words. She wasn’t used to him speaking so openly and honestly. It was a glimpse into the part of him that had originally attracted her in the first instance when she’d been scheduled in as his substitute make-up artist. Whilst making him presentable for his morning show, she’d found herself intrigued as he made notes for his show’s topic debate. He’d seemed genuinely moved by the plight of the street children in India. Asking her opinion on whether his questions were ethical, she had warmed to him as she found he’d shared lots of her views. He had even used one of her quotes for his interview. 
 
   Closing her eyes and hoping she wasn’t about to make a regrettable decision, she took a deep breath. 
 
   “Maybe its best we meet and talk in person. I can’t pretend that I love you too because a lot of my feelings I have blocked towards you and, in honesty, I’m uncertain of whether we have a future. But if that is truly the way you feel, then I’m willing to give things a try.”
 
   A small part of Sylvia felt heavy as she arranged to meet him the following day at his house. She hung up the call and glanced at her watch, trying to decipher her true feelings for Phillip. It was unhealthy to constantly question his intentions and feelings towards her and even now, after his declaration, she wasn’t sure if she could trust him. What if he was just saying these things to win her over? Would he then get what he wanted and once again leave her hanging and waiting for his time and focus?  
 
   Sylvia’s assistant loomed awkwardly in the doorway. “Sylvia, Donatella and her team have arrived. She’s in the dressing room.” 
 
   It was time to put her personal issues aside; Sylvia replaced her mobile in her pocket and followed her assistant out of the kitchenette. Donatella was a demanding client. She would need to have a clear mind in order to do her job properly. 
 
   Except one thought refused to dissipate. Would Phillip still be as interested if he discovered she’d had one casual short fling with another man? And should she tell him? 
 
    
 
   “Brisbane? But I thought she was enjoying Sydney?” Zara asked in confusion as Glenda unplugged the hoover from the wall socket. 
 
   “Yes, well so did I. It came as a surprise to me too. I have a feeling it’s something to do with this Aidan friend of hers.”  
 
   Zara heaved herself into a more comfortable position on the sofa, thinking back to her last email from Felicity two days previously. 
 
   “But I thought she was getting on well with him? What makes you think it’s something to do with him?” Zara asked. 
 
   Glenda picked up the hoover and, careful not to make heavy footprint dents on the carpet, tiptoed with it towards the hallway. It didn’t matter that Felicity was thousands of miles away; her regular cleaning of the cottage was still as important, despite no-one being there to make use of it. 
 
   “Something she wrote made me wonder if he’d made a pass at her. You know how Fee is, she’s undoubtedly given him the cold shoulder and making a rapid exit.” 
 
   Zara smiled. It had been quite a shock to see the photo of Aidan that Felicity had sent to her. His striking resemblance to James was uncanny. Yet she’d known from the way Fee had referred to him that there was no attraction or even contemplation of anything other than someone to keep her company. Poor Glenda had hoped it could have been more, but she knew Fee too well. James had ruined her life; she wouldn’t be wanting someone so closely linked. And the fact he was a chef wouldn’t appeal to Felicity either. 
 
   “Oh dear. I feel sorry for him if that’s the case. Felicity can be cold and aloof when she wants to be. Let’s hope he didn’t fall for her too much.” 
 
   Glenda gave Zara a knowing look. “My thoughts exactly.” 
 
   “At least she’s getting to see more of Australia though. I envy her, I’d love to have a holiday” Zara said wistfully. It had been years since she and Steve had been away. Six, to be exact. Although Lexi had been a toddler and the trip to Cornwall hadn’t been quite the relaxation that she’d hoped for, it had still been special. Steve had been at his most attentive and loving and she was certain it was then that Abbey had been conceived. 
 
   “Once the baby comes and things are settled, you and Steve should try and get away. A little break for yourselves. I don’t mind looking after the kids for a weekend” Glenda offered kindly. 
 
   Zara looked at Glenda with excitement.  
 
   “Really?  Do you mean that? Oh Glen, that would be brilliant. As long as you’re sure the kids wouldn’t be too much for you. I’ll mention it to Steve, maybe two days in the New Forest or something. Or even Paris. I’d love to try Paris.” 
 
   Glenda chuckled at Zara’s enthusiasm. She was pleased to see her happy. She’d noticed that she hadn’t been her usual upbeat self of late. Of course, she knew it was likely to have something to do with her being over six months pregnant. But she seemed uncharacteristically preoccupied and distracted. She’d thought about mentioning it to Felicity over email to see if she had picked up something too, but she didn’t want to worry her daughter. Fee would be like a dog with a bone if she thought Zara was upset and hiding something. 
 
   “Yes I mean it. You talk to Steve and when you are ready to book something, let me know and we can make the arrangements.” Glenda said firmly. 
 
   Zara leaned back onto the sofa with a warm feeling inside her. Steve had returned from his overnight trip with such affection and attentiveness towards her that she’d felt her heart break. It was clearly guilt-driven. Every time she fished for details, he had smoothly steered the conversation towards her and the children. It was eating her up inside wondering what Steve’s other woman looked like. 
 
   Yet now she had been given a chance to win back her husband. She was determined to make him realise what they had was worth fighting for. A mini-break was the perfect opportunity. Once her baby weight was shifted, and with time alone without the children, she would have the chance to remind Steve of the sexy woman he had fallen in love with all of those years ago. 
 
   “Right, I’m all done here. We should make a move, you’ve got the kids to pick up and I’ve got that office party tonight with Bill.” Glenda said as she pulled closed the patio doors. 
 
   Zara slowly stood up, holding a protective hand under her baby bump. It was so nice spending time in Glenda’s company on her days off. It wasn’t quite the same with Fee gone. In the office she didn’t get her usual daily email from her, however brief it had been. She also missed being able to pick up the phone when she wanted to have a chat. 
 
   “Yes, Daisy’s nursery closes soon so I had better be going. Not only that but I need to research about maternity pay. I have a meeting with the new Human Resources Manager tomorrow to see what I’m entitled to.” 
 
   Glenda looked on as Zara rubbed her back and slowly bent down to pick up her handbag. No one could accuse her of not being a hard worker.  How she cleverly managed to hold down a part time office job and a growing family was admirable. It saddened Glenda that the poor love had no family to help her. Thank goodness Steve was a good husband. 
 
   “I’m sure the meeting will go well. You’ve been at this job a while now so you’re certainly entitled to something.” Glenda said reassuringly. 
 
   Zara nodded quietly in response and hoped that Glenda was right. With Steve undoubtedly lavishing his wages on his new fancy woman, she would need all the financial help she could get.  
 
   Drawing the curtains, the pair headed out of the cottage and down the narrow pathway to their cars. Neither one noticed the neatly trimmed grass and rose hedge as they passed. 
 
    
 
   “Tonight?” Aidan repeated in an icy tone. 
 
   Avoiding his glare, Felicity continued picking at the steamed salmon dish in front of her.  
 
   “Yes, tonight. I have to leave for the airport in a few hours” she said, taking a mouthful of the bland tasting fish and wishing she was anywhere but lunching with Aidan. 
 
   “Wow, you certainly don’t waste time, do you? Thanks for letting me know, Fee - real friendly of you.” Shaking his head in disgust, Aidan dropped his knife and fork onto his half-finished steak dish with a clatter. 
 
   Felicity looked up in alarm. She hadn’t expected Aidan to take the news easily, but his immature and aggressive manner wasn’t something she appreciated.  
 
   “Did you really expect me to spend the next two months of my travel in Sydney, filling my days with pointless tasks?” she asked in exasperation. 
 
   Aidan’s face burned red with anger.  
 
   “Pointless tasks? Is that what I am to you? Well thanks a fucking lot.” 
 
   Felicity cringed, wishing she could retract her words. She felt her face burn with embarrassment as the middle-aged couple on the next table discreetly looked her way. 
 
    “Here I am, trying to help you settle into life here and going all out to accommodate your mostly selfish and materialistic ways and you throw the whole lot back in my face! Charming.” Aidan stood up throwing the napkin from his lap onto his plate. 
 
   Felicity looked on in panic, hoping he wasn’t going to cause a scene. 
 
   “I hope you find whatever it is you’re searching for in Brisbane, Fee. Clearly it’s not me.” 
 
   Picking up his jacket from the back of his chair, Aidan reluctantly glanced into Felicity’s eyes before turning around and walking hurriedly from the restaurant. 
 
   Felicity set down her cutlery and stared in mortification at the plate of food in front of her. Aidan had looked so hurt. The last thing she’d wanted to do was hurt him. He was a good person. It struck her that he’d called her selfish and materialistic. He’d never mentioned those things to her before. Did he really view her in that way? 
 
   Signalling to the waiter for the bill, she glanced outside through the glass window of the restaurant hoping to see Aidan. She wanted to put things right before she left. He at least deserved that. 
 
   Paying the hefty lunch bill and realising that her suggestion to eat at the exclusive venue had undoubtedly been a subconscious urge to compensate for her guilt, she made her way outside, ignoring the glances of other diners. 
 
   Aidan was nowhere to be seen.
 
   

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    “Dan are you going to silicone the sink today?” Stacey asked, trying to keep exasperation from her voice. It was Thursday and he’d been threatening to do it since the previous Monday. 
 
   Ignoring her, Dan continued reading the sports section of the newspaper, wishing his mate Andy would be quicker to return his call. He hadn’t planned on breaking up with Stacey again so soon, but the past few weeks had been unbearable. Even Andy’s sofa was looking more appealing. 
 
   “Dan?” Stacey moved in front of him and snatched away the pages spread out before him.  
 
   His head shot up in fury. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing, Stace?” Standing up in alarm, he looked at her with the disgust and dislike he was currently feeling and heavy handedly ripped the papers from her grasp. 
 
   Stacey winced. It wasn’t in Dan’s character to be aggressive but she’d noticed a darker side to him since he’d moved back in. A side she didn’t like. And the way he looked at her; was that hate she saw in his eyes? 
 
   As painful as it was, she was slowly realising that Dan was no longer in love with her. 
 
   “I’m tired of you not listening to me. You walk around sneering in my direction. You haven’t even noticed I had my hair restyled for goodness sake!” Stacey’s voice rose with alarming speed. 
 
   Looking properly at Stacey, Dan noticed the new shorter, layered cut. How had he missed it before? She looked different. Good different, more mature perhaps.  
 
   “How are we supposed to have a future together if you don’t pay any attention to the relationship?” Stacey asked dejectedly. 
 
   Dan stared at Stacey with a tired expression. He didn’t want to hurt her; it wasn’t her fault that he didn’t find her appealing anymore or that she was a drain on his energy. She needed someone else that could put up with her. A fleeting feeling of anxiety set in. Although he wanted rid of Stacey, Andy hadn’t returned his call. And his bank balance was showing red. He could barely afford a bed and breakfast for a few nights, let alone find a permanent solution in a short space of time. 
 
   Pulling Stacey closer to him, he made up his mind. 
 
   “Babe, I’m sorry. I’ve been distracted with work; you know things are financially a bit tight for me at the moment and maybe I’ve taken it out on you.” Kissing the top of her head softly, he wrapped his arms around her and waited for her body to relax into his. He didn’t have to wait long. 
 
   “Oh Dan, I’m just worried for us. I feel you’re drifting away and I love you so much that it hurts me to see you like this” Stacey said, face nuzzled into his shoulder. 
 
   “Don’t worry, babe, we’ll get through it.” Stroking her hair reassuringly, Dan stared straight ahead as Stacey hugged him tightly.  
 
   Could his life get any more of a mess? He thought of Fee. He’d heard she was in Australia and he wondered if he’d ever have his chance with her again. Immediately the thought was broken as Sylvia’s face flashed before him.  That bitch had set him up. Given him a taster and then taken it away again.  
 
   Stacey pulled gently away from him and looked into his eyes.  
 
   Quickly forgetting his anger towards Sylvia, he stared down at Stacey. She looked excited. Her eyes were twinkling. 
 
   “What’s up, babe?” 
 
   Stacey hesitated, biting down on her bottom lip. She knew it wasn’t the solution to all of their problems, but something was urging her to say it. She loved Dan wholeheartedly; maybe it was just what they needed. 
 
   Putting her arms around his waist, Stacey took a leap of faith. Looking into his eyes and seeing his confusion, she knew it would make things clearer for both of them. They needed a focus, a plan, and this was it. She took a deep breath. 
 
   “Dan, let’s get married.” 
 
   Dan’s world crumbled around him. 
 
    
 
   Felicity eyed her room with contempt. It wasn’t anything like the photos she’d studied on the internet. The wardrobe was barely a foot wide and the double bed was in fact a single, complete with a threadbare dolphin design duvet set. The idea of local bed and breakfast accommodation instead of a luxury hotel had lost all of its appeal. 
 
   “If you need anything you can find me downstairs in my private living quarters” Darlene, the B&B owner said kindly. 
 
   It was three o’clock in the morning and after taking a taxi directly to the out-of-the-city-centre B&B in Auchenflower, Felicity knew her chances of finding alternative sleeping arrangements for the night were beyond slim. She had no option but to retire herself into the small closeted room. Besides, she had already paid a full week’s board. 
 
   “Thanks, Darlene” she replied tiredly, closing the door behind the retreating owner. 
 
   Sinking herself begrudgingly onto the bed, she took off her dress and slid under the covers, giving in to the tiredness and exhaustion that had suddenly consumed her. Her last thought before she drifted into sleep was Maurice.  If only he could see her now. 
 
   A loud rapping on the wall adjacent to her bed woke her with a start.  It took a moment to recognise her surroundings as a clock face set into a mermaid statue caught her attention.  
 
   “Ten o’clock?” muttering to herself, Felicity jumped out of the lumpy bed, wincing as her back aligned itself correctly. In the light of day, the small room was even more chaotic and absurd than she’d remembered. 
 
   A desk lamp decorated in seashells stood awkwardly next to a wooden statue of a sailor. Two of the white walls hosted more mermaid references and figurines. Yet the most bizarre object was the lifelike large fish mounted on the wall opposite her bed. If she wasn’t so tired, she would have laughed at the situation. Instead, Felicity opened her suitcase taking out a change of clothing and her toiletries and headed next door to the bathroom. 
 
   The spotless, functional and modern bathroom was a far cry from her sleeping arrangements. Showering and dressing, she headed toward the kitchen, aware of a deafening silence all around her. Where was everybody? 
 
   “Good Morning. Sleep well?”  
 
   Felicity jumped, causing her to raise her hand to her chest in fright. Spinning around she saw Darlene’s large frame towering nearby. 
 
   “Goodness, you scared the life out of me!”  
 
   Darlene grinned warmly and chuckled. “Sorry, I have a habit of creeping up on people sometimes. Have you had your breakfast yet? Oh and how are you finding your room? If you need any help with local tourist spots today, I have lots of good recommendations.” 
 
   Taken aback by Darlene’s over enthusiasm, Felicity stumbled for something to say. It was Aidan’s fault. He’d constantly been on at her to find B&B accommodation in Sydney, telling her how much more of an economical and personalised experience it was.  She’d thought that given her friendship with Aidan and how it had helped her to settle easier into Sydney, the B&B idea would help provide a similar situation in Brisbane. Regrettably, she had misjudged just how ‘personalised’ it would be. 
 
   “I wanted to speak to you about the room actually, Darlene” Felicity said, gathering her thoughts and feeling irked. 
 
   “Yes, I thought that might be a topic of discussion” Darlene replied solemnly. “I know you booked a double en suite but I made a mix up with the reservations, which is why I have had to put you in the Mermaid room.” Darlene shifted nervously from foot to foot. 
 
   Despite being almost half a foot taller and a lot weightier than herself, there was something innocent and vulnerable in Darlene’s stance that reminded Felicity of her mother. Softening her tone a little, she tried to be delicate about the matter.  
 
   “Well, I really need a double room. The room I have isn’t sufficient for my needs. If you can’t accommodate me then you’ll appreciate that I’ll have to find alternative arrangements.”  
 
   Darlene looked crestfallen. “Ok, I understand; but I was going to suggest that I refund you part of your money and when my guest in room number four leaves tomorrow evening, you can have his double room?” 
 
   Feeling compromised, Felicity knew it was her opportunity to regain her money and find a hotel more suited to her standards; but Darlene’s anxious nature was making her reconsider. She didn’t want to upset her. 
 
   “Ok; as long as it’s only for one night then I’m willing to wait for the double room to become available.” 
 
   “Oh, what good news!” Darlene clapped her hands excitedly and Felicity smiled. She may well have signed herself up for a week in a place totally out of her comfort zone, yet it was an adventure she needed. She was fully aware of every perk of five star accommodation, but a week at Chasely Fields was sure to be enlightening. Making a point to end the conversation, Felicity rubbed her hands together. 
 
   “Right, I’m going to get myself some breakfast and I’ll be sure to take you up on those tips for sightseeing at some point.” 
 
   “Glad to be of help. You won’t find any of the others about at the moment though. Three of the guests are long termers, all working internships at the hospital at the end of the road. Owen, the chappie in room four, he’s still in his room. Late riser, that one. Shame he’ll be leaving tomorrow, he’s been so entertaining. I’ll be sorry to see him go.” Darlene finally stopped talking and pursed her lips sadly. 
 
   Unsure how to respond, Felicity nodded, making a mental note not to divulge too much of her personal life to Darlene. The woman was a motor mouth. 
 
   “Go on then, get your breakfast as you’ve undoubtedly got a busy day ahead” Darlene said, shooing Felicity with her hand. 
 
   Relieved for the dismissal, Felicity quickly continued through the corridor towards the kitchen, pleased to see that Darlene was correct in informing that the others were nowhere to be seen. 
 
   Opening drawers in search of cutlery, she quickly closed them again, her stomach churning at the sight of crumbs and mould in every crevice her eye was drawn to. Opening the fridge, a stench of rotten eggs greeted her and she heaved in response. 
 
   “Go on, be brave; have some milk” an amused male voice said from behind her. 
 
   Spinning around in surprise, Felicity came face to face with an unshaven, dishevelled man, naked except for a tatty pair of grey boxer shorts. Drawing her eyes back to his face, she watched as he surveyed her from head to toe with open audacity.  
 
   “Do you mind? I’m not a cow at auction” she snapped in annoyance. Just who did he think he was? His shoulder length blonde wavy hair didn’t look like it had seen a brush in days. Not to mention the stubble desperately in need of a shave.  
 
   “Chill, woman. I was just observing you for bed bug bites.” He grinned at her, flashing perfectly straight white teeth. 
 
   Bed bugs? Felicity felt her skin crawl and looked down at her arms suspiciously. The man chuckled and she moved aside as he reached past her into the fridge, picking up a tied carrier bag. 
 
   “Trick is to store everything in a carrier bag. Keeps it fresh and avoids the contamination that’s running rife in there.” 
 
   She watched in fascination as he deftly opened the bag with one hand and retrieved a carton of milk from inside.  
 
   “Care for a coffee?” 
 
   Felicity hesitated, glancing at a nearby unwashed teacup.  
 
   The man smiled again; opening the wooden cupboard door above the sink, he retrieved yet another carrier bag.  
 
   “Disposable cups and plastic cutlery. Works a treat.” 
 
   Felicity laughed at the absurdity and looked at him with new appreciation. 
 
   “Well I must say, I’m impressed. I don’t know any other men with your level of hygiene standard.” 
 
   She watched as he smiled and the corners of his eyes creased deeply, smiling with him.  
 
   “When you’ve lived in as many hovels as I have, you learn the tricks of the trade to keep your stomach strong. Plus I’m a man. I don’t do washing up.” He heaped a generous amount of instant coffee into each of the polystyrene cups.  
 
   “So you must be Owen?”
 
   He chuckled again and Felicity noted how his chest muscles rippled. His body was well defined, despite the scar that ran the length of his shin. 
 
   “Darlene been at you already, I take it?” he asked raising an eyebrow. 
 
   Felicity smiled in answer, watching as he carefully put away his carrier bags of essentials. 
 
   “I’m Felicity, the newbie, as Darlene likes to refer to me.” 
 
   Owen held out a steaming cup of coffee towards her. 
 
   “Yes, she’s already told me all about you. You’re early thirties, originally from the UK and you’ll be moving into my room as of tomorrow.”  
 
   Felicity took a sip of her coffee and noted its quality taste. Whatever instant coffee he used, it wasn’t the cheap stuff. 
 
   “How can you know all of that already?!” she asked in surprise.  
 
   Owen tapped his nose mysteriously as he gulped a mouthful of his drink. 
 
   “Follow me” he said, walking out of the kitchen into the corridor. 
 
   “Well, I was going to prepare myself some breakfast” Felicity mumbled, voice fading as Owen’s retreating figure disappeared from view. 
 
   Despite having no intention of preparing herself food in the less than hygienic kitchen, Felicity reluctantly followed his lead toward the back of the house and the garden. 
 
   The large Zen inspired garden was a pleasant surprise compared to other parts of the house. Admiring the tranquil water features and small bridges, she followed a barefooted Owen across a stone path to a cornered seating area, taking care not to spill her coffee. 
 
   “Beautiful garden, isn’t it?” he said, placing his coffee on the wicker table and taking a seat on a futon. 
 
   Felicity nodded in agreement, thinking of her own garden and Dan. She pushed the thought away and sat down opposite Owen. 
 
   “So why have you brought me out here?”  
 
   Owen looked at Felicity with a confused expression.  
 
   “To enjoy your coffee. Why would you want to be stuck inside drinking it when you have all of this nature and tranquillity at your disposal?”
 
   Felicity felt a little embarrassed for asking such a ridiculous question, especially as Owen had such a matter-of-fact way with his words. 
 
   “So what brings you to Auchenflower and especially to Darlene’s gaff?” Owen asked with a smile. 
 
   Felicity relaxed into the futon. Despite her stomach making soft growling noises, it was obvious she wasn’t going to be leaving the house for breakfast any time soon. Owen was an intriguing figure; so relaxed and carefree in his actions. The way he was absent-mindedly stroking a nearby leaf made her think of Dan again. Strangely, the feeling wasn’t the sadness or the mortification she’d been experiencing of late. It was a realisation that Dan held no attraction or common interests with her.  
 
   “Anybody home?” Owen said jokily, swirling his coffee cup and waiting for an answer. 
 
   Felicity noticed how the morning sun was reflecting in Owen’s eyes. His light green iris was slowly becoming as yellow green as a cat’s eye. A very beautiful and unusual colour.
 
   “The funny thing is, I really don’t know the answer to your question” Felicity said, relieved that she was finally able to be honest with someone. “I had, until a few weeks ago, a pretty good life. Or so I thought. Good career, nice house. Admittedly, I could have done with a bit more of a social life. But I was happy.”  
 
   Owen narrowed his cat like eyes and leaned forward. 
 
   “And then, out of the blue I had a slight accident and next thing I know I’m taking a three month sabbatical and travelling around Australia. It’s all very bizarre.”  
 
   Owen grinned. “You’re at the point”. He put down his coffee cup and looked at Felicity’s puzzled expression. 
 
   “The point? What is that supposed to mean?”  
 
   Reaching down to snap off a rose from a small bush nearby, he leaned in closer to face Felicity who was looking at him, once again bewildered. 
 
   He held up the slightly wilted Rose in front of Felicity. “This rose until I picked it was enjoying a happy life in this garden along with the other roses on that particular bush. Then suddenly, I come along and cut off its life force. I’ve snapped it off at the right place for it to be replanted and able to grow again elsewhere, in a new environment, possibly alone. Whether or not it chooses to flourish in that new environment is another question, but it will have the necessary means. It’s just like life. We can’t resist change. We all get to the point where a big life overhaul comes in and we have to accept it and find ways to accommodate it.  But allowing it and going with the flow is the only way to embrace the change.” 
 
   Felicity bit down on her lip, watching Owen as he got up and walked across to a small patch of soil and began digging a hole with his hand for the rose cutting. 
 
   His odd but beautiful way of explaining ‘the point’ has resonated with her. There was no use in trying to find reasons for her unpredictable behaviour of late. She needed to see where it would take her. Over-analysing and looking for logical explanations hadn’t helped. 
 
   “So I assume - seeing as you are so wizened about ‘the point’ – that you’ve been there yourself?” Felicity asked inquisitively. 
 
   Owen laughed as he patted down the soil firmly and dusted off his hands against his boxer shorts. “Yes, I’ve been to “the point” and I’m still there!” 
 
   She couldn’t be sure but she thought she saw a hint of sadness behind his smiling eyes.  
 
   “What are you doing here at Darlene’s anyway? You’re an Ozzie – are you from this area?” Felicity asked. 
 
   Owen gathered up the two discarded polystyrene cups and ran his hand through his hair. 
 
   “I’m from Melbourne originally but I travel around quite a bit. I like to help out at various animal sanctuaries. I’ve been here in Brisbane helping out locally but tomorrow I’m heading up to Cairns for a while. There are a few projects I’m interested in getting involved with.”  
 
   “Wow, sounds interesting. I guess you like to travel around a lot then.” Felicity asked, quietly trying to sum up her opinion of the unique man sat in front of her. 
 
   She had assumed sanctuary work was voluntary or expenses paid. Surely Owen couldn’t live off solely that? Glancing swiftly at his unkempt appearance again, she realised he wasn’t really a man of material needs. 
 
   “I enjoy it. It’s nice to do something that makes a difference and I’m quite a simple person, so it suits me.” 
 
   Felicity found herself warming to his strangely open and honest nature. 
 
   Owen stood up, just as Felicity was about to ask him more about his travels. “Right, well I had better let you get off and explore this mighty city. I recommend the first coffee shop on the left side past the Victoria Bridge for a nice continental breakfast.”  
 
   Surprised at his abrupt ending to the conversation, Felicity stood up, trying to mask her disappointment and glanced at her watch. 
 
   “Goodness, it’s already quite late. I had best be off – I’ve got lots to see today. I will keep an eye out for that breakfast place. Thank you for the coffee and the chat.” 
 
   Owen was already walking ahead but stopped to turn around and face Felicity. 
 
   “Pleasure’s all mine. Hope to see you later, but if I don’t then I wish you all the best for your time here. Remember the Rose” he said with a wink. 
 
   Felicity felt herself flush as he smiled at her and walked off quickly ahead. Purposely hanging back, she took her time walking back toward the house. Owen was already out of  sight.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Thirteen 
 
   Glenda tried to stand up for the umpteenth time and immediately sat back down as her stomach swam with nausea. A champagne hangover. Who would have thought!  
 
   “Serves me right” she mumbled as Bill set down a steaming mug of black coffee in front of her. 
 
   “Try to get that down you and you’ll feel a lot better” he said encouragingly, walking back to the cooker hob and the sizzling pan of bacon he was overseeing. 
 
   “I really hope I didn’t say anything out of turn last night?” Glenda asked, cringing silently as she recalled visions of herself dancing recklessly. Dancing. Whatever had possessed her? It was his annual office party, not a knees-up at the local pub. 
 
   Bill stopped midway through cutting slices of the poppy seed bloomer loaf and looked around at Glenda’s worried face.  
 
   “Don’t be daft, everyone loved you. I was complimented all evening on what a beauty I’ve managed to land myself. And what an amazing dancer you were to go with it.”  He grinned, and winked cheekily at her. 
 
   Glenda picked up a napkin and scrunched it up, chucking it in his direction. 
 
   “Shove off. I know I looked ridiculous but I can’t remember the last time I had a chance to dance to 70’s music. It’s a good job Fee is in Australia. She would have had me hung, drawn and quartered if she’d seen the state of me last night.” 
 
   Bill turned off the frying pan and heaped generous rashers of the crispy bacon onto the thickly cut bread. Glenda watched with concern. She could just about bear the smell of the bacon; the thought of eating it was stomach churning. 
 
   “Have you told her about us yet?” Bill asked casually, setting down the hefty sandwich in front of her. 
 
   Glenda looked up in surprise. Bill wasn’t one to talk about family matters. Despite being comfortable and at ease in each other’s company, Glenda still hadn’t delved into his past properly nor he into hers. Other than the information she’d volunteered about Felicity, Bill hadn’t mentioned her daughter since. 
 
   Avoiding his eyes, she delicately picked up half of her sandwich and forced herself to take a small bite. Chewing slowly, she considered her answer. 
 
   “I’ve wanted to. But I haven’t really found the right moment yet” she said honestly.  It was true. Felicity had only made two brief phone calls since her arrival in Brisbane and neither had been an appropriate time to bring up the subject, especially since the last conversation had centred around her inability to feel settled in Brisbane. She hadn’t liked hearing her daughter sound so lonely and despondent, it had started up her anxiety again to a degree. The only way she’d been able to help was to look online at nearby excursions and email across suggestions. She was still waiting for an answer from Fee, which unnerved her even more. 
 
   Bill reached out for her hand and gently squeezed it.  
 
   “The only reason I ask is because I’ve fallen in love with you Glen.”  
 
   Glenda smiled and reached across and cupped her hand over Bill’s.  She had been waiting for those words. It had only been a month into their relationship but she had already fallen deeply in love herself.  Although she couldn’t be certain, she had sensed that Bill felt the same way towards her. Hearing him say it aloud was a confirmation that warmed her to the core. She felt her face flush. 
 
   “Well that makes two of us then. I can’t imagine how I spent the last ten years without you.”  
 
   “Let’s hope it stays that way for the next ten years” he joked, stroking her thumb. The house phone rang, breaking the special moment. 
 
   Glenda reluctantly stood up, fighting the urge to give in to her hangover and walked across to grab the handset from the kitchen counter.  
 
   Bill looked down at his half eaten sandwich, disappointed he hadn’t been given the chance to explain his feelings to Glenda in greater detail.  He pushed the agitation from his mind and considered plans for the day ahead. Lost in thought as to whether to suggest a countryside stroll or a pub lunch, he looked up in surprise as Glenda stopped talking to the caller and took in a sharp breath. 
 
   Watching her face pale as she held the phone to her ear, he felt concern as he saw her mouth widen in horror. 
 
   “But Fee - are they sure it’s cancer?” 
 
   Bill’s stomach flipped. Felicity had cancer? 
 
    
 
   “Do you think these trousers cling too tightly across my hips?” Sylvia asked, checking her side profile once more and focusing on the stretched material around her thighs.  
 
   She couldn’t understand the weight gain. She hadn’t been eating any differently to usual and yet her thighs and hips appeared to have grown. Phillip looked up from his position of lounging on the bed and admired her half-dressed figure. 
 
   “You look sexy to me. I wouldn’t worry about a little weight gain. It suits you.” He focused his attention back on his smart phone and once again began clicking away. 
 
   Sylvia spun around and stared at him in astonishment. 
 
   “So I have put on weight then? Is that what you’re saying?”  
 
   Phillip looked up, set his phone aside and shifted himself along the bed nearer to the mirror where Sylvia was standing. 
 
   “That isn’t what I said. You’re beautiful; you need to start believing it more.”  He pulled her body closer to him and hugged her, stroking her back suggestively. 
 
   “I’m not in the mood, Phillip. I’ve got a busy day ahead and don’t forget after work later I’m meeting the girls – Donna has got news to share.” Sylvia disentangled herself from his embrace and walked towards her underwear draw to find a comfortable bra. Picking out her most favoured one, she put it on, aware that her breasts were uncharacteristically bulging out of the cups.  
 
   “Even my bra doesn’t fit me” she said sulkily trying to squash herself into it.  She had always been fortunate in having a pert and larger than normal chest. The idea of it growing any bigger and becoming heavy and droopy wasn’t a welcome one. 
 
   “No complaints from this end” Phillip said smiling. 
 
   Ignoring him, Sylvia grabbed a loose top from her chest of drawers. She didn’t want anything that would further accentuate her growing figure. She needed to reassess her food and alcohol intake; clearly her body couldn’t handle her usual portions any longer. 
 
   “Want to meet for lunch? I don’t have anything but the radio interview later this afternoon” Phillip suggested, spraying deodorant liberally under his arms. 
 
   Sylvia paused in front of the mirror. Since their heart to heart and agreeing to give the relationship another try, Phillip had been incessantly clingy. There wasn’t a day which passed without him wanting to spend time with her. As much as she was flattered and enjoyed the adornment and new found attention, it was becoming a little restrictive. She still couldn’t fathom her true feelings towards him and his sudden obsessive behaviour wasn’t helping the matter. 
 
   “Sorry - I can’t do lunch, I’ve got Pilates today” she lied, hoping he wouldn’t remember she had dropped out of the class nearly six weeks earlier.  
 
   “I thought you didn’t do Pilates anymore?” Phillip said, pulling on a grey cashmere sweater.  
 
   He’d remembered, which in itself was a surprise seeing as Sylvia had automatically assumed she’d spent the first six months of their relationship talking to herself. 
 
   Securing her hair off her face, she picked up her perfume and spritzed her neck and arms. 
 
   “I’m starting up again. Mainly because of the weight I’ve noticed that’s crept up on me. Class starts today.” Refusing to meet his questioning expression, she slipped on her shoes and picked up her bag. 
 
   “Ok, I’m off. I’ll see you tonight; I can come to yours after the drinks with the girls?” 
 
   Phillip switched off the radio and picked up his wallet. “I’ll leave with you. I’m going to head into town and run a few errands.”  
 
   Walking out of her ground floor apartment together, the pair kissed goodbye and went their separate ways. It was only as Sylvia got into her car and turned on the ignition that she realised Phillip hadn’t answered her question. Did he not want to see her later? 
 
    
 
   It was already eight o’clock when Sylvia pushed open the heavy glass door of Corney & Barrow. Despite rushing her last client, she had still managed to arrive forty-five minutes later than planned. The girls were already seated on high stools and spotted her immediately. 
 
   “Hi ladies” she exclaimed excitedly, moving around to each of her three friends and giving them air kisses.  “I’m so sorry I’m late. It’s been one of those days where everything that could possibly have gone wrong, did so.” Hooking her bag under the table, she propped herself onto the remaining unoccupied seat and reached across for the drinks menu.  
 
   “Don’t worry, you haven’t missed anything – we’ve just been chatting about Jo’s new boss.” Donna said, taking a sip of her drink and eyeing Sylvia in a way which meant not to raise the subject again. Sylvia understood the signal immediately. Jo wasn’t the most light-hearted person. Getting her started on something she disliked was a sure fire way to dull anyone’s mood. She was relieved she was late. 
 
   “So, why are we here in Corney & Barrow and not at our local tonight?” Sylvia asked, diverting the subject. “I gather there must be something special you want to share with us?!” Jo and Sally giggled. 
 
   Donna laughed nervously. “Is it that obvious that when I suggest meeting here instead of the King’s Head that there’s a momentous reason?”  
 
   “Yes Donna it is. We came for your engagement announcement, your promotion announcement, your redundancy announcement. Need I continue?!” Sylvia joked. 
 
   “Ok, ok. I wanted to wait until all of you were here until I shared my news” Donna began, fiddling restlessly with the napkin under her wine glass. 
 
   “Well, we are all here now, so come on, spit it out?” Jo said in her no frills manner. 
 
   Donna took a deep breath and looked at her friends. “Garth and I are eleven weeks pregnant. We think it might be a girl” she said excitedly. 
 
