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PROLOGUE 

SEPTEMBER 1980 

A frenzied ferret of a lad with white spiky hair and red-rimmed eyes stood over 

Jennifer Bedlow and sneered menacingly, his lip curling and chin thrust forward as if 

daring her to take a whack at it. 

“Stupid little first year.” 

“First year yourself.” Jen returned sullenly, not certain if he was. He looked 

big for eleven - but then everyone was bigger than her - and his uniform seemed 

suspiciously new. No grass stains on the knees of the trousers, no buttons dangling by 

a thread or snow-showers of dandruff marring the jacket’s immaculate surface. 

Without warning, he gave her a good hard push and bolted before she could 

respond. Winded, Jen prayed no-one had noticed and slipped quietly away from the 

throng of teenagers amassing beneath the shadows of the nine-foot high wrought iron 

gates. 

It was her first day at Ashport-on-Sea Comprehensive, a sprawling grey brick 

building which loomed sinisterly over the playground, as architecturally exciting as a 

five-year-old’s Lego project with all the razzle-dazzle and appeal of a high-security 

prison. Charged with the education of over a thousand pupils, its claret-colored 

blazers had come to symbolize a scourge of shoplifting, petty crime, violence and 

vandalism to the quaking neighborhood. Once ensconced in its listless clutches the 

most ferocious appetite for learning, ardent dreams of glory or fiery blaze of ambition 

would shrink and fade in the face of overcrowded classrooms, apathetic teaching and 

lack of government funding. Of the thirty-eight eleven year olds about to join Jen’s 

class, one would try to stab the RE teacher, two would be sent to reform school, three 

would end up pregnant by fourteen, and four would almost be expelled for an act of 

arson.  

But she wasn’t to know that yet… 

Jen slumped miserably against a wall, already longing for the familiar security 

of the small village primary school she’d loved for so many years. Nearby another 

new girl with long neat plaits and a navy tunic reaching well below her knees cowered 

as three menacing trolls loomed over her with peroxide mullets, inflated chests and 

crotch-brushing skirts. One of them darted a look Jen’s way and she hastily studied 

her sensible Clarks shoes, kicking some dirt over their gleaming surface.  

Suddenly a roly-poly girl with olive skin and a thick mud-brown ponytail 

planted two sturdy feet in front of Jen. 

“Hello, I’m Georgina Giordani Carrington,” she thrust out her hand and in 

some crazy automatic reflex Jen found she'd opened two fingers to imitate a cutting 

motion, as if she were being challenged to a paper, scissor, stone contest. She 

snatched them back as Georgina continued in a posh imperious voice. “Can I play 

with you?” 



“I’m not playing anything,” Jen blushed furiously, instantly feeling a failure. 

As if she should be running around organizing games of tag, kick-the-can or forty-

forty home. But did kids do stuff like that in big school or would that just brand her a 

hopeless loser? She had no idea. Her mind went into free-fall panic. Why, oh why, 

hadn’t she brought her new and baffling Rubik’s cube with her? At least it’d have 

been something to show everyone. 

“Oh.” Georgina shrugged and turned to lean against the wall. Out of corner of 

her eye, Jen saw the trolls give the plaited-haired girl a sharp shove then stomp away, 

cement shaking under their seven-league bovver boots. The girl scuttled over. 

“What’s a les?” She whispered. 

Jen exchanged glances with Georgina, relieved the silence had been broken 

and yet worried this fragile spirit might attract the bullies’ attention to them. Her face 

was very pale, her jet-black hair massacred by an uneven fringe, and her dazzling blue 

eyes were framed by fairy-tale lashes.  

 “They asked if I was a les. I didn’t want to say yes or no in case it was like a 

PLP. When you say no they say ‘Well, you’re not a proper living person’ and if you 

say yes, they say, ‘Then you’re a people’s leaning post’ and lean on you.” Jen and 

Georgina looked at her in amusement. “I’m Rowan by the way,” she breathily added, 

beaming bravely. 

“Well, a les is a lesbian.” Jen had heard the word that summer and turned her 

widowed father into a stammering wreck by asking about it. Now the ordeal of 

listening to his excruciating explanation was about to be worth it.  

Georgina and Rowan stared blankly at her. 

“You know,’ Jen gave a look she hoped would say it all, “A girl who likes 

other girls.” 

“I like other girls,” Rowan ventured timidly.  

“So do I,” Georgina asserted. 

“Well, I don’t mean just likes them, I mean likes them, you know.” She 

flapped her hands, getting as hot and bothered as her dad had been when he tried 

explaining. It was all more difficult than she’d anticipated. “Wants to kiss them and 

things,” she elaborated and found the word he’d told her. “A female ho-mo-sex-ual.” 

 “A homosexual!” Georgina appeared shocked and their new acquaintance 

even more puzzled.  

For once in her short life Jen actually felt wise beyond her years. She, who, 

when asked by friends only six months ago if she knew what a period was had 

answered with great authority, “Course, I do. It’s a dot, isn’t it?”  

A ginger haired girl with a thousand million freckles bounded up to them. 

“Are you guys in 1L?” Her accent was American and thrillingly foreign, her 

metal grin brazenly devoid of the shyness that crippled the English girls with the 

agony of self-doubt.  



“Yes,” they chorused in unison.  

“So am I! My name’s Nutmeg, but everyone calls me Meg. Come on then,” 

she chirped. “We’re all meeting up in the back quadrangle next to the huts.” 

The three new recruits obediently followed her to a group of their soon-to-be 

classmates, each looking awkward and fearful as the next. After all, it was a sharp 

descent from being kingpins in primary to being squitty little first-years in secondary. 

Jen was new to the area, as were Georgina, Meg and Rowan and maybe that was why 

they were so glad to find each other. But Meg was the one who herded them together, 

and from that very first greeting Jen knew that not only was she going to like her 

immensely, but that Meg would be her heroine for life.  

She had no idea how often that thought would come back to haunt her. 



CHAPTER 1 
 

OCTOBER 2008 

“Sorry, H, you lost me,” Jen was lining up three sticks of garlic bread on her 

pregreased baking tray. The lasagna was ALREADY bubbling away in a Le Creuset 

dish, the noodles arranged in precise rows, the cheese sprinkled in a perfectly even 

layer. “Start again?” 

“Put it this way, treacle,” Helen’s husky voice rasped down the phone line, the 

result of smoking thirty Marlboro a day for the last two decades. “You were googled. 

She found you on my website.” 

“Googled? Me?” Jen opened the refrigerator, staring blankly at the immaculate 

organized contents, momentarily forgetting what she was searching for. “Who 

googled me? Why would someone google me?” 

The doorbell rang, there was a scamper of running feet, a quick, “See you 

tomorrow, mum” and a slam of the door. Chloe, off to Brownies, with her friend 

Sophie. She was having a sleepover tonight, Jen remembered belatedly. One less for 

supper. She sighed heavily. Ollie must have sorted everything, helped her pack her 

bag, grabbed all the goodbye hugs. They were quite the mutual admiration society, 

her daughter and her daughter’s doting dad.  

She should be happy about that. So why so often did she feel superfluous, the 

piggy in the middle that never manages to catch the ball? In her ear Helen wittered on. 

“For your information, technophobe, the whole world’s googling each other 

nowadays. If you didn’t act so middle aged…” 

“But that’s the thing,” Jen protested, tucking the phone beneath her chin. “We 

are middle-aged. Practically. I’m thirty-eight, you’re forty-three. And what my 

middle-aged brain’s having trouble grasping is how could someone find me on your 

website? Why do you even have a website? I didn’t know you were selling anything?” 

Sometimes Helen’s high-pitched giggle was contagious but not today. Not 

when Jen could hear Ollie bounding down the stairs two at a time. 

“Drongo, of course I’m not. I put you down on my Bebo.” 

“Bebo? Sounds like a deranged clown.”  

Ollie snorted, semi-amused, as he padded towards the tumble dryer, bare-

chested. “Helen’s on Bebo?” he guessed, raising his eyebrows. “Now that’s sad.” 

“Is that Oliver?” Helen’s voice took on that reverential funereal tone she 

reserved for Jen’s husband. “Ask him from me, why’s he still hanging around? Has he 

no pride?” 

“Well it’s his house and he’s paying the mortgage, after all. Be a bit heartless 

to throw him out in the street, wouldn’t it?” 



On the other side of the kitchen, the floor disappeared under a deluge of 

clothes as Ollie rifled through the dryer, tossing clean laundry onto the Italian tiles.  

She turned her back on his chaos and found herself staring at the corner of a 

large manila envelope with a return address that meant it could only be one thing. As 

usual, Ollie had picked up the post this morning and left it unopened for her to take 

care of.  

“Yeah, well,” Helen responded. “To get back to Bebo… I put you down as my 

number one best friend of course.” She sounded peeved. At Jen not appreciating the 

honor probably. “Under your maiden name because…well, you know…and lo and 

behold this old classmate of yours contacted me. She signed it Love and light, 

Nutmeg.’ 

Meg. Oh yes, it would be her. Not sweet, loving Rowan, who’d never 

wittingly hurt a soul in her whole life and might have been the very person Jen needed 

to pull her out of her current doldrums. No, because she’d vanished off the face of the 

planet ten years ago. Instead, meddling, mischief-making Meg had tracked her down, 

without the sense or sensitivity to know that after the Marlow Arms fiasco, Jen never 

wanted to see anyone from that night again. OK, maybe it was wrong to hold grudges 

but with everything going on in her life she had the right to be irrational, didn’t she?  

And now couldn’t-she-ever-mind-her-own-business, Helen, had opened the 

door a crack.  

Bugger. 

“So’s anyway, I emailed her back and…” 

“Wait, wait.” Jen’s temples throbbed. Rising blood pressure, she suspected. 

Ironic, eh? She’d moved from London almost three years ago partly to be near her ex-

flatmate but these days the woman constantly rattled her nerves. 

“Please don’t say you gave her my address?” Jen carefully avoided Meg’s 

name. Not that it mattered much anymore but Meg linked to Georgina linked to 

Starkey and Starkey was taboo in the Stoneman household.  

“No…though I did pass on your telephone number.” Helen huffily defended 

the indefensible. “You need to accept every invitation now. Embrace all offers.” 

“Climb every mountain…tra la la,” Jen trilled, as she cut up some tomatoes for 

the salad 

Ollie was loitering, half-listening, drinking milk, not from the bottle the way 

that had once driven her barmy, but from a glass just as she’d trained him. Was he 

waiting for her to get off the phone? Would they open that manila envelope together, 

cooing over it as if it were a newborn bairn?  

“You know what the matter with you is…” Helen rattled on, in no mood for 

Jen’s silliness. “You’re trying to cope with your problems single-handedly. Not 

confiding in anyone is making you…” 

“Please!” Jen yearned to halt Helen’s psychoanalysis in its merry tracks. Halt 

it, turn it round, race it back downhill and straight over a high cliff, watching from the 



top as it burst into flames. “Sorry H, this really isn’t the time, I’ve got to go. Speak 

later?”  

Hanging up, she turned to Ollie and was shocked to see he’d not only tidied 

the floor but folded and stacked the clothes. How long had Helen kept her talking?  

He’d covered his rippling six-pack with a slightly frayed sky-blue sports shirt 

still wrinkled from sitting in the dryer. It would have been a moment’s work to iron it 

but, well, that wasn’t her problem, now was it? And it wasn’t as if anyone else would 

notice or care when they’d be too busy drooling at how it matched his gorgeous eyes 

and how his jeans showed off his exquisite bottom. Even the men, damn it. Oliver 

Stoneman had always been enviably handsome. Nine years married and he still had a 

perfect body, killer smile and that mop of dirty-blond hair, like a field full of ripened 

wheat.  

And why shouldn’t he look good? Jen brooded, selecting cutlery to finish 

setting the table. Unlike most of the Huntsleigh fathers she knew, Ollie was a mere 

thirty and in his absolute prime. Walking into their local pub, he still drew flirtatious 

stares like flies to a butcher’s, something Jen had first found entertaining, then simply 

tiresome. Worse, he was entirely oblivious of the fact. 

But then again none of the Huntsleigh wives had made her mistake of peering 

into cradles when seeking their spouses, eloping with what Helen liked to refer to as 

Jen’s “hoochie-coochie stud boy” – an ill-advised joke of Jen’s that hadn’t sounded so 

amusing when Helen blabbed it to Ollie one drunken evening.  

Ollie’s cell phone began to ring. “Yes, yes,” he said. “I know. I’ll see you 

there.”  

What did he know? Who would he see? And where? At one time she’d have 

asked him. He was listening now, smiling privately, his cell phone clutched to his ear.  

She carried two plates to the kitchen table, glimpsing her reflection in the 

display cabinets as Ollie wandered into the hall, his laughter filtering back. It was so 

unfair. Most of her life Jen had wanted to appear older. At thirteen she looked eight. 

At seventeen she could pass for fourteen, but only if she was wearing three-inch 

platforms. At twenty-five, even with full war paint, she still had to show ID to get 

served in pubs but now… 

Father Time had caught up with her. Caught up, overtaken and left her 

standing. When guys asked Jen her age, no more could she flutter her eyelashes and 

say in a seductive voice, ‘How old do you think I am?’ and still receive a positive 

response.  

Granted, her ash-blond hair hadn’t changed, these days styled in a trim little 

cap that left her neck exposed and demanded six-weekly visits to the hairdresser. She 

had her dad’s velvet-brown eyes and her Icelandic granny’s clear skin and strong 

cheekbones. A constant running routine kept her slim body toned – essential really, 

because when barely topping five feet, it took scarily few pounds of belly fat to make 

her feel like a little round dwarf.  



But from whence had come that ploughman’s furrow from between her brows 

and the completely unmerited laughter lines erupting round her eyes? Let’s face it – 

nothing was that funny. 

In her velour flared lounging trousers with matching button-down top she 

looked exactly what she was – how Ollie’s youthful metropolitan friends saw her – a 

dull, suburban housewife.  

Almost two years before their move, when they still lived in the Islington flat 

they’d bought together when Chloe was eighteen months, she’d been the unwilling 

eavesdropper on an illuminating conversation at one of those shitty-awful out-of-her-

element parties she usually tried to avoid. 

The Camberwell flat was filled with Ollie’s friends from university, hip young 

Londoners chatting about that year’s Glastonbury Festival. Jen skulked at the top of 

the stairs behind a giant rubber plant, trying not to feel like everybody’s granny. At 

the time it seemed like all she could talk about was Chloe, a subject that inspired 

glazed boredom in her listeners and even herself sometimes.  

“…and he’s so incredibly cute,” a female voice enthused. “What on earth does 

he see in her?”  

“She is attractive in her own way.” The speaker sounded doubtful, like a 

reluctant defense lawyer who knows her client was seen bludgeoning the victim.  

“Maybe it’s all that great sexual experience! Older women, younger men, 

grrrrrr.” The third female gave a tiger roar and giggled.  

“You must be joking! I’ve never seen anyone so uptight. No wonder Ollie 

works in fucking Outer Mongolia. I heard she trapped him and he only stays because 

he’s besotted with that little girl…”  

The door to the upstairs bathroom opened and another of the same clique 

emerged, heading towards Jen, ready to join the gaggle below. Any minute now she’d 

be seen and caught eavesdropping, however unwillingly. 

Nothing else for it. She stood up, marching boldly down the stairs. “Old Hag 

coming through,” she declared to their mildly embarrassed faces and then hid herself 

amongst the crowd dancing in the living room. She and Ollie, Jen had realized with a 

shock, were the only married people there. It was then she’d started planting the seeds 

for change.  

Ollie had returned to the kitchen and was staring at the table in evident 

dismay. 

“Almost ready,” Jen picked up the pan of bread, wondering if he’d somehow 

overheard Helen mention Meg. It was the last thing she needed today of all days, 

when their divorce nisi was lying forsaken on the table.  

But Ollie was already leaping for the door with the alacrity of an over-anxious 

thespian who’d caught his solitary cue. “I thought you knew I was going out. I was 

hoping we’d get the chance to catch up first but I’m already miles late. Maybe when I 

get back?” 



“Maybe,” Jen said, feeling stung, knowing that even if he came in early, she’d 

be in bed asleep - or pretending to be. Damn Helen. Damn Meg. And damn Ollie too. 

She smiled, too brightly. 

 When Ollie had left, she threw the unwanted meal in the bin, climbed the 

stairs and slunk into bed. 

 

“I still don’t get it. Why do we have to go there?” 

Zeb leaned against the bedroom door jamb, slamming a baseball into his 

leather catcher’s mitt, dark hair shoved under a backward-facing Portland Beavers 

baseball cap. Ridiculous name for a team, Meg thought, her heart softening at the 

sight of her son’s narrow face, so like her own, and the long eyelashes she would have 

killed to possess. 