   All three women squealed feverishly at the news, getting off their seats to hug and kiss their friend.  Sylvia felt elated for Donna. They had all been aware that she had been trying for a baby but after three years of no success and a long standing history of severe endometriosis, it seemed it wasn’t meant to be. 
 
   “Oh Donna, I’m absolutely delighted for you” Sylvia said, taking her seat again and looking at her friend with new eyes. She didn’t look any different. There was no sign of pregnancy flush or weight gain whatsoever.  
 
   “Me too” Sally said, reaching over to squeeze Donna’s hand encouragingly.  
 
   “Let’s do a toast” Jo announced, raising her glass.  
 
   “Oh wait, I don’t have a drink yet” Sylvia said, looking around for a floor waiter. 
 
   Donna picked up her near full wine glass and set it in front of her. “Have this; I was only sipping it as a pretence so you wouldn’t guess. I obviously can’t drink now that I know I’m pregnant. I’ve got half a glass of sparkling water here anyway, I can toast with that.” 
 
   Sylvia picked up the wine glass and held it in the air alongside the others.  
 
   “To Donna and Garth” Jo said, clinking her glass against the rest. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia arrived home at midnight, tipsy and tired and slightly regretting her decision to drink a third celebratory glass of wine. It hadn’t been easy to ignore the small voice in her head all night, telling her to check her phone to see if Phillip had messaged. He hadn’t. 
 
   The girls had fully supported her decision to give the relationship a second chance; she suspected it was based purely on the fact that they were all fans of Phillip and any excuse to have a connection to him was welcomed. She couldn’t gauge her true feelings on the matter. It irritated her that he hadn’t been in contact since they’d left the house together that morning. Nor had he given her a clear answer on wanting her to spend the night at his. She sighed to herself and kicked off her shoes, the balls of her feet throbbing against the cold bathroom floor. It annoyed her that he’d become obsessive and attentive and it annoyed her that he’d suddenly stopped being attentive. Why couldn’t there be a happy medium? Why was it always one extreme or the other with men?  
 
   She was thankful that Donna’s happy news had dominated the evening’s conversation and she hadn’t been given the chance to over-analyse her predicament. 
 
   Stripping off her clothes, she put them into the laundry basket and walked into her bedroom in her underwear. Catching sight of herself in the mirror unawares, she gasped, feeling immediately disgusted at her reflection. Her stomach looked even more protruded that it had in the morning. She prodded her belly and felt the hardness. 
 
   Walking across to her bed, she threw back the covers and switched on her bedside lamp, trying to remember when her last period was. She’d always had a regular cycle, but the last few months had been the exception. Taking her diary from her bag, she flicked back through the weekly agenda, her trepidation building as she turned each page. Six weeks and three days had passed since she’d had her last period. Had it really been that long? How hadn’t she noticed? 
 
   Admittedly, she had been extremely stressed with a heavy workload and then there were all of the problems with Phillip.  As well as her fear of him or Felicity finding out about her fling with Dan. It was natural then, that her period would be late. Wasn’t it? 
 
   She looked down once again at her swollen stomach and breasts as a realisation dawned on her. Six weeks and three days with no period, weight gain and a swollen stomach. It all pointed to the most obvious of reasons.
 
   Surely she couldn’t be pregnant? 
 
    
 
   Stacey straddled Dan and held up her left hand to admire the small glittering diamond. 
 
   “I love it so much. All the girls at work are jealous; Dion said her fella isn’t one for marriage but I told her not to get down about it. I said look how anti-marriage Dan was, and now” she waved her hand in front of Dan’s face. “I’m the one wearing the engagement ring!”
 
   If it wasn’t for Stacey being naked and in a prime position, Dan would have put an immediate end to the ring admiration. As it was, Stacey had only just climbed on top of him. He hadn’t spent more than he cared to on an imitation diamond for no reason. Stacey hadn’t been able to keep her hands off him in the last seventy-two hours. It was worth every penny. Not to mention every annoying squeal each time she looked at her hand. 
 
   “Babe, concentrate; I need you to show me what a good wife you’re going to make. Show me how the future Mrs Matthews is going to treat her husband…” Dan whispered in a low voice, leaning forward to take Stacey’s nipple in his mouth. 
 
   It did the trick. Within no time she was doing to him all the things he loved her for. 
 
    
 
   “You enjoyed that.” Stacey said smugly, lying next to Dan with a dreamy look in her eyes. 
 
   “Yeah, babe. You did good. I’ve got to shoot off to work now. Got the Patterson’s garden to do, followed by Mrs Hendrix. Don’t wait about for me. I said I’d grab a beer with Andy after.”  
 
   Dan got up quickly before she had a chance to protest and padded towards the bathroom. He was looking forward to buying Andy a beer later. The man was a genius. Stacey’s engagement bombshell had been quite the shocker, he’d been ready to pack his bags and sleep under a bridge if he had to. The idea of marriage had been the furthest thing from his mind - especially with Stacey. Had it been someone like Fee he might have felt a bit different. Yet Stacey. It was like being awarded a shitty lifelong consolation prize. 
 
   Andy had convinced him otherwise. Thanks to his mate, his mind had been opened to the advantages of the situation. And the deal breaker; engagement didn’t mean marriage, Andy had told him - wizened and knowing. It meant investing in a cheap ring and an open door to sex on tap. He hadn’t been wrong. Stacey had opened her legs more in the last four days than in their entire two years together. She was treating him like a prince that could do no wrong. The only gutting part was that he’d missed out on two years of it. 
 
   Yet Andy had warned him it wasn’t a long term thing. He was the experienced one, having been engaged three times. So he knew how it worked. He’d told Dan he had no more than nine months before the novelty would begin to wear off and Stacey would start wanting to discuss venues and flowers. Nine months to use it for all it was worth and then get the hell out of there. Dan smiled to himself. Nine months was more than enough.  
 
    
 
   


Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Can you put twenty dollars onto this please” Felicity said, handing over her Smartpass travel card to the kiosk vendor. Waiting impatiently for the small Asian lady to deal with her request, she spotted a stash of chocolate Cherry Ripe bars and picked up three, placing them on the counter. The news of Maurice’s condition had most certainly unbalanced her.  She had been craving all sorts of sugary and refined foods since the discovery. It was most unlike her. 
 
   “That’s twenty-three dollars and thirty cents” the Asian lady said, passing Felicity back her travel card. 
 
   Hastily paying and picking up her chocolate bars, Felicity rushed down the three flights of stairs in time for the incoming train bound for Auchenflower. She made it to the platform just as the last of the commuters disembarked. Taking a seat at the far end of the carriage, she put her Coles shopping bag by her feet and considered her options. 
 
   Eight days in Brisbane and she felt as uncertain about the city as the day she’d arrived. It was a city more relaxed than Sydney, with a better climate and yet it felt small and unexciting in some senses. If it hadn’t been for Darlene’s eccentric nature and evening chats with the other residents at the house, Felicity was certain she’d have already left in search of newer territory. The few day trips she’d been advised to take had left her breathless at their beauty and wonder. Moreton Island had been a magical experience, especially being able to feed the dolphins that ventured to the water of the islands shore at dusk. The only downside had been not having anyone to share the experience. She had looked longingly at the couples sand tobogganing and swimming out to the Tangalooma shipwrecked ruins together. It hadn’t been the same doing it alone. Simple things like where to leave her belongings whilst she swam or enjoyed the activities had restricted her.  
 
   It had however, been a vast improvement moving into the nicely decorated room which Owen had vacated the day after her arrival at Chasely Fields. She had been disappointed not to have been given a chance to say goodbye to him. But it made her smile that he’d left a handpicked rose for her on the dresser with a small note to enjoy her stay. 
 
   Her main concern was what to do next. In the past forty-eight hours she’d struggled with deciding whether to move on to Melbourne or to leave Australia altogether. It seemed entirely appropriate, especially given that Maurice needed her now, more than ever. 
 
   Her mind drifted to her boss. It had been a shock finally succumbing to the overwhelming urge to read her work emails and discovering that he had been diagnosed with cancer.   
 
   The email from his wife Eva had been short, distressing and very much to the point. Maurice had once again been treated for his long running gout problem - undoubtedly caused by his love of fine dining and excessive consumption of red wine. However, further blood tests had picked up an anomaly within PSA levels, which upon biopsy had resulted in the discovery of the cancerous cells in his prostate.  
 
   Felicity had felt her breath leave her as she’d read the last line of the email.  Eva had commented that Maurice had taken the news in his stride and was refusing to make any lifestyle changes before a prognosis was made. 
 
   It irked Felicity that Maurice could be so pig-headed about the situation. She had been tempted to immediately call him and advise him that he had to cut down his workload, but she knew it would be a futile attempt. Maurice cared about success and money. He didn’t appear to have anything else in his life to motivate him. Without those drivers, he would be lost. 
 
   Her heart went out to Eva. She was a quiet woman with hardly any friends and she certainly held no influence or control over her husband. She was simply his ‘wife’ in the functional and practical term of the word. Maurice had once joked that she was simply his tax loss. Felicity didn’t disbelieve him. She’d always had her suspicions that he was gay. It seemed odd that he never flirted with the many women who threw themselves at him; and even odder that his marriage was mostly lived separately. Still, he was more than her boss. He was her ally and her friend, even if she didn’t always agree with his views. He was the last person she’d ever expected to associate with the ‘C’ word. 
 
   She had hoped that calling her mother would help her to make a decision. As much as she had always strived to be independent and self-assured, she felt confused about how to react. She’d never been one to know how to deal with death or illness, especially after losing her own father so young. She was relying upon her mother’s wise and experienced advice in the matter. But Glenda hadn’t exactly been much help; she’d sounded preoccupied. Even her emails of late hadn’t had her usual anxious edge. She was a lot more relaxed and carefree, which was odd. Very odd. 
 
   The train pulled into Auchenflower platform and she gathered her belongings, disembarking. She’d prepared a carefully typed email to Maurice mentioning her awareness of his illness and lightly suggesting she was more than happy to return to the office sooner than her agreed sabbatical. But knowing his nature, it was likely to anger him that she’d deemed him indirectly ‘incapable’. Still, it wasn’t about pleasing him, it was about ensuring his health wasn’t affected further and, moreover, that the business and her career were secured. 
 
   Walking the short distance to Chasely Fields, she thought about her midday plans to visit the local Koala Sanctuary. Her mother had sent her the link and although it was something that she wouldn’t have usually given a second thought to exploring further, it had seemed a good option for distracting her mind from the current circumstances. Besides, she’d always been an animal lover and yet she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had physical contact with one.  
 
   She let herself into the house via the side entrance and was greeted by Darlene sweeping the hallway floor. 
 
   “Morning, luvvie. It’s a warm one out there today, isn’t it” she said bending down to pick up a gold button in her pile of swept dirt. 
 
   Felicity nodded. “It sure is; but we Brits love the sunshine so I’m making the most of it.” Hoping not to get caught up in further conversation, she stepped carefully around Darlene’s handiwork and continued immediately to the kitchen to put away her goods. It was surprising how she’d quickly grown accustomed to the less than hygienic area. Taking Owen’s tip, she tied her shopping bag of dried supplies and set them in an empty cupboard. Her standards had certainly lowered since visiting Brisbane. Strangely, she felt quite liberated by it. 
 
   Glancing at her expensive wrist watch, she gasped – she hadn’t realised how late it was. Her taxi would be arriving in less than ten minutes. She had barely enough time to gather her camera and belongings. Her mind whirled with thoughts as she rushed into her room. 
 
   Why was her mother acting so peculiar; she’d barely mentioned that she missed Felicity. She was coping far better than she’d expected her to. Also why hadn’t Zara replied her last email? And was it appropriate to be taking day trips to a Koala sanctuary when the man most influential in her life had just been told he had cancer? Shouldn’t she be there to support him? After all, who else aside from herself and Eva, did he really have? 
 
   *
 
   The taxi pulled slowly into the wooded car park area in front of an arched entrance and a large billboard of a Koala. Paying the driver, Felicity picked up her casual day bag and walked through the wooden turnstile barrier, to be immediately greeted by a member of staff sporting a green polo shirt with a eucalyptus tree logo.   
 
   “Welcome to the Pine Koala Sanctuary. Will it just be yourself wanting an entrance ticket today?” 
 
   “Yes please” Felicity said, taking thirty dollars from her purse and handing it to the less than enthusiastic vendor. 
 
   Taking the money, the man picked up two papers and handed them over to her. “Ok, here’s your ticket and today’s programme of events. Just follow the roped bridge across to the sanctuary area. Have a pleasant day.” 
 
   Studying the pamphlet she’d been given, she was surprised to learn that there was also up close and personal experiences with Kangaroos, Emus and an opportunity to hug a Koala if she wished. Is this how people spent their days?  
 
   Setting out towards the main attraction area, her eyes widened as she noticed a chameleon like creature blocking her path. She shuddered and carefully tried to avoid it scurrying towards her.  She failed. The chameleon moved quickly in the direction of her sandaled feet.  
 
   “Go away, you disgusting thing” she whispered loudly, stepping back in fear from the creature and making shooing motions with her hands. 
 
   “That’s not a nice way to address a lizard” a familiar voice said from behind her. 
 
   Jumping in shock, Felicity span around and, losing her balance as her left foot caught against something, collided into Owen. 
 
   “Whoa, go easy, you’ll get us both killed if you’re not careful” Owen joked, catching Felicity’s shoulder with his hand.   
 
   Shrugging him off in embarrassment and taking a step back, Felicity looked at him in confusion. “What are you doing here?” 
 
   Owen smiled at the bluntness of the question. “I suppose I could ask the same of you. I didn’t have you down as a Koala lover.” 
 
   Felicity smiled, suddenly feeling very self-conscious. How long had Owen been observing her? And why was he here anyway? Hadn’t he gone to Northern Australia? 
 
   “I love all things furry, I’ll have you know” she said raising one eyebrow challengingly. “Anyhow, I thought you left Brisbane last week? I remember you mentioning that you were heading to Cairns?”  
 
   Owen reached out and put his hand on Felicity’s arm, pushing her aside to allow a family to pass by them. Felicity felt strangely excited at his firm but gentle grasp. 
 
   He turned his attention back to her. “Yes, I was supposed to be starting a project there but then this sanctuary called me unexpectedly and said there was a placement helping with the Joey’s if I wanted it. One of the guys here that I know from Melbourne offered me to stay at his. Otherwise I would have headed back to Darlene’s and kicked you out of my room.”
 
   Felicity giggled. “You’re working here then. That’s amazing; you get to cuddle Koala’s all day. But what’s the Joey’s?” she asked confused. 
 
   Owen’s face lit up and Felicity noted how his unusual coloured eyes sparkled with excitement. “Follow me” he instructed, moving quickly along the roped bridge.  
 
   Once again Felicity found herself following Owen with intrigue. She wasn’t usually a woman who could be told what to do, especially by a man wearing cut-off jeans and a grubby blue T-shirt; but she did as she was told, telling herself it was only because of his friendly, light-hearted nature. She also couldn’t quite get her head around the shock of seeing him so unexpectedly. 
 
   As they reached the main enclosures she stopped in awe at the sight of the many different sized Koala’s, displayed in various habitats around her. They looked adorable. 
 
   Owen turned around and smiled at her expression of adoration. “Special, aren’t they. They are such clever little dudes; you’d be amazed how much they seem to understand. But you haven’t got to the best part yet. Keep up, we’re nearly there.” 
 
   Felicity continued following closely behind him, weaving through the throng of visitors and carefully avoiding the water dragons scurrying freely through the walkways. 
 
   “Ok we’re here.” Owen stopped beside a large green metal structure obscured by dark shroud and leaves.  
 
   Felicity felt a little uneasy. What on earth had he brought her to observe? 
 
   Taking a key from his pocket, he opened the enclosure door. “Be quiet as you step in and you won’t be able to touch them but you’ll get a closer look.” 
 
   Stepping through the door, Felicity felt her skin crawl. She hoped to high heavens, she hadn’t just stepped into a reptile haven. Yet her intuition assured her that Owen wasn’t the type of person to do that to her. 
 
   “Look over there, can you see him?” Owen asked crouching down slightly, before grabbing Felicity’s hand and pulling her closer. He pointed to a tiny bundle of fluff curled up asleep amongst branches. “That’s Timothy. He’s three months old. That’s what you call a Joey. A baby Koala.” 
 
   Felicity cooed quietly at the sight of the small furry creature. It wasn’t often she was lost for words, but she watched mesmerised as Timothy, as if sensing they were watching him, opened his eyes and looked directly at them. 
 
   “There’s Martha over there.” Owen said walking deeper into the enclosure and pointing higher up into branches where another smaller baby was sleeping. 
 
   Felicity listened in fascination as Owen began explaining his work with the Joey’s and in particular the orphaned ones they were now amongst. He was so passionate and knowledgeable about them that it was hard to believe he’d only been working at the sanctuary for one week. She’d never met anyone so diverse. On one hard he seemed so at one with nature and yet from a few of the things he’d mentioned about the sanctuary funding, she sensed he also had a very astute business mind. 
 
   Owen locked the enclosure and they continued chatting, walking back towards the Kangaroo feeding field.  
 
   He stopped walking as they approached the field. “I have to go now. I have a meeting with the Sanctuary board later this afternoon that I need to prepare for. Just some promotional and sponsorship ideas I’ve come up with that they’re interested in hearing” he said, running his hands through his wavy golden blonde hair. 
 
   “Good luck with that.” Felicity answered, hoping he didn’t pick up on her dismay. She looked awkwardly towards the masses of Kangaroos roaming amongst visitors in the distance. She had assumed that Owen was going to accompany her for the remainder of the afternoon.  
 
   “I just can’t believe we stumbled across one another again. It must be fate” he joked, grinning. “Do you want to go for dinner later?” he said casually, looking directly into her eyes. 
 
   Felicity felt herself blush and her heart pound. She hadn’t expected him to ask her for dinner.  
 
   “Yes that would be nice” she replied, keeping her tone very neutral and holding his gaze. Her stomach flipped. His rough and ready appearance, which usually wasn’t something she found attractive, was making her feel flushed. He was so confident in himself that it was sexy. 
 
   “Ok, I’ll borrow a car and pick you up at eight. I know a great place I can take you to.” A fuzzy static sound interrupted their conversation. “Just a minute” Owen said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out a walkie-talkie.  A stilted voice called out his name through the small transmitter. 
 
   “I must be needed. I’m going to have to get back to the main office.” He ran his hand through his hair once again. 
 
   “Well, I’ll see you at eight o’clock then.” Felicity said readjusting her hand bag strap on her shoulder as a distraction. 
 
   Owen nodded and said goodbye before turning and jogging quickly off towards where he was needed. Felicity stood rooted to the spot, bewildered by the day’s events. 
 
   Had she really just spent an hour of her time with Owen, the man who was supposed to be in Cairns? And did he really just say he would borrow a car to take her to dinner?  
 
   Part of her wanted to laugh at the absurdity. She’d never been to dinner with a man who didn’t own a car.  In fact, she’d never been to dinner with a man who dressed like a vagabond either. Why then, was she getting butterflies at the prospect of seeing him later? And why was she feeling so relieved that he hadn’t left Brisbane? 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Fifteen 
 
   “But why can’t I have the marshmallow ones, Mummy?” Abbey whined, jumping up against the side of the shopping trolley. 
 
   “Because I said so. You’ve already chosen the chocolate ones. We have enough treats at home anyway” Zara said sternly, reaching out to grip her daughters arm and pull her away from the trolley.  
 
   “Ouch, you’re hurting me, Mummy” Abbey wailed dramatically, stamping her feet. “And we don’t have any treats at home because Daddy ate them all.” 
 
   Zara felt the onset of tears behind her eyes and swallowed back a sob. She really didn’t need her six-year-old causing a scene for her. A well-dressed elderly woman with a basket on her arm looked at Abbey and tutted, muttering something under her breath. 
 
   Feeling judged and embarrassed, Zara tried using a more authoritative tone with her daughter. “Abbey, I’m not going to tell you again. If you’re going to continue being naughty then as soon as we get home you can go to bed.” 
 
   Abbey folded her arms across her chest and dropped her bottom lip. “I hate you, Mummy. You’re so mean to me. Daddy never puts me to bed early.” She stopped walking and looked at Zara tearfully. “That’s because Daddy loves me.” 
 
   Her words stung. Zara took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. She knew that Abbey had no intention of hurting her; she was trying to get her own way. After all, she was just a child for pity’s sake! But lately, with her emotions all over the place and feeling both exhausted and unbalanced, every little drama felt amplified. She was at breaking point. 
 
   Abandoning the half full trolley close to the aisle’s chocolate display, she took her daughter’s hand and untied her handbag from the handle.  
 
   “Come on, we’re going home.”  
 
   “But Mummy, you’re not finished. And what about the ducks?”  
 
   “We will do it another time. Come on, let’s go.” Practically marching her daughter along, they quickly reached the automatic exit doors. Zara felt the cool autumn air prickle at her face as the doors slid open. She was relieved that her car was parked nearby; the tears were already starting to fall. 
 
   It had been a mistake mentioning the idea of a weekend break to Steve. She’d been so happy at the prospect and Glenda’s proposal, she’d even prepared a special dinner and got the children to bed earlier than usual. Everything had gone exactly as she had hoped for; the children complied, the food tasted great, the table and fresh flowers had looked superb. But she hadn’t banked on Steve’s reaction. “And how do you propose we pay for this lavish weekend break you’re planning?” he’d asked sarcastically. Shocked by his attitude, Zara had looked at him hurt and confused. She hadn’t known then but it was only to be the start of a tirade of anger and outpour from her husband. She’d been so taken aback by his language and sudden change in personality that she hadn’t fully absorbed most of what he’d directed at her. It was only later, when he’d apologised after the children had awoken from the raised voices that she had time to reflect on what had been said. 
 
   Steve wasn’t happy. Steve was overworked. Steve wanted time away to process his thoughts. 
 
   “I’m sorry Mummy for upsetting you. I promise to be good. Please don’t cry.”  
 
   Zara glanced at Abbey’s worried face and felt her heart soften. How could her little girl believe she was the cause of the heartache and bitterness she was feeling? She bent down and pulled Abbey close and kissed her on the nose. 
 
   “Baby, I’m not upset because of you. Mummy doesn’t feel very well at the moment so it’s important we go home.”  She was sorely tempted to add that it was because her father was a selfish, insensitive bastard. But she refrained. As much as Steve had mentioned needing time away, he had made it clear that the children would still be his priority. She couldn’t fault him as a father. 
 
   They reached the car and she opened the back door, settling Abbey into her seat and fastening her seatbelt across. She was thankful that Steve had accompanied Lexi to her karate class and taken Daisy to watch. She rarely got to spend time alone with Abbey. Guilt riddled her. She’d promised Abbey that after the shopping trip she’d take her to feed the ducks. Swallowing back more tears, she got into the car and started the engine. She wasn’t going to let her daughter down. Besides, she didn’t want to get home early and run the risk of Steve seeing her teary-eyed and emotional.  
 
   They had spent a week avoiding the subject of his outburst. A week spent mainly in silence aside from awkward, short pleasantries for the sake of the children. Every time she’d tried to raise the issues that needed addressing, Steve had made excuses. She gathered he didn’t want to have to talk about the relationship because then it might lead to her ‘discovering’ his cheating. It hurt her that he couldn’t just be honest. Rather than blame the situation on workload and stress of the new baby’s arrival, why not just tell her that he had found someone else? After all, that was likely to be the main reason why he wanted ‘time away’ – to spend it cosying up to his bit on the side. 
 
   Did he truly think that she also wasn’t tired and stressed? Supermum Zara; the one always holding the fort and playing lynchpin for the whole family.  Who was there for her? She realised that Steve hadn’t been for quite a while. Clearly, too busy playing happy families with his mystery woman. 
 
   Driving the short distance to the park, she tried to change her mindset. It was no use feeling victimised and upset. She had the new baby to think of. It wasn’t the best situation to bring a child into a broken family but at least she’d ensure it would be a happy broken family. Switching on the radio, her mind wandered to Fee. 
 
   She’d been so happy to receive her latest email.  She’d read it eagerly hoping that her friend was enjoying Brisbane and having the time of her life. She hadn’t been expecting to discover that Fee was unhappy and contemplating returning to London sooner than planned. She’d sympathised with her friend’s predicament upon learning that Maurice had been diagnosed with cancer. But that wasn’t a reason for Fee to end her once in a lifetime trip! Replying with a stern command, she’d told Fee to try one final destination within Australia, even for a few days, before deciding whether to end her sabbatical.  It had only been three weeks and although she hadn’t had much contact with her, the change in Felicity had been impressive. From the few photos and the small references in her emails, Zara had noticed that she had relaxed dramatically in her attitude to life.  
 
   She was so happy for her. It was a blessing that she’d taken the trip in the first place.  Even if Fee did resort to coming back earlier than planned, at least she’d be coming back with a new outlook. 
 
   Pulling into the carpark, she switched off the engine and took a deep breath, turning around to look at Abbey in the back seat. 
 
   “Ok, sweetie, we’re here. Let’s go and see if the ducks are hungry.” She opened the glove compartment and took out the carrier bag of stale bread crust she’d put aside for the trip. 
 
   Abbey whooped in delight, unfastening her seatbelt and opening the car door. “I hope the brown duck is here with the white spot” she said skipping happily towards the pond. 
 
   “Careful.” Zara walked slowly behind her daughter, feeling uplifted at seeing Abbey’s glee.  
 
   “It’s here, Mummy!” Abbey pointed excitedly towards a smaller duck within the pond. “Can I have some bread please to feed it?”  
 
   Zara passed her daughter the bag of bread and crouched beside Abbey. 
 
   “Catherine said that it’s a baby one” Abbey explained, chucking bread towards the water. 
 
   Zara looked at her daughter in confusion. Catherine? Who was Catherine? 
 
   “Who said that, sweetie?” she asked, breaking some of the bread into smaller pieces.  
 
   Abbey stopped throwing bread and turned to her, bottom lip quivering. “Daddy’s friend Catherine. She came to feed the ducks. But Daddy made me promise I wouldn’t tell you.”  
 
   Zara felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. Her throat closed up, making it difficult to breathe. She tried to swallow but she couldn’t.  
 
    “Am I in trouble, Mummy?”  
 
   Abbey stood directly in front of Zara looking wide-eyed and panicked. Zara reached out and hugged her daughter instinctively. 
 
   “Of course not. You can always tell Mummy your secrets. Never be afraid to tell me anything” she said urgently. Her children were her life.  She had grown up without supportive parents and it was the last thing she wanted her own girls to experience.  
 
   Abbey looked pacified and relieved. She opened the bag of bread and began chucking pieces toward the water again. 
 
   Zara plastered a fake smile across her face, whilst her insides danced with nerves. Her hands were shaking and tremors swept through her body. Catherine. Finally she had her proof. 
 
   She felt anger suddenly burning up inside her. Not only had he been cheating but he’d let her be around their daughter. How dare he? How dare he tear apart their family and make his own little girl lie for him? 
 
   “Abbey, about what you said.” Zara took the bread from Abbey’s hands and told her daughter to listen to her carefully. “Let’s not tell Daddy that you told me about his friend Catherine. It’s better if he thinks you kept his promise, ok?” 
 
   Abbey nodded solemnly. “Ok, Mummy.” 
 
   Zara watched her daughter feed the ducks and made encouraging noises. Mentally, she was elsewhere. Images of Steve and the mysterious Catherine kept flashing into her mind taunting her. How long had it been going on for? What did she look like? Did he love her?  
 
   She didn’t know how long she’d been sitting on the bench near the swings, but the sky had darkened. Abbey interrupted her thoughts.  
 
   “Mummy, I’m finished feeding the ducks. Can we go home now?”
 
   Zara nodded sadly, taking her little girl’s hand and forcing herself to stand up. “Of course, baby. Let’s go.” 
 
   But did they even have a ‘home’ any longer? 
 
    
 
   Felicity stared at her laptop screen, re-reading Zara’s email.  She was pleased she’d finally got a response from her friend but it was an exceptionally flat one. There was no sense of Zara’s bubbly personality coming through. What concerned Felicity was that Zara hadn’t referenced herself once throughout the email.  It didn’t feel right. Felicity knew her friend well enough to ascertain that Zara was upset. Making a mental note to call her in a few hours – as soon as was possible given the time difference, she closed down her laptop. It made her uncomfortable thinking that something might be wrong. Zara was a good person, she of all people deserved only happiness. Felicity made a conscious decision to put her worries aside until she’d had a chance to speak to her friend. She was the other side of the world, realistically there wasn’t much she could do to help. She picked up her up handbag and headed out of her room.  
 
   She’d agreed to meet Owen at South Bank Parkland, the man-made lagoon and park in the centre of Brisbane. She was surprised to find herself looking forward to seeing him again, especially after their dinner, which had been a truly pleasant and enchanting evening.  
 
   In anticipation of being taken to a pizzeria or a casual type of cuisine the previous evening, she’d purposefully dressed in jeans and a blouse, opting for a lower heeled shoe and minimal make-up. Half of her had also been expecting Owen to arrive on a borrowed, clapped-out moped, wearing thong shoes and a pair of cut-offs.  
 
   So it had come as a big surprise when he’d arrived in a new, flashy four-wheel-drive wearing trousers and a smart shirt, his usually dishevelled appearance a far cry from the exceptionally well-groomed man that presented himself to her. She’d suddenly felt ridiculously underdressed and very self-conscious. Still, he hadn’t seemed to notice, instead complementing her on looking naturally classic and beautiful. It was the way he said it, with such genuity, that she’d immediately felt at ease and reassured.  
 
   The car journey together hadn’t been awkward or uncomfortable like she’d often found herself when anticipating being taken to a place that wasn’t really her ‘style’. Oddly, she’d felt high hopes for the evening ahead. Owen’s witty remarks as they drove into the city kept her amused and entertained. 
 
   When they’d reached their final destination according to the GPS, she’d realised Owen had brought them very close to the Pier precinct. Talking and walking, he’d directed them into a discreet doorway where they were greeted by a host. Felicity hadn’t realised the venue was a restaurant until the host led them through another door into a wall-to-wall glass framed interior. The 180 degree glass walls offered them spectacular views of the Brisbane River and Stony Bridge. Seated within prime position to appreciate the back drop, Felicity had been stunned that he’d chosen a location so perfect. 
 
   The food had been of an exceptionally high standard and the conversation had flowed between them. She’d found herself telling him small titbits of information that even her closest friends didn’t know. Something about Owen’s energy drew out her most inner thoughts and feelings.   
 
   As she’d observed him over the course of the night, she’d found it perplexing that a man so at ease with the basics of life, could also fit so easily into an atmosphere so refined. It wasn’t at all how she’d envisaged the evening. 
 
   Driving her back to Chasely Fields afterwards, she’d been confused about her feelings on the ‘date’. Had it even been a date? She was aware that he hadn’t made any flirtatious gestures or connotations. He’d simply acted as a friend would. Why anyway, was she bothered? He wasn’t the type of person she’d usually want to start something with. But as he’d pulled the car onto the drive of Chasely Fields, she’d found herself hoping that he’d kiss her, her stomach dancing at the thought. 
 
   He hadn’t. Instead, he’d thanked her for accompanying him to dinner and asked if she’d be interested in meeting him for coffee the next day. He had a project he wanted to run past her.  Dismayed at his lack of action and with muddled emotions, she’d agreed to meet him.
 
   Getting out of the car without so much as a kiss on the cheek, she’d spent the remainder of the evening trying to assimilate her baffled thoughts. She’d never met a man like Owen. He was odd, for lack of a better word. 
 
   Darlene was waiting for her as she made her way towards the front door. Sitting in a winged back chair reading a magazine, she looked up in excitement as Felicity approached. 
 
   “Well, here she is. Something you’d like to share with me this morning, luvvie?” she teased, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “Did I miss something? What am I supposed to be sharing?” Felicity asked, puzzled. 
 
   “Owen! I saw you two together, looking very cosy indeed in that big expensive car. You kept that one quiet. I thought he’d left for Cairns days ago.”  
 
   Felicity laughed. Nothing got past Darlene.  
 
   “I bumped into him a couple of days ago. He took on a project locally, so he didn’t leave Brisbane after all. He’s a nice person. We’re just friends.”  
 
   Darlene let out a loud huff.  
 
   “Friends! You might be able to fool yourself, luvvie, but you can’t fool me. You’ve got that look in your eye. And I saw the way you were looking at him in that car last night.”
 
   Felicity bristled. She didn’t care for being spied on. Darlene was harmless but she needed to know boundaries. 
 
   “I’d appreciate if you kept your opinions to yourself, Darlene. What I do with Owen is my business.” 
 
   Darlene looked crushed and Felicity immediately regretted her outburst. She swiftly opened the front door before Darlene had a chance to respond and make her feel even guiltier.  Relieved to be out of the house, she walked quickly to the train station. The last twenty-four hours had provided such distraction, she’d almost managed to forget her predicament. Was she going to stay in Australia? She smiled as she thought of Owen. Maybe he could help her decide?
 
   

 
   

Chapter Sixteen 
 
   Sylvia glanced once again at the dark blue line on the pregnancy stick she’d been holding in her hand for twenty minutes. It had said she’d needed to wait at least two minutes before a positive confirmation line would appear in the display window. It had taken less than thirty seconds. She was remarkably calm given the circumstances. Perhaps a little unnaturally so.  
 
   “Shit.” Throwing the stick angrily in the bin, she stood up from the toilet and glanced at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her skin was breaking out uncharacteristically in acne. Even her own make-up techniques hadn’t managed to cover it effectively. Wasn’t pregnancy supposed to make a woman ‘glow’? She looked like a bloated, pimply mess. To top it all, Phillip was still acting coolly towards her. 
 
   She felt her heart plummet into her stomach as the realisation of her situation sank in. She was pregnant. And she had no idea who the father was. A sickening feeling swept through her. How was she going to break it to Phillip? She wasn’t even sure if he wanted children. Christ, she wasn’t even sure if he wanted her! And then there was Dan. Dan the ‘one night’ mistake. It couldn’t possibly be Dan’s baby - could it? 
 
   Walking into the kitchen, she half-heartedly prepared herself an avocado and tuna salad, her appetite waning as she set down the plate of food in front of her. It was impossible to go about her usual routine. Everything had just been changed for her. Her life had become a complicated mess in the space of twelve hours. She didn’t know where to turn.  
 
   The doorbell rang as she stared in silence contemplating her options. It was Sunday and she wasn’t expecting visitors. Phillip had told her he was spending the afternoon at a charity football event. Getting up reluctantly, she walked into the hallway and looked through the spyhole of the street door. Phillip was stood waiting on the doorstep. Closing her eyes, she pinched the bridge of her nose to stop herself from becoming hysterical. She needed time to think, she wasn’t prepared to face him. Why wasn’t he at his event? 
 
   “Darling? Open up then” he said moving closer to the door. 
 
   Her heart sank. He’d heard her. She had no choice but to let him in. She fixed a smile to her face and opened the door.  
 
   “Brrr. Cold out there today. Winter’s definitely on its way” Phillip said, walking into the hallway and rubbing his hands together. Sylvia noted his sports bag on his arm. 
 
   “I thought you were taking part in the charity thing? I wasn’t expecting you until later.”  
 