“Don’t you want to see your Uncle Mace?” she kept her voice cheerful, 

wrenching free the warped top drawer of the crummy little dresser that she’d rescued 

from the sidewalk and repainted. She pulled out bras and panties, throwing them onto 

a pile of other garments on the bed. “Visit your mom’s old home town, see the school 

we terrorized when we were just your age? It’s an adventure, kiddo.” 

“Thought you said it was boring.” He wandered to the bathroom, his voice 

coming from behind the half-open door as she heard him pee. “That Ashport place. 

Like power drills screwing through your skull boring.” The kid watched way too 

much television. “You said the school sucked big time, the teachers were losers and 

the happiest moment of your entire life history was stepping on to the plane that took 

you outta there. And that’s why you’re lucky to be home schooled, Zeb,” he imitated 

as he flushed the toilet. “No nasty rules for you. No little league baseball, no soccer 

team, no summer camps, no fun.” He appeared in the doorway, gesturing at his dingy 

surroundings with an operatic flourish. “We have our freedom.” 

“Wash your hands,” she told him, sending him back to the sink with its leaky 

tap and mold-blackened grout. “And don’t be such a smart-ass. If I miss my old pals, 

is that such a crime? I haven’t seen them for years.”  

“Can’t be such great pals then, can they? How come they never visit? Or even 

call?” Always ready with a come-back, Zeb bounded up to sit cross-legged in the 

centre of the clothes-strewn double bed. Outside a neighbor’s beagle barked and 

howled, chained all day in its weed-infested yard while his owners were out cooking 

meth or painting stolen cars or whatever they called work.  

“Maybe they email me, clever clogs.” She closed the trailer window, blocking 

out the noise of the dog and the Hispanic kids next door, screaming and laughing as 

the eldest dragged the youngest two in a plastic red wagon. “You don’t know 

everything about your mom.” 

“No, but I’d still rather go to Mexico.” Zeb’s sneaker knocked a raggedy old 

concertina file, sending papers all over the crocheted wool cover. “At least we could 

swim.” 



“Jesus, Zeb,” Meg snapped, on the verge of losing it. “Cut me a break. You’re 

not the boss of me, not yet anyhow. If I say we’re going to England, we’re going, 

mister, and you’d better just start packing. I have important things to do there, if you 

must know. And Ashport has a beach too.” 

 Even if you’d have to be nuts to go in that sewagey water, she thought. 

“I’m done packing ages ago. What’s this?” Unchastened, he’d fastened on a 

scrap of paper. “I can’t read a word of it. Talk about lousy handwriting. It’s worse 

than yours.”  

The paper was lined, ripped along the edge. It looked like a torn-out page from 

a school jotter.  

“That is mine,” Meg said, taking it. A memory hit her. Fourteen years old, 

standing in front of Mr Dugan’s English class, reciting a poem she’d written while 

behind their hands, Rowan, Jen and Georgina sniggered away. 

 

“Rowan is the pretty one 

Who makes the boys look round. 

Georgina is the sensible one 

Feet firmly on the ground. 

Jen is the funny one 

Cracking jokes all day, 

While I am like the butterfly 

Who will one day fly away. 

 

“You didn’t know your mom was a poet, did you?” 

“That’s lucky,” Zeb quipped. “Cos you might need a new career. Remember 

when we came back from our last ‘adventure’ old man Bradley at the diner said if we 

ever take off like that again he wouldn’t hold your job open, even if you were 

Waitress of the Month from January to July.” 

But Meg was lost in the memory of that long-ago day. As she’d walked back 

to take her seat, Georgina had hissed, loud enough for half the class to hear. 

‘Bloody big-head. Why aren’t I the sodding butterfly?’”  

And Meg had seen Jen and Rowan swap looks. What they couldn’t say, 

wouldn’t ever dare say, was, ‘Because you’re built like a bus, Georgina. You’d never 

leave the ground.’  

Georgina’s weight was an unspoken subject.  



To her face anyway. 

“Who cares about that dumb-ass Mr Bradley?” Meg reassured her son, a little 

belatedly. “It’s only a diner.” 

Zeb glanced down at the paper again. “Weren’t you as funny as Jen then?” He 

sounded disappointed as if she’d let him down.  

Meg pulled a big old suitcase held together with silver duct tape onto the bed. 

“Jen could have been a stand-up on Saturday Night Live,” she shrugged. “She had us 

in stitches most days.” From next to Zeb’s left foot, she picked up a cracked old photo 

of the four of them together on the Ashport promenade. Meg was doing the peace sign 

above Rowan’s head, Georgina was standing sideways on, looking like she’d rather 

not be there, Jen was stretching her cheeks back so she resembled some creature from 

a horror movie and Rowan’s eyes were half-closed, a Buddha-like smile on her lips.  

“I was more the…” She fumbled for the word, “Well, I guess the instigator of 

stuff.” For a brief second she could sense a tiny prickling behind her eyes, before she 

shoved the scattered documents messily back in the folder. 

On the table in the poky dining area, her laptop beckoned. Meg walked over 

and clicked on the mouse. 

It took ages for the refurbished machine to warm up, and irritation flickered as 

she waited. It was from a thrift store along with almost every possession she and Zeb 

owned but at least it worked, not like that crappy CD player she bought last month. 

Finally, the program began to run - the hourglass icon indicating it was downloading 

from the server. Apart from a few spam invitations for her to invest large sums of 

money, ha, there was nothing in her inbox.  

Maybe Jen’s friend hadn’t passed on the message. Or maybe Jen was still sour 

about Starkey, and Georgina too much of a big shot to return her phone calls or hit the 

reply on an email? Or were there other reasons for their silence, the thought of which 

made Meg sick to her stomach? Since their last meeting, she’d honestly thought she’d 

never see the other girls again. (OK so they were definitely women, late thirties, but 

she would forever think of them as girls.) And now here she was, voluntarily opening 

up the can of worms, getting ready to do a little fishing.  

Boy, this trip had better be worth it. Even if she hadn’t paid for the tickets, she 

knew how much things cost in the UK. A year’s worth of tips would only go so far 

before she’d have to start begging Mace or Pop to help her out. If the tests didn’t go 

the way she hoped…well, they just had to, that’s all. There was more than her life 

riding on them. 

But then again, what had she and Zeb to lose? She swept her gaze around her 

home, loathing the single wide trailer they’d washed up in, from its formica kitchen to 

its fake wood paneling, narrow hallway and ceilings so low Zeb could jump up and 

touch them. She hated it all: the trailer park, her supposedly temporary job, her whole 

life.  

If only Rowan were around to cast her healing oil on troubled waters, the way 

she had countless times when things between them were tense. Of the four, she was 

the only one guaranteed to keep a secret and not pass it on as juicy gossip. Meg had 



been the worst in that regard but even Jen could accidentally blurt out forbidden 

information and Georgina often missed the glares and frantic cues shot at her 

whenever she had put her big foot in it. But Rowan was different, more sensitive. 

She and Rowan both had weird parents. Rowan’s mother – total wacko, with 

her beady eyes and wild hair, seeing sin and evil in everything. And Clover and Herb 

might have been envied by Meg’s closest friends but the other kids at school thought 

they were odd beyond redemption. Their strange attire, Herb’s Frank Zappa 

moustache. It never paid to stand out in Ashport and Meg’s parents were anything but 

conforming. Clover had even offered the headmaster a toke one memorable sports day 

to mellow him out. Her “wanna hit, man?” and his scandalized response had been the 

stuff school legends are made of. They were lucky Clover wasn’t arrested and Meg 

expelled. 

“Wanna hit, man?” became another mocking catchphrase that followed Meg 

around the playground, just as their classmates, especially the boys, loved to chant at 

Rowan, “Yucky da, Taffy, how’s your loony mammy?” or their other favorite, 

“Rowan was a Welshman, Rowan was a thief…” Rowan was too shy to fight back, 

whereas Meg always had some withering retort to silence their tormentors, usually 

some sexual insult involving the boys’ tiny wienies. But her brash American bravado 

hid the fact that it took an immense amount of willpower for Meg to go in and fight 

her way through each day after Clover’s faux pas. Few people guessed that secretly 

she longed to be like everyone else, not some talked-about freak. Rowan was the only 

person Meg had ever allowed herself to rage and cry in front of. They’d walk for 

miles along the beach or huddle by the breakwater, smoking a cigarette, sharing their 

troubles.  

Rowan was the dreamer of the group. Never waspish like Meg, nor snobbish 

or bullying like Georgina nor thoughtlessly eviscerating like Jen’s sometimes gut-

slicing humor. She’d been the staunchest of friends and ever the mediator, someone to 

call truce and intervene when the others were ganging up together.  