   He walked ahead of her into the kitchen. “Yes I was going to, but they had a change of players at the last moment and asked me to do a commentary instead.” He picked a piece of avocado from her plate and popped it into his mouth. “I’m grateful though, as I get to spend more of the afternoon with you.” He leaned in to kiss her on the cheek and she felt herself swallowing back tears of guilt. She moved away from him quickly. 
 
   “Are you ok?” Phillip asked, looking at her curiously. Sylvia felt herself paling. She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t be dishonest with him. She had always been a terrible liar and despite Phillip blowing hot and cold, he didn’t deserve to be left in the dark. 
 
   “I’m pregnant” she said blurting the words and avoiding his eyes. 
 
   The silence seemed to stretch before her as she waited for him to respond. She looked up to see his face ashen and shocked. 
 
   “Pregnant? Wow. I wasn’t expecting that.” He rubbed his face nervously, standing transfixed. 
 
   “Well, neither was I. But I guess that’s the beauty of life. A curveball comes at you when you least expect it.” Her voice wavered and she sat down at the kitchen table and sank her head into her hands, fighting back tears. 
 
   Phillip walked over to her. “Darling, it’s not the end of the world. We’re two adults, we both have good jobs. We love each other, don’t we? We can do this.” He stroked her back and squeezed her shoulder supportively. 
 
   Sylvia was speechless, taken aback by his words. She stood up, turning to face him and huddled herself into his embrace. 
 
   “Phillip, do you mean that?” she asked, laying her head against his chest. His body felt frozen and she felt herself shivering. She didn’t know if it was from nerves or coldness. 
 
   “Of course I mean it. I’ve already told you that you’re the one I want in my life. Ok, so we didn’t plan children yet, but it would have happened sooner or later. So why not now?”  
 
   Sylvia pondered on his words. He seemed so certain and positive about it. It was the complete opposite of how she’d expected him to react. It had thrown her. Phillip wanted her and the baby. In that split second she made a conscious decision never to tell him about Dan. He couldn’t know. It would ruin everything. 
 
   “You’re right” she said, kissing him on the lips. “Why not now.” 
 
   “Well in that case, you sit down while I make us a coffee to get over the shock.” Phillip joked, walking over to the kettle. “Then you can tell me everything.” 
 
   Sitting down again at the kitchen table with her back to him, she realised with great apprehension that she hadn’t considered her own feelings about being pregnant. She’d just assumed that Phillip wouldn’t want the baby and the most sensible outcome would be to have a termination. She hadn’t really considered that she’d keep the baby. 
 
   She reprimanded herself mentally, the reality that she was having a baby sinking in. It wasn’t a business transaction she could back out of, or a problem she could sweep under the carpet. It was a life. She was going to be a mum. Her very own little family to look forward to. Why then, didn’t she feel excited at the prospect? And why was she suddenly questioning her feelings towards Phillip again? 
 
    
 
   “Are you absolutely certain love?” Glenda asked, stroking Zara’s hair as she cradled the sobbing woman in her arms. 
 
   Zara hiccupped through her tears. “Yes, I’m positive. It explains everything, Glen. I knew there was something wrong but when Abbey said about Catherine…”  
 
   “Shh…” Glenda hushed her quietly, trying to keep her own nerves steady. That bastard Steve. How could he do it to Zara? All those times Felicity had shot him down and she’d stuck up for him. Her own daughter had been right all along. He was a spineless cheat. 
 
   “Let me make you a cup of tea and you can tell me the whole story” Glenda said, patting Zara’s knee and wondering how on earth she was going to help the poor love get through this mess. She’d always held Steve in such high regard. He seemed such a doting husband and father to the girls. She couldn’t imagine him cheating on Zara. But then, she thought of James, Felicity’s ex and realised that not only were looks deceiving but what went on behind closed doors was always different to the image every couple liked to portray. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Glen, to call you up again in tears.” Zara sat up straight and wiped her eyes with a scraggly piece of toilet tissue. “I didn’t want to worry Fee with her being so far away. She called me twice yesterday but I purposely didn’t answer. And I know how she feels about Steve. She doesn’t like him anyway.” Her bottom lip quivered. 
 
   “Zara, I’ve told you a hundred times; you are like a daughter to me and anytime you need something, I’ll be there.”  
 
   Glenda got up and walked into the kitchen with Zara following behind. She was silently grateful that Zara hadn’t told Fee yet. She’d only received an email from her daughter that morning with some heart-warming news. She’d decided to stay in Australia a little longer and there was a new man that had helped her to make the decision. An Australian voluntary worker called Owen. He sounded just what Felicity needed in a friend – someone wise and down-to-earth. She didn’t want her daughter once again preoccupied with problems from back home. Maurice’s news had been enough for one week. The girl deserved to enjoy herself. 
 
   Using the opportunity to change the subject and try to get Zara’s mind away from her situation, Glenda brought up Felicity. 
 
   “Really? I didn’t know she’d made a new friend?” Zara said, seeming a little perplexed. “She didn’t mention anything to me in her last email. I wonder why.” 
 
   “Well, love, with all due respect, you just said that she’d tried to call you twice yesterday – perhaps she thought she’d mention it to you then?” Glenda said tactfully.  She hadn’t appreciated just how anxious and suspicious Zara was feeling. The last thing she wanted was to cause a rift between the girls over something so trivial. 
 
   Zara sighed sadly. “Sorry, you’re right. I’m just feeling really unhinged at the moment. The smallest of things are setting me off.”  
 
   Glenda set down a hot cup of tea in front of Zara and sat down opposite her. She discreetly glanced at the clock on the cooker. Bill was expecting to meet her for lunch, but she still had plenty of time. Had she known Zara was about to drop a bombshell on her, she would have re-arranged. As it was, she didn’t feel right making a call in front of Zara and rescheduling. It would make the poor love feel guilty for changing her plans. 
 
   “So come on, tell me from the beginning. What exactly has been going on with you and Steve?”  
 
   Glenda waited patiently as Zara took a sip of her hot drink and dabbed once again at the fresh wave of tears forming in her eyes.  
 
   It was going to be a long morning. 
 
    
 
   “There you are!” Bill exclaimed, replacing the mobile he’d just taken from inside his suit jacket. “I was just about to call you to see where you’d got to.” 
 
   Glenda took a moment to catch her breath as she hurried the last few yards towards where he was waiting. “Sorry. I didn’t have a chance to call you. I’ve rushed all the way here.” 
 
   Bill kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry, they’ve held a table for us and I haven’t got to be back at the office until three o’clock.” 
 
   “That’s good then. We’ve got plenty of time.” Glenda smoothed down her vibrant blue flowing skirt and realigned her chunky beaded necklace. 
 
   Bill opened the restaurant door and gestured for her to walk ahead of him. “You look lovely by the way.” 
 
   Glenda was pleased with the comment. She’d treated herself to the skirt the previous day at the local charity shop and the beads she’d found in Felicity’s wardrobe. It was a little trendier than she was used to dressing, but she felt she carried it off well. She’d seen other women her age dressing in bold colours and Fee had always been on at her to change her appearance. It was refreshing to look in the mirror and actually like what she saw. It was just a shame she hadn’t had the chance to do her hair in the new style she’d tried out. What with Zara needing her assistance all morning, she’d barely had enough time to change outfits before taking the bus. 
 
   The Spanish restaurant was small and dark inside, with plenty of unoccupied tables to choose from. She made her way towards a table for two by the window. It was a cosy ambience, especially on a day that wasn’t particularly bright. The clouds outside loomed threateningly. 
 
   A foreign looking waiter immediately attended them. “Buenas Tardes. Bienvenidos a Casa Pablo. What drinks can I get for you today?” 
 
   Bill picked up the wine menu and glanced quickly at the options. “Let’s go for that bottle of Red.” He pointed to his selection on the menu.  
 
   “Bottle? Bill are you sure? I wasn’t intending to have any more than one glass of wine.”  
 
   Bill put down the wine menu and looked at Glenda. “Oh, we must. We’re celebrating.”
 
   Glenda looked confused. “Celebrating? Celebrating what?” 
 
   The waiter cleared his throat, interrupting. “I’ll give you a chance to look over the food menu and I’ll be back with your wine to take your order.”
 
   Waiting until the waiter was out of earshot, Bill took Glenda’s hands in his, across the table. “I know we haven’t been seeing one another for that long but I must say Glenda, I haven’t felt this way in a long, long time.” Glenda felt her face flush and she smiled, nodding in agreement. “Which is why - given the news I’ve had at work today - I have to ask you something important.” 
 
   Glenda felt her anxiety return in volumes. Surely he wasn’t going to ask her to marry him?! She felt her eye twitching. It was far too early to be talking about marriage. What on earth would Felicity make of it all?  As happy as she was with Bill, she had her daughter to consider as well…. 
 
   “I’ve been offered an eighteen month contract heading up a new start-up office in Cambridgeshire” Bill beamed, rubbing her hand excitedly in his. 
 
   Glenda was lost for words. He’d never mentioned a new work contract. And certainly not Cambridgeshire. She felt her heart skip a beat. What did this mean for their relationship?  
 
   Trying to keep the disappointment from her voice, she squeezed his hand. “That’s great - you’re obviously over the moon about it. I’m pleased for you. Well done.” She was aware that she sounded a little contrived, but she didn’t care. She was crestfallen.  When it came down to it, he was just like all the other men she’d met. Selfish. 
 
   “Well, that’s I want to ask you and part of the reason for celebrating” Bill said eagerly. “Obviously, I want you to come with me.”  He looked at her expectantly. 
 
   Glenda shifted in her seat, not quite following the drift of the conversation. What exactly was he trying to say? 
 
   “I don’t understand?” she began, as Bill laughed at her confused expression.  
 
   “You dozy mare. I’m asking you to move with me to Cambridgeshire. It’s not forever, just whilst I get this new office set up; then of course we can come back to London and, depending on what you’d prefer, we can talk about living together in either of our flats or buying something totally new.” 
 
   Glenda gasped. Bill wanted her to go to with him?! By the sounds of it he had already formulated their short term plans for the future. 
 
   “Bill, are you sure? I mean, of course I’d love to consider accompanying you, but it’s a big decision moving in together.” Her nerves returned, this time for entirely unexpected reasons. 
 
   “Don’t be daft. You’re the best thing that’s happened in my life lately and I wouldn’t even be considering the work contract if I knew it wouldn’t be right for you too.” He looked her squarely in the eyes. “But I know it will be right for you. It’s time you lived life for you, Glenda and made yourself happy. There’s even a famous pottery workshop close to the office.” He smiled and gave her a small wink. 
 
   Glenda didn’t know how to react. Her heart was pounding so fast it felt like it was going to burst from her chest. It had been her lifelong dream to pursue her love of pottery-making.  Ever since Felicity had been small she’d made clay ornaments, but as the years passed and times got harder, she didn’t have the time or finances to continue her hobby. It thrilled her that Bill had thought of her in that respect.  
 
   “Oh, I don’t know what to say” Glenda said honestly, her hands trembling with nerves. 
 
   The waiter approached with the wine and gently filled each of their glasses. 
 
   “You do know what to say, but you’re too scared. I bet in that head of yours you are thinking about Felicity and how she’ll react.”  
 
   Glenda shifted her focus onto the road beyond the window. He was right. Felicity didn’t even know Bill existed, let alone that her mother had just been asked to live in Cambridgeshire with him for eighteen months. How could she abandon her daughter, especially at such a crucial time. Felicity needed her, didn’t she? 
 
   “Ok. I’ll go.”  
 
   Bill looked at her wide-eyed in surprise. “Really? You’ll come with me?”  
 
   Glenda giggled nervously. She couldn’t believe she was agreeing to move with him, but he was correct. She was fifty-three years old, if she didn’t grab her chance of happiness now, how many more chances would she get? Felicity was a grown woman with her own life. Besides, Cambridgeshire wasn’t too far on the train. She could be back in London within a few hours. 
 
   She picked up her wine glass and held it up. “Yes, really. I’m coming with you. So let’s toast our move.” Bill picked up his glass and gently clinked it against hers. 
 
    “To us. And to our future together.” They both took a sip of the silky wine, before breaking into infectious nervous laughter. 
 
   It was only then that Glenda realised she hadn’t asked when his contract was effective from. Would there be enough time for Felicity to absorb the news? 
 
    
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Seventeen 
 
   Felicity sat next to Owen on the small bench outside the Queensland Art Gallery, her feet pulsing with heat from the two hours spent walking alongside him around the huge exhibition center. 
 
    If truth be told she’d never appreciated fine art, or any art for that matter; her knowledge was limited solely to renowned paintings that were universally known. However, the experience had proved invaluable; she’d been especially drawn to the Indigenous Australian art collection for the use of natural earthly colours and symbology. Owen had proved to be a fountain of knowledge when it came to understanding the basics of Indigenous heritage and culture. All things considered, it had been a truly beautiful and unexpected surprise. By no means was she disappointed that it wasn’t the wine tasting day trip she’d hoped for.  
 
   “So now you’re a master of knowledge on Aboriginal customs, why don’t you come to Cairns too? There’s a large Aboriginal cultural park there that you’d enjoy.” 
 
   Felicity put down the plastic fork she was using to eat her fruit salad and stared at Owen, bemused. 
 
   “So whilst you help out at the rainforest butterfly sanctuary, I spend my days visiting the cultural park and familiarising myself with the didgeridoo. Is that what you’re suggesting?” she teased. 
 
   Owen laughed and stabbed his fork into a mammoth strawberry. “Stop being a smartarse.” He directed his fork towards Felicity’s mouth.  “This will shut you up.” 
 
   Felicity laughed and shrieked as he held her head and tried to force feed her the strawberry. Finally succumbing, she took a bite and smiled. “Stop being horrid. You’re supposed to be my friend!” 
 
   Her smile faded as she looked into Owen’s eyes. She couldn’t be certain but she felt that there were definite feelings of more than friendship on both sides but neither had taken the initiative to make those feelings known. It had been over a week since their dinner and she’d spent every available moment with him. Yet not once had he tried to kiss her. It was confusing. Despite her intuition telling her one thing, his actions were saying something completely different. 
 
   Owen caught her expression and returned to eating his fruit salad. She sat next to him in awkward silence. 
 
   “Did you renew your room at Darlene’s yet?” he asked, breaking the uncomfortable moment. 
 
   “No. After our chat the other day, I realised you’re right. Brisbane doesn’t hold anything for me but it’s not time to go home yet. I told Darlene I’d be leaving in a few days.” 
 
   “I’m serious, you know. Come to Cairns. You will love it. There’s so much to see and do there.” He popped a piece of Kiwi fruit into his mouth, a small trickle of juice running down his chin. 
 
   Without thinking, Felicity leaned across and wiped it away with her finger. She considered his words about Cairns carefully. There wasn’t any place more appealing that she could hope to base herself for the final part of her trip, but she didn’t want to put Owen in a compromising situation. Was he simply being nice and inviting her out of kindness? She really wanted to believe that he wanted her with him but she couldn’t be sure.  
 
   “I’ve been contemplating going to Melbourne but I don’t know…” She trailed off, letting the words hang between them for a few moments, hoping to gauge his reaction. 
 
   He continued eating and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   “You’d probably enjoy Melbourne. It’s more you, I guess.”  
 
   “What do you mean, more me?”  
 
   Owen tilted the plastic container and poured the remaining juice directly into his mouth. Felicity shook her head disapprovingly. Didn’t he care that he was behaving like an ill-mannered child in public? 
 
   Owen grinned. “That is what I mean by ‘more you’. That look you just gave me, the snotty, stuck up, critical one. Melbourne will suit you perfectly. It’s more cultured, refined, classy. As a city, it has an air of European about it. You probably won’t find people sitting on benches there and drinking the juice of their fruit salad from the carton.”  
 
   Although he tried to sound amusing, she caught a trace of sarcasm in his voice.  
 
   “Ouch” she joked in an equally light and sarcastic tone. “Nice to know that’s how you view me. And there I was thinking you were a really lovely, decent guy.” 
 
   She crumpled her empty fruit container and snatched his from his hands, excusing herself to go to the nearby bin. Her eyes flittered ever so briefly across his face and she was pleased to see she’d hit a nerve. He looked taken aback. 
 
   Furious with herself for thinking that their friendship could possibly be more, she walked across to the bin and deposited the cartons inside. Taking a moment to calm herself, she turned and strolled back to the bench where Owen was now sitting with his sleeves rolled up and arms outstretched across the back ledge. 
 
   “I thought you’d gone off in a strop” he said with a grin, refusing to move his arms as she sat her back down next to him. 
 
   “Of course not.” 
 
   “So does that mean you’ll be coming to Cairns with me or not?  Only I’d like to know either way so I can finalise accommodation.” He looked sideways at her, his expression serious. 
 
   Her stomach did a flip. He wanted her with him. Accommodation? Did that mean he was inviting her to stay with him? She suppressed a nervous giggle. 
 
   “Ok, I’ll come to Cairns. Where do you suggest I stay?” she asked pointedly, feeling daring now that the subject had been raised. 
 
   Owen smirked and she knew full well that he’d immediately cottoned on to her intentions.  She felt her face burn with embarrassment. He had a way of making her feel vulnerable and exposed. It wasn’t a welcome feeling. She was used to being the one in control with most of the men that she came across. 
 
   “Well, I have found a small one bedroom apartment for myself. It’s pretty basic but suits me. You’re welcome to the sofa until you find something. If you want to stay longer term, I’m sure we can come to some arrangement.” 
 
   Felicity squirmed, noting Owen’s satisfied expression. She knew he was enjoying her agonizing dilemma. Tempted to refuse his offer outright, she forcibly stopped herself. Although he wasn’t opening up to her with his true intentions, he had ever so gently steered the conversation to her accompanying him to Cairns more than once. He wouldn’t have done that if he didn’t want her with him, would he? She would be cutting off her own nose to spite her face by refusing him. Ultimately, he was part of the reason she was looking forward to staying in Australia. 
 
   “Fine” she replied, casually picking at a non-existent crumb on her shorts. “I’ll take you up on that. Just until I find something suitable of my own.” 
 
   Owen smiled and raised his eyebrow. “Looks like that is settled then. We had better get your flight ticket booked to coincide with mine. I’m assuming you’ll need someone to help you with your bags.”  
 
   Felicity grinned and hit him playfully on the head with her purse. “Of course. You can be my Sherpa.”  
 
   Both laughing, they stood up. Felicity tried not to act surprised when Owen slipped his hand into hers. Instead, she carried on acting natural and suppressed the strong urge to lean in and kiss him. It seemed her intuition hadn’t been wrong after all. 
 
    
 
   The sonographer generously applied gel to Zara’s bump and moved the monitor closer to the bed. Steve squeezed Zara’s hand tightly as she tried to calm her nerves. She’d been through enough ultrasounds to know what to expect, but she couldn’t help feeling anxious. Her baby’s wellbeing was her priority. 
 
   “Ok, so let’s see how the baby is doing today.” The sonographer gently placed the probe against the lower part of Zara’s abdomen and the screen was filled with a distinguishable image of a baby.  
 
   “Here we can see the head” he said pointing to the screen. “And the arms and legs can clearly be made out here.” He gestured to the baby’s limbs moving slowly on the screen. 
 
   Moving the probe around, the sonographer flicked a switch on the keyboard and the sound of a loud heart beating immediately filled the room. 
 
   “As you can hear, a good healthy heartbeat.” He flicked the switch off again and continued with his assessment. After a few more explanations he concluded the examination. “The baby looks a good size and all appears to be as it should.” 
 
   “Can we find out the sex today?” Zara asked eagerly, avoiding Steve’s glare. 
 
   “Zara, I thought we agreed at the previous scan not to find out?”  
 
   Ignoring him, Zara kept her focus on the sonographer who looked a little uncomfortable given the circumstances. “It does say on your notes here that you didn’t want to know the sex of the baby, which is why I didn’t reference it. However the sex is evident from the scan, if you would like to know.” 
 
   “No, we wouldn’t.”  
 
   “Yes, we would” Zara cut in sharply, silencing her husband. Steve shook his head in disgust and excusing himself, left the room, slamming the door behind him. Zara tried not to let it affect her. 
 
   “Please just tell me what I’m having?”  
 
   The sonographer smiled kindly. Undoubtedly he often found himself in the exact same situation with other parents-to-be.  
 
   “It’s a boy.”  
 
   Getting herself off the bed and re-arranging her top, Zara dreaded facing her husband. She hadn’t planned on finding out the sex of the baby but given the circumstances, she felt it necessary.  She looked down at the profile picture the sonographer had printed her and felt her heart swell. A little boy. 
 
   Steve was waiting in the hospital corridor and she could see the fury etched across his face before he’d even noticed her. Bracing herself for yet another argument she put her hand protectively against her bump. 
 
   He spotted her and walked off ahead. She felt relieved. It was unusual for him to be confrontational and if he’d chosen to walk ahead, it meant he was taking yet another stand of silence against her.  She waddled along slowly, purposely giving him time to cool down. 
 
   She had felt better since her discussion with Glenda the previous week. It had helped to get her fears and worries off her chest. Hearing Glenda’s reasoning had made her wonder if her suspicions had been unfounded. She’d decided to give her marriage and Steve the benefit of the doubt. The ‘Catherine’ mystery had been locked safely away in the back of her mind. It wasn’t something she had the energy or strength to deal with, at least until after the baby was born if the situation hadn’t changed. 
 
    Coincidentally, Steve had returned home from work that same evening with a large bunch of flowers and an apology. After a long and honest discussion they had concluded that they were both partly at fault for being negligent of one another’s needs. The way her husband had held her that night had reaffirmed every reason she’d thought of for saving her marriage. He was the only man she’d ever wanted. The only man who knew her inside and out. He wouldn’t let her down again. 
 
   That was until she’d found the train ticket in his trouser pocket that morning.  Trying not to let her imagination run wild again, she took a deep breath and thought instead of her baby boy. She’d always liked the name Christian. Perhaps that would be a good option. 
 
   “I’ll drop you home and then I’m going straight back to work.” Steve said, voice calm but cool. Zara had finally reached the car and he unlocked the doors enabling them to get in. Avoiding looking at him, she got into the front passenger seat. 
 
   “Ok.”  
 
   Putting the car into reverse gear, Zara noted his knuckles whitening as he very tightly gripped the gear stick. 
 
   “So are you going to tell me what we are having? Or are you going to continue behaving selfishly.” 
 
   Fighting an urge to scream at him, Zara kept her cool. “It’s a boy.” 
 
   She noticed Steve’s grip loosen on the stick. “A boy.” His voice sounded soft. Emotional even. 
 
   “Yes, we’re having a little boy.” 
 
   Without speaking, he found her hand in her lap and squeezed it. “I’m sorry for going off in there at you Zara. It’s just the stress of everything. Let’s go home and tell the girls they’ve got a brother to look forward to.” 
 
   Zara put her other hand over his and squeezed tightly. She was so tired of the uncertainty and the stress. She just wanted her Steve back. There was most likely a reasonable explanation for the train ticket. She was just over-reacting. It was to be expected, she was seven months pregnant and her hormones were making her unbalanced and emotional. But she had to get a grip.  
 
   She needn’t have worried about finding out the sex of the baby because she wasn’t going to be a single mother. It wasn’t imperative that she pre-bought the correct gender baby bits because she had a husband who would help provide for her financially. She needed to believe in her marriage. She needed to start trusting Steve again. 
 
    
 
   “Oh mate, have you seen the new bird that serves behind the bar in the Duck and Dog? Stunner. Big tits and tight arse. I’d have a go at her given the chance.” Andy took a long slug of his beer, nearly emptying his pint glass. 
 
   Dan finished the last of his own pint and wiped his mouth appreciatively. “I’ll have to get down there this week and have a look. It’s been a while since I’ve drank in the Dog actually.”  
 
   “Stacey got you under the thumb already?” Andy laughed, holding up his empty pint glass and catching the eye of the busty barmaid. “Same again, babe.” He signalled to Dan’s glass also. 
 
   “Funny you say that. She’s been ok this past couple of weeks. She’s beginning to know her place.” Dan winked confidently.  
 
   The barmaid set down two overflowing pints in front of the men, the beer splashing against the sticky bar top. 
 
   “Thanks, Bertha” Dan said, eyeing her voluptuous behind as she sauntered away. 
 
   “I swear her arse is getting bigger every time I see it” Andy said, nodding in Bertha’s direction and picking up a handful of salted peanuts. 
 
   “I heard Micky had her last weekend.” 
 
   Andy raised his eyebrow. “Really? I wouldn’t have thought Bertha would have given Micky a second look. Fair play to him.” He took another handful of nuts, crunching loudly. “So how’s the engagement? She still giving it up three times a day?” 
 
   Dan chuckled. “It’s going so well I’m wondering why I didn’t cotton on to this engagement lark sooner. She’s like a dog on heat. All I have to do is mention something about the wedding and she’s like putty. I can’t thank you enough mate. Sound advice getting engaged.” 
 
   Dan looked up toward the sports screen and checked out the rugby score. He wasn’t comfortable discussing Stacey further. He was aware that Andy’s new girlfriend had become friendly with her of late. Andy wasn’t known for his tact at the best of times. He didn’t want the wrong thing getting back and causing trouble between them. He was enjoying his new set-up.  
 
   It helped that Stacey had started her own creative nails business. She was already taking on a list of clients and it meant she was less clingy. He was beginning to enjoy coming home to a quieter household. The extra income helped too. She’d already treated them to an upgraded surround sound HD television.  
 
   His mobile rang. Taking it out of his pocket, he looked at the caller display and Stacey’s photo flashed at him.  
 
   “It’s the wifey.” Andy chuckled. “Better answer it if you know what’s best for you.” 
 
   Pressing the ignore key, Dan turned the phone face down. She would have to wait. He had more important things to do. He picked up his remaining half pint and downed it in one. 
 
   “Got to be off mate. Got an important meeting.”  
 
   Andy nodded. “Ok, buddy. I’ll catch up with you in a few days and we’ll have a swift one in the Dog and Duck?” 
 
   “Sounds a plan.” Picking up his jacket and mobile, Dan patted Andy on the shoulder and made his way out of the pub and towards his car. He checked his watch, ensuring he wasn’t going to be late. 
 
   “Should make it there on time” he muttered to himself with a smile.  
 
   It had been an unexpected message, but a welcomed one, especially after he hadn’t heard from her in weeks. Still, he wasn’t one to pass up an opportunity. Sylvia had obviously missed him.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Eighteen 
 
   “But why is that so extraordinary?” Owen asked, popping his head through the kitchen hatch. “I mean, it’s a great gesture but from what you’ve said he can certainly afford it.” He disappeared again from view. 
 
   Felicity picked up her laptop and walked across the living room to the kitchen hatch. 
 
   “No, I wasn’t referring to the money. Of course he can afford to donate thousands to charity. It’s the fact he’s donating to a charity in the first place. This is a man who has always said that charity begins at home and ends in Prada.” She scanned the email from Maurice once again, shaking her head in bewilderment. 
 
   Owen laughed. “Sounds a lovely boss you’ve got yourself there. How do you put up with working for someone like that?”  
 
   “He’s not all bad. A bit selfish but his heart is in the right place. Otherwise he wouldn’t have donated to the children’s hospice would he.”  
 
   Felicity looked on as Owen picked up an onion from the vegetable tray and began chopping. “Must have changed him – getting cancer. Perhaps he’s realised it’s not all about money.” 
 
   “I guess so. He’s also written here that he’s going to donate a large sum to Cancer Research and he’s thinking about taking a trip with his wife to visit her family.” 
 
   Owen retrieved a frying pan from the sink and added a small amount of olive oil. “I thought you said he doesn’t have much of a relationship with his wife?” 
 
   “No he doesn’t, which is why that’s so odd. He once told me he would have preferred it if she was an orphan, then he wouldn’t have had to suffer the annual family dinner.” 
 
   Owen looked up, shocked and disgusted. “Seriously? Fee, I can’t believe you have been singing this man’s praises. Quite frankly he sounds a bastard. How can you listen to comments like that?”
 
   Felicity kept quiet. It was the first time she’d spoken openly and honestly of Maurice to someone close to her. Hearing herself repeat his views aloud, she was disturbed to find that they weren’t as amusing and blasé as she’d always assumed. She felt embarrassed. 
 
   “How much chilli can you handle?” Owen asked, changing the subject. He picked up a fresh red chilli and with great concentration, set about deseeding it. 
 
   “Not as hot as the last time. You nearly blew my head off.” Felicity closed her laptop. She would reply to Maurice later. It was reassuring to hear that he was embracing his situation and that the office was still running efficiently. Yet it was also a little disheartening to realise that she wasn’t sorely missed. She felt a little bereft.  
 
   “You ok?” 
 
   Felicity stopped staring into space and looked at Owen. “Yes fine. Just thinking about work.” She got up and walked into the kitchen to join him. 
 
   “What about work? I thought you were enjoying your freedom from the corporate world?”  
 
   She leaned against the counter top, watching as Owen stirred the frying vegetables. “Yes I am. The last three weeks here have been great. I love it here in Cairns, I really do. But I just feel a bit… I don’t know…” She looked down at the floor, unable to find the right words to express herself. 
 
   “You do know. You’re just reluctant to say whatever it is.” 
 
   Ignoring him, she continued staring at the food. He was right, she did know what the problem was, but it wasn’t anything she could fix. And it certainly wasn’t anything she could share with him. 
 
   She was in love. There was no mistaking it. She was in love with Owen.  
 
   It had come as a big surprise to find herself falling for him, there wasn’t anything about him that she would have set out looking for in a man, apart from his sense of self-assurance. Yet, there was no denying it. Since moving to Cairns together, she had found herself developing stronger feelings by the day. It was the little things that made the biggest impact. The way he always wanted to know about her day and was interested to hear every detail. The way he would always find the time to meet her for lunch despite being busy with his butterfly project. Especially the way he would try to help her work through her dilemmas.  And then the evenings, cozied up next to one another on the sofa. He possessed her every thought. She wanted nothing more than to spend every moment with him. 
 
   She knew he genuinely cared about her.  And that was where the problem lay. He genuinely cared about her… as a friend. After leaving Brisbane, she’d been sure that moving into the one bedroom house he’d found was a natural progression for things developing in a more physical way between them. She hadn’t bargained on him making up the sofa bed for her. Thinking that he didn’t want to take advantage, she’d gone along with the role play of ‘friends’ but three weeks later and  it was wearing a little thin. She had to face the harsh reality that Owen saw her as no more than a good friend.  The thought was making her feel sick and miserable, she could no longer imagine her life without him in it. Aidan’s name kept popping into her head, taunting her. Was this how he had felt? 
 
   “Well?” Owen turned off the frying pan and faced Felicity. 
 
   She shifted uncomfortably. His expression was so intense it was unnerving. “Well what?”
 
   “How do you really feel at the moment, Fee? You’re holding back on saying it, I can tell.” He gazed at her knowingly and she felt her stomach flip. It would be so easy to say the words and wait for his reaction but she daren’t. She had never found herself in this situation. Owen hadn’t given her any signal or small sign that he wanted her as more than a friend.  She couldn’t possibly tell him she was developing feelings. Or could she? 
 
   “I’m thinking of leaving Australia.” She’d been toying with the thought for the past two days, but saying the words aloud filled her with relief. She couldn’t go on living in a compromising situation, silently falling in love with a man that didn’t want her. It would destroy her. 
 
   Owen looked taken aback. “Crikey. Well I wasn’t expecting that.”  
 
   ‘I know it’s a little out of the blue. I just don’t see what is here in Australia for me.’ Felicity replied in honesty, noticing Owen’s crestfallen expression. “I have really loved being with you the last few weeks but my life is in the UK and I feel it’s time to go home.” She looked into his eyes, hoping to see something that might give her a reason to stay.  
 
   “I see. Well I guess you’ve made up your mind.” He reached out, leaning toward her and for a moment Felicity held her breath thinking that he was going to kiss her. Instead, he moved her aside and took two plates from the rack behind her. “When are you leaving then?”  
 
   He clattered the plates against the worktop and opened the utensil drawer to retrieve a ladle, closing it with force. 
 
   “I don’t know. Soon I guess.” Felicity bit her bottom lip, sensing his irritation and anger.  
 
   “Ok.” Picking up a plate, he ladled a generous amount of food onto it. “I’ve made it less spicy than last time so it should be fine for you.” He passed her the plate and cutlery. 
 
   The conversation was over. Felicity stared at the food and felt her eyes water. Why couldn’t he open up to her? If he didn’t care, why was he angry? It was so confusing trying to decipher whether she was hoping for something that would never happen. He was a man used to expressing his thoughts and emotions on every subject. So why, if he felt the same way as she, wouldn’t he give her a sign?  
 
   “Don’t just stare at it, eat up. Time’s running out and we’ve still got to finish that series of Doctors NYC before you leave” Owen joked, smiling. Felicity noticed the smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.  
 
   She watched as he ate hurriedly, seeming to want the meal over as quickly as she did. Her heart felt so heavy realizing it was one of their last meals together. Her entire body was screaming at her to reach across the table and kiss him, to tell him how she really felt. Instead, she picked up her fork and began to eat slowly.  It was pointless kidding and torturing herself further; Owen didn’t want her. She had to get away from him soon. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia stared at the scan photo and tried to decipher how the miniscule white dot on the black background represented her baby.  It still didn’t seem real. Despite seeming to work through a range of emotions in the past couple of weeks, she’d finally arrived at a contented place. Hours spent pouring over internet sites reading about pregnancy and babies had been invaluable. She might not have been prepared for a child but she’d come to realise that she had all of the necessary tools. There was never going to be a right time to become a mother. She may as well embrace the opportunity, even if the question of the baby’s father hung in the balance. 
 
   Her phone beeped. Putting down the scan photo, she walked over to her handbag on the sofa and searched inside for her mobile, ignoring her stomach rumbling. 
 
   “Hurry up Phillip” she muttered to herself, thinking about the Chinese takeout he’d gone to collect. Although she’d read that cravings didn’t start until later in pregnancy, she was certain her eating habits were already changing. She usually didn’t like spicy food but within the past week she’d developed a sudden need for anything with a kick. 
 
   She opened her text message. 
 
   We need to talk. Dan
 
   Her heart racing with panic, she deleted the message instantaneously, thankful that Phillip wasn’t beside her. She felt nauseous, her appetite vanishing. 
 
   It had been a huge mistake meeting Dan and telling him about the pregnancy. She bitterly regretted her rashness; if only she’d thought it through before contacting him. In hindsight she’d have weighed up the consequences first. She shuddered rethinking the experience. 
 
   From the moment he’d arrived at the park in which they’d agreed to meet, she’d known from his lustful look that he thought she intended to pick up where they’d left off. Repulsed at the idea, she’d been quick to set him straight. Although she hadn’t expected him to be thrilled about the situation, she hadn’t been prepared for his outburst. A week later and she was still revolted by the words he’d uttered.  She wondered how she’d ever found him remotely attractive. His real self was a far cry from the caring, concerned Dan that she’d encountered at the hospital on the night of Fee’s accident. The real Dan was an egotistical swine.    
 