But then again, if it weren’t for Rowan, she wouldn’t be in this mess. They 

could all have gone on their merry way, laid the friendship in a deep, deep grave and 

never had to see each other again. 

 

Finally, Meg fastened the case, slung her carry-on bag over her shoulder and 

hauled everything to the front door, next to Zeb’s backpack. 

“Ready?” she asked him. “Come on Zeb, don’t dawdle. The taxi’s waiting and 

you know what the security lines are like.” 

“Yeah, well,” Zeb waggled a blue folder he’d picked off the kitchen table, 

“you might want to bring these.” 

“Shit,” she snatched the tickets from him and shoved them in her black travel 

wallet. “Thanks, dude.” 

 



“Yes,” Georgina opened her mouth in an exaggerated fashion and shouted into 

the elderly man’s face. “That’s right. Down near that hole, by the wooden fence. You 

can tip it out behind the rhododendrons.”  

When she was young, her parents had employed a handyman to do some light 

maintenance work around their house who supposedly was deaf. Georgina used to 

turn her back on him and say rude words, like bottom and wee-wee and fart. And then 

one day her mother asked her if she’d been rude to Dick as he could hear perfectly 

well with his hearing aid in.  

But this chappie didn’t seem to comprehend a single word. Communication 

this morning had been nigh-on impossible and Georgina was far too stretched to 

exhaust herself trying to tell him he’d cut the wrong hedge. Where was Aiden when 

she needed him? She shouldn’t have to handle irritations like this overripe, sweat-

stained clod in filthy dungarees, grinning inanely as he held out a grimy hand with a 

barn-load of manure under his fingernails. 

Inwardly huffing with annoyance, lady-of-the-manor expression on her face, 

she dug in her purse for some notes, wondering why her husband had chosen to hire 

the village idiot. Did he do these things purposely to wind her up? Well, he could darn 

well unhire him. With what she was paying out, it had to be possible to find a 

gardener who at least knew his trade, challenged or not.  

Sighing she returned to her huge desk, littered with sketches. Daylight from 

the floor to ceiling bay window streamed onto what she called her ‘creative jumble’. 

She hadn’t yet switched on her exorbitantly expensive computer loaded with hi-tech 

drawing programs. When it came to brainstorming she still preferred paper and pencil. 

The phone was ringing again. She listened, willing herself not to answer, six 

rings, seven then silence. Five minutes later a tall figure was at the double glass-paned 

doors to her office, holding out a glass of Perrier with a slice of lime, looking relaxed 

and ravishingly Byronic in cream chinos and a half-buttoned shirt, a red Kabbalah 

string tied around his wrist.  

“That was Heal’s,” he said. “I told them you were just about there. Couple 

more weeks at the most.” 

“A couple of weeks!” Georgina shrieked in an octave that almost shattered the 

light bulb in her Tiffany lamp. “I’ve barely started the blasted thing.” 

“Oh, come on.” He moved over to her, placing the water on the desk and 

pushing back her hair with a hand chilly from holding the glass. Stooping, he bent to 

kiss the back of her neck. Despite herself, Georgina felt a familiar thrill of pleasure. 

“A few poxy sheets and towels? You could do that in your sleep.” 

“But that’s exactly it,” Georgina heard her voice grow operatic again as she 

swatted his chin from her shoulder. “I don’t get any sleep. I’m completely exhausted, 

lying awake till bloody dawn, worrying about all this.”  

“Hmm, I thought I heard you roaming the halls like some poor lost ghost last 

night.” He opened one of the scrawls of paper, revealed a drawing of a butterfly, and 

crumpled it up, tossing it into the wastepaper basket in one neat shot. “Look, Georgie, 



you don’t want to push yourself to a breakdown. We have all those designers on staff, 

why don’t you get one of them to…”  

“No!” Forcing a smile, she tried to battle her rising hysteria. “I won’t do it. I 

can’t. They’re paying for Georgina Giordani and Georgina Giordani it shall be.”  

Chewing the end of her HB pencil, she experienced a rush of despair, the same 

terror that hit her at the start of every project, only this time it was worse than ever. 

No matter that she was a thousand times more successful than that nameless art 

teacher who’d once sneered at her labors for being ‘technically accurate but lacking in 

soul’. For all that Giordani Designs were rapidly heading towards Laura Ashley 

status, for all that she had a mini-empire of over a hundred employees in her 

converted Canary Dock offices overseeing every aspect of her celebrated lines of 

clothing, linens, bedspreads, blinds, pillowcases, here she was skulking in her 

seventeenth- century Manor house, relying on her home help to fend off all callers.  

Inside her svelte stylish exterior she felt like a big fat fraud. The truth was 

Georgina Giordani Carrington had run out of ideas. The well was dry. If she was 

honest, it had never been more than a shallow ditch to begin with. 

Back at Ashport everyone knew Rowan was the true artist, who could produce 

marvels with a piece of chalk and spin fairytales from a chewed up stub of crayon. 

“Oh, she may have some raw talent, dear,” Georgina’s mother would pronounce, 

rustling Harper’s & Queen between her bejeweled fingers. “But you have taste. It’s in 

your breeding. We are related to the Fitzherberts, you know. What you have is simply 

ingrained, it can’t be bought or taught.”  

And why was she thinking about Rowan, comparing herself all over again, like 

she used to so many years ago? Because of that damn Meg, leaving umpteen 

messages on her answerphone. Well they could jolly well stay unanswered. She 

pushed the pin back into her long thick hair and smoothed down her Karen Millen 

smock. Georgina had initially made her name designing extravagant, eye-catching 

clothing for the plus-sized woman but she no longer had to wear them herself, thank 

goodness.  

Aiden watched her scribble meaningless whorls and circles on the pad in front 

of her, his expression veiled behind half-closed eyelids. He walked to the window, 

gazed out at the debris the gardener had left behind, then turned. “Well, maybe I’ll 

leave you to it.”  

“No. Don’t go.” She grabbed his hand as he passed behind the desk, holding it 

to her shoulder. “I hate sitting here alone. Can’t you stay?” 

He wasn’t quite pulling away but she could sense his fingers itching to break 

free. It made her want to cling to him tighter.  

“I don’t want to hinder the artistic flow,” he said, matter-of-factly. “You’ll be 

able to concentrate better if I’m not around. I’ll be in the drawing room, playing my 

guitar.” 

“Play it in here. It won’t bother me, honest. Something soothing. What about 

that David Gray one that I like? Or a Coldplay song?” 



He made a face, shaking his head ruefully, before conceding. “Oh baby, the 

things I do for Giordani.” 

 

Half an hour later, she threw the pencil down in disgust.  

“This is such a waste of time. I might as well give up for the day.” 

In the corner of the room, Aiden was sprawled with his legs over the extra 

large armchair that was big enough to fit two, fingers picking at the nylon guitar 

strings as he improvised a nameless blues. 

She stared at him, frustrated by his complete absorption while she was ready to 

tear out her hair.  

“Do me a favor, will you?” Her voice croaked harshly and she softened it to a 

plea. “How about making me a sundae? To get my creative juices going? Just a 

couple of scoops of vanilla with a few of those raspberries in the fridge?” 

Carefully he put the Gibson on the floor, stood up and stretched. “I’d love to, 

Georgie, but no can do.” His eyes met hers and held them with his stare. “I reckon 

maybe the freezer’s developed some kind of black hole or the midnight bandits are 

breaking in again. I shoved a couple of tubs of ice-cream in there at the weekend and 

this morning when I went to pull out the butter, it had disappeared.”  

Georgina felt sick suddenly, full of shame and self-loathing as she racked her 

memory. Two whole tubs? Was it possible? Her elbow caught her forgotten glass of 

water and sent the contents flying over the desk. 

“Well, send Max to get some then,” she said through gritted teeth as she 

mopped up the spill. She could feel hysteria rising again. “It can’t be that hard, can it, 

to buy some groceries? All I need is a little support, is that too much to ask? Where 

were you anyway when the gardener was here? Did you even see the mess he made?” 

For just an instant her husband’s tall lean body was completely still as if he 

were mentally withdrawing from her crazy rantings. He picked up his guitar by the 

neck and headed for the door. “I’ll get it myself. Max has enough to do.” 

In the doorway, he stopped, fixing her with his brown eyes. “By the way,” he 

sounded carefully non-committal, “I didn’t want to worry you with this earlier but 

Meg Lennox called again. Several times. She left an Ashport number on the machine. 

I didn’t answer.”  

Georgina found herself doodling a butterfly. It was a nervous habit she’d 

developed, something she did whenever she was blocked. 

“Ashport? Did she say what she wanted?” She kept her eyes lowered. 

“Only that it was urgent. ‘A matter of life and death’, apparently.” 

Georgina took a moment to shade spots on the wings of the butterfly she’d 

doodled. The first time she’d heard Nutmeg’s voice chirping merrily on the home 

answerphone, all kinds of unpleasant memories had come flooding back. She’d been 



filled with righteous indignation for her friend Bella and, remembering other elements 

of that night at the Marlow Arms, a sense of dread for herself.  

“Matter of life or death?” she repeated quietly, almost to herself. 

“I guess some things don’t change.” She thought she sensed an undercurrent of 

animosity in his tone, the emphasis on ‘some’. “I’ll let you deal with that one, shall 

I?” he added.  

He was cross with her. She just knew it. He’d had enough of her moods and 

bossiness. Suddenly she was overcome with guilt and fear. “I’m sorry. I do I love 

you.” It was whispered, part apology, part plea.  

“I know.” Lightly he kissed his two fingers and planted them on her forehead. 

“I’ll call Heal’s tomorrow.”  

As she stared past the rhododendrons towards the massacred hedge, she felt 

the pencil snap in her hand. 



CHAPTER 2 
 

APRIL1998 

By the time the marshal had raised his yellow flag, Jen’s heart was climbing into her 

throat; her palms sweating, adrenalin surging through her veins like a shot of cocaine. 

Was she petrified? Excited? Out of her bleeding mind? For a few chest-pounding 

seconds, as the flag quivered in the air, all she could think of was the first time she 

and Starkey lay on a bed together, his hands fondling her breasts, sliding gently over 

her navel, flirting with the lace of her skimpy pants until her own hand clamped over 

his to stop him. Another memory – darker, disturbing - tried to sneak in, but she 

pushed it away, her clammy fingers tightening over the steering wheel.  

She’d been thinking of Starkey a lot lately, not surprising perhaps. Ollie had 

triggered so many memories of the first boy she’d ever loved. Quite simply Starkey 

had broken her heart and it had taken years of sleepless nights to accept she was better 

off without him. So how bloody unfair for these flashbacks to show up today, like the 

harbinger of doom, as if proof she were facing imminent death.  

Concentrate, she scolded herself as she focused back on the marshal, the air 

thick with exhaust fumes and the sound of revving engines. Finally, the flag dropped. 

Jen rammed her foot down on the accelerator as she lifted the other off the clutch and 

the car lunged forward, swerving on the tarmac The cheering crowd was a blur.  

What - shit, that was close! - was it Ollie had said? ‘Keep your elbows bent 

and hold the wheel lightly, don’t clutch it like you’re in the last stage of rigor mortis. 

All that straight arm, leaning back stuff from the movies is so fake – you can’t control 

a car that way.’ 

And then from the passenger seat his hand had moved to rest heavily on her 

shoulder, his strong work-blistered fist between hers on the wheel, his manly cheek so 

close she could feel his breath as he steered them round a practice curve. “Remember, 

slow in, fast out. Slow in, fast out.” 

“Are we still talking about car racing?” she’d teased.  

But Ollie had been intent. “Stop messing about, Jen. You could get hurt out 

there.” 

A car overtook her on the left, two more on the right. In a flash she forgot 

everything except that everyone was passing her. She dropped gears straight from 

fourth to second and jammed the accelerator unmercifully. Too busy smiling at 

another driver’s startled face as she zoomed past, her foot was still floored as the car 

flew into a curve. There was a bang, the sound of crumpling metal, and a momentous 

impact that threw her back and forward against her harness. 

Bugger! She was only at the third corner, the very first lap, and she’d crashed 

the bleeding car. More of Ollie’s instructions filtered into her ringing skull. “Whatever 

happens, don’t get out until the race is over, or until the marshal tells you to. You’ll 

probably get run over. Unless the thing’s about to blow up, of course. If you’re hurt – 

God forbid - or there’s smoke coming out of the hood, someone will come to help 

you.” 



Oh fine! No problem there, then. All she had to do was choose between getting 

run over or being fried to a sizzle in an explosion of flames. Wonderful options. She 

was so so incredibly glad she’d been talked into this. 

She scanned the car anxiously. The bonnet looked like a wrecking ball had hit 

it but she couldn’t see smoke. The marshal came running to the barrier and she gave 

him a shaky thumbs up. Remembering the protocol, she found the fuel pump and 

switched it off, before staring out in stunned shock, her ears reverberating from the 

collision.  

So much for her moment of glory, such a short time ago, sitting behind the roll 

bars on the back of car No. 53 in full get-up, deafened by the roar of engines, 

breathing in petrol fumes, she’d waved proudly as Ollie drove her round the 

processional for the Ladies Race. She imagined with dread how very soon he’d be 

staring in disbelief at what she’d done to his precious motor. 

A pain shot through her knee as she shifted position. Well, at least she wasn’t 

paralyzed and her coveralls were reassuringly free of blood... 

The car shook violently as No. 9 took the corner and put another dent in her 

Fiat’s rear fender. Not fair. Her newly acquired mentor had been quite clear on that 

point. “This isn’t a banger race, you’re not supposed to hit anyone.”  

Right – so where was the black flag then? Apparently that lunatic was getting 

away scot-free with vehicular assault and so were the others who evidently found it 

hard to miss a large non-moving target sticking out alluringly into the track. With only 

the occasional shuddering sideswipe to occupy her until the race ended, she found 

herself reliving the unfortunate sequence of events that had brought her to being a 

punchbag for premenstrually-violent speed freaks.  

 

Was it because of her beloved Mini, Mickey Finn? (Jen had decided that if 

boats were female, cars were definitely male. Noisy, smelly, easily overheated and 

perpetually full of gas.) She’d arranged to meet her flatmate, Helen in a pub on the 

edge of Hampstead Heath. And, late as usual, she’d driven like a maniac into the car 

park with a screech of tires because she was twenty minutes past what Helen had said 

was the absolute limit she would wait.  

Running to the pub door, a young man – a kid really, barely drinking age – had 

held it open, grinning and said “Nice wheelie” and she’d flashed back “Kamikaze 

parking – it’s the latest Olympic event” and stalked past him.  

Later Helen, dressed to score in a shiny new top and scolding Jen for turning 

up in well-worn jeans and scruffy sneakers, suddenly nudged her with a big smirk and 

said, “Don’t look now, but someone’s checking out your booty.” Automatically Jen 

spun round to find herself staring into very blue eyes and quickly looked away, 

blushing.  

Then to Helen’s great amusement, the blond kid who’d held the door joined 

them, introducing himself as Ollie. Transfixing Jen and Helen with those incredible 

eyes he proceeded to spout forth a load of gibberish in which the words hot saloons, 

street stox and ladies night popped out. At first Jen thought he was inviting her to 



some sort of drinking den – she had a vision of dancing girls, small mediaeval torture 

devices and two for one Martinis – until her brain took in the words banger and racing 

cars and everything clicked. 

Helen was chortling openly into her glass of Shiraz. At the bar a small group 

of young men were finding their friend’s defection equally hilarious. It appeared to 

Jen’s jaundiced eye as if money was passing hands.  

“Nope,” she told the youthful stranger. “Not interested. If it’s all the same to 

you I’ll stick to burning my own clutches.” 

“Nonsense,” Helen contradicted, sniggering mirthfully. “She’s a born racer. A 

regular Damon Hill, aren’t you, Jen?” She nudged her friend again, staring blatantly 

down at the young man’s faded denim jeans, or rather, the bulge by his zipper and 

added archly. “She’d love to see your Hot Rod.” 

“And who are you? Her manager or her mother?” Ollie asked cheekily, 

earning Helen’s undying enmity with one foul slur. Half a pint later, he’d revealed 

that he was an engineering student, working part-time in construction (which 

explained the rippling biceps and gym-worthy abs). 

“A builder,” Helen sneered, clearly smarting from their opening clash. “So 

you’re one of those vulgar louts that like to harass innocent pedestrians. And tell me, 

in your experience, has that immortal line “get yer tits out, love” ever, in the whole 

history of male-female relationships, worked on any woman, any where, under any 

conceivable circumstances?” 

Ollie winked at Jen. “I wouldn’t worry,” he said in his best builder’s drawl, 

beer slurping down his chin, which for Helen’s sake Jen really shouldn’t have found 

funny. “We only yell it at the old ’uns to cheer ’em up. I wouldn’t take it seriously 

unless you’re walking with a doll like Jen here.” 

Pissing off Helen was bad enough, but worse was to come. Not only was this 

kid at university but he freely admitted to being a mere twenty years old. A child 

compared to Jen’s mature twenty-eight. 