   She couldn’t understand why he was continuing to message her in order to meet. He’d made it more than clear to her already that he had no interest in her pregnancy. As far as he was concerned, a termination was the best way forward. 
 
   Hearing footsteps outside the front door and a key being turned in the lock, Sylvia hastily returned her mobile to her handbag.  
 
   “Sorry it took a while, there was a big queue. They missed the Chicken Kung Po off the order, so I had to wait for it to be cooked.” Phillip shook off his coat and set down the spicy fragranced bag of food on the dining table. 
 
   “Smells delicious” Sylvia said, taking the foil cartons of food from inside and removing the lids. 
 
   “Guess who I saw whilst getting the Chinese?”  
 
   Sylvia sat down and began spooning food generously onto her plate, her appetite reappearing as the gentle aromas surrounded her. 
 
   “You’re always bumping into people in that place. Who?” 
 
   “Caitlin. Do you remember her? She presented Live on Five for a while. I think you may have done her makeup?” Phillip bit into a prawn cracker, crunching loudly. 
 
   “Oh yes, I remember. She was lovely. Didn’t she leave to try to crack the US? I thought I’d heard that she went to live in LA.” Sylvia poured two glasses of orange juice and pushed one in Phillip’s direction. Sitting down at the table opposite Phillip, she picked up her cutlery. 
 
   “She did but she was saying it wasn’t really for her. She missed London apparently.” Phillip raised an eyebrow. “If I’ve heard that once, I’ve heard it a thousand times.” 
 
   Sylvia giggled. She had always found it fascinating that despite his huge success in the UK, Phillip had never been tempted to try his luck at breaking into the American market. She knew he’d certainly had the opportunity; only recently he’d been put forward to present Pop Rivals US. She harboured a suspicion he wasn’t willing to take the risk for fear of failure or rejection. His ego was stroked extensively thanks to the UK media. She wasn’t sure how he would handle being known as a mediocre presenter stateside. 
 
   “I was telling her about us. She’d heard we were together. She couldn’t believe it when I told her about the baby.” 
 
   Sylvia stopped chewing mid mouthful and looked up from her food in surprise. 
 
   “You told her about the baby?” 
 
   Phillip put down his fork. “I know we agreed to wait another month but I couldn’t help myself. Besides, we can trust Caitlin; she’s in the industry herself. She’s hardly going to sell the story to the press is she.” 
 
   Feeling her throat tighten with anxiety, Sylvia found it difficult to speak. “But we agreed, Phillip.” 
 
   Getting up from his seat, Phillip made his way around to her and propped himself beside her chair, brushing her hair tenderly from her face. “Darling, I’m so excited about this baby – I want to scream it from the rooftops! I’m sorry I told Caitlin. I shouldn’t have and I know that. But it slipped out.” 
 
   Sylvia stared into Phillip’s face not knowing how to act or what to say. Four weeks, that’s what they’d agreed. Four weeks for her to remedy the situation and begin to plan her future with Phillip.  
 
   “Say something then” Phillip urged with a trace of annoyance in his voice. 
 
   “What do you expect me to say, Phillip?” Sylvia stared angrily at him. “I haven’t even told my parents yet because we agreed to keep it a secret. Yet you’ve just told someone we barely know.”  
 
   She knew he thought she was over-reacting but she didn’t care. Despite him welcoming the idea of the baby more openly that she’d have ever imagined possible, she was irked that he’d shared her news before she was ready to. 
 
   She was also terrified of the repercussions. Phillip had no idea she’d slept with Dan. What would happen if he realised there was a possibility that the child wasn’t even his? Although it was a slim probability, it was a matter she’d intended to address before they publically announced their news. She still had over a week before the doctor would allow her to test the paternity. Nine days in which she’d planned to get Dan to agree to the test.  She was almost certain it wouldn’t be his child – as she’d explained to him when they’d met. But there was still a niggling doubt.  
 
   She wasn’t entirely sure what she hoped to achieve from the results but she felt she needed to know who the father was, for her own peace of mind.  She wanted her child to grow up with two parents in a loving, secure environment and Phillip could help her to provide that. Being forearmed with the information of whether the child was his or not would surely help her to confirm if she could make her ideal a reality? Although she had every intention of keeping the knowledge from Phillip at this stage, she wasn’t sure if she could do that to him if it was revealed that Dan was the father. 
 
   Except now, everything had been complicated. If her pregnancy became public news before she had an opportunity to confirm the paternity, there was the chance that Phillip’s reputation would be damaged in the worst case scenario. Not to mention his heart. 
 
   “Let’s not argue.” Phillip returned to his seat and reached out to take her hand across the table. “I’ve made a mistake but it’s not the end of the world. Caitlin can be trusted, you know she isn’t a gossip. Our secret is safe, I promise.” 
 
   Overcome with tiredness, Sylvia found herself nodding her head in agreement. She didn’t want to argue. She didn’t need any more stress. The damage had already been done. She’d slept with a man that wasn’t Phillip and now she was paying for her mistake. 
 
   “Ok. Just promise me you won’t tell anybody else for the moment?”  
 
   Phillip looked at her with sincerity. “I promise, darling.” 
 
   Sylvia desperately hoped he meant it.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Nineteen 
 
   “Well all I can say is that is that I’m absolutely shocked” Glenda repeated, dusting a heavy silver photo frame. 
 
   Zara watched as Glenda anxiously polished the frame before replacing it on the mantelpiece. She herself had been surprised by the news but she mostly felt excited. She couldn’t wait to see Felicity. “So has she booked the return flight yet?”  
 
   Glenda set down the yellow dust cloth and picked up the polish, spraying the PVC window ledge. “Yes, she’s managed to get a late flight for Thursday evening. She said she arrives back into Heathrow on Saturday late morning. So I’m going to use her car to pick her up, save her getting a taxi.” 
 
   “Oh Glen, I’m so excited. It feels like she’s been gone forever” Zara said, keeping her eye on Daisy who was playing quietly on the carpet with her toys. “I’ll have to pop round on Sunday and see her.”
 
   Glenda stopped polishing and sat down in Fee’s favourite armchair. If truth to be told, she was ecstatic that her daughter was returning early from Australia but she was also extremely nervous. After a lengthy discussion with Bill, she’d agreed that she’d finally tell Felicity all about their relationship during their next phone conversation. What she hadn’t expected was that phone conversation to begin with Fee telling her she was coming home!  
 
   “Of course. I know she’s going to be thrilled to see you too. She said she was looking forward to getting home. The reason I’m so surprised is because I thought she was getting on rather well with Owen.”  
 
   Zara nodded her head in agreement. “I know, I thought the same. Her emails have been very complimentary toward him. I was beginning to wonder if something might have started up between them.” 
 
   Glenda tutted sadly. “That’s the thing, we both know Fee. Owen might have been a nice man for her, but she’s not going to entertain the idea of being with a voluntary worker, is she? Silly girl. I feel like knocking her head against a wall sometimes.” 
 
   Daisy got up and walked over to Zara, putting her dummy in her mouth and pulling against Zara’s leggings. “Can we go home, Mummy?” 
 
   Zara sighed. It was almost impossible to get any time to herself lately. She had been looking forward to her weekly catch up with Glenda at Fee’s house. It was nice to relax and keep her company whilst she went about her cleaning routine, but Daisy’s nursery being closed unexpectedly for the last two days had played havoc with her schedule. She’d even had to call the office yesterday and use one day of her leave allowance that she normally reserved for medical emergencies. It didn’t help that Steve had been working longer days. She’d hardly seen him of late.  
 
   “Daisy, let Mummy and Auntie Glenda have some chat time. Go and watch the television for a while and we’ll go home after, Ok?” 
 
   “Come here darling and I’ll put the television on for you” Glenda said taking a cushion from the sofa and putting it down in front of the TV. Daisy did as she was told and waited patiently as Glenda switched on the large LCD screen and located a cartoon channel. Daisy’s face lit up at the sight of the dancing pink and yellow banana on the screen.  
 
   “That should keep her quiet. Let’s go and sit in the kitchen for a bit.”  
 
   Walking into the other room, Glenda asked Zara about the situation with Steve since the hospital incident. 
 
   Zara sat down at the dining table. “To be honest with you Glenda, I really feel like things have improved between us since we had a good chat about the baby. But the problem is his work situation.”
 
   Glenda opened the fridge and made a note to do a full shop in time for Fee’s arrival. She didn’t want her daughter returning home to empty cupboards. “What’s happening with his work then? I thought you said things had picked up for him?” 
 
   “They have. He landed that new contract with a big developer in West London. Yet I’ve hardly seen him since. When he is home, things are good. He’s more talkative and we are getting along much better. But the problem is, every night for the past week he’s had to work late.” 
 
   Glenda joined Zara and sat down, taking time out for a moment. “You should say something to him, love. You’re almost eight months pregnant now. He knows how hard it’s been on you this time around. You can’t do it all by yourself.” She patted Zara’s arm sympathetically. “When is your maternity leave starting?” 
 
   “That’s my saving grace. I go on my leave at the end of next week. So I’m hoping that will ease things a bit. I also want to go out and get a few more boy’s bits. Everything we’d bought to this point was neutral but now we now that the little one is on his way, we can be a bit more indulgent.” Zara gently patted her huge stomach. 
 
   “Well after next week, you’ll have time to rest yourself a bit more. I’m just pleased things are improved between you two, even if Steve has to work more. I really couldn’t believe what you told me about the cheating suspicion. Honestly love, the pair of you are so good together. It’s nice to hear that you’re working through your problems.” 
 
   Zara contemplated Glenda’s words. Steve really had been making much more of an effort in the past couple of weeks. He seemed more affectionate towards her and there had been lots of unexpected compliments from him, not to mention small gestures of romance. She wasn’t sure if it was partly due to the excitement at having the son he’d always longed for but she didn’t care. What mattered was that despite his heavier workload, their family was a unit again.  Any suspicions she’d had, had been discarded. She needed to look to the future and they’d be doing it together. 
 
   “How are things with you and Bill? I’m assuming you still haven’t told Fee about him because she hasn’t mentioned anything to me about it in her emails?”  
 
   Glenda picked at her thumbnail distractedly, aware that her anxiety was once again building. “Oh Zara, I’m so worried about how she’s going to react. I had built up the courage to break the news to her over the phone the other day, but then of course she begins by telling me she’s returning.” 
 
   Zara bit down on her lip. Glenda had been given more than enough time to enlighten Fee on her new relationship with Bill, she should have acted upon it far sooner. Fee would be furious for being kept in the dark for the past eight weeks. She tried to soothe Glenda’s fears.  
 
   “You need to do it as soon as she gets home, Glen. She might be more understanding than you expect. After all, we’ve both noticed she seems to have changed quite a bit while she’s been over there in Australia.” 
 
   Glenda looked at Zara. “You’re right. She might be ok about it mightn’t she? It’s not only that though…” she trailed off, looking down in embarrassment. 
 
   Zara leaned forward curiously. “What is it then?”
 
   “I didn’t really want to say anything because it’s not all signed and sealed yet, but Bill’s been offered a job in Cambridge.”
 
   “Oh, I see” Zara replied quietly. Why hadn’t Glenda said something earlier? No wonder she was anxious if her relationship with Bill was on the rocks. Zara felt her heart go out to Glenda. She hadn’t seen her looking so happy in years; it was a shame to think that the happiness could be short lived. “Are you ok about it? It’s not too far away I suppose” she said carefully.  
 
   Glenda smiled sadly. Zara’s response was exactly as she’d expected, but it wasn’t Zara’s fault, it was her own. She’d had her boundaries blurred for far too long. People saw her as the kind, anxious Glenda who’d do anything to help others. It was time for her to change that view. She wanted to start being seen as the happy-go-lucky Glenda who took chances. The Glenda that put herself first. 
 
   “Actually, love, that’s not what I meant.”  
 
   “Oh, sorry. I thought you said Bill was moving away?” Zara looked at her in confusion. 
 
   Glenda took a deep breath. If she was going to have to face her daughter, she needed to have enough courage to face Zara first.  
 
   “Yes, he is” she began, putting her hands out on the table in front of her. “But what I meant is that I’m moving with him. He’s asked me to accompany him in Cambridge and I’ve said yes.” 
 
   Bizarrely, she felt a sense of empowerment at speaking the words aloud. It hadn’t been half as hard as she’d expected. She looked at Zara’s shocked expression and giggled. 
 
   “You can pick your jaw up from the floor now.” 
 
   Zara laughed and stood up, coming around to reach Glenda and hug her. “Oh Glen, I can’t believe it! Cambridge! I’m so happy for you. When did you decide?”  
 
   Overcome with emotion at Zara’s support, Glenda wiped the beginning of tears from her eyes and sat back down, filling her in on her plans. 
 
   Zara couldn’t believe that the excited, zealous woman sitting in front of her was Glenda. Listening to her plans of sharing a property with Bill and taking up pottery lessons she couldn’t help but feel enthused for her.  
 
   “So he’s just waiting for the company to provide the housing budget and then we can start looking at options. We were thinking of going up to Cambridge next weekend actually. You know, get a feel for the place.” 
 
   “Yes, that sounds like a great idea. When will the move be then? Once all the finer details are sorted?”  
 
   “January 6th. They want him there for the first week of the New year, so we’ll be aiming to leave London straight after the Christmas holidays.” 
 
   “Wow, so soon Glen!” Zara felt her baby kicking and she smiled. “At least you’ll be here for when this little one comes - I want him to meet you before you swan off to your new life in Cambridge.”  
 
   Glenda laughed, her nervousness replaced with elation. She had been surprised herself when Bill had told her the timeframe of the move, but she’d come to terms with the idea. There was so much to look forward to within the next seven weeks, she could hardly believe the changes. Despite having to share her news with Fee, she couldn’t wait to see her daughter. She hoped that she’d be returning home more settled and content.  
 
   In just under four weeks they had Zara’s little one’s arrival to prepare for. Not to mention the Christmas holiday season which was going to be a hectic time; especially as it was always spent with Zara, Steve and the children. And hopefully this year Bill would be joining them.  It would be nice to have a final gathering before she prepared for her new start with him.  
 
   Crossing her fingers under the table, she sent up a silent plea that Felicity’s arrival home would be the start of new things for her daughter. Her biggest wish was to see Fee at least as happy as she was feeling, if not happier. She desperately hoped it would happen soon. 
 
    
 
   Owen heaved Felicity’s heavy suitcase onto the check-in weight counter, smirking at her as the counter displayed the exact luggage allowance she was entitled to. Much to her surprise he’d been correct in saying that she wasn’t over the limit.  
 
   Passing the check-in attendant her passport and E-ticket, she clarified her details and waited for her documents to be returned.  
 
   “Shall we go for a coffee before you go through to departures?” Owen asked, picking up her small hand luggage holdall and carrying it for her. 
 
   The attendant passed Felicity her documents, highlighting her departure gate and wishing her a pleasant flight. 
 
   “Yes, I have time before my flight. I won’t be getting decent coffee onboard for the next twenty-two hours, so I had better make the most of it” she joked nervously.  
 
   She couldn’t believe how quickly her departure from Australia had come about. The past few days had passed in a blur and now she was about to board a long-haul flight home. She felt sick at the prospect. Her throat was aching with grief at the thought of her last minutes spent with Owen. Walking in silence side by side, they found a small coffee shop and sat in the quietest corner.  
 
   Ever since she’d revealed her plans to leave Australia, Owen hadn’t been his usual happy self. It was as if an unspoken sentence hung heavily between them, neither knowing how to broach the subject of asking the other’s feelings. It had been a painful three days. She knew that he wanted her to stay and despite her hopeful jokey open suggestions, he hadn’t verbally given her any indication. His actions however, told a different story. She’d never seen him looking so distracted and weighed down. 
 
   They sipped their coffee in silence, a heavy air of sadness around both of them.  
 
   “What plans do you have for when you arrive home then?” Owen asked, breaking the silence. 
 
   Felicity stirred her coffee, pondering the question. Although she was looking forward to seeing her mum and Zara, she hadn’t really thought past her arrival. There was, however, a sense of dread at the thought of returning to work. She couldn’t quite put her finger on why. 
 
   “No idea, probably just catch up with my mum and then visit Zara. It’s a little strange thinking about going back into my old life. I know I haven’t been gone for long, but I feel differently about things. It sounds really silly, but I’m worried I might not fit in with people’s expectations any longer. I’m worried that…” 
 
   She felt herself becoming emotional, the reality of her decision to leave Owen hitting her hard. She stopped talking, aware that her voice was becoming high-pitched and slightly hysterical. 
 
   Owen grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Remember that you’re a Rose, you can bloom wherever you’re planted. Never worry about not fitting in or living up to other’s ideals. You’re a beautiful person Fee; you just need to let that softer side of yourself come out more. It is possible to be both vulnerable and strong you know. You don’t always have to try to be a warrior.” 
 
   It was such an odd but beautiful thing to say. Felicity tried to swallow back the sob that was in her throat but she couldn’t fight it.  Owen always had the ability to see straight into her soul. She didn’t want to have to be a cold, controlling person; she wanted to be the woman she’d become around him. Fun, easy-going and gentle. He brought out the side of her that she’d thought she’d lost touch with. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you so much, Owen.” Hiccupping through sobs, she buried her head into his chest and felt his arms wrap around her.  She waited for his words but they never came. Instead he rubbed her back and kissed her lightly on her forehead. 
 
   “No more tears. Drink your coffee before it goes cold” he instructed with a sad smile. 
 
   Trying to swallow tears with her coffee, Felicity did as she was told, all the time aware that Owen’s arms hadn’t been removed from embracing her. She wondered if it meant that he didn’t want to let her go. 
 
   “I suppose I should go now. If I sit here any longer, it will only make it ten times harder to say goodbye when the time comes.” Breaking away from his embrace she searched in her handbag for a tissue, before blowing her nose and smiling bravely. 
 
   “Nothing is forever, Fee. Just because we are saying goodbye, doesn’t mean we won’t meet again” he said, trying to sound his wise and uplifting self. Instead the words came out strangled. 
 
   “Nice try, Owen” Felicity joked, standing up and zipping up her holdall. 
 
   He smiled but it didn’t reach his eyes. Standing up, he stood facing her shoving his hands awkwardly into his pockets. For the first time ever, he looked like a lost little boy and his vulnerability shone through. 
 
   “Ok, so on that note I am going to say thank you for the most amazing month spent in Cairns and the time we spent in Brisbane.” Felicity reached out and pulled his hands from his jeans pockets, holding them in her own. “Meeting you has been the best thing I could have asked for. I’m just sad it’s ending so soon. But honestly, Owen, thank you. You’ve made me realise so much.” 
 
   A flash of confusion passed across his face, and Felicity felt his grip tighten in her hands. She leaned forward to hug him and before she knew what was happening, his mouth was on hers.  The five weeks spent imagining how it would feel to kiss him bore no comparison to the waves of tender and passionate emotion that were flooding through her. His gentle and delicate way with her made her feel safe and secure. It wasn’t the kiss of a man in lust, it was the kiss of a man that wanted to taste and feel her on a deeper level. 
 
   Drawing away from her, Felicity gently let go of his hands and for a few moments they stood observing each other without words. Owen’s green eyes sparkled before he broke into an enormous smile of delight. 
 
   “You certainly know how to do goodbye’s” he joked, running his hands through his hair. 
 
   Biting down on her lip to stop herself from grinning toothily, Felicity laughed at Owen, taking in his disheveled and awestruck appearance. 
 
   “Well, I guess you should go. You need time to get through departures and to your gate” he said, bringing her back to the moment with a thud. Felicity looked at him dumbfounded. How could he so casually disregard the kiss? It was clear he felt as shell-shocked as she did about the volume of chemistry they’d just encountered. Why once again was he fighting his emotions? Surely this changed things between them? 
 
   Trying not to show her disappointment, Felicity nodded in agreement and picked up her holdall, unsure what to say or do. She was in love with a man who had kissed her as passionately as a soul mate kisses his better half. Why wasn’t he acknowledging it? 
 
   Owen backed away from her further and picked up his jacket, swinging it over his shoulder. “So I guess I’ll see you when I see you, Felicity Harroway.”  
 
   His offhand words hit her like bricks and the gap between them widened as he continued walking backwards. Looking at him through narrowed eyes and trying not to show her hurt, Felicity attempted a smile. See you when I see you? What kind of a goodbye was that?! 
 
   Breathing in a long breath through her nose, Felicity began walking away from Owen, at each step feeling a desperate urge to run back and jump into his arms.  Only when she felt there was a safe distance between them, did she finally turn back and wave. 
 
   Owen was already out of sight.
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty 
 
   Glenda glanced once again at the computerised arrivals board and restlessly tapped her foot against the tiled airport floor.  
 
   “Come on Felicity, where are you?” she murmured to herself, checking the time on her watch. According to the board, the flight landed over an hour ago. So where was her daughter? 
 
   Spotting an attendant nearby in a fluorescent orange waistcoat, she wondered anxiously whether to ask if there had been a problem with the flight. 
 
   “Mum!” 
 
   Spinning around in the direction of the excited voice, she did a double take as she spotted her daughter weaving her way through the crowd with her suitcase. “Well I never…” Glenda whispered to herself in astonishment. Gone was Felicity’s long blonde flowing locks and in their place was a shorter, messier, layered style. Teamed with her sun kissed skin and minimal makeup, she looked like a glowing beauty without a care in the world.  
 
   Glenda rushed to her assistance, feeling overwhelmed at seeing her daughter’s new appearance.  
 
   “Oh Darling, I’m so happy you’re home” she threw her arms around Felicity, kissing her on the cheek. Expecting her daughter to brush her off quickly, she was surprised when Fee hugged her back with the same enthusiasm and warmth. Standing back from each other, they eagerly surveyed one another from head to foot. 
 
   “Mum, you look so different! You look really well – so much younger. Since when did you start doing your make-up like that? And your hair?!” Laughing, Felicity reached out and flicked Glenda’s honey highlighted layers.  
 
   Glenda slapped her hand away playfully. “You can talk - you’re like a different person. I did a double glance when you called out to me. You look so beautiful, darling. Honestly, I haven’t seen you looking this relaxed and rested in a long time.” Glenda noticed a flash of sadness pass across her daughter’s face. “Come on, let’s get you home. You must be shattered.” 
 
   Linking arms with her mum, Felicity felt relieved to be back on UK soil. She was home. All of the hurt and confusion of the last twenty hours had ebbed away as the jet lag had began to seep in and her body screamed out for sleep.  
 
   “I can’t wait to get home. I need sleep.”  
 
   Glenda rubbed her daughter’s arm. “You can sleep in the car, love, while I drive us back.  Speaking of which, that GPS of yours came in so handy, I would never have made it here otherwise. Bundle of nerves, I was, on that motorway.” 
 
   Felicity laughed tiredly. Despite her mum’s new appearance and a thousand questions that she wanted to ask, she was pleased that some things hadn’t changed. She needed her mother’s down-to-earth advice, now more than ever. 
 
    
 
   “I also got you the special buffalo mozzarella that you like. Oh, and the bread with the pumpkin seeds, I picked you one of those up.” Glenda pointed inside the open kitchen cupboard to the neatly stacked goods. 
 
   Felicity took a sip of the fruit smoothie her mother had prepared for her and smiled. She felt refreshed after a few hours of sleep and a shower, the long haul flight already seeming a distant memory. 
 
   “Thanks. You needn’t have gone to all of this trouble. The place looks lovely by the way; I noticed the fresh gerberas in the hallway.”  
 
   Glenda beamed with pride. Felicity hadn’t been back long and yet she’d received more compliments and commendations from her in the space of half a day, than she had in the last few years. 
 
   “Well, you know I like to keep things tip-top.” She sat down at the dining table next to her daughter. “Anyhow, we have lots of catching up to do. I can’t say I wasn’t surprised to hear that you were coming back, love. I thought you were enjoying Cairns?” She reached out and rubbed Felicity’s knee affectionately. “What about your flat-mate Owen? What made you change your mind?” 
 
   Felicity put down her glass and sank her head into her hands, the uncomfortable and confused feelings of the past twenty-four hours returning. “Oh, Mum, it’s such a mess. I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
   Glenda reached out and gently pulled Felicity’s hands away from covering her face. “At the beginning is usually a good place, love.” 
 
   Felicity sighed sadly. How could she even try to put into words the feelings she was experiencing?  
 
   Inhaling slowly to calm her nerves and mind, she began to tell her mother about her trip, from her arrival in Sydney to her kiss with Owen. Neither woman noticed that the hands of the clock were hastily ticking by. Only when Felicity stopped speaking and Glenda sat wide-eyed in shock, did they realise that the evening darkness had arrived. 
 
   Switching on the kitchen halogen lights, Glenda mulled over Fee’s admission. It wasn’t what she’d been expecting in the slightest. Her Fee in love with Owen the volunteer? She couldn’t get her head around it.  The woman that had sat next to her for nearly two hours, animatedly telling her about days spent in butterfly sanctuaries and cable carting up to an aboriginal rainforest village, hardly bore any resemblance to the Fee that had left her eight weeks previously.  
 
   “In honesty, love, I don’t know what to say. You’ve changed so much, Felicity. I never in a million years thought you’d return and tell me that you’d fallen in love with someone.” Glenda opened the fridge and took out a pie she’d prepared the previous day, shaking her head in amazement. “Don’t get me wrong, this Owen from what you’ve said, well, he sounds a lovely person. But it doesn’t make sense, love, that he didn’t ask you to stay.” Glenda pursed her lips. What on earth was wrong with the man? 
 
   Felicity watched distractedly as her mother opened the oven door and put the large tray of pie onto the middle shelf. “I know. That’s why I just feel so confused. Honestly, I don’t know what to think. When we kissed it felt so right. It sounds ridiculous, but I don’t think I’ve ever felt that way when kissing someone. Not even with James.” 
 
   Still wearing an oven glove, Glenda sat back down at the dining table. “The best thing you can do for now is to put him to one side. Whatever’s meant to be, Fee, it won’t pass you by.” She looked at her daughter’s downcast mouth and tried to raise her spirits. “Perhaps he needs to realise his feelings for you. You’ve done the best thing by coming back – it’ll give him a bit of time to consider things. If you’re supposed to be together, he’ll come looking you. You wait and see.” 
 
   Felicity got up and hugged her mother tightly. Being with Owen and getting more in tune with her emotions had made her realise that she didn’t show her mother just how much she appreciated her. Australia had taught her that distance made you value the ones who are special in your life. She knew that Glenda would have a wise opinion on the matter and she deeply hoped she was right about him. Maybe he would come to value her now that she wasn’t there.  
 
   “Goodness, I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.” Glenda said in jest, breaking away from her daughter’s affectionate cuddle. “I would have sent you to Australia when you were fifteen if I’d known then that you’d come back so different.” 
 
   Felicity giggled and picked up the used glasses, taking them over to the dishwasher. “Enough of me. I want to hear about everything that’s been going on with you. Don’t try and tell me there’s nothing new because I can tell that there is.” She looked toward her mother and noticed a faint blush spreading across her cheeks. “And I’ve noticed you haven’t picked your thumbnail or stuttered once since I’ve been home.” 
 
   Glenda’s heart pounded strongly in her chest and she felt her hands begin to tremble ever so slightly. It was the moment she had been dreading.  Turning her back on Fee in an attempt to buy herself more time, she fidgeted nervously with the switches on the oven. 
 
   “Yes, there’s been a few changes with me.” She chose her words carefully, not daring to turn and look at her daughter. “I met someone, you see.” 
 
   “Met someone?” Felicity was instantly at her mother’s side, staring directly at her with a startled expression. 
 
   With no choice but to answer her daughter face on, Glenda took a deep breath trying not to rush her words. “Yes, his name is Bill, he’s a very good man and we are very much in love.” 
 
   She leaned against the oven, feeling the heat travelling up the back of her body but not daring to move as she warily registered Fee’s reaction. 
 
   Putting her hand across her chest in a subconscious movement to calm her beating heart, Felicity wasn’t sure how to respond. Her mother was in love? When had it happened? Why hadn’t she noticed? 
 
   “My word, I don’t know what to say.” Felicity was speechless. Overcome with emotion, she felt suddenly uneasy and drained of energy. 
 
   Moving away from the cooker, Glenda’s mothering instincts took over, steering her daughter back toward the dining table and indicating for her to sit down. “I know it’s come as a shock, love, and believe me you’re not the only one who is surprised by it. I really wasn’t expecting it either.” 
 
   Felicity deliberated in her head. There was no doubt about it - she was shocked. Selfishly, part of her had taken it for granted that her mother would always be single. Hearing that there was now a man in her life wasn’t a familiar experience or even a welcomed one. Looking at Glenda’s anxious face and noticing her beginning to pick at her nails, made her take stock. Her mother deserved happiness and love in her life; Felicity knew all too well that being alone and feeling unloved led to a cold and unhappy existence. Her mother had never looked so radiant and young. She didn’t want the anxious Glenda to return. Whoever this Bill was, he was certainly doing her the world of good - and who was she to interfere with that? 
 
   “I’m happy for you. Truly I am. It’s about time you had someone to share things with.” Felicity bit down on her lip as her mother’s eyes welled up with tears.  
 
   “Do you really mean that, love?” Glenda asked, dumbfounded. 
 
   Felicity nodded her head. “I do. I know it hasn’t been easy for you, all of these years on your own.” She tried to lighten the mood a little. “Besides anyone who can get you looking this good within such a short space of time deserves a medal.”  
 
   Glenda giggled; she felt as if a huge weight that had been resting on her shoulders had been lifted. She knew that Felicity wasn’t entirely comfortable with the news, but to have her daughter’s blessing was the most important thing she could have wished for. 
 
   “So are you going to leave me in suspense or are you going to tell me a little bit about Bill then?”  
 
   Now it was Glenda’s turn to slump in her seat and wonder where to begin. Filling her daughter in on Bill and their developing relationship, she was happy to note that Felicity didn’t pass a single judgment or negative comment. Instead, her daughter listened and smiled as she detailed the highlights of her past two months. 
 
   “I can’t believe you’ve waited eight weeks to tell me about this. Honestly Mum, you could have told me sooner.”  
 
   Glenda reluctantly broke away from the conversation to take the heated pie from the oven. “I know, but it wasn’t the right time, love, what with the Dan situation and then you going to Australia. There just didn’t seem to be an appropriate moment.” 
 
   Deep down, Felicity knew that her mother was right. Would she really have been so accepting of the relationship if she’d known about it sooner? She couldn’t be sure that she would have. She knew that a lot of her new found acceptance was directly thanks to Owen. He’d taught her so much in their small amount of time together. 
 
   “When do I get to meet Bill then?” she asked, taking a bottle of wine from the fridge and pouring two glasses. 
 
   Glenda dished the pie onto two plates and took them to the table. “Well, maybe you’d like to meet him tomorrow if you’ve no plans? Perhaps the three of us could go for lunch?” 
 
   Felicity humoured her mother by agreeing eagerly. It was obvious from the way in which her shoulders dropped in relief that she and Bill had been planning the lunch in advance. Even so, she was looking forward to meeting the man in person. From what her mother had told her, he seemed to be kind-natured and thoughtful. 
 
   Admiring the home made pie that Glenda had set down in front of her, she felt a sense of contentment. She was happy to be home in her familiar surroundings and spending time with her mother. She just wished that Owen was there to share her experience. She knew that Glenda would love his sense of wit and depth of knowledge. She could imagine he’d laugh at the pristineness and perfection of her home, not to mention Glenda’s gentle but dozy manner. 
 
   Silently reproaching herself for daydreaming, she pushed him out of her thoughts, instead tucking into her food and listening with growing concern as Glenda began to fill her in on Zara’s situation with Steve… 
 
    
 
   “Please babe, just listen to me. I can explain.” Dan put up his arms to protect himself as he narrowly avoided the candle burner flying through the air towards him.  
 
   “You piece of scum!” Stacey screamed at him irately, pacing the bedroom floor like a wild woman. “I cannot believe I have been telling everyone how much I’m looking forward to marrying the man of my dreams. And all of this time, ALL of this time, you’ve been screwing around behind my back.” Collapsing in a heap on the floor, she began to sob loudly. 
 
   Dan withdrew into the hallway, running his hands anxiously through his hair. How could she have seen the texts? He thought he had deleted them. Unsure what to do, he picked up his jacket hooked over the stair banister and headed out of the house. There was no point trying to reason with Stacey in the state that she was in. He’d never seen her so angry towards him. It was disturbing. 
 
   He closed the door quietly behind him, feeling around in his jacket pocket for his wallet and regretting the moment he’d decided to leave his mobile in full accessible view of Stacey. 
 
   “That’s it - walk away, just like you always do. You coward.”  
 
   Swivelling his head in surprise toward the upper part of the terraced house, he felt his face drain of colour as Stacey shouted abuse at him from the open bedroom window.  
 
   “Babe, shhhh. Calm down. Everyone will hear” he said anxiously, trying to locate his house keys to get back through the front door. Although they didn’t live in the best of areas, he didn’t want their neighbours on the estate knowing all of their business. Especially his indiscretions. 
 
   “I don’t care if everyone hears what a cheat you are!”  
 
   Anger building at her total lack of respect for him, Dan managed to get the door key into the front lock and pushing open the door forcibly, rushed up the stairs toward the bedroom. 
 
   “What on earth are you playing at, Stacey?” Pushing past her, he wrestled the window closed despite her resistance. “Don’t go shouting our problems into the street” he said furiously. 
 
   “What am I playing at?” Stacey cackled at the irony. “Shouldn’t it be what have you been playing at?!”  
 
   Dan grabbed Stacey’s wrists as she pounded her fists violently against his chest. “Babe, I can explain. Just listen to me. You have to calm down.” 
 
   He lost count of how many more times he had to repeat those words before Stacey finally succumbed to his grip and let herself be guided into his arms, her body-racking sobs slowly becoming quieter as he held her close and shooed her. 
 
   Trying not to let his panic show, Dan wondered how long he could keep Stacey pacified. He had just experienced a whole new side to her and it was a side that made him wary. Where had his obliging, kind and meek Stacey disappeared to?  Hell has no wrath like a woman scorned. Could Stacey be that woman? He hoped never to have to find out. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty One 
 
   Spotting a seat in between an elderly man and a thin Indian woman, Sylvia rushed towards it as soon as the Tube doors opened. She’d been on her feet for most of the day and as she took her place between the two commuters, she felt grateful to have a chance to relax. The past two days had been a whirlwind - it had been such a relief discovering the results of the CVS test. Although she’d felt that the chance of the baby being Dan’s was slim, it had still been a shock seeing the analysis in print. The blood tests had confirmed there was almost no likelihood of Dan being the father. It was most certainly Phillip’s baby. 
 
   Putting her hand across her barely visible bump, she thought back upon Dan’s reaction to the test results. His tone of voice had been more than elated when she’d imparted the outcome. She was surprised by this, he’d seemed so unemotional and cold toward the whole experience that she assumed he wouldn’t have cared either way whether the child was his or not. He’d made it consistently clear that he wanted no part of her pregnancy, so she hadn’t expected him to be so affected, even if it was for the wrong reason. Obviously he had cared more than he’d let on. 
 