But he was determined. Ignoring Helen’s open hostility and Jen’s threat to 

charge him babysitting fees, he wouldn’t leave until he had a reluctant “I’ll think 

about it” for an answer.  

An amateur stock-car racer, Ollie had entered his girlfriend, Lisa, in a Ladies 

race – entry fee non-refundable - but since then they’d broken up. Witnessing Mickey 

Finn do a ninety-degree turn and judder to a halt between two parked cars, he’d had 

the brilliant idea that Jen should take her place – as a driver not his girlfriend. And the 

race track, the souped-up Fiat, the chance of accidentally bashing another car and not 

being arrested, all sounded temptingly dangerous to a confirmed tomboy, especially 

since her current incarnation as secretary for a shipping agency was sadly lacked in 

thrills.  

Which is why, regardless of all Helen’s jibes, she’d found herself burning 

rubber in the big parade ground of the local military barracks, skidding round corners, 

under Ollie’s tuition, until her head was dizzy.  



Who knew how Ollie got permission to practice there with all the security 

surrounding the Ulster peace talks. But in those three practice sessions – woefully 

inadequate she now realized – she’d learned that few people refused Ollie anything.  

It only took a couple of debriefing drinks (not as racy as it sounded - despite 

Helen’s slurs, Jen’s briefs stayed up) for Jen to recognize that Ollie was another thing 

that was temptingly dangerous.  

To say she didn’t go out with many guys was an understatement, like saying 

Tom Juan was a bit of a lad. Logically she knew that not all men were bastards; Helen 

had been telling her so ever since they met after the nightmare events surrounding 

Starkey’s abandonment when she’d felt like all the light had gone out of the world, 

her trust in the male sex irreparably damaged. She’d little interest in giving her phone 

number to strangers or having some revolting creep maul her in ‘payment’ for an 

overpriced dinner, setting them both up for an embarrassing rejection when he 

expected to come up to her flat afterwards.  

In several years only three men had lasted long enough to make it to her 

bedroom and even then she’d had to force herself to go through the motions, 

pretending to enjoy the lovemaking while they might as well have dosed her with 

Novocain for all her body responded. But when Ollie’s hand covered hers on the gear 

shift, she felt parts of her anatomy fizzing that hadn’t fizzed in years.  

His childish antics – swinging from his feet on playground monkey bars, 

dangling Jen squealing over Hampstead Pond, pulling her under a gushing gutter in an 

unexpected downpour - made her feel like a teenager again, like the light-hearted girl 

who’d capered around Ashport with Starkey, riding the dodgems when the carnival 

was in town, spending hours playing shove ha’penny on the crappy slot machines on 

the decrepit pier. 

Better to feel a kid again than a moody cow approaching thirty, a hopeless 

underachiever, who earned peanuts, littered her boyfriend-free bedroom with dirty 

coffee cups and discarded clothes, and spent her evenings drinking till dawn with her 

equally dissolute, irresponsible mates. 

Helen, Jen’s infinitely more sophisticated friend, flatmate and landlady was 

the eternal temp, thriving on an endless source of potential boyfriends and fresh 

scandal. In their shared two-bedroom, fifth-floor flat (the only good thing, Helen said, 

to come out of her divorce) it was Helen who led the dizzying social life, enjoying 

steamy sexcapades while Jen was just left with hangovers. That was the status quo, 

until Ollie disrupted it. However often Jen argued that he wasn’t a date, Helen seemed 

to take his intrusion as a personal insult, until Jen found herself sneaking out to meet 

Ollie just to avoid Helen’s blistering sarcasm. 

It was almost worse than her Dad had been about Starkey and at least that was 

justified, given Jen was still fifteen. From the moment she first met Starkey she 

imagined him to be the most romantic, tortured, passionate lover her soul could crave, 

a wounded wolf that only she could touch. And sex – was it ever on their minds, 

underlying the most innocuous exchange. ‘Fancy an ice-cream?’ SEX. ‘Wanna see a 

flick?’ SEX. ‘There’s a smudge of ketchup on your chin.’ SEX, SEX, SEX! If it 

wasn’t for Jen wanting to wait till she’d turned sixteen, they’d have been at it like 

rabbits from day one. 



But sex wasn’t part of the deal with Ollie. No messy awkward bedroom 

encounters to destroy their fun. Nor would this end, like Starkey, in her tears, too 

many pathetic lonely years of them. No, this – like his car – was destined to be written 

off the minute the race was over. She would never let him get too close, never risk 

rocking the equilibrium of her barren life.  

But Christ Almighty, how long would she have to sit here? Couldn’t 

somebody win the bloody thing by now? Her knee was throbbing and swelling, her 

eyes watering, her head ached from the noise and the stink of exhaust fumes.  

She found herself thinking of a recent pub visit, the jukebox playing “When a 

Man Loves a Woman”, a song Starkey had loved. Ollie had whirled her round in a 

jokey dance move and she’d been filled by such a weird mixture of jumbled up 

emotions - how could she ever have liked anything so corny? – that she’d had to pull 

free and grab a cigarette from her packet of Silk Cut, puffing away furiously. If her 

fingers were trembling, it was probably from shame at being seen participating in 

public in an episode of such horrifying uncool.  

On their last encounter prior to today, they’d eaten greasy cheeseburgers at 

TGI Friday’s. At the railings by her street door Ollie had bent to kiss her mouth 

lightly and she’d felt a familiar jolt in the stomach, an unexpected yearning.  

Ollie smelled so masculine and yummy, better than any powdered baby, better 

even than freshly cut grass or autumn wood smoke, that her traitorous nose wanted to 

stay glued to his shoulder or nestle into his soft leather jacket like a little fledgling 

bird. 

Anyway, nothing had come of it, whatever ancient instinct her nostrils had 

been obeying. Before she’d found herself trailing snot marks, she’d pulled her 

rebellious proboscis away, laughed, patted his cheek and said something like, “Nice 

try, sunshine, but I don’t do infants.” And he’d shrugged, flipping his blond hair from 

his eyes, and said “I’m falling for you.” To which she’d smartly countered, “Too bad 

kiddo. Hope you find a soft landing,” and skipped hastily through the front door.  

Seemed kind of bitchy now, considering she’d just turned his poor Fiat into an 

origami model, but he hadn’t shown any resentment when he’d collected her this 

afternoon.  

Suddenly, the race was over, the loudspeaker announcing the winners. Ollie 

vaulted one-handed over the barrier, his face stricken with concern, as he helped pull 

Jen and her bad knee out of the car. 

“What happened to slow in, fast out?” He scooped her up carefully, his voice 

gentle and teasing. 

“Enough of the sex talk.” She threw her arms around his neck. “Just get me 

home, big boy.” And then she succumbed to the delicious sleepiness that crept over 

her, relaxing into his warm strength. 

“I thought you’d take it slowly at first,” he murmured. “I never dreamed you’d 

get hurt.” He carried her through the crowd, ignoring her protests she could walk, to 

the first-aid station to get her knee bandaged. Asking his friend Paul to sort out the 

wreckage of his car, he then drove her all the way to Muswell Hill, hefted her up five 



flights of stairs, opened the door, swept past Helen’s astonished look of horror and 

into her bedroom, with Jen giggling as she pointed the way, hiding her face in his 

shoulder so as not to see Helen’s glare.  

They fell on the bed together, pools of sweat drenching the back of Ollie’s oil-

stained vest and dampening his hair. He was breathing hard, the sweat on his 

impressive muscles glistening. 

“Thank God you’re such a little thing,” he said. Then he rolled to face her, 

their mouths met and that was it.  

Kaboom!  



CHAPTER 3 
 

JULY 1998 

She recognized Meg right away. Signing the register in the former coaching inn, Jen 

had just passed over her Visa for processing when she heard the brass bell clang and 

an unmistakable figure stepped onto the Indian rug in the foyer. 

“Meg,” she said, feeling overcome with a sudden shyness. They were virtually 

strangers now, after all. 

For a split second they both stood motionless, the whole foyer between them, 

brains taking in every detail. Complexion, hairstyle, size, shape, clothes, shoes – Meg 

was wearing tasseled flip-flops, while Jen had on a brand-new pair of Converse 

sneakers.  

Meg’s face was fresh-looking and unlined, beaming from ear to ear, with the 

same marginally upturned nose and slight overbite that expensive braces had failed to 

eradicate. Not surprising given she’d yanked them out as soon as boys began to show 

interest. But somehow, at twenty-eight, all Meg’s features fitted together so much 

better. Her freckles had faded into a deep tan, her red hair, once a gingery tumble, 

looked Pre-Raphaelite and romantic, her dandelion-yellow top and fuchsia flares 

showed off a flat navel complete with ring and butterfly tattoo and the whole hippy 

ensemble was topped off with a peace sign medallion and a multicolored headband 

worthy of Meg’s boho mother. 

Impulsively Meg dropped her bags on the floor and ran across the room. 

“Jen!” she threw her arms around her in a bear hug. “God, it’s so great to see you.” 

She held her at arm’s length, grinning. “You look awesome, dude. Is Rowan here yet? 

Wasn’t this the most excellent idea of hers?”  

Jen felt her face go scarlet as she squirmed, horribly aware of being the eye of 

Meg’s hurricane, even though the only witness - the receptionist - was busy with 

running Jen’s card through the machine, apparently unaware that she was witnessing 

an occasion momentous enough to rival a Beatles reunion.  

“Um, yeah, it’s great, isn’t it?” Jen muttered, dropping her eyes and finding 

herself stupid and stiffly British. Meg seemed much more American than Jen 

remembered – after five years at Ashport they’d stopped noticing her residual twang - 

and, Jen felt guilty wondering this, had she always been so loud?  

She tucked a lock of hair behind her ears and gave Meg a weak grin. “Long 

time no see,” she managed feebly, wracking her brains for something witty or 

remotely interesting to say.  

“We serve food in the bar,” the receptionist told them as she handed Jen back 

her receipt, “but we also have a lovely dining room. Our chef is famous ever since 

those nice folk from Michelin gave us two stars last year. So if you haven’t already, 

we do recommend reservations.”  

“We got them already,” Meg stepped up to the desk as Jen scrawled her name, 

“under Georgina Carrington. And I’ve a room booked too, Meg Lennox.” 



Exuberantly, she squeezed Jen again, one arm around her shoulders. “Isn’t this wild! 

We’re all grown up.” She laughed from her three-inch advantage. “If you can call it 

up.”  

She looked as out of place in deepest Wiltshire as Clover had in Ashport all 

those years ago. Pictures unfolded in Jen’s mind like someone flipping through a 

scrapbook of memories. Always the most flamboyant dresser in their class Meg had 

gone full circle from their ra-ra skirt and legwarmer days – Jennifer Beales had a lot 

to answer for – into the nineties neo-hippy revival.  

Details were flooding back. How Meg always told them she was conceived at 

Woodstock. How Clover and Herb had boasted they’d stayed naked during the whole 

event and even featured in the famous documentary. Which Jen always thought was 

another of Meg’s stories but when she did the math, it could have been true, 

Woodstock being August 1969 and Meg born in May, 1970. 

Clover claimed Janis Joplin had inspired her singer-songwriter career and Jen 

recalled that framed photo of Meg’s parents at Woodstock, Clover in bell bottoms and 

a tatty old Afghan coat, Herb, bare-chested, wearing a ragged vest and torn jeans, 

presumably before they stripped it all off and frolicked starkers in that muddy field.  

“Are you…” Jen started 

“Why didn’t…” Meg’s sentence clashed as they both started talking and then 

broke off, laughing and apologizing. 

“You first,” Meg waved. 

“No, you.”  

“I was just gonna say - why didn’t we do this years ago?” Meg continued. “I 

meant to write to all you guys. It’s just…well, you know me, I sucked at English.” 

She gave an unapologetic shrug. 

“Our teacher didn’t think so.” Jen shoved her purse into her worn leather 

handbag. “You always got far better marks even when you’d scribbled a lot of old 

rubbish during morning registration and I’d worked on my masterpiece all night. It 

drove me bonkers.” 

Funny how some things lasted with you. Like the image of herself swatting a 

giggling Meg with her rolled-up notebook, pretending outrage at the sight of another 

A.  

“It was all in the content.” Meg’s grin stretched the length of the reception 

desk as she took a man-style wallet out of her fringed shoulder bag and handed over 

her MasterCard. “Lucky for me Dippy Dugan valued imagination over my creative 

spelling. Made up for the Ds I got from all the other teachers.”  

There was another pause as the conversational bucket hit the bottom of that 

well. Meg twirled her room key round her finger, both of them quietly hoping Rowan 

and Georgina would appear and help break the ice.  

Twelve years had passed since that last fateful escapade in Ashport had got 

them in trouble with everyone, including the police, and might have meant expulsion 



if they hadn’t just finished their GCSE exams. They’d all been pulled out of Ashport 

anyway. Rowan’s mother had dragged her back to Wales, stuck her in some type of 

Welsh language immersion college where you got reprimanded – Rowan wrote - for 

talking English during break time. Meg’s parents had decided Britain was way too 

uptight and decamped to Seattle to check out the grunge music scene. Jen’s father, 

despite all her tears, hysterics and heartfelt pleas, took them to West Croydon of all 

the world’s dreary holes, and found Jen her first menial clerking job. Georgina did a 

term abroad in Switzerland, courtesy of her grandmother, prior to returning to Ashport 

Comp for her A levels.  

“So – I take it the others aren’t here yet?” Meg scanned the floral-wallpapered 

reception area with its fireplace, wing armchairs and framed hunting prints.  

“Nope. I already asked.” 

“I’m in six,” Meg studied her key, the number burned into a large wooden tag. 

“How about you?” 

“Four,” Jen said. “Shall we find our rooms?” 

As they lugged bags up the stairs, she too wondered why they’d left it so long. 

Why hadn’t they done anything about meeting again until Rowan’s phone call just last 

week? 

They’d sworn undying friendship, even written for a while. Meg sent a few 

widely spaced postcards, each wackier than the last. Rowan’s letters had been full of 

comical complaints about the nutty teachers chosen by her nutty mother but you could 

sense the misery beneath her humor. Jen and Georgina’s exchanges had lasted the 

longest, with Georgie sending Jen cigarettes and a weekly two-page missive in her 

perfectly formed script all through her stint in Switzerland and the Lower Sixth year 

in Ashport. They’d ended the following October, just two months before Jen’s whole 

world was shattered and she no longer cared. About anything.  

“Say, babe,” Meg’s voice came from the rear, one step behind her on the 

staircase, “Are you still cutting your own hair?” 

“Only my fringe now. Why, do you think it’s too short?” Jen’s free hand ran 

through the curls at the back of her neck, feeling oddly wrong-footed as if she’d been 

caught out somehow. 

“No, it’s cool. I dig the Artful Dodger look.” They headed down the hall 

towards their rooms, Meg’s scrutiny taking in Jen’s frayed old denim jacket and navy 

cargo pants. “Hey,” she made a show of peering into her face. “Is that make-up I see?”  

“I’ve always worn mascara,” Jen reminded her, defensive the way she often 

had been with Meg, as if not wearing cosmetics as a virtual child had been nerdy in 

the extreme. “Even when you knew me. And lipstick and eyeshadow at parties.” She 

found room four and turned the key in the lock. “God, how nice is this?”  

The room was charmingly quaint, if modest in size: ochre walls, bucolic 

paintings, an actual four-poster bed and fireplace, exposed ceiling beams and 

mullioned windows overlooking the yard below. 



“Where’s the cat?” Meg looked around. 

“What cat? Why?” 

“I’m looking for a place to swing it. Where’s the crapper?” 

Further investigation revealed a bathroom with instant-hot shower squeezed 

into the dimension of the average broom cupboard.  

“Clever really,” Jen approved.  

“We should have shared,” Meg said, when they checked her room, almost 

identical but with the bathroom down the hall. “Even a Motel Six would give you two 

queen beds and your own bathroom. They’d never get away with charging top dollar 

for a shoebox like this in the States.” She stood on the bedspread and wrapped her leg 

suggestively round one of the posts. “But hey, you only live once, right? And, look,” 

she went into a perfect back arch that Jen could only dream of attempting, “we’re all 

set should we get the urge to do some midnight pole dancing.” She straightened up 

and jumped off the bed. “Are you dying for a drink? I am. Let’s go to the bar.”  

 

“I can’t believe I was actually the first to arrive somewhere,” Jen commented as they 

went back downstairs. “Ollie says he’s never met anyone who keeps their watch, 

microwave and every clock they own forty minutes fast and still has to leg it like Red 

Rum on the home stretch to get to appointments on time.”  

“Ollie?” Meg seized on the name, and Jen felt her cheeks flush. 

“Just this guy I’ve been seeing. Nothing serious.” The words cost her a guilty 

pang as she thought how sweet Ollie had been recently. “The real bugger,” she went 

on clumsily, “is when my flatmate puts all the clocks right without telling me. I’d 

think she’s out to scupper my brilliant career, except I don’t have one.” 