   Still, they’d agreed to keep the entire subject under wraps for the sake of both of their relationships and Felicity’s friendship. She sensed Dan still held a candle for Fee and she didn’t want her actions coming between her and her friend. She couldn’t forgive herself for doing the unthinkable and sleeping with her friends love interest. It was a shameful secret she would take to the grave. She knew Dan felt the same; Felicity would never give him a second glance if she was to ever discover their rendezvous. It didn’t bear thinking about. She was happy to put Dan and her thoughts on the matter into the past. Finally she could move on from her mistake. 
 
   Her thoughts flicked to Felicity. She’d been delighted to get a call from Fee the previous day; she’d been so wrapped up in her own dramas that she hadn’t got around to reading the email informing that she was returning home from Australia sooner than planned. She couldn’t wait to see her. She knew that her baby news would be the last thing Fee would be anticipating from her, especially since the last time they’d properly spoken she’d shared her uncertainties about her relationship with Phillip. She smiled to herself, thinking of Phillip. He was going to make such a good father. Despite her previous worries, she’d known that if the baby was his that she’d be a very lucky woman.  
 
   He had made such an improved effort with their relationship since finding out she was pregnant. It was hard to believe that he was the same man who had been scared to commit to her for the past six months. The baby had changed everything and now that she was certain Dan was out of the picture, she could concentrate on her new family. It also meant they could finally begin telling people their news. 
 
   The recorded announcement blared out the next station from the overhead speaker and Sylvia stood up carefully, grabbing onto the metal handrails for support as she made her way to the Tube door. She hoped that the light drizzle of rain that was in the air when she’d left work had eased off.  
 
   She’d always been so grateful to live such a short distance from the Tube station especially in the wet weather. Compared to most people working in London, her commute was far from hardship, but Phillip had raised a valid point about their living situations; they couldn’t continue splitting their time between two properties. With a baby on the way they needed to consider a permanent base together. It saddened her to think that her spacious open aired apartment was soon to be a memory. 
 
   She was only in her early thirties, but within the space of a few weeks her life had been transformed. She was no longer a carefree singleton waiting for her on-and-off relationship to crash and burn – it was a very surreal feeling to be suddenly in a more connected relationship with a baby to seal the bond. It was a feeling that she rather surprisingly liked. 
 
   She disembarked the Tube and walked toward the narrow exit tunnel with the other fast-paced commuters. Her partying days were finally drawing to an end and life was taking on a new way forward. 
 
    
 
   “That’s a nice top on you, love” Glenda remarked, eyeing Felicity’s smock top beneath her cropped blazer and silk scarf.  
 
   “Thanks. Owen bought it for me in Cairns after I complained I didn’t have anything casual or loose for daywear.”  Felicity picked up her large shopper bag full of gifts and headed towards the car. 
 
   Glenda swiftly changed the subject before her daughter had a chance to relive her feelings and emotions for Owen again. She walked to the passenger side of Fee’s car and waited for her to unlock it, getting in. 
 
   “Zara’s really looking forward to seeing you. I’ve decided I’m going to take Daisy for a McDonald’s whilst you two catch up.” 
 
   Felicity carefully backed the car out of her driveway. “Thanks for coming along and offering to look after Daisy and the girls. Not that I mind having them there, of course, but it will be nice just Zara and I having a chance to catch up properly.” 
 
   “Exactly, that’s why I offered. God knows, she could do with a friend right now.” 
 
   Felicity concentrated on the road ahead; it felt strange to be driving again after two months of taking public transport in Australia. “I still can’t get over what’s been going on with those two.”  
 
   Glenda shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Had she been wise telling Fee all of Zara’s fears and worries about Steve? Part of her wished she’d left it for Zara to do the telling herself. What if Fee reverted to her usual ways and brought up the subject? 
 
   “Well, love, like I said, it’s best you don’t mention that I said anything. They seem to be getting on okay again at the moment. So let’s hope it stays that way.” 
 
   Felicity smiled and shook her head in amusement, picking up on her mother’s sudden change in disposition. 
 
   “Don’t worry; I’m not going to say anything. Anyway I was thinking that perhaps I could offer to babysit for them whilst I’m not working. You know – give them some space to have a meal or something before the baby arrives.” 
 
   Glenda swivelled her head in shock, pulling her seatbelt away from her body and angling herself to look at Fee.  
 
   “Really, love? What a wonderful idea. I’m sure Zara would love that. Will you be okay with the girls though?” 
 
   Felicity laughed. “Of course I’ll be okay. I might not have babysat for them all before but I’m perfectly capable. I’ll just put some movies on and maybe paint their nails or something. I’m not the unmaternal person you all seem to think I am.” 
 
   Glenda turned her attention back to the road. She’d noticed such a big change in her daughter’s attitude to life since her return, it was taking a little getting used to.
 
   “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Guess who is pregnant? Sylvia! She phoned me yesterday, I couldn’t believe it. I had thought things were over between her and the TV presenter Phillip. I’m so happy for her. She sounded so excited.” 
 
   Glenda glanced at her daughter in surprise. She hadn’t realised the two women were still keeping in regular contact. “That’s lovely news. I’m pleased you two are friends again. Let’s hope it works out for her and her partner. There are too many single parent families these days.”    
 
   Felicity drew in a sharp breath and Glenda braced herself as the car jutted mid-way through a set of traffic lights in the busy high road.  
 
   “Goodness.” She reached out automatically steadying her hands on the dashboard as the car slowed down. “What happened?” she asked looking at Fee’s ashen face. 
 
   Felicity looked in the rear view mirror and tried to catch another glimpse of what she’d just witnessed. Aside from the familiar dark hair retreating into the distance, she couldn’t make out anything further. 
 
   “Steve.” 
 
   Glenda looked at Fee in confusion. “What do you mean, Steve? Zara’s Steve?” 
 
   Felicity slowly pulled the car into a quiet side street and switched off the engine, turning to her mother in shock. “Yes! Didn’t you see him? Walking along with a blonde woman. They were both laughing and he had his hand on the small of her back.” 
 
   Glenda shook her head dismissively. “You must have it wrong, love. That couldn’t have been Steve. He’s just started a new building project the other side of London. Zara said he’s working today, otherwise I wouldn’t be needed to babysit, would I?” 
 
   “Don’t tell me what I saw. It was most definitely Steve and that most definitely was not Zara.” Felicity said angrily. 
 
   Glenda curled her lip in distaste. “Oh, Christ, I wonder if it’s that Catherine woman?”
 
   “Well by the looks of things, whoever she was, he was certainly very comfortable in her company.” 
 
   Both Glenda and Felicity fell into silence, not knowing what to say. 
 
   Glenda cleared her throat. “And you’re certain that he had his hand on her back?” 
 
   “Yes, on her back and he was wearing a shirt and trousers. He looked smart.” Felicity sighed. “Which is more than I can say for his usual appearance.” 
 
   Glenda tutted disapprovingly. “Come on, Fee, you can’t make this personal. I know you don’t like Steve, but it could have been harmless. For all we know, Zara might have asked him to take care of a business matter. That could have been a family solicitor. We’ll probably arrive at hers and she will tell us all about it. Let’s not assume the worst.” 
 
   Felicity bit down on her lip and considered Glenda’s response. She had a fair point. Perhaps she had over-reacted. There was likely to be an explanation. As much as she didn’t like Steve, he wouldn’t openly cheat on Zara, would he? Especially given that she was eight months pregnant…. 
 
   “Ok, well let’s go to Zara’s and then you can casually ask about Steve’s whereabouts today and we will know for sure.” Felicity started up the ignition and put the car into reverse, trying to calm herself. 
 
   Glenda felt a dreaded sense of foreboding at her daughter’s instructions. From what Zara had mentioned to her previously, she had an uneasy feeling that she was about to open a can of worms. Looking out of the window, she tried to ignore her suspicions and to concentrate on her afternoon ahead with Daisy and the girls. 
 
    
 
   Zara opened the door and broke into an ecstatic grin, trying her best to rush forward to hug Fee. Instead, she only managed two steps in her heavily pregnant state before Felicity reached her. 
 
   “Oh my goodness, look at you!” Felicity said, hugging her friend tightly and standing back to observe her. “You look beautiful! Huge but beautiful!” she laughed, patting Zara’s large pregnancy bump affectionately. “Hello, baby, Auntie Fee is back.” 
 
   Zara laughed and returned Fee’s tight hug. “I have missed you so much. I can’t believe you’re back! You look stunning, so radiant.” 
 
   Daisy walked up behind Zara’s legs and Fee bent down to scoop her up, kissing her on the cheek. “Hello, gorgeous. Look at you, all pretty in pink.” She tickled Daisy’s belly and set her back down.  
 
   “Let’s get inside then and get the kettle on. So much to talk about!” Zara said, leading the way through her terraced house into the kitchen.  
 
   Following her, Felicity discreetly looked sideways at her mother catching her eye and replied “Isn’t there just.” 
 
   Glenda hovered in the kitchen doorway, avoiding looking at Fee. “Zara, I’m going to go straight off, love.” She unhooked Daisy’s coat from the stand in the hallway. “We’ll leave you two in peace to catch up. I’m going to treat Daisy to a McDonald’s, if that’s okay with you?” 
 
   “Oh, she’ll love that. Thanks so much Glen - I really appreciate it.”  Zara watched with a smile as Daisy obediently let Glenda put her coat on.  
 
   “Right, chicken; let’s leave Mummy and auntie Fee to talk. You and I are going to have a fun day.” Daisy clapped her hands excitedly. 
 
   Glenda caught Fee’s encouraging eye signals and knew that if she wanted to keep her daughter pacified she’d have to broach the subject of Steve. She turned to Zara again. 
 
   “So after McDonald’s with Daisy, I’ll pick up the girls from school and aim to bring them all back around five o’clock. Is that ok? Steve’s not home from work before then is he?”  
 
   Zara nodded gratefully. “That would be lovely Glen. No, Steve won’t be home that early. He’s working on that new site in West London, isn’t he?” She turned to Felicity excitedly. “Gives us a few hours then, doesn’t it, Fee? We should have got a bottle of wine in.”   
 
   Felicity avoided looking at her mother as Zara’s response hit her with a sickening feeling. She forced a laugh. “Wine in your condition and we’d be in trouble!” 
 
   Glenda took Daisy’s hand in her own and walked toward the street door, hoping that Zara hadn’t noticed her awkwardness. “Ok, we’re off. Bye, girls.” 
 
   “Bye” Felicity and Zara said in unison. The front door slammed and Zara turned to Fee with a grin.  
 
   “So, who is he?”  
 
   Still recovering from the shock of Steve, Felicity took a moment to let the question sink in. “Who is who?” she asked in confusion. Her mind wasn’t allowing her to think of anything other than the image of Steve and the blonde woman. She felt uncomfortable registering Zara’s happy and blissful ignorance. 
 
   “The man that’s making you look this radiant.”  
 
   Distracted by Zara’s prompt, she rolled her eyes and smiled. Her friend knew her too well.  
 
   “It’s a long story.”  
 
   Zara rubbed her hands together excitedly. “Well we have three hours?!” She got up and opened the fridge, retrieving a foil carton of oozing, sticky chocolate ganache. “And we’ve got cake!” 
 
   Felicity laughed warmly; in that split moment she decided there wasn’t any way in which she could hurt her friend by bringing up Steve’s whereabouts. As much as she loved Zara, she didn’t want to be the one to inflict worry or pain on her at such a delicate time.  She would deal with Steve directly. She couldn’t bear the thought of spending three hours nursing her heart-broken friend. It was too much stress for Zara to bear whilst heavily pregnant. 
 
   “Mmm, that looks scrumptious.” Felicity leaned across and stuck her finger in the ganache topping. 
 
   “So come on, spill the beans. I want to hear all about it.”  
 
   Her heart skipped a beat. The one person’s opinion of her situation with Owen that she’d value the most was Zara’s and yet it was painful to think about revisiting each and every detail. Despite being home for three days, Felicity still hadn’t heard anything from him. It was hard to accept that he didn’t care.  
 
   Aside from the unusual way in which they’d left things, she had convinced herself he’d at least text her to ensure she had arrived back in London safely. Until now, she’d been good at keeping herself distracted but the time had come to face her hopes and fears once again. 
 
   “Ok” she began, taking a deep breath. “I’ll start at the beginning….” 
 
    
 
   Sylvia brushed a strand of damp hair away from her face as she searched in her bag for her street door key. “Bloody hell, what have I done with it” she muttered to herself in frustration. 
 
   The door opened in front of her and she looked up in surprise. Phillip was standing before her.  
 
   “Oh, I wasn’t expecting you home already” she said happily pushing past him into the warm and welcoming hallway.  
 
   Shaking off her coat, she dropped her bag onto the floor and bent down to remove her heels, then suddenly became aware of the deadly silence in her apartment.   
 
   She turned to look at Phillip and instantly registered the fury in his eyes and his clenched fists. She stopped what she was doing and stood up straight, her heart racing. Something had happened. 
 
   “Phil, what’s going on? Are you ok?” 
 
   Phillip looked at her in disgust and it was only then that she noticed the packed bags near his feet. She felt her breathing quickening.  
 
   “What’s going on?” he repeated, laughing manically. “Well, I’ll tell you, shall I?” he said, sneering at her and moving closer. Sylvia took a step backwards, suddenly fearful of the raging man in front of her. 
 
   “I’ve just had a call from my agent informing me that The Daily World is running a front page on me tomorrow.” Phillip spat the words at her. “Apparently they’ve been tipped off that my so-called girlfriend is pregnant with another man’s baby.” He stood staring at her with a look of pure hatred and repulsion. 
 
   Sylvia felt the room spinning around her as his words echoed through her head. He knew. Phillip knew. She felt her legs turn to jelly as the realisation of what he was saying sank in. It was going to be national news, spread all over the tabloids.  
 
   How could he have found out? Who else knew?
 
   Fee? No, Fee had no idea about her and Dan. How could she know?
 
   Caitlin. It had to be Caitlin. But how could Caitlin have discovered about Dan? 
 
   Her thoughts were erratic and incomprehensible. Nothing was making sense. She felt her throat tightening with panic as she looked into Phillip’s eyes and saw the fury and pain there. Everything was ruined. She tried to take a deep breath but it was no use.  
 
   She heard herself making a strange gurgling noise before everything went black. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Two 
 
   Felicity wrapped her heavy cape coat around herself and put on her thin leather gloves. The warm sunny days of Cairns, looking out onto the sparkling aquamarine coloured Barrier Reef waters seemed a distant memory. She closed the street door behind her and walked towards her car, taking care not to slip on the icy pathway. She’d forgotten the bitter coldness that the beginning of December brought with it. She shivered, noticing her breath forming mist in front of her as she exhaled. 
 
   It was only as she settled herself into her car that she glanced back towards her cottage and realised that the garden wasn’t an overgrown mess. Even though the grass was a blanket of crispy dew and the green bushes had lost their leaves, everything remained in line and shaped. She made a mental note to ask her mother if she’d hired a new gardener and turned on the car’s heating system to maximum.  
 
   She’d spent the evening debating whether her surprise visit to the office was a good idea. That niggling feeling of doubt she’d had about her work hadn’t left her since returning to London.  Although part of her was looking forward to seeing Maurice and hearing about his progress with his treatment, there was an underlying feeling of anxiety. The thought of returning to her heavy workload, spending twelve-hour days alongside him and being expected to live and breathe the office, wasn’t one that she relished any longer.  
 
   As she drove toward the Docklands, a conversation she’d had with Owen replayed in her mind. They’d been sat enjoying an afternoon glass of wine, when he’d carefully asked her if her work made her soul sing. At first she hadn’t understood the question, claiming that of course she enjoyed her work - otherwise she wouldn’t have dedicated herself to it for so long. But when Owen had gone on to explain that enjoying work was one thing, but her soul purpose being fulfilled was another, she’d started to question herself.  
 
   Listening to Owen speak about his work with volunteering, she could feel his passion and his enthusiasm. It wasn’t driven by money or ego; it was driven by his pure need to want to help and to want to give back to nature. She’d admired him for that. She hadn’t once seen him return from work and complain about his day. He truly wanted to be there. 
 
   As much as she was good at her job and felt accomplishment at securing new clients or meeting the demands of existing ones, it didn’t satisfy her on a heart level.  She couldn’t honestly say to herself that working with Maurice gave her a complete sense of fulfilment, because it didn’t – not in the way she knew Owen’s work gave him. She’d strived to be the best second-in-command that she could possibly be, but it hadn’t brought with it the sense of worth that she’d assumed it would.  Realistically, she couldn’t imagine spending the next five years doing exactly what she’d been doing up to this point.  The thought filled her with dread. 
 
   Pulling into her allocated office parking space, she recognised Maurice’s Aston Martin parked in its usual space and felt relieved that he hadn’t yet disappeared for lunch. Taking the lift to the top floor, she surveyed herself in the floor to ceiling mirrors. She looked immaculate.  Just like the Felicity that Maurice was used to seeing.  Given that she didn’t intend to spend the day working, she’d been tempted to wear her jeans and dress slightly more casually, but instead had opted for heavy black trousers and a silk shirt, with smart heels. It had always been one of her favourite outfits and yet today she felt rigid. A shadow of the Felicity that she’d come to know in Australia. 
 
   The lift doors opened and she walked the few steps to the open door of the penthouse office. 
 
   Maurice was on the phone with a client and had his back to her as she casually strode into the doorway.  Selina, the temping assistant she’d employed to do basic administration jobs in her absence looked up from her position at the front desk. 
 
   “Hello, Felicity” she blushed, clumsily trying to hide her mobile beneath a pile of filing and pushing a fashion magazine under her keyboard. She scrunched up her nose in confusion. “I thought you were on leave until January?” 
 
   Felicity pretended she hadn’t noticed Selina’s indiscretion. The eighteen-year-old was on far lower than an average wage and she could only imagine how the fragile girl was fairing with Maurice’s mood swings and intolerance. 
 
   “Hi, Selina” she smiled warmly at the girl, noticing that she had chipped nail varnish. Maurice had undoubtedly already had something to say about it, given that she was supposed to be the first point of contact for clients attending the office. “Yes, I had a change of plan with regards to my leave. I thought I’d drop in and speak with Maurice.” 
 
   At the mention of his name, Maurice span around, the handset still glued to his ear. Felicity couldn’t be sure, but she thought she noticed a brief expression of surprise pass across his face at the sight of her. He held up a finger in her direction and continued his conversation.  
 
   Felicity raised her eyebrow. Although she hadn’t expected him to come rushing over, she felt slightly irked by his flippant manner. She strode over to her desk and took a seat, looking out of the window at the familiar landscape of tall buildings and office lights. She found herself wondering how she’d managed to spend so many years thinking it was a magical place. Everything looked so grey and bleak now, the people below her in the streets mostly dressed in dull colours and making their way hastily to their destinations. It was a far cry from the relaxed, colourful days she’d spent in Cairns appreciating the beauty and nature with Owen. 
 
   Maurice put down his telephone and stood up with a wry smile, walking over to her. “Well, I can’t say I’m surprised to see you, Felicity.” She forced a smile as he carefully surveyed her from head to foot. “Clearly you’ve returned to your senses and realised that Australia is nothing more than a glorified flee pit.” He arched an eyebrow at her and waited for her agreement.  
 
   Felicity found herself observing him through new eyes. Had she really worked for this man and held him in such regard for so long? She tried not to bite at his comment, instead reminding herself that it was his way. Besides, she had come to check on his health and the work situation. He looked ever so slightly thinner than usual, but apart from that, he didn’t look any different. She wondered if the cancer was under control. 
 
   “You’re looking well, Maurice” she said nodding discreetly, aware that Selina knew nothing of the situation. Maurice propped himself against her desk, straightening his tie. 
 
   “I know.” He smiled at her confidently and stood up straight. 
 
   “So you’re back.” He picked up a file from her desk and pushed it at her. “New client. Johansson-Magnus. It’s a big account. I’ve asked Selina to look into flights to Sweden for tomorrow evening. I shall tell her to book for you also.” 
 
   Without waiting for her to respond, he walked over to his desk and rifled through his papers, before screaming loudly for Selina. “Stupid, useless girl. She is an imbecile. I can’t say I’m impressed that you chose to leave me with such an unevolved creature.” 
 
   Felicity sat in shocked silence, unsure how to respond. Maurice was assuming she was returning to the office to work? She most certainly didn’t want to be taking a flight to Sweden the next day. Glenda had already invited her to dinner with Bill. Her mind whirled as she watched Maurice frantically checking through files. Had he also really just referred to Selina as ‘an unevolved creature’? She felt sickened to her stomach, especially as the girl’s desk was in full earshot of everything said. 
 
   Selina scurried hesitantly from the front office, head lowered - noticeably fearful of approaching Maurice. 
 
   He span around, not noticing Felicity’s disgusted expression at the situation. “There you are” he spat venomously. “What have you done with my file for next week’s Miami trip?” 
 
   Embarrassed and on the verge of tears, Selina shifted from foot to foot, eyes darting back and forth at the piles of papers around her. Felicity sensed the girl had no idea of the file’s whereabouts. “Erm, I think I filed it.” 
 
   Enough was enough. She felt compelled to speak up. “Come on, Selina, I’ll help you to find the file.” She stood up and tapped the girl’s shoulder in support, leading her off toward the filing cabinet. Maurice tutted his disapproval.  
 
    Grateful for the short distraction, she weighed up her options. Despite feeling nervous at the prospect of making this visit to Maurice, she really hadn’t expected to feel so conflicted about him personally.  She valued all that he had done for her in the past but looking around the small filing room with its halogen lighting and claustrophobic feel, she knew that she didn’t want to spend another moment of her time working in such an environment. Especially given that Maurice’s quips no longer amused her. She was beginning to see them for what they truly were – the bitter offloadings of a negative and unhappy man. 
 
   Selina quickly located the file with a sigh of relief and smiled her gratitude at Felicity. Walking together from the filing room back into the main office, Felicity’s heart was pounding in her chest as she pondered how to be break her news to Maurice. 
 
   She sat quietly back at her desk as Selina passed the file to Maurice, who snatched it without thanks and began to spread the contents in front of Felicity. 
 
   “This trip has also already been arranged” Maurice began, taking a sip of what appeared to be his favoured late morning Martini. Clearly his cancer scare hadn’t stopped his excessive drinking.  “I asked Selina to book via Amsterdam because Goyard insinuated there might be something that interests us in his new venture there.”  He tapped his nose which Felicity knew referred to black market business. “Then onto Miami to meet with Largerfield, he’s introducing us to a new client. I have a very strong feeling that this will be a lucrative trip for us.” He rubbed his hands together in excitement. “Tell Selina to make the necessary arrangements for you.” 
 
   Felicity knew it was her moment to speak up. Not only hadn’t Maurice asked her a single question of her trip or her reason for returning early, he had automatically assumed they would pick up where they’d left off.  It was this assumption that irritated her the most.  
 
   She opened her mouth to protest. Maurice cut in quickly, wrinkling his nose at a gold enveloped invitation he’d picked up and was scanning. 
 
   “Uh. It’s that ghastly cancer research company to which I donated funds. They won’t leave me alone. They keep inviting me to things. Money grabbers. I couldn’t care less about their event for children.” He angrily tore the invite in two and dropped it in the waste basket next to Felicity. “I should never have listened to Eva about donating. It was a ridiculous waste of money, especially as I’m fine now. I would have preferred to have bought a new diving watch.” 
 
   Unable to control her disgust, Felicity stood up and picked up her handbag. She couldn’t wait to get out of the building. She felt physically sick at the circumstances. This was the man she’d tried to stick up for against Owen’s better judgement. Yet he had been right all along. Maurice was a sorry excuse of a person. 
 
   “Maurice, I have to go.” Her words sounded rushed and disconnected. She took a breath, trying to calm herself and take control of the situation. “Unfortunately I already have plans for today; I only dropped by to say hello.” She let her words settle before she dealt her final sentence. “On another note, I’m not intending to start back at work until after my sabbatical ends next month. So both the Sweden and Miami trips are out of the question for me.”
 
   Maurice stared at her in stunned silence. She knew that he was assessing whether to be sarcastic, angry or indifferent. He didn’t know how to be any other way. 
 
   “Ok.”  
 
   Felicity felt her shoulders relax. It was one simple word but it told her everything. Maurice accepted her wishes. She knew from the resentment in his body language and the way he turned his back to her dismissively that he wasn’t happy with the situation. However, he had no choice but to go along with it. 
 
   “See you in January. That’s if you haven’t turned into a backpacker by then” he called out sarcastically. 
 
    Ignoring him, Felicity made her way out of the office, briefly saying goodbye to Selina. She didn’t pause at the doorway to take a final glance of the office as she made her way to the lift, neither did she take a last look at Maurice’s Aston Martin which she’d often aspired to owning herself. Instead, she concentrated on the great sense of relief she was feeling.  
 
   She knew it had been the very last time she would visit those offices. The very last time she would be asked to take a business trip that she didn’t want; and the very last time she would need to decide her future with Maurice.  
 
   Although Maurice wasn’t aware of it yet, Felicity had just made her decision to leave her job and career with Maurice forever. It was time to start afresh. 
 
    
 
   Glenda took the sizzling roast beef pan from the oven and set it on the small worktop. 
 
   “Smells delicious” Bill said, coming up behind her and putting his hand on her waist.  
 
   Glenda shrugged him off. “Not here, Bill. Fee might see you” she snapped cautiously, closing the oven door. 
 
   At that very moment Felicity walked into her mother’s tiny kitchen and smiled. “Don’t stop on my account.” She winked at Bill. 
 
   Bill chuckled and picked at a hot potato from the roasting pan, managing successfully to dart out of the way as Glenda took a playful swipe at him with the oven glove.  
 
   “Get out of here, it isn’t ready yet. I need to boil the veg.” 
 
   Rolling his eyes, he picked up his reading glasses from the dining table and retreated towards the living room as Felicity watched in amusement. It was strange seeing her mother so playful and carefree. It suited her. 
 
   “Tell me more about this new PR business idea then?” Glenda said, picking up a handful of broccoli florets and lowering them into boiling water. 
 
   Felicity took a seat at the round dining table and bit the inside cheek of her mouth like she always did when in deep consideration.  
 
   “To be honest I’m not sure about it now. I think it’s something I shouldn’t rush into. Besides, I was working out my finances last night and as long as I’m careful, I can afford to be another year without work.” 
 
   Glenda sprinkled a little salt into the boiling water and turned to face her daughter, her expression serious. “You might not agree with me here, but I know you inside out, Felicity; and even though you’ve changed a lot since going to Australia, sitting around for a year and doing nothing isn’t going to make you happy.” 
 
   Felicity nodded, silently agreeing. Her mother was right. She couldn’t bear the thought of how she’d spend the next couple of weeks, let alone months.  Yet fear and pride was stopping her from taking the next step. She didn’t want to rush into setting up a new business based on blind courage and have it spectacularly fail after a short time.  Despite working in Public Relations in the years prior to working with Maurice, she’d forgotten a lot about the business side. However, she had so many ideas buzzing around in her head, not to mention influential contacts - that she couldn’t help but feel a little excited at the prospect.  
 
   That aside, she knew it was healthy to find something new to occupy her mind; Owen still hadn’t been in touch and the hope of him doing so was fast fading. She couldn’t go on spending every spare moment day-dreaming about a man who didn’t appear to want her. 
 
   “I think I’ll spend this week drawing up a business plan. Start to get some ideas together and perhaps call upon a few contacts and put the feelers out.” 
 
   Glenda smiled encouragingly. “That’s the right attitude, love. Get cracking with it. I have complete faith in you making a success of it. You’re too intelligent and strong-willed for things not to work. Look how you helped to build Maurice’s business up for him. Well, now it’s your turn to do it for yourself.” 
 
   Bill walked back into the kitchen and took a seat at the dining table.  “What are you two ladies gossiping about?” he joked, taking off his reading glasses. 
 
   Felicity admired his smart appearance.  He was a man who kept himself well for his age; she sensed he was somebody who would show her mother a good life in time to come. From the way he spoke, he was used to nice things and from the conversation they’d had earlier, he was well travelled and cultured and intended to spoil Glenda with positive experiences. 
 
   “We were talking about Fee’s new PR idea. I was telling her she should get a move on with it.” Glenda piped up, slicing the meat and putting it onto plates. 
 
   Bill nodded. “No time like the present - and you’re obviously a woman who makes things happen, so why not?”  
 
   “Part of me is wondering if I should base myself locally though. I’m not sure I can bear the thought of having an office in central London. I don’t want to get drawn into the rat race again. If I do this, I want to aim it more globally and on my terms.” 
 
   Glenda brought the plates to the table and Felicity got up to collect the dish of vegetables and potatoes.  
 
   “I don’t see that being a problem.” Bill said, taking his plate from Glenda. 
 
   “Me either, love. You don’t have to be in central London to have a successful business.”  
 
   Felicity carried the dishes to the table and set them down. “I suppose so.” 
 
   “Oh that reminds me, Glen” Bill said, helping himself to a serving of vegetables. “I was speaking with an old colleague I bumped into and he used to live in Cambridge. He was saying how he thinks the new office will do great there.”  He reached across and dug his fork into two potatoes. “And you’ll never guess where his wife worked. She was the administrator of the pottery school you’ve signed up for. How’s that for fate.” 
 
   Felicity looked at her mother’s paling face and Bill’s horror at realizing he’d said something that he clearly shouldn’t have. Had she just missed something? Why was Bill referring to Cambridge and pottery school? 
 
   “You’ve signed up for pottery school?” she asked, looking at her mother suspiciously. Why hadn’t she mentioned it? 
 
   Glenda put down her knife and fork and shot daggers at Bill before turning to her daughter. This hadn’t been the way she’d planned for Felicity to find out about the move. Her heart sank at her daughter’s confused face.  
 
   “Yes, love.” She lowered her eyes, fiddling with the napkin on her lap. It was a lot more difficult than she’d thought it was going to be. Especially with both Bill and Felicity staring at her expectantly. “To be honest, the only reason I haven’t told you yet is because I’ve been waiting for the right moment. I realise now, that that’s been a mistake.”
 
   Bill raised his eyebrows and discreetly made a motion with his hand for her to continue speaking.  
 
   Felicity shook her head in confusion; she really didn’t have a clue what her mother was trying to tell her. Why was she keeping her enrolment from pottery school a secret? 
 
   “I don’t understand…?” she began, ignoring her mother’s desperate glances at Bill.  
 
   Glenda cut in before her daughter had a chance to complicate things further. 
 
   With an encouraging nudge under the table from Bill’s foot, she took a breath and blurted out their plans for the move, ignoring the shock forming on Fee’s face.  
 
   “Well, thank you very much for telling me sooner.” Felicity said sharply after Glenda had finished speaking. She caught the glance between Glenda and Bill and got up from the table in anger feeling like she’d been betrayed. 
 
   For weeks they’d been harbouring their plans and not once thought to tell her?  It stung that her mother could be so deceiving. Had those feelings of a stronger mother-daughter bond between them been imagined? Surely if she truly cared for her she wouldn’t have kept it a secret? 
 
   “I’m going home” she said, picking up her purse and car keys from the kitchen counter. “I’m sure you can appreciate that I’m a little upset at the situation. I don’t think this is the right moment to sit over a roast dinner and play happy families.” 
 
   Glenda got up and tried to reach out for her daughter. “Fee, wait love. I’m so sorry.”  
 
   Felicity saw the tears in her mother’s eyes and knew she truly meant it. But she couldn’t bring herself to accept what she’d just been told. She was livid with anger.  
 
   Glenda grabbed her hand and squeezed it tightly. “Please, love, just let me explain my reasons.” 
 
   Felicity shook her head sadly. “Another time maybe.”  
 
   She slammed the door behind her and walked out of the block of flats towards her car with a heavy heart. If her mother was moving to Cambridge – where did that leave her? 
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Three 
 
   Felicity studied the pile of clothes at the foot of her bed and sighed. She’d spent the morning in a quandary after her brief conversation with Zara.  Although sorting through her wardrobe had seemed like a good distraction at the time, she regretted the mammoth task she was only halfway through completing.  
 
   If it hadn’t been for  Zara’s continuous praise of Steve that she’d been forced to listen to throughout the phone call, then perhaps she wouldn’t have found herself feeling so bitter and resentful. However, given the circumstances, she couldn’t shake off her initial idea of confronting Steve with regard to his misdemeanours. It was her mother’s insistence that had stopped her from following through that idea in the first place, claiming that meddling in the relationship would only cause further issues. Yet now she wasn’t on speaking terms with Glenda, she didn’t have her to answer to.  
 
    Besides, hadn’t her mother already proved that avoiding truth and keeping things under wraps would only lead to an unhappy outcome? She couldn’t allow her friend to be made a fool of; otherwise, what did that make her? By confronting Steve without Zara knowing she hoped he’d come to his senses and start to value his family and relationship a little more. She couldn’t avoid the matter any longer. It was eating away at her. 
 
    
 
   Scooting down slightly in her seat, Felicity waited for Steve to reach the end of his road before she pulled her car out behind his. Knowing that he wasn’t the brightest spark in the box, she didn’t feel the need to be too covert about trailing him - but nonetheless she maintained a distance to be on the safe side. Up ahead he turned right onto the high road and she indicated, following suit. She’d replayed the conversation in her head one hundred times over but her stomach still lurched at the thought of facing him. What would happen if he refused to stop his affair and threatened to leave Zara? There was a niggling voice of doubt repeatedly whispering in her mind that she needed to tread carefully. The only person who could end up hurt in this situation would be Zara.  But what choice did she have? Wouldn’t Zara end up hurt anyway once she discovered both Glenda and Felicity had known about Steve and failed to tell her? 
 
   It took thirty-five minutes of tense and confusing thoughts as Felicity followed him into West London at a slow speed. As they’d grown closer to his destination, she’d begun to have doubts about the whole scenario. As far as she could see, he was headed toward where he should be. Could she have made a mistake? Maybe her mother had been right. Was she looking for trouble when it wasn’t her place? 
 
   Steve’s van came to a stop at the end of a long cul-de-sac road, in front of a large building with the name ‘AIMS’ emblazoned above its red brick exterior. She pulled her car into a nearby space and switched off the engine. It was a very odd road to be carrying out a large scale building work project. Most of the neighbouring properties appeared to be either residential or guest houses. She felt herself getting hot and flushed as her trepidation grew and she had a strong urge to turn around and go home – and forget the whole idea. 
 
   What on earth was she doing? She started up the engine as she scolded herself for taking leave of her senses. She was playing with fire. Putting the car into first gear, she pulled out of her parking space, at the same moment as Steve got out of his van.  
 
   Felicity stamped on the brake in surprise. Gone were the cement stained overalls and fluorescent jacket that he’d been wearing when he’d left the house earlier. In their place he wore a smart pair of trousers and a striped shirt. Her heart sank. It was just as she’d feared. She’d had every right to be suspicious. 
 
   She watched as he fiddled with his mobile before slipping it into his pocket and made his made slowly toward the entrance of the AIMS building. Quickly reversing the car back into the spot she’d been about to vacate, she took a fleeting second to weigh up her options. Steve was undoubtedly on his way to meet the blonde woman, probably with the intention of taking her for a plush breakfast, not to mention more. If she was going to confront him, this had to be her moment. 
 
   Before she could hesitate further, she found herself out of the car and striding towards an unknowing Steve like a woman possessed. It was now or never and with every step her confidence and anger was growing. How dare he humiliate her best friend and sneak off to a place as unsuspecting and ridiculous as this to carry out his affair. She thought of Zara, eight months pregnant and sat at home, unable to walk comfortably and trying to look after Daisy on her own, whilst he plodded ahead of her in his best clothing, thinking of only one thing. 
 
   “Going somewhere are you?” Felicity said with an icy tone as she caught up directly behind him.  
 
   At the sound of her voice, Steve span around in surprise and Felicity noticed his face flash with both confusion and fear as he registered her standing in front of him. 
 
   He looked at her in bewilderment and she noticed the colour draining from his cheeks. “Fee? What are you doing here?”  
 
   In all of the years that she had known him, she had never felt quite as much repulsion and dislike as she was suddenly feeling for the pathetic excuse of a man standing before her.  
 
   “That’s the very question I am asking of you, Steve” she said, voice trembling, unable to control her anger.  
 
   Steve looked visibly shaken as he tried to reach out carefully and take her arm to lead her from the pathway. “Not here, Fee. I can explain. But did you follow me?” 
 
   Felicity shook off his grip and looked at him furiously. “Explain? You honestly think you can explain yourself out of this one?” She felt bile rising in her throat. Was he really expecting her to believe his lies? Surely he didn’t think she was another Zara? “And yes, of course I followed you. Somebody had to, I couldn’t go on letting Zara be taking advantage of.” 
 
   She was suddenly caught off-guard as Steve quickly reached out, his grip once again locking on her arm and, despite her resistance, managed to pull her a few steps toward a quiet corner of the car park. 
 
   “Ouch, get off of me.”  
 
   “Quieten down, Fee, I’m not hurting you. I’m just asking you to listen.” Steve took his hand away from Felicity’s arm and she looked at him expectantly. He looked tired and defeated. Quite obviously her appearance wasn’t something he’d been anticipating. 
 
   “Well? Who is she?” Felicity folded her arms across her chest and wondered what Zara had ever seen in him. Even in his smarter clothes, he still fell short of being described as remotely handsome. His choppy mousy haircut and slightly buck teeth, weren’t as appealing in a ‘goofy’ way as they perhaps had been in his younger years.  With his heavily ringed eyes and receding hairline, he looked every inch his age and more. How he’d even managed to interest someone other than Zara, was beyond Felicity. 
 
   “Who is who?” Steve looked at Felicity with a mystified expression. “There is no woman? I don’t know what you’re referring to?”  
 
   “The blonde woman that I saw you with.” Felicity said in a challenging tone. “The one that you’re here to meet.” 
 
   Steve looked shocked and for a moment Felicity wondered if she’d made a mistake. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought his expression was genuine. He shook his head and gave a small chuckle, rubbing his face in disbelief. 
 
   “Oh, God, Fee, how could you get it so wrong?” he laughed again, feeling into his pocket and pulling out something. 
 
   Felicity went to say something and then stopped herself, hesitating. She had noticed the small white badge in Steve’s hand and she looked at it curiously. 
 
   “I work here. This is my badge.” Steve pointed to the AIMS sign and held out the plastic coated name tag in Felicity’s direction. “I started three weeks ago. I’m still a trainee at the moment.” 
 
   Felicity studied the photo of a harassed looking Steve and noted the telesales job title underneath it. 
 
   “Telesales? But I don’t understand - you’re a builder – why are you working here? Does Zara…” 
 
   Steve cut in before she could continue and lowered his eyes in embarrassment. “No, Zara doesn’t know.” He took a deep breath and puffed it out in an agonizing manner.  
 
   Felicity bit her lip. This wasn’t what she’d been expecting at all.  
 
   “I had no choice. The building game is finished. I haven’t had work in months.” Steve flushed and Felicity could sense his awkwardness at having to be open with her. “I tried everything, Fee. I really did.” 
 
   “But why haven’t you told Zara?” She couldn’t help but use a condescending tone.  
 
   Steve looked at her sharply and narrowed his eyes in incredulity. “She’s my life, Fee. Her and the kids. Do you know how hard it’s been - not being able to bring a penny into the household and watching my family life crumble around me?”   
 
   He rubbed his face again in exasperation. “I couldn’t let her down. Especially with the baby on the way. How could I let on to her that I didn’t have any work? I couldn’t do it to her. For three months I left the house every day in my work clothes, pretending. I used to sit in the car sometimes for the whole day.” His voice rose an octave and he cleared his throat, avoiding her eyes. “I couldn’t bear to let her know that her husband was really a failure.” 
 
   Felicity softened, forgetting all her previous judgments and instinctively reached out to him. “She would have understood. You know how she is, Zara would have supported you. Lots of men fall out of work.” 
 
   “I know that. But I wouldn’t put that burden on her. She doesn’t deserve it. She deserves someone to take care of her. Not the other way around.” 
 
   Felicity silently agreed. “Who was the woman though? I saw you with her on Thursday. Is she Catherine?” 
 
   Steve looked at Felicity in surprise. “How do you know about Catherine? She’s my boss. She’s David Radley’s wife.  You know David I think?”  
 
   It was Felicity’s turn to be shocked. “That was David’s wife?” She thought of the blonde woman and tried to remember the last time she’d briefly seen David’s wife. It was true. Both women had the same style hair and appearance. How had she failed to notice it sooner? 
 
   “David got me the job here. I bumped into him at a building project I went to price up a couple of months ago. I ended up telling him my situation and he gave me his number. He said if things got tough, his wife was always hiring new salespeople and he’d put in a word.”
 
   Felicity felt her face growing hot. She was mortified at her actions, her heart going out to Steve. How could she have got things so confused? 
 
   “Telesales, though? You’ve no telesales experience.” 
 
   Steve cringed, clearly ashamed. “I know, but beggars can’t be choosers. I have no clue how to use a computer let alone talk in a sales manner on the phone. But I did a weekend training course up north. Catherine’s been helpful. I’ll find out next week if they will be making me permanent.” 
 
   Felicity looked down as Steve shifted uncomfortably. “So are you going to tell Zara? I think you should. She had her suspicions for a while that you were cheating on her.” 
 
   Steve looked crestfallen and guilt wracked. “Oh, don’t say that. Did she really? I knew things were strained between us. But God. Not that.” He looked at Felicity wide-eyed and all at once she felt compassion towards him. There was no doubt he’d been a fool to think that Zara wouldn’t cotton on to something being amiss, but from the way he’d just spoken – her estimation of him had risen highly. He had only been trying to do right by his family. 
 
   “Don’t worry, she’s passed those suspicions now. I do think its best you tell her sooner than later though.” 
 
   Steve nodded. “I was going to wait until the baby was born. I’ll know by then if they’re keeping me on here and if so, I’ll be in more of a position to pay off the debt against us. Then it won’t be such a worry for Zara.” 
 
   Felicity bit down on her lip and nodded quietly. How much debt had he gotten them into exactly? An idea came to her, but she held back - unsure how to broach it. 
 
   “I need to get going. I start at nine. Do me a favour, Fee. Let me be the one to mention this to Zara. For the moment let’s keep it between ourselves until I get that chance?” He looked at her hopefully. 
 
   Felicity shrugged. She wasn’t one for keeping secrets but given what she’d discovered she felt it she owed it to Steve to be the one to break his news. 
 
   “Ok, but on one condition.”  
 
   Steve looked at her in frustration. “What condition?” 
 
   “You accept my help toward clearing the debt that you owe.” 
 
   Scratching his head in a self-conscious manner, Felicity knew that Steve was considering her offer and struggling to find a polite way to decline. From his stiff body language she was almost certain that he didn’t want her input in the matter. It was his manly pride taking over.  
 
   “Steve, I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Zara so she avoids the stress and worry of further financial problems. I have spare funds and I want to help. It doesn’t have to be a huge amount but enough to at least get things back on track.” 
 
   Steve sighed dejectedly. “I can’t say it’s something I’m comfortable with, but because it’s for Zara and the kids… I’ll pay you back every penny once things are stable.” He trailed off, shrugging his shoulders in defeat. 
 
   Felicity smiled. “Ok, good, then that’s finalised.” She wrapped her coat around her more tightly, feeling surprisingly a lot happier with the situation. 
 
   Steve glanced at his mobile. “I have to go now.” He took his name badge from his pocket and turned around to walk away, before stopping and changing his mind. “It wasn’t your place to be following me though, Fee.” He looked at her sternly. “I know you did it out of loyalty and friendship to Zara, but next time, keep your opinions to yourself.”  
 
   Felicity remained quiet, shamefaced at the dressing down as Steve’s words hit home. He walked off without further ado, not waiting for a response. She began to wonder if her mother’s advice had been right. Had it been unwise to meddle in Zara’s relationship? 
 
    
 
   Dan fumbled with the code lock of the suitcase for the fourth time. He was certain it was programmed with the same number as his credit card PIN but it wasn’t working. He finally heard the lock click into place and carefully span the wheel to the final digit. The handle flipped open. 
 
   “Fucking thing.” Angrily throwing back the plastic lid, he began piling his clothes hastily into it. Stacey wasn’t due home for another few hours but he’d timed his moment well. The flight was leaving in less than three hours, just enough time to get packed and make his way to the airport. He’d thought long and hard about his decision and even though Andy had tried to talk him out of it, he couldn’t help but feel he was doing the best thing.  
 
   He still couldn’t get over how much Stacey had managed to save in their wedding account. He was almost certain she must have had funds she’d been keeping from him. No wonder she’d been talking about having a venue in an exclusive country estate. She could bloody well afford a horse drawn carriage to go with it. It had been a shock seeing the bank statement by chance. But it had got him thinking. 
 
   He chucked a couple pairs of the shoes he’d set aside onto the pile of clothes in the suitcase. He wouldn’t need much where he was going. Anyway, he had enough money now to buy new if he needed it. He grinned to himself. He’d always wanted to travel and finally his chance had come.  
 
   He grabbed the bag of toiletries he’d pre-packed the previous night and put them amongst his things, glancing around the bedroom one final time to make sure he hadn’t missed anything.  
 
   “Passport, tickets, luggage. What else?” he muttered to himself, opening his sports bag. He felt inside for the umpteenth time, ensuring the wad of money he’d withdrawn from the bank was still safely inside.  
 
   Satisfied he had everything he needed, he pulled the lid of the case over and clicked it into place. He was ready. He picked up his sports bag and extended the pully handle of the suitcase, suddenly remembering the letter.  
 
   “Shit.” He put down his things and checked the back pocket of his jeans, pulling out a creased envelope. Walking across to the dresser table, he tried to ignore the small pangs of guilt building up inside him and carefully propped it against Stacey’s perfume.  
 
   In time maybe she’d even come to thank him for his decision. But right now he couldn’t worry about that. He had other things to think of, namely the small bar he’d arranged to view the next day. He’d always fancied himself as a landlord and the location was perfect. He couldn’t wait to see the back of his grim gardening days. After all, where had it got him so far? 
 
   At thirty-four he wanted to be more than a local landscaper with a dolly-bird fiancé.  Maybe if things had worked out different with Fee then he would have been more financially comfortable. But he couldn’t go on kidding himself. The UK had nothing to offer him.  
 
   He picked up his luggage excitedly. He had a good feeling that Thailand was going to be a very happy new start.
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Four 
 
   Sylvia walked quietly toward the exit of the hospital, not trusting herself to speak. Phillip had barely said two words to her in the past few hours and she was beginning to feel anger at his unjustness. How many times would she have to apologise or try to explain herself before he’d finally listen? Wasn’t it clear that she too was living in absolute terror at the knowledge of the story about to break in the papers? It was made even worse by Phillip’s agent calling and warning them the original plan to run the headline had been revised, almost certainly for the fact they were saving it for Saturday’s main story. She didn’t know who to turn to. Her whole life was about to fall to pieces. 
 
   She didn’t remember blacking out, neither did she remember being taken to the hospital. A panic attack is what the doctors had diagnosed, apparently quite common in pregnancy. Suffice to say, the baby and her health were satisfactory and she’d been discharged with orders to rest and take it easy. Ha! She’d wanted to laugh frenziedly at those instructions. Take it easy? Was that before or after she had been publicly humiliated and crucified? Before or after the father of her child walked out on her? Before or after her friendships and career suffered scrutiny and negative press? 
 
   The tears started to flow down her cheeks and she wiped them away quickly, feeling hurt by Phillip’s sneer in her direction. As thankful as she was that the baby was ok, she couldn’t help but wonder whether the impending onslaught was going to be the tipping point. Who in the world would do something so cruel and malicious to her, knowing that she was pregnant?  
 
   She’d racked her brains repeatedly in the last couple of hours; nobody knew about her pregnancy except Fee and Caitlin and realistically neither woman could be responsible as neither one knew about Dan. It left only one alternative outcome. Dan. It had to be Dan.  But surely not? Even he wouldn’t stoop that low – would he?  
 
    “Stop snivelling.” Phillip snapped, pointing his key fob toward his sleek black Jaguar. The car made a discreet sound to indicate it was unlocked. 
 
   “Are you dropping me home?” Sylvia asked tentatively, unsure whether he intended to leave her stranded now that he knew she was fit and healthy. He eyed her with disdain and she felt herself flinch at his hostility. 
 
   He took a moment to answer and Sylvia felt her eyes once again welling up with fresh tears. How could a man who had only a day earlier been so warm and excited, now be so cold and distant toward her?  
 
   “Get in.”  
 
   Feeling pathetically grateful for the reprieve, she scrambled quickly into the car before he could change his mind. He got in beside her and she felt the return of the sullen energy settling between them. 
 
   “I want to see the papers when we get back to yours. The proof that it isn’t this Dan guy’s baby.” 
 
   Sylvia felt her heart skip a beat, a flutter of hope in her stomach. So he had been listening to her ramblings about the paternity test. “It’s all there, the 99.9% proof that genetically it can’t be his child. The baby is yours Phillip - I promise you.” 
 
   “Wrong. There’s no proof that it’s my child is there? For all I know, Dan could have been one of many.” His voice grated with repugnance. Sylvia shrank back from him, wounded. 
 
   “How can you say that? You know that isn’t how I am. Dan was a one night mistake when we were split, Phillip. We were split – remember that? You were the one who said you didn’t feel ready for commitment. You were the one who pushed me away.” Sylvia heard the bitterness in her words, but she continued regardless. “Yes, I made a mistake with Dan, and believe me there hasn’t been a day gone by when I haven’t regretted it. But the best thing to happen to me was this baby and it’s ours Phillip. Our baby.” 
 
   Phillip stared directly ahead, not commenting. Sylvia sensed from the way that he opened his mouth then closed it again, that he wanted to say something but was holding back. 
 
   She gently put her hand on his leg, relieved when he didn’t brush her off. “Please Phillip, talk to me. I can’t face this alone. It’s hurting me to see you like this.” 
 
   Phillip turned to her and she noticed the redness around his sunken, tired eyes. He wasn’t one for showing emotion but he didn’t need to. He looked like a broken man. 
 
   “Do you know how it felt to be told by my agent that you’d been with another man? I dismissed it instantly – told him there’s no way Sylvia would do that. But he had copies of messages. Text messages between you and this Dan discussing the baby.” His voice cracked and he swallowed. “I really didn’t want to believe it but I had no choice. I feel sickened by it.” He shook his head sadly. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why, Sylvia?” 
 
   Sylvia jumped quickly to her own defence. “Because I didn’t know how to. I thought long and hard about it, I really did, but I couldn’t bring myself to shatter all that we’d suddenly built up since finding out about the baby. That closeness and commitment.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I thought that if you didn’t know then it wouldn’t ever matter, the baby was yours and we could just concentrate on the future.” 
 
   Phillip looked at her in frustration. “But what if the baby wasn’t mine, then what? Would you still not have told me? Would you have gone along with letting me believe it was my child?”  
 
   Sylvia stared at him with pleading eyes. There were a thousand reasons in her heart and head for keeping the news of Dan from Phillip but it wasn’t easy to share those reasons. Phillip would never know the torment she’d been through and words couldn’t describe it. What more could she say? She honestly didn’t know what she would have done if the results had shown Dan to be the father. She’d never really allowed herself to imagine that scenario.  
 
   “I don’t know what I would have done about the situation with Dan had the result been different. But I can promise you that I would have told you if you weren’t the father – however much it would have ruined our relationship. I love and respect you too much to have done otherwise.” 
 
   Phillip scanned her face intensely, his eyes softening a little. “I don’t know if there’s any way back from this for us. This headline is going to blow us apart, you know that don’t you?” He looked at her sadly. “I’ll be there for the baby, but I can’t promise you that I can be there for you, Sylvia. Things are too raw right now.” 
 
   Sylvia sighed sorrowfully. “I understand. I just hope you can forgive me and maybe change your mind after a bit of time.” 
 
   She waited for Phillip to say something in return, but instead he started up the car’s engine. The conversation was over. She would have to face the consequences of her actions alone. The thought terrified her. 
 
    
 
   Glenda glanced at the alarm clock and was surprised to see that she’d awoken far ahead of her usual time. Bill snored quietly beside her, his mouth slightly open and she couldn’t help but smile to herself. She was really looking forward to the day ahead. Being a Saturday and Bill not having to work, they’d agreed a leisurely drive up to Cambridgeshire to check out potential areas to rent. 
 
   Getting out of bed, she slipped on her pale blue dressing-gown and tiptoed out of the bedroom, careful not to wake him. It had been a few days since she’d spoken with Fee and despite her attempts at calling, the stubborn mare was still refusing to answer. She was saddened deeply by the situation but she knew that with a little bit of persuading, Felicity wound come around to the idea of her and Bill living away. She’d planned to take some pictures to show her, just in case. 
 
   She heard her letterbox clatter and tutted to herself. More bills to pay. That’s all she seemed to be doing lately. She was living on the bread-line enough as it was, without the electricity and gas rises that seemed to eat into every spare penny she had. She thought about Bill’s generosity when they’d discussed the living arrangements in Cambridge. Part of her had been overly worried about helping financially towards household costs – she barely earned pocket money from her cleaning jobs. However, Bill had been stern in insisting that she wasn’t expected to contribute a penny. As long as she took care of her own flat costs in London, then all Cambridge outgoings would be taken care of by him – including a monthly allowance for her. An allowance! She could hardly believe her ears.  
 
   She padded into the hallway barefoot and picked up the three white envelopes and folded daily newspaper and made her way into the kitchen.  
 
   Boiling the kettle, she sat down at the dining table and reached for the paper. It wasn’t often she got a chance to take a quiet moment to read and relax. She picked up the paper and spread it out in front of her, smoothing the front page with her hand. 
 
   “My goodness.” She couldn’t help herself from speaking aloud, for staring back at her was a large photo of Dan alongside a photo of Sylvia. The headline was etched boldy and suggestively across the page. ‘Phillip gets ditched! Baby isn’t his – it’s the gardener’s!’ 
 
   “Surely not?” Glenda couldn’t believe what she was reading. A photo of a grim, lonely looking Phillip Moore with a suitcase in his hand completed the article. She scanned the storyline quickly, feeling her pulse racing. Dan? Sylvia? A baby together? None of it made sense. Did Felicity know? Her heart sank. What if she didn’t? How would she feel knowing her friend and Dan had started something together? 
 
   “I could wring that man’s neck” she muttered to herself, cursing the day she’d fell for his charm and let him stay at Felicity’s.  Her daughter had been right about him all along. He was a waste of space. First cheating on Stacey with Fee and now this. She picked up the phone hastily, not caring that it was an ungodly hour. Someone had to warn her daughter and she wanted to be the one to do it. 
 
    
 
   “You’re joking? Dan and Sylvia?” Zara couldn’t believe what she was hearing. For a moment she forgot the morning madness that was taking place around her in the kitchen, instead concentrating on the unexpected phone call from Glenda. 
 
   “Let me come with you - I’ll bring Daisy and Steve can take Abbey and Lexi to the shopping mall for a couple of hours.” Steve glanced up from eating his toast at the dining table and shrugged his shoulders. Zara mouthed to him a silent thank-you.  
 
   “Ok, I need to get everything sorted here first with the kids and I can meet you outside Fee’s in an hour? She won’t have read the papers before then. Come to think of it, Fee never reads the papers.” Zara sighed. “It’s a good thing really.”
 
   She finalised the details with Glenda and hung up the phone, shocked.  
 
   Steve watched his wife as she cleared up the children’s plates and took them to the dishwasher. “What’s all that about? Something going on with Fee? You look stunned.” 
 
   “I can’t believe it. You remember Fee was keen on that gardener I told you about – Dan?” 
 
   Steve nodded. As much as he usually wasn’t interested in the women’s gossip that Zara relayed, he’d been surprised when she’d mentioned that Fee had started something with a gardener. More so when Zara had attributed the doomed relationship to Fee’s fleeing to Australia. “Yes, what about it?” 
 
   “It’s all over the papers today that the gardener and a friend of Fee’s who is dating Phillip Moore, have been having an affair. Fee’s friend Sylvia is supposedly pregnant with Dan’s baby!” 
 
   “Blimey. That sounds messy. I can’t imagine Fee taking that situation very lightly.” His face clouded over and he thought fleetingly of his own revelation to her. “Isn’t Sylvia the one that the pair of you used to sometimes meet with, back in the old days? I remember her. She came here a couple of times, I’m sure?”
 
   “Good memory. Yes that was the one – attractive and very outgoing. Can’t say I was hugely fond of her even then but now that she’s done this to Fee, well, I won’t be holding back the next time I see her. And as for Dan, he’s turned out to be a complete jerk” Zara said angrily, whilst speedily wiping the worktops. 
 
   “What’s a derk, Mummy?” Daisy asked innocently, holding a doll under her arm. 
 
   “Come here, you” Steve said, scooping her up and making a face of disapproval at Zara. “Let’s get you ready for your outing with Mummy.” He walked out of the kitchen, signalling to the two older girls playing in the hallway to go upstairs and get ready to go out. 
 
   Zara took a moment to drink in the peace and gather her thoughts. She really hoped this wasn’t going to set Felicity back. Even though she hadn’t mentioned Dan since returning and was fixated on Owen, she couldn’t be sure the news wouldn’t trigger something. Zara sensed how much Fee had fallen for Dan before her trip. It was an especially horrible situation given that she’d also begun to value her friendship with Sylvia again.  
 
   To think that she herself had even been a little jealous when she’d heard that Fee was once again friends with Sylvia - some friend she had turned out to be! How had she the nerve to face Fee knowing that she was sleeping with Dan?  
 
   Zara shook her head in disbelief, slowly climbing the stairs to help Steve with the children. She couldn’t help but think about how easy it was for things to be going on right under a person’s nose and them not even being aware.  
 
   For some reason, the thought made her shiver. 
 
    
 
   Felicity was mid-way through typing an email to an ex-colleague when the doorbell rang. She rolled her eyes in irritation. She’d purposefully ignored the three phone calls from her mother and although she’d been rather surprised to hear from a cautious sounding Zara, she surmised that her ‘quick pop over’ was an excuse to try and talk her around the falling out with Glenda.  
 
   Quite frankly, it was one morning that she could have done without the distraction. She had a list of things she wanted to tackle – not to mention keeping her mind from thinking of Owen. Zara was bound to ask her once again if they’d been any news. She sighed, heavy hearted, and walked into the hallway to open the door. 
 
   “Morning, come in” she said swinging the door open. “Did you bring the..” 
 
   She stopped short, surprised at the sight that greeted her. Sylvia stood on her doorstep, red-faced and puffy-eyed. “Sylvia?” she took in her friend’s downcast appearance; the glossy and refined finish that she’d become accustomed to seeing replaced with ratty hair, bare skin and a jogging suit. It was a far cry from the coiffed and preened Sylvia she’d laughed with only a few weeks previously. “What’s happened?”
 
   Sylvia eyed her peculiarly, a small gasp escaping from her lips and she felt unsettled. 
 
   “You mean you haven’t seen it?” Sylvia asked, her eyes starting to fill with tears. “I thought you’d seen it. I – I came to apologise” she said voice quivering. 
 
   “Seen what?” Felicity replied, confused.  
 
   Sylvia tried to speak but no words came out. She burst into tears as a shocked Felicity looked on, oblivious to her friend’s dilemma. 
 
   “Shh. Don’t cry. Come in and sit down.” Felicity’s curiosity was instantly forgotten as instinct took over and she put her arms out and gently guided Sylvia into the hallway.  “Whatever it is, I’m sure it isn’t that bad.” 
 
   Sylvia followed her meekly toward the kitchen, heart pounding through fear. Her anxiety was building. She had assumed Felicity would have seen the papers. She hadn’t known why she’d been drawn to come to her house and apologise but part of her wanted her friend’s acceptance and understanding. It had only dawned on her the previous day that Felicity had been more into Dan that she’d suspected, especially after coming across an old email that she’d received weeks ago.  
 
   She had been so cocooned in her own situation that she hadn’t properly absorbed the part where Fee had hinted at finally getting over her feelings for her gardener. It had made the guilt of her own one night stand with Dan ten times worse.  The evening of The King’s Head and her original suspicions had suddenly hit home. Felicity and Dan had been more than just a night of fun. On both sides. 
 
   Her betrayal aside, she didn’t know who else to turn to. Her phone had been ringing endlessly. People she had thought were friends had been leaving messages of support but they’d seemed tinged with judgement and gossip. Even her family hadn’t acted in the way that she had hoped. To make matters worse, Phillip wasn’t answering her calls.  
 
   She hovered by the dining table, knowing that she had to explain the situation immediately. Her stomach twisted with nerves. She felt her hands beginning to tremble. Felicity turned to her, handing her a tissue. She seized the moment, Felicity’s kindness overwhelming her. 
 
   “Fee, I slept with Dan. We were both drunk in The Kings Head and it only happened once. It was the biggest mistake of my life. He never told me he’d been seeing you. I naively assumed you and him only had a one-time thing too. But now, it’s all over the papers. They’re claiming I’m pregnant with his baby but it’s not true and I have proof. Phillip has left me. I don’t know what to do. I’m so sorry, Fee. I’m so sorry.” Her words were rushed and clumsy and she instantly wished they hadn’t tumbled out in such a direct and hurried manner. 
 
   She watched as Felicity looked up in alarm, her eyes widening in shock. The colour had drained from her face and she took in a sharp breath. She looked crestfallen. 
 
   The sound of the doorbell drilled through the hallway, rattling both women as they eyed each other awkwardly, neither daring to move. Felicity bit down on her lip, not trusting herself to speak. Her throat felt suddenly dry and scratchy.  Her feet were rooted to the spot, thoughts of Dan coursing through her mind. The doorbell rang out again, breaking the silence. She forced herself to remove her shocked gaze from Sylvia and walk into the hallway. 
 
   She opened the door slowly, trying to gather her emotions and calm her palpitations. Glenda and Zara stood before her.  
 
   “Hello, love” Glenda said bashfully, holding out a box of chocolates. “Peace offering?”
 
   “You ok?” Zara took one look at Fee’s face and knew that something was amiss.  
 
   Glenda nudged Zara with her elbow as Felicity glanced from her mother back to Zara and swallowed hard.  
 
   “Come in.” She took the chocolates gently from her mother’s outstretched hand and smiled. “I’m pleased to see you.” She meant it. 
 
   Zara was the first to walk toward the kitchen and Felicity heard her friend’s sharp intake of breath.  
 
   “What the hell is she doing here?” Zara said angrily, pointing to a shamefaced Sylvia standing awkwardly in the corner. 
 
   Glenda remained quiet, looking from Fee to Sylvia. It was obvious the women had been in mid-conversation. They were avoiding one another’s eyes.  
 
   Sylvia looked at Zara pleadingly. “Zara please let me have a chance to tell you the full story. Glenda, you too.” 
 
   Zara cut her off with a sneer. “You should be ashamed of yourself. You’re a wretched excuse for a friend after what you’ve done to Fee. Everybody knows that you don’t sleep with your friend’s castoffs. Whether Fee wanted him or not, you should have respected the friendship enough never to have crossed that line!”
 
   “Come on ladies, let’s not argue.” Glenda said calmly, taking a hold of Zara’s arm and pulling out a chair for her to sit. 
 
   “Someone needs to tell her though. It’s dreadful what she’s done.” Zara said, narrowing her eyes in Sylvia’s direction. 
 
   “That’s enough, Zara” Felicity snapped frustrated, walking closer to Sylvia. “Sylvia and I have spoken it through and everything’s been resolved. She’s apologised. I don’t need you coming here and creating further drama.” 
 
   Sylvia looked at Fee in surprise. “Fee, do you mean that?”  
 
   Glenda looked at her daughter curiously. She looked strangely calm and serene. 
 
   “I do.” Felicity said, taking a deep breath, unsure how to explain herself. She was aware of all three women watching her intently. 
 
   “I can’t say I’m happy that you slept with Dan, but it’s done. I can’t change it. Besides, he’s taken up enough of my thoughts over the last few months. I don’t want to fall out with you over him. He’s proved himself to be the type of man I’m lucky to have had an escape from.” She shrugged her shoulders, thinking of Owen and knowing that he would never cheat on his girlfriend with anyone, much less his client and then his client’s friend. “I’m sorry to hear about Phillip.” 
 
   Ignoring Zara’s shocked expression and her mother’s discreet but proud glance, she squeezed Sylvia’s hand sympathetically. She knew that Sylvia wasn’t the type of woman to do something as foolish as sleeping with Dan intentionally. It was an unfortunate situation that had now backfired on her. She couldn’t imagine what she must be feeling if it had been laid bare in the newspapers. 
 
   Sylvia broke down unexpectedly into a tormented body wracking sob that took all three women by surprise. Glenda was the first to be beside her, patting her back. “Now, now, it’ll all blow over. They do say that today’s news is tomorrow’s chip paper, dear. Sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea. You don’t want to be getting upset – it’s not good for the baby.” She motioned to Felicity to put on the kettle. 
 
   Even Zara had the good grace to lower her eyes and feel ashamed for judging. She had forgotten Sylvia was also pregnant. She got up and grabbed a scented tissue from the modern metal dispenser. “Here you are” she said handing it to Sylvia. “I’m sorry I was harsh.”
 
   Sylvia smiled wearily through her tears. She was shocked to the core that Fee had taken the news so lightly. For a moment she had thought that their friendship was over. She blew her nose into the tissue that Zara had kindly fetched her. “I’m the one that needs to apologise to you all. I never meant to cause any harm.” She looked toward all three sets of compassionate eyes staring at her and felt herself welling up again. 
 
   “Would it help to talk about it?” Glenda offered warmly. 
 
   “Maybe we can help you?” Zara encouraged gently as Felicity nodded her agreement. 
 
   Sylvia nodded. “Yes please. It really would.” She sighed with relief. 
 
   Finally, she’d found people to share her burden with. Oddly enough, it was those she would have deemed the most unlikely. Clearly she wasn’t as alone as she had thought. Felicity forgiving her had given her a surge of hope. But would Phillip find it in his heart to forgive her too?  
 
        She desperately hoped so. 
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Five 
 
   Glenda glanced a fourth time at the polished black granite worktops and double width range cooker. Complete with a bespoke free standing island, the kitchen was reminiscent of something she had seen in glossy home magazines. There was even a hint of cinnamon and freshly brewed coffee lingering in the air. She tried to stifle an ecstatic grin. 
 
   “Shall we have another look at the lounge?” Bill asked, cutting off the estate agent’s enthusiastic sales pitch.  
 
   “Actually I wouldn’t mind another look upstairs if that’s ok?” Glenda replied timidly, looking at the agent for approval. 
 
   The thin, gangly man nodded, gesturing with his hand. “Please go ahead, help yourselves.”  
 
   Bill led the way toward the modern curved staircase with Glenda following, drinking in the classy and luxurious décor. She couldn’t believe that a property of this size and glamour could fall within their budgeted allowance. As soon as the agent was out of earshot and they had made their way to the top of the stairs, Bill turned to her. 
 
   “Well, what do you think?” he asked excitedly. “I saw your eyes light up in that kitchen.” 
 
   “I love it. A cream range cooker! And I can’t get over the size of the lounge. Did you see the chandelier? That alone is worth a small fortune.”  Glenda stopped herself for fear of getting carried away.  She could only dream of living in a house so beautiful. She was certain there had to be some kind of mistake. It seemed far too good to be true. “Do you think they’ve made a whoopsie on the price?” 
 
   Bill chuckled. “No, it’s about right for this area. The others that I’ve lined us up to view are also three bedroom and in this price range.” He pulled out the crumpled property print offs from his pocket, handing them to Glenda. 
 
   “It’s funny though as I have to say, based on the photo and specs of the four options – this was my immediate favourite. That’s why I asked to see this one first. I had a feeling you’d like it.” 
 
   Glenda grinned. “Well you were right. I can really see us living here. It’s got a very homely feel even if it is rather grandeur.” 
 
   Bill looked at Glenda with narrowed eyes and a wry smile for a moment before clapping his hands, making her jump. “That’s it then. The decision’s made. I shall tell the agent there’s no need to view the others. We’ll take it.”
 
   Glenda gasped in surprise, covering her mouth with her hand. “Really? You don’t want to see the others first?” 
 
   Bill shrugged his shoulders. “All I want is for us to have a happy home and this place seems to have captured you. There’s no point wasting time on viewings when your heart’s set on this. Anyway, did you see the size of the television and the black lazy boy chair? That’ll do me, thank you very much.” 
 
   Following Bill back down the stairs, she observed the plush teal carpet underfoot, wondering how a house so majestic hadn’t been snapped up sooner. She couldn’t wait to tell Fee, especially as it had three bedrooms. Granted, Fee would probably deem it a rather ordinary home, but Glenda had never lived in something with more than two bedrooms and never with a chandelier! Felicity could even come for an overnight visit with Zara and the children. The thought thrilled her. 
 
   The agent had his mobile in hand as they rejoined him in the kitchen. He looked at Bill expectantly. “Is everything in order? Are there any further questions I can help you with?”
 
   “We’ve had a discussion and we like the property very much.” Bill said, glancing at Glenda. “If an eighteen month contract is agreeable with the landlord, then we’d very much like to go ahead with a rental proposition.” 
 
   The agent perked up significantly and rubbed his hands together. “Fantastic. In that case, let’s make our way back to the office and we’ll sort the finer details.” He switched off the kitchen lights and indicated for them to follow him out of the property, closing doors on his way. 
 
   Glenda’s heart leapt and Bill linked his arm through hers, guiding her supportively. She couldn’t help but wonder how a day that had started on such a dramatic note had ended on such a high. At one point, she hadn’t even known if she’d be making it to Cambridge to house-hunt.  
 
   Thankfully, after Sylvia’s breakdown and all three of them doing their best to cheer her up, she’d seemed a lot calmer and accepting of the situation. From what she said though, Glenda didn’t hold out much hope of Phillip wanting her back. Shame. She knew how hard it was bringing up a child alone and she wouldn’t wish it on anyone. 
 
   “You ok?” Bill asked, breaking into her thoughts.  
 
   “Oh sorry, I was miles away.” Glenda chided herself and got into the car beside him, taking one last glance at the property they were soon to be calling home. She smiled happily. 
 
   “After we’ve finished up at the estate agents, let’s go into town and get a bite to eat?”  
 
   “That’ll be nice. I suppose we should start getting to know the area, seeing as we’ll be locals soon” she joked. 
 
   “Too right. This time next year, we’ll be hosting dinner parties for our neighbours.” 
 
   Glenda chuckled, secretly delighted at the idea. She’d always wanted to host a dinner party and with the range cooker she was certainly inspired to be more creative in the kitchen. 
 
   Bill started up the car, waiting for the agent in the Audi in front of him to reverse. He pulled out slowly behind him, putting the car into second gear. Glenda glanced out of the passenger window, feeling joyful as her new home faded into the distance. She was already thinking of which bits she’d need to pack to put the finishing touches to the property.  
 
   She found herself wishing the next three weeks away…. 
 
    
 
   The front door burst open and Zara heard the girls’ high pitched squeals followed by Steve’s tired sigh. She placed the final pack of babygrows into the small storage unit and closed the drawer. The nursery was almost complete.  
 
   “Hiya, I’m upstairs” she called out as the children made their way nosily up the staircase. She heard Steve’s slow, even steps behind them. 
 
   Lexi came bounding into the room. “Look Mummy what I’ve got. One for me and one for Daisy.” She held out two soft toys with floppy ears and bushy tails. Abbey joined her and Zara noticed a small doll in her hands. 
 
   “Did Daddy get you those presents?” Zara asked curiously. They were tight enough on funds without Steve splashing out on toys so close to Christmas. 
 
   Steve appeared in the doorway with his hand behind his back. “Yes, I did.” He came over to her and planted a delicate kiss on her cheek. “I got a little something for you too.” Removing his arm from behind his back, he held out a small gift bag. 
 
   Zara took it eagerly and peeked inside; she couldn’t recall the last time Steve had surprised her with a gift. “Perfume! And my favourite brand too. Oh Steve, you shouldn’t have.” She took the box from the bag and began to open it hurriedly. It had been a couple of months since her last bottle had finished and with funds so limited, she hadn’t wanted to spend on something so frivolous. 
 
   “I noticed you’d run out of your last one and I know how much you like it.” Steve trailed off looking bashful and Zara couldn’t help but feel a great surge of love for him. It didn’t matter about the money, the girls were glowing with excitement and she felt equally as special. 
 
   “Thank you. It was a lovely thought.” She kissed him on the lips. 
 
   “Right girls, dinner will be ready soon. Go and play for a while until I call you. Daisy is watching television – go and give her her present Lexi.” 
 
   The girls didn’t need telling twice, they were off like a shot – running from the room. 
 
   “Did you have a good day, babe?” Steve asked, coming up behind her and putting his arms around her expanded waistline, nuzzling her neck. She giggled. “Yes, it was fine. It turned out ok in the end.” Steve breathed heavily against her ear and she felt him pushing himself up against her. 
 
   “Steve, not now. I have to get the dinner on.”  
 
   He laughed, kissing her on cheek instead. “I can’t help finding you sexy.” He backed away from her and shrugged off his jacket. “How about we get a takeout instead? Saves you cooking.” 
 
   Zara looked at him in surprise. Could they realistically afford a takeout? She pursed her lips. No they couldn’t. “As much as I’d love to say yes, we shouldn’t splash out on things we can’t afford.”  
 
   Steve grinned. As unsure as he was at raising the subject, he couldn’t wait to finally be able to share his news with Zara.  He was tired of seeing her constantly worrying about money. 
 
   He’d been nervous the previous day when Catherine had called him into her office. He hadn’t been expecting the praise she’d given him, or the permanent contract with more than generous basic salary, plus commission rate. She’d said he’d caught the eye of both area and team manager as having a natural flair for the role and they were interested in keeping him as an asset. He didn’t need much convincing; he’d signed the contract there and then. Combined with the considerable amount Felicity had loaned to him a few days previously to pay off their debts, he couldn’t help but feel a lot more optimistic about the future.  
 
   “We’re getting a takeout.” Steve said adamantly. “Decide what you’d like and I’ll go and collect it. Anyway there’s something I want to talk to you about after dinner.”  
 
   Zara noticed a twinkle in Steve’s eye and her enquiring mind went into overdrive. What was he up to? Why the presents and the insistence of a takeout? Something was definitely going on. 
 
   “What do you want to talk to me about?” she asked curiously, noting a playful smile on Steve’s lips. Yet she couldn’t help but notice his anxious left foot tapping the floor. If she didn’t know better she’d say he was nervous.  
 
   “It’s something important so I’d prefer to save it for when the girls are in bed.” He looked down at the floor and she felt her excitement fading. Steve wondered anxiously how his wife would react when he told her the truth. He hoped Felicity had been wrong in suggesting Zara thought he had been playing away. 
 
   “I see.” Zara chewed on her lip thoughtfully. Could this be something to do with the trip to Manchester. And Catherine? Her pulse quickened and she was overcome with light headedness. 
 
   Steve instinctively noticed the change and stepped forward, kissing her once again on the lips. “It’s nothing to worry about, babe. I promise you. I would never do anything to hurt you. In fact it’s good news but I’d prefer to tell you the whole story.”  
 
   From the way he looked into her eyes with sincerity and honesty, Zara knew that there was something big that Steve had been keeping from her. It made her heart sink a little. 
 
   “Now, let’s get the takeout ordered. What do you fancy?”  
 
   Zara tried to be enthusiastic as she followed Steve downstairs but she couldn’t shake the unsettled feeling that she’d been left with. What had Steve been up to? What did he mean that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt her - surely that meant he had a guilty conscience?  
 
   What could possibly be good news if he hadn’t shared it with her sooner?  
 
   Part of her didn’t want to find out – she had a feeling she wouldn’t like it. 
 
    
 
   Felicity re-read the text message she’d typed. She’d already spent far too long debating whether to send it. She saved it to drafts and put her phone aside. It wasn’t so much that she was scared of the rejection - she’d certainly had enough of that in her lifetime to know that she could bounce back. It was the reaching out. If she sent it and he replied, she would always wonder why. Did he do so because he truly wanted to? Or simply out of politeness? That wasn’t enough for her. She wanted to feel special, to have made such an impact on his life that he couldn’t live without her – to know that she’d occupied his mind enough to drive him to distraction – just as he did hers. If Owen really wanted her, wouldn’t he be the one to make contact? Wouldn’t he be feeling the way she was?  
 
   She picked up her phone again and deleted the drafted text, annoyed at herself for allowing him to take up so much of her evening. 
 
   If it hadn’t been for Sylvia’s unexpected visit and the subsequent drama that followed, she was certain she’d have been happy enough working on her new business plan. Just like she’d intended. Still, at least she’d made peace with her mother. She hadn’t realised how much she’d missed her until she’d watched her fussing over Sylvia – trying to make her situation seem tolerable. Seeing how excited she was at the prospect of spending the rest of the day house-hunting in Cambridgeshire, Felicity had softened toward the idea of her mother moving. If it was going to make her happy, then all she could do was support her.  
 
   The shock of Sylvia’s news had been quite a wake-up call; she had spent the afternoon thinking more about her life and what she really wanted from it. It had reminded her that things could change so suddenly and turmoil could come at any time. She felt grateful for her blessings, something that she’d always taken for granted before. 
 
   It was also enlightening to find she no longer understood her own reasons for previously being embarrassed about falling for Dan. She wasn’t deterred anymore at the notion of being involved with someone that didn’t hold an influential position. Owen had proved to her that the simple things could make a relationship; the respect, the love, the compromise and the support. Not the money or the power.  She’d been so blinded to think otherwise. 
 
   She thought back to Sylvia and hoped that Phillip would make the right choice and stand by her; it had been surprising to see that her friend was genuinely in love with him. The way she spoke about him was far removed from the conversation they’d had before she’d left for Australia. The baby seemed to have brought out the best side of their relationship and given it the foundation it had clearly needed. However, she wasn’t so sure that Sylvia was strong enough to deal with the current situation alone. As far as she could recall, Sylvia’s life had been quite privileged. She had never faced true challenge. Felicity wondered how she’d fair with this one. 
 
   Her house phone rang and she got up from the sofa, noticing that once again she’d been sitting in relative darkness except for the muted television. She glanced at the clock, struck that it was already close to nine in the evening. She switched on a table lamp and picked up the handset. 
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “It’s me. Steve’s told me everything.”
 
   Felicity’s breath caught in her throat as Zara’s icy words hit her. 
 
   “I don’t appreciate that you followed him without me knowing and I certainly don’t appreciate that you kept your suspicions from me.” 
 
   Felicity was lost for words. She had never heard her friend speak so coolly towards her.  
 
   “Zara, I’m sorry. I was only thinking of you.  I didn’t want to risk you being upset in your condition.” 
 
   “It wasn’t your place, Fee. It’s my relationship. Mine. If I wanted your help I would have asked for it.” 
 
   “But I only did what I thought was..” 
 
   “You interfered. That’s what you did. And quite frankly, I think that’s rather rich coming from somebody who hasn’t the foggiest idea what a real relationship even is. You’re so scared of allowing anyone to come close that you’ll be the forever alone. You push away every man you meet. You’d be better placed to worry about your own lack of relationship - instead of mine.” 
 
   Felicity felt like she’d been slapped in the face as the bitter words struck a nerve, making her feel instantly inadequate and exposed. She felt a wave of melancholy wash over her. 
 
   “I’m sorry you feel that way, Zara” she said quietly, struggling to keep the pain from her voice.  
 
   Zara immediately regretted her outburst, quickly trying to lessen her harsh retort. “I didn’t mean it like that, Fee. I meant that...” 
 
   Felicity cut her off. She had heard enough to know that her friend had spoken her true feelings in a moment of anger. “It’s ok. You don’t need to backtrack or explain. You’re right. I should never have interfered and I won’t be doing so again.  You’ve made yourself perfectly clear. Nothing further needs to be said.”
 
   As much as it crushed her to do so, Felicity gently hung up the call before Zara could respond. 
 
   Moments later in their respective homes, both women burst into tears - wounded by the other’s actions and each wondering the same thing. Was there any way back from crossing a boundary so sensitive? Both were filled with regret.  
 
   Unfortunately, neither woman knew what to do to make things right again.  
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Six 
 
   Zara carefully packed the last of her emergency supplies in her holdall and zipped it up. The house was in stillness, except for her husband’s gentle snoring from the bed. Another wave of pain swept through her and she clenched her teeth tightly, fearing making a noise and waking the sleeping girls.  She’d already phoned Glenda who hadn’t hesitated at Zara’s request to come over and watch the children, despite the early hour of the morning. The contraction finally passed and she prodded Steve urgently.  
 
   “Steve, wake up. The baby’s coming.” She couldn’t quite believe that with three weeks still left of the pregnancy she was going into labour. None of the girls had made such an early appearance and even though it was her fourth pregnancy, she couldn’t help but be concerned. She briefly wondered if it could be partly attributed to the commotion of the previous night, but she pushed the thought away. The contractions were fast becoming more frequent and she suddenly regretted not waking Steve sooner. 
 
   “What?” Steve opened his eyes slowly and tiredly, trying to focus in the dimly lit room on Zara, standing fully dressed and prepped beside him. 
 
   “The baby” she replied with annoyance as he yawned for a second time. In all the other pregnancies he’d been more of a hindrance than help during her labour, faffing around panicked and unsure what to do. This time she’d thought that by leaving it until the last moment to wake him, it would keep the situation more controlled. She wasn’t sure now that had been such a good idea. 
 
   The realization hit Steve like a lorry as he jumped out of the bed naked and searched hurriedly for his jeans. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner? How far apart are the contractions? What about the kids? We need to get Glenda.” 
 
   Zara bent forward and gripped the bed stand as another contraction took hold and she wished Steve would stop his incessant questions. “It’s done” she managed to say through gritted teeth as she took deep breaths to help her cope with the tide of pain beginning to peak inside her. 
 
   Steve tied his trainers and grabbed his jacket from the wardrobe, glancing thankfully at the zipped holdall by the door and noticing his wife’s obvious discomfort. He watched as she seemed to relax again and he knew enough to know they didn’t have long before the baby would be arriving. He was more than relieved that the hospital was less than a ten minute journey. 
 
   A set of headlights illuminated the bedroom and he rushed to the window glancing down at the taxi which Glenda was stepping out of. 
 
   “Glenda’s here already. Let’s get going.”  He picked up the holdall and took his wife’s arm. 
 
   “Get off, it’s fine” Zara said irritated. “I can walk. I have got legs.”  
 
   Steve didn’t dare to argue, he had learned throughout his girls arrivals not to rile his wife more than necessary. Besides, she was bound to be telling him she hated him soon, when the contractions got worse. He’d heard it all before.  
 
   They made their way quietly down the stairs and got to the street door just as Glenda tapped on the glass pane. Steve opened the door wasting no time on pleasantries. 
 
   “We’ve got to rush. She doesn’t look like she’s got long.”  
 
   Glenda took one look at Zara’s ashen face and ushered both of them to the car. “Don’t worry about the kids, I’ll take care of everything. Just look after her and let me know when the baby’s here” she replied, noticing that Zara was bracing herself for another contraction. 
 
   “Thanks Glenda.” Steve handed her the house keys and helped Zara into the car. He couldn’t believe that he was moments away from meeting his son.  
 
    
 
   Felicity scrambled tiredly from her bed, her heart racing as she reached for her house phone, its weak blue display light flashing at her from the darkness. She glanced at the time as she held the receiver to her ear. Three forty seven am. She felt instantly alarmed.  
 
   “Hello?” 
 
   “Fee, it’s me. Sorry to wake you, love, but I thought you’d want to know. Zara’s gone into labour. I’m at hers now. She told me to tell you.” 
 
   She gripped the phone tighter. “Already? But she has another few weeks yet? Is she ok?”
 
   Glenda sensed her daughter’s concern and calmly soothed her. “No, she’s fine love. It’s natural to go a bit early when it’s not your first. She’ll be fine, I’ve no doubt about that.”
 
   Felicity let out a sigh of relief. “Oh, I hope so.” Her mother’s words suddenly dawned on her. “You said Zara told you to tell me?” 
 
   “Yes, well she called me in a rush apologising for waking me and asking me to come quickly because the labour had started. You know me; I was up like a shot. Anyway, before she rang off she asked me to let you know. She looked ever so pale by the time I arrived. I shouldn’t think this labour will be a long one.” 
 
   “Well let’s hope not. I remember how hard she had it with Daisy’s birth.” Felicity replied, suppressing a yawn as she spoke and grimly remembering the trauma of the delivery she’d been a part of. 
 
   “Anyway, there’s not much we can do. But I wanted to let you know as no doubt you’ll want to go to the hospital first thing in the morning. Best to go back to sleep now and I’ll speak to you properly tomorrow.” 
 
   Felicity hung up the phone, unsure of her mixed emotions. She’d barely been asleep for a few hours after tossing and turning and her head was already pounding again with a migraine. 
 
   She’d tormented herself after the earlier phone conversation with Zara - replaying it over and over in her mind, each time feeling more and more uncertain of their friendship. She couldn’t imagine her life without Zara in it. She hated being on non-speaking terms with her friend. Yet she’d been at a loss as to how to make things right.  
 
   But now – the baby was coming early. She felt overwhelmed with guilt. Could it be her fault? Had the stress of their falling out affected Zara so much that it’d prompted the onset of the labour?  
 
   She climbed back into bed, wrapping the duvet around her and feeling thankful for the silence and darkness. If Zara hadn’t wanted her to be involved in her life again, then she wouldn’t have told Glenda to let her know. She was relieved that their friendship wasn’t broken. She wanted to be there for her friend and couldn’t wait to see the new arrival. However, she couldn’t shake off Zara’s words. They had been right. It was time to concentrate more on her own life. Her own needs. 
 
   It didn’t take long before she drifted off to sleep for a second time. Her final thought before she succumbed to the suspension of consciousness, was of Owen’s smiling eyes. 
 
    
 
   Dan couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Car and bike horns beeped all around him and he moved out of the road, ignoring the tirade of Thai abuse shouted in his direction. The first splattering of rain fell heavily from above him. Cursing, he tried to take cover nearby, sheltering his mobile. 
 
   “Listen mate, thanks for letting me know. I’ll call you again later. Got to go as it’s about to piss down here.” 
 
   He flipped his mobile shut and put it in his pocket, his mouth watering at the smell of a nearby street vendor. He glanced towards the wheeled cart, Andy’s news momentarily forgotten as he eyed the freshly cooked Pad Thai and Pork Satay. 
 
   “That two-faced bitch” he said aloud, suddenly realizing the connection to the money. It all made sense now. The texts. The voicemails. The emails. 
 
   Sylvia’s messages had been the final straw. Her crazy ramblings were enough to drive any man insane. Now he understood. He couldn’t help but feel grateful that Andy had warned him of the situation.  
 
   He had definitely made the right decision to come to Thailand. Although it wasn’t quite the easy transition he’d assumed it would be, he felt grateful to be out of the public eye. How would he have coped seeing his face splashed across the papers? Luckily he didn’t need to find out. He hadn’t even seen an English newspaper since his arrival. His old life was well and truly left behind.  
 
   Walking towards his rented beach cabin, he thought of his newly acquired bar and the array of Thai women that were falling over themselves to get his attention each night. He certainly hadn’t pulled the short straw. 
 
   Sylvia on the other hand, he thought – feeling a little guilty and responsible – well she definitely had, if Andy’s story was anything to go by.  
 
   Feeling disgruntled and put out, he decided that the only way forward was to forget the entire fiasco. It wasn’t worth brooding over. Besides, the most satisfying part was to know that regardless of everything – he’d been the one to benefit the most.  
 
   He turned a corner, coming face to face with a life-size Bhudda statue and almost walking directly into it.   
 
   Irritated, he crossed the road. Why all the Buddhist references everywhere he looked? For a moment his mind was filled with thoughts of Karma. What was it they said - what goes around comes around?  
 
   He couldn’t help but feel temporarily unnerved. He hoped it wasn’t true. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia made herself another herbal tea and curled up on the sofa, with a blanket thrown over her feet. It was barely breaking dawn but she couldn’t manage to sleep another wink. She could already hear the birds chirping outside her living room window and for once she was grateful for their nesting spot in the roof guttering. It was pleasantly therapeutic listening to both birdsong and the soothing sounds of the rain gently falling outside. 
 
   The panic and angst that she’d felt all of the previous day had been replaced with a calm acceptance. Glenda’s wise advice had really helped her to see that there was a silver lining in her otherwise gloomy situation. The truth of her one night fling had finally been outed and any intentions of keeping it a secret from Phillip and even Fee had been removed. Nevertheless, it was better this way, she wouldn’t have to live in fear of a skeleton in the closet, waiting to be unearthed. If - and it felt a very big ‘if’ at that moment - Phillip was willing to see past the occurrence, past the strife and hurt and give her another chance, then the relationship could weather any storm. 
 
   It didn’t matter what people thought of her. She hadn’t done anything wrong. She had simply become the victim of a malicious money-driven action. She didn’t want to let that person get the better of her. Despite Fee’s insistence that she felt it wasn’t Dan who had sold the story to the newspaper, her own intuition was almost certain that it had been him. Why else would he be avoiding her texts and messages otherwise? If he was also an innocent victim, wouldn’t he be trying to defend his position and reputation? She knew Dan was the one to be held responsible.  
 
   Phillip’s message late last night had also given her fresh hope and a sense of justice. He’d called to say that his lawyer had taken a look at the proof of paternity and there was a strong case for libel against the newspaper for character defamation. It seemed likely that the newspaper would be running an alternative story from a more positive angle correcting their mistake - instead of taking the risk of being sued. The story would focus on the baby being Phillip’s and their dramatic reunite after the slanderous accusations. She didn’t mind that Phillip had asked her – on his agent’s advice - to pose for pictures mimicking a happy couple. 
 
   She was willing to do anything it took to make him look at her in a favourable manner. Deep down, she also hoped it would reflect onto reality. 
 
   She couldn’t think of anything more that she wanted than to be looked upon by Phillip in a special way again. She rested her hand on her stomach and thought of their baby, willing the unborn child to know that no matter what happened it would be loved by both parents. 
 
   Her phone beeped and she wondered who’d be messaging her at such an early hour. Throwing the blanket from her feet, she padded into the kitchen to collect it from its charging position by the microwave. The name beside the text made her gasp. Although she’d inundated him with outraged messages, she had given up on expecting a response.  
 
   Opening Dan’s message with trepidation, she hadn’t bargained for his reply to be so disclosing and sympathetic. She gasped in surprise.  
 
   Why hadn’t she realised sooner? Everything suddenly became very clear to her. 
 
    
 
   Felicity awoke a few minutes before her alarm clock sounded and abruptly got out of bed, heading straight to the bathroom to shower. She suspected she hadn’t much time before receiving news that Zara had given birth.  
 
   Her instinct proved to be correct. By the time she’d dressed and prepared breakfast, Glenda had already phoned with the good news. Zara had welcomed her baby boy at six pounds three ounces and surprisingly a Caesarean section hadn’t been needed.
 
   Felicity wiped a tear from her eye, any previous judgements and ill feeling towards her best friend, long forgotten. She couldn’t wait to get to the hospital and give her a hug. She had promised to collect Glenda and the children on the way, so they too could meet their brother. 
 
    
 
   Zara looked down proudly at her baby son. He was perfect. Perfect and healthy, with a loud set of lungs and a small button nose – exactly like Daisy’s. Even though she was exhausted she couldn’t help but want to stay awake, just to keep on staring at him. It was hard to believe that so much had happened within twenty-four hours. 
 
   “You did well babe” Steve said looking at Zara and stroking baby Thomas’ face tenderly. 
 
   Zara smiled, too tired to respond. She was thankful the labour hadn’t gone on for too long and the birth itself had been relatively easy in comparison to her previous experiences. 
 
   “I’ve told Glenda and she’s on the way already with Fee and the kids. I can’t wait to see their faces.” Steve stood up and patted down his unruly hair. Zara noted he looked as tired as she felt. “I’m going to grab a coffee, do you want one?” 
 
   “No thanks. I’m ok.”  
 
   Steve left the room and Zara took the chance to close her eyes for a moment, trying to process all that had happened. The previous evening felt like a blur, even though it was only hours ago.  
 
   She couldn’t recall much of the conversation with Steve, all she really remembered was her feelings. The shock of learning that he’d been unemployed for almost three months. The shock of the huge debts that had accumulated without her knowledge; but mainly the hurt and dismay that he hadn’t told her sooner.  
 
   She had been alienated from the situation; left to fester in paranoia that he was cheating on her, whilst the entire time he’d been struggling with his own worthlessness and inadequacy. Yet he’d looked so jubilant and hopeful when he’d told her about his new position, she hadn’t the heart to dash his happiness and let him know her true feelings of disillusion and thoughtlessness. She felt it selfish and inappropriate to begin to try and make him understand that he hadn’t considered her feelings in the matter. He’d left her in the dark, in a lonely place where her mind had drawn her in to a tormented game of being rejected and abandoned.  
 
   She vaguely remembered him explaining his reasons for not wanting to worry her and she understood those reasons. The pregnancy, the stress, the debt…. But he was her husband. Her life partner. The one who was supposed to share everything with her. It was hearing about Fee that had really tipped the scales for her; to know that Felicity had confronted Steve on her behalf and had kept it from her.  
 
   It had been the only way she could deal with the situation; it seemed rational at the time to direct her anger at Fee. To unleash all of the frustration and pent-up emotion on the one person who had always been her support; but it was only after her harsh words that she realised she’d taken it out on the wrong person. Steve was the one she had been bitter at. Not Fee. Her best friend had only had her best intentions at the forefront of her mind.  
 
   Besides, how could she blame Fee for interfering when she herself had recently done the exact same thing. She pushed the thought away, her stomach churning…  
 
   Thomas let out a small cry and she reached her arm into his bassinet, placing her hand on his tummy. Although she didn’t want to consider it too heavily, she was mindful that the stress of Steve’s revelation and her argument with Fee had most likely triggered the early labour. She gave silent thanks that Thomas was ok. She wouldn’t have been able to live with herself if her actions had caused him any consequences. 
 
   The door opened and Steve came into the room carrying a coffee in one hand and Daisy in the other. Glenda, Fee, Lexi and Abbey followed excitedly behind him. 
 
   “Oh Mummy - it’s a baby!” Daisy said, letting out a squeal of delight. 
 
   Zara laughed, feeling overwhelmed at the look on her daughters’ faces as Steve carefully picked up their baby brother to show them. Glenda and Fee stood back, watching with warm smiles. It was only as Zara turned her head to face Felicity directly that they caught one another’s eyes. 
 
   Felicity rushed forward to kiss her friend on the forehead. “I’m so sorry about last night.” She wiped a tear from her eye, as Zara did the same simultaneously. She grinned, looking across at Thomas. “He’s so perfect. Look at him – he’s got your eyes. And cute little chubby legs.”
 
   Glenda noticed the lingering smiles that seemed to pass between her daughter and Zara and wondered what Fee’s comment referred to. Whatever had happened was clearly forgotten about as Zara took the baby from Lexi’s firm hold and passed him gently to Felicity. 
 
   “Hello baby Thomas. I’m your auntie.” Felicity said in a baby voice, pleased that he’d been given a traditional and classic name. Glenda smiled at the sight of her daughter holding the tiny baby. Strangely enough, it suited her. 
 
   Fee felt fresh hope cradling the adorable Thomas in her arms as Zara watched with a sleepy grin. All was back to normal. Her best friend was no longer angry at her. That alone gave her a fuzzy, delighted feeling. 
 
   “Here Mum, you have a hold.” She passed the baby to Glenda and caught Steve’s eye as Zara busied herself with the girls. He was smiling at her. She winked in return. 
 
   It had taken a long time to realise but finally she could see him for the man he really was. A great father and a great husband. It didn’t matter that he didn’t always get it right. Nobody did.
 
   He looked so proud and content as he smiled from his son, to his wife to his daughters. She only hoped that one day she could be as fortunate in meeting someone so family orientated. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Seven 
 
   Glenda looked around Bill’s kitchen and admired her handiwork. He was always on at her to stop fussing over his home with excessive cleaning but she couldn’t help herself. On the rare occasions when she found herself staying at his for the night – for they usually ended up in her flat instead – she liked to leave his place looking spick and span. Today was no exception. She was certain he’d appreciate her efforts once he arrived home from work. 
 
   She picked up her coat and handbag from the hallway and walked towards the front door. As she opened it, the postman was standing on the landing sorting through a pile of envelopes. 
 
   “Morning, Tony.” Glenda smiled at him and shut the door behind her, locking it with the spare key Bill had had cut for her. She thought ever so highly of Tony, it was rare to see such a young lad doing a postal round. She suspected his father had pushed him into it; he was quite a force to be reckoned with was Robert Jones. 
 
   “Morning, Mrs Harroway. Oh I have something here for the gent in number eighteen.” He nodded at Bill’s flat, rifling through the red Royal Mail bag on his shoulder and pulling out a small box. “It needs signing for.” He held a pen in her direction. 
 
   “Ah, ok. Bill isn’t in, so I suppose I’d better sign for it.” She squiggled on the delivery note and took the box from his hands. 
 
   “There’s a couple of letters here as well. Sorry about this one – seems to have been opened.” He passed Glenda two white envelopes, the top handwritten one ripped along its entire edge. “That’s what the red sticker is for. The mail service’s idea of an apology.” He chuckled. “Whoever sent that had better hope there wasn’t money inside. That’s usually why they get ‘accidentally’ ripped open in the sorting room.” He winked. 
 
   “Oh dear. Let’s hope not.” Glenda looked at the envelope curiously, noting the lined handwritten paper just visible from inside. “Thanks, Tony. I had best pop these back inside before I go home.”
 
   She turned around, putting Bill’s key back in the lock and opening the door. 
 
   “Bye, Mrs Harroway.” Tony was already walking off down the landing. 
 
   Glenda closed the door behind her; still eyeing the mystery letter. She flipped it over, noticing a return address on the back. How odd. The return address was Bill’s name with a Cambridgeshire address. Why would Bill be sending handwritten letters to himself? And why did he have an unfamiliar Cambridgeshire address? It certainly wasn’t the same area as the rental property they’d signed up for a week previously.  
 
   Glenda puzzled, staring down at the messy handwriting. Strangely it didn’t seem familiar to her. Didn’t Bill loop his g’s and y’s? She turned the envelope sideways, running her finger under the torn edge. There was more than enough room to carefully remove the inner letter without anyone ever suspecting. 
 
   She quickly placed the letters down on the hallway bureau, annoyed at herself. She wasn’t one to snoop through another’s belongings. What was she thinking? 
 
   She reminded herself that curiosity had recently got Felicity into hot water with Zara and Steve’s relationship. Her daughter had been more than regretful at the incident, explaining that it could have cost them the friendship, had the baby not come early and been an ice-breaker.  
 
   “Let that be a lesson” she said quietly to herself, fishing in her pocket once again for the door key. 
 
   She stopped just as she reached the front door, a thought occurring to her. Surely if she was giving up her life in London to move to Cambridge and begin a new life with Bill, she had the right to know anything that might affect her? The letter was quite obviously something to do with the move. 
 
   Before she could change her mind, she found herself back at the bureau, gently pulling open the envelope tear and retrieving the small lined piece of paper inside.  
 
   Unfolding it slowly, she gasped. Nothing could have prepared her for what she read next. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia patted another smudge of foundation against the middle aged man’s cheek trying not of focus on the nausea fighting it way upwards. She tried to concentrate on the news presenter’s chatter. 
 
   “We all really felt for him at first. But then once the public apology had been made by the paper – it was clear you hadn’t been having a sordid affair like they’d originally suggested.”  
 
   Sylvia wished he’d stop speaking so she could work a bit faster at prepping. The man didn’t seem to notice her lack of response. 
 
   “It’s one thing to be reading out these things on the TV, but certainly another to find yourself as the main topic. We all think you’ve coped with it amazingly, given the circumstances. Both you and Phillip. It’s a shame these rumours get out of hand.” 
 
   She smiled gratefully. It had been over ten days since the scandal had hit and although the newspaper had chosen to run an apology and corrective story after Dan had made a public announcement, she couldn’t have imagined the amount of support they’d both received. Phillip especially seemed to be benefitting in unexpected ways. His profile had increased even more as a result and the offers of endorsements and work were flooding in. Although there were still the odd few that weren’t as receptive towards her, on the whole she hadn’t suffered in the way she’d expected. 
 
   She still couldn’t believe Dan had chosen to step forward. It had been a shock to find out that Stacey had been the one to sell the story to the newspaper. She didn’t know why she hadn’t thought of it sooner but once Dan had told her, it was more than obvious. She’d since learned through him that Stacey had been aware of his cheating with various women for quite some time.  
 
   She still couldn’t get her head around the idea of the small, dizzy girly girl she’d met at the hospital, doing something so vengeful and nasty. She couldn’t help but feel sorry for her though. She too had been duped into believing him and Stacey weren’t a couple when they’d ended up in bed together. It seemed Dan had made a habit of making Stacey disappear when it benefitted him. 
 
    But despite his lie and choosing to keep quiet about the new life he’d started in Thailand, she was grateful that he had had the courage and decency to correct the story, setting straight that she and Phillip had been separated at the time of their one-off tryst. It had seemed to do the trick. The papers had finally stopped running stories and life had resumed a sense of normality. 
 
   She finished applying a generous coat of bronzing and setting powder to her client’s face and dusted her hands onto her pinafore.  
 
   “There we are. All finished.” 
 
   He admired himself in the large lamp-lit mirror in front of him. “Wonderful. Thank-you.” He stood up and before he could chat further, a member of the production team appeared requesting his presence in studio four and steering him out of the dressing room. 
 
   Sylvia yawned tiredly. She had one more client to attend to before she could make her way home. Her stomach flipped with excitement thinking about the night ahead. Phillip had messaged her to ask if he could drop by later and collect something he’d left at hers. She hoped it was an excuse to see her. She missed him.  
 
   Collecting her make-up brushes from the dresser, she wondered how long it would take until he’d begin to open up to her again. She’d always appreciated her single days; doing as she liked, when she liked. But now at three months pregnant and with a new attitude to life, she was beginning to realise that the support and love of someone you felt secure and safe with was by far the biggest blessing. She just had to find a way to make Phillip realise that too. 
 
    
 
   Zara sat on the sofa feeding Thomas whilst Daisy played nearby. She had a long list of things she needed to organise – namely the girls’ presents and putting up the Christmas tree. She couldn’t imagine how she’d find the time in the next two weeks, not to mention with Steve working extra hours. 
 
   He’d seemed to really have taken to his new role since they’d given him the permanent contract. He’d been coming home for over a week now happily relaying stories and office gossip. It was hard to believe her self-taught builder husband even knew how to use a computer, let alone a database. It was also amusing to see him leaving the house looking so smart and businesslike. She’d taken a little while to get used to it. 
 
   However, she’d decided she had to let go of the feelings of betrayal that she’d felt in the first instance of hearing about their lifestyle changes. She’d come to see just how much Steve’s confidence had been rocked by the events of the last few months and she was relieved that he’d found a career change to start rebuilding it again. Overall he seemed more like the Steve she knew and loved, than the man she’d recently come to mistrust. Their relationship had certainly been tested to the limit over the years but the latest development had proved that they only needed to be more honest and open to overcome things.  
 
   She felt guilty at the thought of open communication - she was growing increasingly worried about her relationship with Fee. Although things appeared to be normal on the surface, Zara couldn’t help but be concerned that her own recent and secretive actions were about to have a devastating effect. She bitterly regretted getting involved. 
 
   Thomas let out a high-pitched wail as the bottle teat slipped from his mouth. She gently maneuvered it back into place, smiling at him greedily suckling away.  
 
   What made it all the more troubling was that Felicity seemed to be in a good emotional place at the moment. She wouldn’t have minded if she had at least received an update on her actions, but she’d heard nothing in over eleven days…  
 
   She couldn’t relax properly – what would happen if things backfired? Would Fee ever forgive her for interfering?  
 
   She couldn’t be certain. She sighed wearily, wondering why on earth she’d convinced herself it was the right thing to do.
 
    
 
   The doorbell rang just as Felicity was pulling on her jeans.  
 
   “For goodness sake” she huffed, trying desperately to tug the tight and unforgiving material up past her legs and thighs. “You’ll have to wait.” 
 
   She stretched her leg out in front of her, trying to get comfortable in the skin hugging bottoms. As much as she loved skinny jeans, they were so impractical.  
 
   The doorbell rang a second time. She grabbed the red jumper she’d placed on the bed and shoved it over her head, feeling irritated as the static made her hair electrified and stick to her face. 
 
   She hurried down the stairs towards the door and opened it, bracing herself from the cold outside.  
 
   “Hi, Fee.”
 
   Felicity stared in utter disbelief at the tanned and tired looking Owen on her doorstep. She took a moment to find her voice, suddenly feeling extremely hot and flushed. 
 
   “Owen? What are you doing here? When…? How…?” she couldn’t find the right words to satisfy her confused thoughts.  
 
   Owen grinned and she noticed his unusually yellow-green eyes looked more hazel in the dim, dismal December daylight. 
 
   “I hear you had a sofa going spare with my name on it.”  
 
   “Huh?” she replied, her eyes drawn to the large suitcase by his feet.  
 
   He stamped his feet and rubbed his hands with a smile. “Well, are you going to invite me in or will I be spending the night sleeping in your yard?” 
 
   Felicity automatically moved aside, opening up the doorway as Owen pushed his luggage into the hall. She noted his hair was less scraggy - it looked styled and neat. He removed his heavy woolen coat and her heart skipped a beat as she admired his blue cashmere sweater over a thick cotton shirt. He looked very smart and - dare she think it - like he’d made an effort. Was it for her? 
 
   “Are you going to say something or continue staring at me like I’m a ghost?” Owen asked, a hint of a smile on his lips. She noticed his eyes twinkling with amusement. 
 
   Irritation raged inside her. Who the hell did he think he was – standing smugly in her hall, unannounced and expecting her to be grateful. Had he no idea of the turmoil and confusion he’d caused her over the last few weeks? The constant thoughts, the incessant what if’s. And now here he was. True to form and acting as if they’d spoken only yesterday. 
 
   “Well, I suppose I could start by saying what an asshole you are” she snapped, churlishly. Owen’s smile faded and his eyes narrowed. 
 
   “Or I could start by asking you why you think it’s acceptable to appear out of the blue after a month without contact?” she looked challengingly at him, daring him to defy her. 
 
   “Or how about I begin with telling you that you’re mistaken if you think I’m going to throw myself at you and thank you for travelling half way around the world to visit me.” She stood back from him, arms folded across her chest awkwardly. 
 
   Owen looked amused and raised an eyebrow. “Are you done yet?”
 
   He took a step towards her and gently placed his hands either side of her waist. She didn’t resist, instead taking a deep breath and trying to maintain her angry poise toward him. 
 
   Felicity couldn’t help but surrender as Owen’s head lowered toward hers. She tried to stop herself magnetically tilting her body and mouth against his, but it was useless. As his tongue gently met hers, she knew that no amount of anger or irritation would be enough to stop her body succumbing to Owen’s wandering and exploring hands.  
 
   Thoughts of anything other than fulfilling her innermost desires were removed from her mind as she found herself swept up in the passion and sensuality she’d only dared to imagine. 
 
   She was lost in a timeless consciousness with Owen. 
 
    
 
   Glenda tried calling Fee on the landline for the fifth time. She couldn’t understand why she was being ignored. She was certain Felicity had told her she was spending the day at home working on her business plan. Why wasn’t she answering either of her phones?  
 
   She sniffed back tears. As much as she didn’t want to burden her daughter, she couldn’t think of anyone else to turn to. She felt so foolish and stupid. She couldn’t shake off the image of Bill’s sympathetic expression and his obvious disappointment at her discovery.  
 
   How could she truly have believed that fate had taken such a shine to her? After years of having it hard, why hadn’t she suspected that things seemed too good to be true? She was an idiot to have ever thought that she, the dowdy and unbalanced Glenda Harroway, could ever be blessed with a life of love and good fortune.  
 
   “You pathetic fool” she repeated to herself, a fresh wave of tears falling freely down her cheeks.  
 
   She tried dialling Fee’s number again, bleary-eyed and shoulders shaking with each sob.  
 
   Still no answer. There was only one thing for it; she would have to go round there. Who else was there to share her discovery with otherwise? 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Eight 
 
   “Do you want something to eat?” Felicity asked, feeling a sense of satisfaction, lightness and fulfilment she hadn’t had in so long. She pulled back the sofa throw and admired his body, tracing her finger along his chest. Owen reached for her finger and kissed it. 
 
   “Yes, I do - I’m ravished. You’ve took every ounce of energy out of me. The last time I ate was on the plane.” He got up and stretched, reaching for his clothes. Felicity did the same, still finding it hard to believe that she’d just made love with Owen. Over and over. 
 
   She walked across to the living-room house phone and pressed the unmute button, noticing the screen flashing with seven missed calls from her mother. She wondered if something was wrong. She quickly pulled on her jeans and jumper. 
 
   “I just need to make a phone call” she said picking up the handset. “The kitchen is to the right, go and have a look in the fridge.” 
 
   She watched as Owen patted down his ruffled hair and pulled on his socks as he hopped toward the kitchen. It seemed surreal that the man she’d daydreamed of constantly for the past month, was currently walking casually around her house. She could hardly contain her excitement. 
 
   She dialled her mother’s mobile number, surprised as Glenda answered on the second ring. That was strange. It usually took at least five rings before Glenda had even dug the phone from her handbag. 
 
   “Mum, it’s me. Everything ok?” 
 
   Glenda wasted no time in responding. “Where’ve you been? I’ve been calling you.”  
 
   Felicity could barely hear her mother through the background noise. “Oh, I had an unexpected guest” she stuttered. “Are you ok – you sound upset?” Felicity held the phone away from her ear as a high-pitched squeak interrupted the line.  “What’s all that noise?”
 
   “No, I’m not ok love. I’m on the bus – on my way to yours” she snivelled. 
 
   Felicity hoped she hadn’t heard correctly. “To mine? What, you mean you’re on your way now?” She glanced at Owen’s discarded shoes by the sofa and felt her heart sink. 
 
   “Is your guest still there? Do you not want me?” Glenda asked, her voice small, timid and clearly hurt. 
 
   “Don’t be silly, of course I want you - and yes, my guest is still here.” 
 
   Glenda sighed in relief. “Oh, I’m sorry love, I don’t mean to make things awkward but I really don’t know who else to turn to.” 
 
   Felicity immediately felt concerned at hearing her mother’s shaky and upset voice. “Mum, what’s happened?”
 
   “I’ll explain when I get there.” 
 
   “Ok, I’ll see you soon then.” Felicity said reluctantly, wondering worriedly what had occurred. “Oh and Mum...” She lowered her voice. “The guest, it’s Owen.” 
 
   She wanted to laugh at Glenda’s sharp gasp of shock but she daren’t, given the situation. “Owen? What, you mean Owen from Australia...?”
 
   “Yes - I'll explain later...” 
 
   Ignoring Glenda’s obvious confusion, Felicity repeated her goodbye until her mother finally took the hint. She hung up the phone and scratched her head distractedly. The last couple of hours had passed in a whirlwind and she still hadn’t got her chance to speak properly with Owen.  
 
   Exactly what was he doing here? Come to think of it – how did he even know where she lived? She tried not to let her concerns dampen her spirits. She was still on a high from their passionate sex and Owen’s tender cuddles. 
 
   Her earlier anger had vanished totally; she couldn’t think of anything other than how natural it was to be together again, it almost felt like they hadn’t been apart. But there were things she needed to know. She snapped out of her post-coital bubble. Why had it taken him so long to come for her?  
 
   She walked towards the kitchen purposefully. She had to get answers before her mother arrived. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia admired the small bunch of red roses taking pride of place on the dining table and sighed with melancholy. Although she knew there was still a long way to go with rebuilding the relationship, she saw Phillip’s gesture as the first sign that he was willing to try.  But did it matter anymore? 
 
   His shock announcement that he was considering a lucrative presenting job in New York had left her feeling momentarily stunned. After a lengthy discussion they’d agreed that if things were to progress with that opportunity, he would be silly not to take up the offer. 
 
   As much as it saddened her to think of him living and working so far away, she also had to think of their child’s financial security.  She only hoped it wasn’t to be the beginning of a new life of which she wasn’t a part.  
 
   She’d also been making some decisions for herself. Her gruelling schedule at the television studios was beginning to tire her on all levels. As much as her client base was growing and her reputation was building fast within the industry, she felt she couldn’t keep up with demand.  
 
   It was no longer possible to be on her feet for twelve hours a day, followed by private client bookings in remote settings. Physically and mentally, she was beginning to feel drained. Something had to give. She had no choice but to prioritise. It was time to cut her hours or consider going freelance again.  She patted her small bump.  
 
   “If only you knew the sacrifices I’m making for you” she whispered quietly and pensively. 
 
   How had her life managed to change so drastically in the space of just a few months? 
 
    
 
   “But I don’t understand. Why didn’t you at least call me or email me to explain?” Felicity stared searchingly into Owen’s eyes. 
 
   Owen reached out and delicately lifted up her lowered chin with his hand, running his finger over her lips. “I tried, but an email or a phone call would have been cowardly and misunderstood. The only way I could make you understand was in person”  
 
   He looked at her confused face and felt his heart flutter with both nerves and confirmation. Confirmation that he had made the right choice. Felicity was the only woman that with one glance could make him feel so special that he could burst. Why hadn’t he come for her sooner? Why had he let his fears keep him away? 
 
   Felicity let his words sink in. She couldn’t have imagined that a man so self-assured and at one with life’s challenges would have let his fear of the past inhibit him.  
 
   “Seeing you in the midst of a transitional process brought everything back to me. I saw myself reflected in you. The Owen I’d left behind in Melbourne. The person who used money as power, as a way to get whatever woman I wanted, as a way to manipulate any situation.” He lowered his eyes. 
 
   “I had come so far, Fee - eight years of running away from a lifestyle and a persona that wasn’t truly me. Eight years of trying to establish myself in my own right. And then suddenly, out of the blue you came into my life.” 
 
   He smiled, stroking a stray hair from her face. “I knew it from the moment I saw you in that well-tailored outfit, retching at the rancid smell of Darlene’s fridge.”  Felicity laughed and he continued, holding her eyes.  
 
   “The way you looked me up and down, turning your nose up without even realising.  The way you unwittingly let on so quickly that you were also running away from your life - trying to find the real you. I knew from that moment that I could easily fall in love with you. You were me.” 
 
   Felicity understood perfectly. It made sense now – why he was so worldy and wise. He’d been there too, but in a much bigger and grander way than she would have ever experienced.  
 
   She was still reeling from the fact that he was the son of McNilsen. She’d seen the millionaire mining magnets name mentioned more than enough times in Australia’s financial newspapers, yet she’d never dreamed that Owen could possibly be connected to the same family.  It was no wonder that he was so well linked with his charity work. His father was both Patron and Board member of numerous non-profit wildlife and children’s organisations.  
 
   “So I reminded you too much of the old you. The material you?” Felicity tried not to show her hurt and disappointment. She knew there was a great deal of truth in what he was saying, but the truth stung. She didn’t want to hear that she’d reminded him of his former egotistical and money orientated ways. 
 
   He shrugged. “In a small way, yes. But mostly you reminded me of the lost Owen, the one that needed time to find himself – to find his own way and his own sense of purpose without anyone influencing that.” He held her hand, dancing his fingers against her palm. 
 
   “I saw how vulnerable you were, Fee. You clearly had things you needed to deal with and I wanted to give you that chance.” 
 
   Felicity bit down on her lip, unsure how to answer. 
 
   “When you turned up at the Koala sanctuary after I’d written you off as someone I’d never see again, there was no doubt in my mind that it was fate. I knew I was falling for you there and then. I couldn’t think of anything but wanting you in Cairns with me.” 
 
   Felicity smiled, warmed at his honesty and feeling her heart swelling. 
 
   “You couldn’t imagine how hard it was for me, living with you – trying not to cross that line that I knew would confuse and complicate things for you even more. It was pure torture. I wanted you so badly, Fee. And then, when you told me you were leaving – just after I’d decided I couldn’t wait much longer and I was about to tell you my feelings – I was devastated.”
 
   “Then why did you let me go?” Felicity asked, bewildered and euphoric all at the same time. 
 
   “Because I started to question if you really felt the same way. I couldn’t be certain. I felt something from you but I didn’t know if it was genuine or a projection.” He stared at her, eyes sparkling yellow green under the bright halogen light. 
 
   “I was scared of getting it wrong. Then by the time I kissed you at the airport and I realised that you did feel it too, it was already too late.” He looked down at Felicity’s long slender fingers and entwined them in his own. “I had to let you go. To give you time and space to yourself. It would have been selfish of me to ask you to stay.”
 
   “Do you know how much I wanted you to ask me to stay?” Felicity replied, shaking her head in bemusement. “I haven’t stopped thinking about you since I returned. Thinking and hoping. In honesty, I’d almost given up.” She laughed aloud in amusement, stunned at the irony of his timely appearance.  
 
   He grinned, recognising her sudden sense of being overwhelmed at the situation. He too felt perplexed at the absurdity of their circumstances.  
 
   “Does this mean you’ll be letting me stay then?” Owen asked, knowing the answer without needing a response. 
 
   Felicity took a moment to scan his face, wondering how she’d ever manage to survive without this man being a part of her life again. Just his presence at her kitchen table was enough to make her feel loved, secure and soul satisfied. Something no other man had ever been able to give her. 
 
   “I suppose so. As long as you don’t mind sleeping on the sofa.” She winked and Owen laughed. 
 
   The doorbell rang and she suddenly remembered her mother. Her smile vanished. There was so much more she wanted to discuss with Owen but it would have to wait. Glenda needed her.
 
    
 
   Felicity stroked her mother’s hair tenderly, feeling powerless to help. Whatever she’d suggested had seemed to fall on deaf ears. Glenda wasn’t ready to listen. 
 
   “A son!” Glenda said again, for the umpteenth time. “To think of how many times I spoke of you and not once did he ever think to mention his son.” 
 
   Felicity glanced at Owen who was busying himself with her laptop in the dining room - he caught her eye with a sympathetic look. She was thankful he was staying quiet in the background. Her mother seemed to be heading towards one of her panic attacks. 
 
   “Yvonne – yes, ok, I knew about her.” She looked at Fee’s confused expression. “Bill’s ex-wife” she said for clarification, waving her hand dismissively. “But there was never a mention of their thirty-five year old son, Bill Junior. Thirty-five!” 
 
   Felicity rubbed her face with her hands. Although she knew it was a shock for her mother, she couldn’t help but feel empathetic towards Bill.  
 
   “Mum, you need to stop focusing on the son part and instead try and focus on the circumstances behind it” she tried gently to get Glenda to look at her and pay attention, instead of continuously scratching her hand anxiously. 
 
   “It must have been a big thing for Bill to tell you that he’d walked out on his son all those years ago. He’s had to live with that decision and that obviously hasn’t been easy for him. It’s no wonder there’s an ulterior motive behind him wanting to move to Cambridge. It’s his chance to be near his son and right his wrongs.” 
 
   Glenda looked down at her hands. “I know that, but that’s also the part that worries me. How could he have walked out on his seven-year-old son for the sake of his career? Leaving his young wife alone to bring up a small child – especially whilst he lived the high life! What kind of a man does that make him?” 
 
   Felicity took her time to answer. If she’d learned anything over the course of the recent weeks it was that sometimes people made choices or approached opportunities incorrectly. From the story that her mother had relayed, Bill had tried to be honest about his younger years as both a selfish and uncaring father and husband, driven by his need for success and profit. But that didn’t mean he still had to be that same person. The way he’d been treating her mother, with love and care, in her opinion  - outweighed any past ill choices. 
 
   “Mum, let me ask you something?”  
 
   Glenda looked at Fee expectantly, waiting for the question.  
 
   “Since you’ve met Bill, it seems you’re the happiest I’ve ever seen you. You look younger, smiley, your anxiety hasn’t been as bad. You’re even booked on a pottery course for goodness sake! So answer me honestly.” Felicity looked directly into her mother’s eyes. “Do you love him?” 
 
   Glenda answered without any hesitation. “I love him so much, Fee. That’s why I’m so hurt.” 
 
   Felicity had heard all she needed to know. She couldn’t stand by and watch her mother dismiss something worth saving. 
 
   “People make wrong decisions – it’s part of life. You’re always reminding me that nobody’s perfect. Don’t throw away love and happiness and a chance of a new start based on a mistake Bill made years ago. See it as a good thing that he wants to make peace with his son and build that bridge again. It would be more worrying if he didn’t want that.” 
 
   Glenda wiped her eyes with her tissue, wondering when her daughter had become so mature and understanding. This wasn’t the same Felicity that had once told her she didn’t believe in second chances. 
 
   “You’re right.” She sighed, feeling somber. “I guess I have been a bit hasty. I was only thinking about myself and the fact that he’d not shared it with me sooner.” She blew her nose. 
 
   “I didn’t really consider his feelings in all of this. He looked so ashamed when he was telling me; it couldn’t have been easy for him. I should never have been so quick to judge.”  
 
     Felicity nodded. “It’s natural to judge, we all do it. But sometimes we need an outsider to show us the bigger picture.” 
 
   “What if I’ve ruined things though? I told him I never wanted to see him again - that I couldn’t go to live in a new county with a man that wasn’t honest.” Glenda’s bottom lip trembled as she realised the gravity of her actions.  
 
   Felicity rubbed her mother’s arm. “If he loves you, he’ll understand it must have come as a shock. Go and speak to him. Tell him how you really feel. He isn’t going to let you go, Mum.” Felicity was certain of that. Bill had very much appeared to be a man in love. He was sure to understand. 
 
   Glenda got up from the kitchen table and put on her coat like a woman on a mission. “I have to go. The sooner I get things resolved, the better.” She quickly tied the heavy belt around her waist and put her handbag on her arm. 
 
   “Thanks so much love, you don’t know how proud I am of you. You’ve come such a long way.”
 
   “Let me at least give you a lift home?” Felicity said, startled at the speed of her mother’s decision to leave. She got up from the table and smoothed down her jumper, feeling drained from the morning’s events. 
 
   “No, no. I’ll take the bus. You go and make things right with that lovely man in there.” She nodded in the direction of Owen, engrossed in the laptop in front of him. “He’s come all this way to see you. Don’t let him leave without being certain he knows how much you love him.” Glenda winked at her daughter and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
   “What?”  
 
   She held up her finger to her lips. “Shhh. Don’t think I’m stupid, a mother knows her daughter best. You’re in love and you have been ever since you returned from Australia. Well now is your chance – so take it.”
 
   Glenda was already halfway into the hallway by the time Felicity had time to reply. She stood and waved into the dining room. “Bye, Owen, nice to meet you. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you soon – next time under better circumstances.” 
 
   Owen laughed. “Bye, Glenda, see you again soon.” He followed both women to the door, watching with interest as Glenda squeezed her daughter’s arm and cryptically whispered “Make sure you take it.” 
 
   As the door closed behind her mother, Felicity considered her parting advice – noticing Owen looking at her tenderly.  
 
   She didn’t need telling twice. She was going to take it with both hands – she was ready and open for love again. 
 
    
 
   

 
   

Chapter Twenty Nine 
 
   Steve held Thomas in his arms as Zara and the children blew goodbye kisses in Glenda’s direction.  
 
   Glenda tried bravely not to cry as she waved from the passenger seat of the car window, watching the family huddled outside in the foot deep snow - seeing her off. She felt Bill squeeze her knee. 
 
   “It’s ok to be upset, Glen. But don’t forget you’ll be seeing them all again in two weeks when they come to stay.”  
 
   Glenda chuckled despite herself, wiping a small tear from the corner of her eye. “Oh, I know I’m being daft. Anyone would think I was moving to Timbuktu, but I will miss them.”  
 
   The car slowly rounded a corner and the family disappeared from view. She concentrated on the road ahead, thinking about how quickly the time had come around for the move. Against all odds it had been a special Christmas indeed. One that she wouldn’t forget. 
 
   “Just got to get the last few bits packed up when I get home and then I think we’re all set for tomorrow.” Glenda said as her stomach did a nervous flip. She was pleased Felicity had suggested driving her separately in her own car. Although it meant she had extra room for luggage and the bits she wanted to take, she was also teary at the thought of having to say goodbye to her daughter. It would mean they’d have an extra few hours together without Bill, who was taking his own car. 
 
   She’d thought long and hard of late whether she was making the right choice by moving to Cambridge; but amidst her fears, there was also excitement. She was looking forward to their beautiful new home and her pottery course. She’d even been persuaded by Fee to think about joining the local Women’s Institute.  
 
   Her relationship with Bill had picked up strength since his startling revelation of his estranged son. Once she’d gotten over the initial shock, the long and open discussion they’d had about it had made her understand that Bill bitterly regretted his past. 
 
   Although he’d reached out an olive branch to his son, it sadly seemed that some wounds were too deep to heal. Glenda was pleased she was there to support him through the challenging time of his son’s rejection. She hoped that with time and their being closer to Bill Junior, the bonds would gradually begin to mend and things could be different.  
 
   But for now, she knew Bill was grateful for her backing and helping hand on the matter. It also made her appreciate her own strongly bonded relationship with Fee. She was very lucky indeed. 
 
    
 
   Sylvia held Phillip’s hand as they strolled back towards the hotel. It didn’t matter that it was bitterly cold and icy underfoot, she was savouring the remainder of their weekend New Year getaway in the New Forest. It had been a more than pleasant two days in one another’s company. 
 
   “Do you like the name Holly?” Phillip asked, pointing to a snow covered holly bush up ahead. 
 
   Sylvia wrinkled her nose. “I don’t mind it but I’d prefer something a little more unique.” It still hadn’t sunk in that she was having a baby girl. The news on the previous Thursday had come as a surprise as her sixteen-week scan had revealed more than they’d bargained for. It had also seemed to throw new light on their situation.  
 
   Seeing the baby on the monitor for the first time had made Phillip realise how real the pregnancy was. The news of his daughter had instantly changed his mind about taking up the US presenting opportunity. He belonged in the UK alongside Sylvia, at least until the baby was born and their relationship status was more decided.  
 
   After the drama, they’d agreed to take things slowly but although feelings and emotions were being worked through on both sides and they had grown closer again, there were still small issues. Things were improved, but not as exciting and heady as they had been. Sylvia knew Phillip would always be there for his daughter, but she wasn’t sure the same could be said of him for her – at least not just yet.  
 
   “It’s been so nice this weekend. I feel ready now to face work next week.” she said, thinking about the resignation letter she’d arduously prepared over Christmas. Although she didn’t want to give up the position she’d laboured so hard toward carving herself; it was a necessary change. She had no doubt that her private client base would be able to keep her in demand and financially secure, but she was going to miss the action and prestige of working at the television studios. It made sense though, especially with the impending house move which had been both unexpected but perfectly timed. 
 
   “You’re doing the right thing you know” Phillip said, stopping for a moment to look directly at Sylvia. 
 
   Her breath caught in her throat. It was the first time he’d voiced his opinion on her decision to leave her job and her decision to move. Every time she’d spoken about it over Christmas he’d just nodded with little input or shrugged. She was beginning to think he’d thought her foolish and selfish.  
 
   “You honestly think so?” she asked timidly.  She had wondered in the past few days, since hearing of his decision not to take the US job, whether the move would cause problems for them. It had seemed a good idea when she’d known he wouldn’t be living in the same country, but now… it would mean they were no longer just minutes apart.  
 
   “I do. For both you and the baby.” Phillip said, patting her bump. “Plus it means I won’t have to keep fixing your broken dishwasher anymore.” He grinned as Sylvia laughed, knowing how much he’d hated her asking him to constantly check the waste pipe. “I’m just hoping the new place has decent plumbing. I don’t want to visit and be expected to don my overalls.” 
 
   Sylvia poked out her tongue playfully. “Don’t worry, you’ll have no such problems in the new place. It’s got state of the art everything.”  
 
   She was looking forward to her new home. There was no guarantee of it being a permanent base for her, but it had appeared as the perfect solution after making her decision to leave her work, and especially after considering Phillip’s departure for the US.   
 
   She knew that Phillip would approve once he saw the property.  The small thatched cottage in the exclusive and quiet cul-de-sac was the ideal location for settling during a pregnancy - quiet, safe and well maintained. She would never have been able to afford to live in the area alone if it wasn’t for her friend’s generous rental agreement.   
 
   She couldn’t thank Felicity enough.  She felt certain that the new home was going to be the start of other new beginnings.  
 
   “Let’s take some photos” Phillip said, searching in his pocket for his mobile phone. Sylvia watched impatiently as he patted his coat; although she was happy, the cold weather was stating to bite at her fingers. “Aha – here it is.” She watched as he pulled something from his pocket. 
 
   She looked down at the mobile in his left hand, noticing a blue leather box beside it. “What’s that?” 
 
   Phillip was already bending down on one knee before Sylvia could process what was happening. It took all of ten seconds, looking from his red, frost bitten nose to his twinkling excited eyes before he opened the small box in front of her. The neat, square diamond glistened up at her. 
 
   “Sylvia, will you marry me?” 
 
   She didn’t wait to respond.  
 
    
 
   Zara ushered the children inside, feeling sad as Steve closed the door behind them. Christmas had been such a happy time and now that the New Year had arrived – it seemed there would be lots of changes to get used to. 
 
   “Cup of coffee?” Steve asked, placing a sleeping Thomas in the Moses basket by the sofa.  
 
   “Go on - I’ll make it” Zara replied, thankful for an excuse to have a couple of minutes by herself. She walked to the kitchen, flicking on the under cabinet lighting. It was only early afternoon and yet it was already growing dark. In a way it suited her mood.  
 
   She’d been very pensive of late, partly due to her own family changes and partly due to her involvement of Fee’s reunite with Owen. She felt bittersweet at the outcome, wondering whether she’d still have chosen to try to influence Owen’s decision to visit, had she known the changes it would bring her. 
 
   She’d lived in fear, after Thomas was born, of receiving a call from Felicity and being told she’d gone a step too far. Bizarrely that call had never come. Instead, she’d been surprised to learn that Owen had indeed taken her advice and come for Felicity, but there’d never been any disclosure of her involvement other than her providing Fee’s address. 
 
   She’d tried desperately to get a moment alone with Owen to find out why he’d chosen to withhold her information, but sadly the chance had never arisen. In one respect, she was very grateful. It really hadn’t been her place to go into personal detail about Felicity’s past. 
 
   At the time, she’d truly thought it would be of help for him to understand her friend’s emotional issues. But only after, when Fee had made a similar mistake herself and interfered in Zara’s own life, had she realised just how detrimental it could have been. 
 
   She wondered if Felicity had ever raised the subject of her past with Owen and if and when she did, whether she’d speak openly about the things that Owen already secretly knew. After all, even Fee’s own mother didn’t know the real extent of her abuse at the hands of James. 
 
   She was happy Felicity had finally found someone who treated her well and had brought out the side of her that she’d lost long ago - at the mercy of James. The upside of Owen knowing what she’d gone through with the manipulation, cheating and not to mention violence, both physical and mental - at least gave her satisfaction that he’d tread carefully in the way that he treated Fee.  
 
   Telling him about the pregnancies and how she’d been emotionally blackmailed into the terminations, had perhaps been a step too far. But she hadn’t wanted him to see Fee as the cold and unnurturing person that people often mistook her for. Granted, Fee hadn’t been the perfect girlfriend, but it was the circumstances and trauma that had made her turn into the woman Owen had caught a glimpse of. She couldn’t let her friend lose a chance of happiness because of her inability to open up about past issues.  
 
   Now she regretted her decision to impart so much confidential background information. Spending Christmas with Owen present, she’d been struck by just how much in love he was with Fee. She recognised that it wouldn’t have taken her input to have got him to come for Felicity…. He would have come regardless. Although the thought made her smile, it also saddened her. 
 
   “Any sign of that coffee yet?” Steve chirped from the kitchen doorway. Zara span around in surprise, noting the steaming kettle standing idle in the corner. 
 
   “Coming right up, I was lost in thought” she said, taking two cups from the wooden stand on the counter top. 
 
   “A penny for your thoughts?” Steve asked coming into the kitchen and leaning against the worktop, watching as she scooped a heap of instant coffee from the jar. 
 
   “Oh, you know, just Glenda moving to Cambridge – how strange it’s going to be not having her just around the corner. I was getting used to our regular catch-ups.” 
 
   “And Fee?” Steve asked quietly. He knew it was a sore point for his wife. She’d barely mentioned it in the last couple of weeks. Even on the joyous and cheery Christmas day spent together – the subject had been avoided by all. 
 
   Zara tried not to cry but she couldn’t help it. She felt Steve’s strong arms surround her immediately and she buried her head in his shoulder. 
 
   “I’m going to miss her so much. What if she never comes back?” she said, choking on a sob. 
 
   Steve didn’t know how to answer. It would be a lie to assure his wife that Felicity’s decision to accompany Owen back to Australia wasn’t forever. He’d seen the way the pair were together, there was no denying it was serious for them both. 
 
   “She’ll be back for visits” he said, stroking his wife’s hair. “Heck, it even gives us a good excuse to go on holiday to Australia, doesn’t it!”  
 
   Zara dried her tears with the back of her hand. She didn’t want to be upset but she couldn’t help it. Her lifetime friend was moving temporarily to the other side of the world. It saddened her to think that the distance was too great and expensive to be in regular physical contact. Nonetheless they at least had email and telephone. She didn’t want to dampen her friend’s happiness with her own selfish needs. 
 
   “I guess so…” She stared into the distance, thinking. “I guess they might even decide to move back here together once Owen’s project is finished. It’s not like he’s short of funds, is it?” 
 
   Steve smiled, pleased at his wife’s more positive approach. “Exactly. No-one knows what the future holds. Just appreciate the last couple of weeks you have together before she goes again. Either way she’ll be back in six months because of the visa.” 
 
   Zara hugged her husband. Her friend might have been leaving her but she had her very own support in the form of Steve. Thomas had been the icing on the cake for their little family; she felt so gifted to have four wonderful children and a husband that she loved.  Felicity’s kind gesture to pay towards their debt meant that they were already planning their first holiday abroad with the kids, together with Glenda and Bill. Realistically, she had a lot to be grateful for. 
 
   “So can I have that coffee now or shall I just make it myself?” Steve asked cheekily. 
 
   Zara thought of how many times Fee had used the same phrase and grinned.  In that moment she realised that just because her friend wasn’t going to be physically near didn’t mean she wouldn’t be there in her heart and thoughts.  
 
   It wasn’t such a bad life after all. 
 
    
 
   Felicity carefully wrapped the photo album she’d painstakingly spent the last three days putting together. Scanning thirty years, the photo’s she’d chosen were the ones of the happiest moments. The captions and small knick-knacks she’d included on each page, served as a reminder of times otherwise forgotten. She knew her mother would be touched. It was a house warming gift that no money could buy.  
 
   “Are you nearly done? You told your mum that you’d pick her up in twenty minutes – you’re cutting it a bit fine.” Owen popped his head around the living room door. 
 
   Felicity smiled. She couldn’t help it – it was the effect he had on her whenever she was reminded he was in her life. December had passed in a happy blur, a whirlwind of big decisions, greater intimacy and a sharing of fears and hopes. She’d learned so much about Owen that she hadn’t known and was thrilled to find that she felt even more of a connection to him. She hadn’t realised this is what true love felt like. 
 
   “Yes, I’m just wrapping this and then I’ll get going.”  
 
   She couldn’t believe her mother’s moving date had come around so fast. In one sense she was sad to be saying goodbye to the end of an era – for both her and her mother were leaving a part of themselves behind and beginning new lives apart. But on the other, she’d never felt so optimistic and excited about what the future might hold. 
 
   The first week of Owen’s surprise visit had been an endless time of introductions, social calls and enjoying one another. It had only been once the novelty of his holiday had worn off and reality had kicked in, that they’d talked about how the future could progress.  
 
   Felicity had noted how taken aback Owen had been at finding out her decision to quit her career with Maurice.  The pride in his eyes and his enthusiasm in helping her think of ways to promote her new PR company had been both supportive and heartwarming.  It was his suggestion of using her services for the new charity in Melbourne that he was involved with that had been the first indicator of wanting her to return to Australia with him. She immediately dismissed the idea. Her life was in the UK, her family, her friends. What possibly could convince her to move to Australia? 
 
   Only as the days passed and Owen had shared his privileged life story did she begin to realise his true passion for his country and charity work. He was involved with so many projects that it would be impossible for him not to return to his commitments – at the very least on a temporary basis. She, on the other hand, was as free as a bird by comparison. What did she have that stopped her from being with the man she was in love with?  
 
   Her mother’s decision to stand by Bill and progress with her move to Cambridge had been an influencing factor. With Glenda going and knowing that Bill would be taking care of her, Felicity felt a great sense of relief. Finally her mother was doing something for herself, making herself happy. It was a big step. She realised that even if she’d decided to stay in the UK, Glenda would no longer be just around the corner; she’d be a couple of hours away. Undoubtedly the majority of their communication would be taking place by telephone - therefore what difference would it make with her being in Australia?  
 
   Zara had been another influencing factor. It had been a real shock to find that her friend had played a role in Owen’s surprise visit. He’d told her that Zara had been his first point of contact to find out her situation. It was enlightening to hear of the picture Zara had painted on her behalf.  
 
   Owen had said that she had been more than complimentary, encouraging him to make the trip and – the part that amused Felicity the most – offering him the use of her sofa as a place to stay. He had assured her that Zara really was a friend that she was lucky to have.  
 
   She’d often wondered intriguingly exactly what Zara had said about her, but Owen always smiled and told her it wasn’t important. Regardless of what had been mentioned, she knew that her best friend only wanted what was best for her. Although it wouldn’t be easy leaving Zara behind - especially now Thomas had been born - she felt better knowing that her relationship with Steve was back on track.  He had proved that he was a worthy husband and would do anything for her. Zara was in safe hands. 
 
   She finished putting the finishing ribbon around the wrapped photo album and placed it carefully in the padded box she’d bought. “Perfect.” She placed the lid on top. It was time to get going. She was looking forward to helping her mother move and the journey was a good chance to share her feelings about everything. 
 
   She glanced around her living room, making a mental note that she too would have to begin packing away some of her belongings in the coming week. It was nice knowing that in her absence the house would be well looked after. 
 
   Her Christmas lunch with Sylvia had proved to be beneficial in more ways than one – she hadn’t known that her friend was thinking of moving out of London for the sake of the baby. It was only when she’d told her of the decision to accompany Owen back to Australia and mentioned her concerns of her house remaining vacant, that Sylvia had asked if she’d considered renting it to her. The idea was more than welcomed. They’d agreed a modest amount, enough to cover her small mortgage and Sylvia had been thrilled at that arrangement. She was pleased she could help a friend in need. It was the least she could do after everything Sylvia had been through. 
 
   “Done?” Owen asked coming up behind her and kissing her on the cheek.  
 
   “Yes all done. I’m going now. Don’t want to be late.” Felicity closed her eyes, feeling his kiss with every nerve-ending in her body. She reluctantly moved away, picking up the gift box and collecting her handbag from the dining table.  
 
   “I probably won’t be back until late. The roads are quite icy so I won’t rush and anyway it’s a long drive to Cambridge.”  She put her handbag on her shoulder as Owen leaned forward to kiss her forehead.  
 
   “Just be careful.” He carefully brushed her hair away from her face. “I’ll be right here waiting for you to get back.”
 
   Felicity happily returned his kiss. She’d finally found someone who loved her and would be eagerly waiting for her to return. She pulled her coat tightly around her. 
 
   It was funny how she hadn’t been looking for it. Yet love had found her anyway and it was with someone who was more of a paradox than she could have ever imagined.  
 
   She smiled at the irony.
 
    
 
   THE END
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