Was that enough of a diversion? She really didn’t feel like telling Meg about 

Ollie. Not yet. Maybe not ever. 

“So, when precisely are you going to marry me?” he’d ask with a grin, as he 

brought her a mug of tea in bed or wrestled with her in the sheets. And Jen would 

gaze at the ceiling, finger on chin, pretending to wrack her brains. “Well gee, I don’t 

know. When you’ve reached puberty, perhaps?”  

When he’d first started this nonsense, she’d been clutched with panic. One of 

many reasons why she rarely allowed her relationships to last more than a few weeks. 

Ollie was teasing, she reassured herself. He was using her the way she was using him. 

And what hot-blooded female could boot something so gorgeous and athletically 

talented out of bed? One day he’d come to his senses. Or she’d come to hers. Until 

then, the sex was phenomenal, better than she could ever have imagined, and for the 

first time since Starkey she was actually enjoying herself. 

It had barely been four months. Granted that was a record for her but surely 

not reason enough to run, not yet anyway.  



“It’s hard to envision you with anyone except Starkey, somehow.” Meg trailed 

her hand idly down the banister, the question plain in her voice. “The way you two 

were like soulmates or something, I thought for sure you’d be chained together for 

life.” Her kohl-painted eyes felt too penetrating. “Do you ever hear from him?” 

“Starkey who?” Strange how his name could still feel like a punch. Jen 

squinched up her brow comically. “Oh, that old toerag.” She yawned. “Classic 

amnesia case, Dr Lennox. Forgot my phone number, forgot my existence and unless 

he has positive proof of it being down to alien abduction, he’s the last person in the 

world I’d want to see or hear about again. And who gives a shit? Men are bastards, 

anyway.”  

“Like that, eh? Well, his loss, honey, not yours.” Meg linked her arm through 

Jen’s. “And exactly how non-serious is this new guy?” 

Jen hesitated, but decided she couldn’t resist. “Blimey, I don’t know.” She cast 

her eyes to the ceiling. “Five or six times a week. Two or three times a night.” 

“You lucky, lucky dog.” Meg tugged her towards the red curtain that led to the 

lounge bar. “Let’s drink to that, shall we? I want to hear all about this stud, every tiny 

detail.”  

“Oh believe me, it’s not tiny,” Jen quipped suggestively. She was starting to 

feel her reserve thawing under Meg’s happy-go-lucky nature. “But I’m having a bit of 

a flatmate problem. I keep expecting to walk in the kitchen and find the poor sod 

gutted from sternum to groin while she wipes the bloody blade with a tea towel. Too 

bad, because he’s wonderful really.” 

“What?” Meg smirked. “The thrice-nightly screams of pleasure keeping her 

awake?” 

“Something like that.” Jen didn’t want to get into Helen’s prejudices. 

“Shouldn’t we wait at reception? For the others?” She dithered at the threshold to the 

bar. 

“Hey, we’re all staying here, aren’t we?” Meg towed her through the velvet 

barrier. “They won’t need bloodhounds to track us down. And how can we miss 

Georgie with that big lardass.”  

“She wasn’t that fat!” Jen leapt to her old friend’s defense.  

“Sez you. Why did they always make her goalie in hockey? No one could get 

past that porkie pie.” She hooted suddenly, her wicked smile exactly like the old 

Meg’s. “I’m joking, you know I love her to bits.” She threw herself on a bar stool, 

clicking her fingers to attract the barman’s attention. “Jim Beam and ginger ale. What 

you having?”  

“White wine please.” Jen sat next to her. “I haven’t seen Georgina since I left 

Ashport. How about you?” 

“Nope. But I heard she’s some kinda designer. I ran into Babs Pitstop in 

Waterloo – remember her?” Jen nodded vaguely as Meg popped a peanut in her 

mouth. “I guess they hook up occasionally. I asked about you and Rowan but she said 



she hadn’t seen either of you since fifth year. I thought I was tripping when I got 

Rowan’s note. Did you talk to her?”  

“Briefly. She still has that soft sing-song voice, I kept asking her to stop 

whispering and speak up. She was in the phone box of a café, said she’d got a 

mountain of things to tell us but she was running out of coins and it could wait till we 

met.” 

“I tried to call her when I first got back to the UK a year ago. But all I got was 

her crazy mom.”  

It was irrational for Jen to feel stabbed, wondering why Meg had tried to reach 

Rowan instead of her, although she, Jen, had made no effort to contact Meg. But that 

was the way it had always been. Among little girls you couldn’t avoid occasional 

bitching and jealousy. 

Some days one would be your very best friend, some days another. Rowan and 

Meg often hung out together while Georgina monopolized the horse-mad Jen with her 

two ponies, boarded at Angela Morgan’s Equestrian Centre. But then Rowan loved 

horses too, even if she was fearful of riding, and she and Jen spent many happy hours 

at Angela’s long after Georgina got bored and her mares were sold.  

When they were only eleven or twelve Georgian liked to invite Rowan alone 

back to her fancy home to play with her mother’s cosmetics. Georgina would style 

Rowan’s black hair as if she were a living doll. And whenever Jen or Meg needed an 

accomplice for a piece of mischief they naturally gravitated together, Georgina and 

Meg being too goody-goody for them at times.  

Despite the occasional rocky patches – Meg trying to ostracize Georgina, 

Georgina trying to ostracize Meg – the miracle was how long and faithfully the four 

of them had stuck together. Right up until boys got in the way, in fact. Or one boy in 

particular. 

“What did Ma Howard have to say?” Jen asked. 

“Zippo. That woman’s a total whack job. Wouldn’t tell me squat. Obviously 

still sees me as a real bad influence. Probably strings garlic around Rowan’s neck to 

keep me away.”  

“With a cross between each clove to be safe,” Jen laughed. “Vampire-proof 

jewelry. Could be a new trend.” 

“So how are Clover and Herb by the way?” Jen asked, while they were on the 

subject of parents. Meg’s parents had insisted on being called by their Christian 

names. Clover was a hip thirty-four when the girls were all fifteen, Herb four years 

older.  

They’d been nothing like anyone else’s parents. Jen’s dad was quiet, introvert 

and often bewildered by his single-parent role. Rowan’s mum was terrifyingly strict 

and religious and Georgina’s parents were overbearing, obsessed with appearances 

and, Jen had heard Herb say once, completely up their own arses. 



Clover and Herb, by contrast, thought nothing of smoking dope in front of the 

kids, hanging out – and openly sleeping with – masses of artists, writers, and 

musicians. Herb had transitioned from wannabe rock star to guitar technician, studio 

artist and producer of Clover’s records. He knew all the famous faces, was in demand 

for his pitch-perfect ear and virtuoso skills, but was such a pain in the butt no band 

could put up with him for long. Clover was a one-hit wonder, a female Donovan 

whose successful single still got airplay but was never followed by another. Meg’s 

first four years, when not on the road, had been spent in some kind of a commune 

with her aunt. It was the weirdest life Jen could imagine. 

In Meg’s household everyone argued and talked back, there was none of this 

children are lesser beings kind of twaddle. You could drink alcohol, stay out all night, 

have boyfriends over. There was only one rule. Never wake Clover when she was 

hung-over, no matter how late in the day. 

Herb and Clover were far too wrapped up in their own lives to worry much 

about their two offspring, let alone those offspring’s friends but it was often an eye-

opener to visit their chaotic household. And frequently embarrassing. Jen never knew 

if she’d find Herb walking around naked or bringing a couple of swingers to afternoon 

tea, or Clover in bed with her astrologer. The biggest, maybe the only, crime in the 

Lennox world was to be boring.  

“Loopy as ever. Still living the sixties dream.” Meg snorted into her drink. “At 

least they haven’t sold out and become realtors or car salesmen like half those baby 

boomers. Herb’s into jazz now, living in New Orleans, but he’s so disgusted with the 

way they treated Clinton after the blow job scandal, he’s talking of leaving the 

country. Clover’s latched on to another new guy, Liver Spot.” She glanced over her 

shoulder towards the door but the woman walking in was no one they knew.  

“Liver Spot? That’s his name?” Of course it seemed highly unlikely but you 

just never knew – Meg had a brother named Mace, a cousin called Tweazle and even 

an Auntie Sunbeam.  

“No, but that’s what I call him. He says he’s fifty-six but he’s closer to seventy 

I reckon, has these liver spots all over his face. He’s like some big deal in the music 

biz though. He and Clover are planning her…uh, let’s see…thirteenth comeback? 

What about you, your dad OK?”  

“Yeah,” Jen nodded. “He bought this cottage in Dorset that he’s doing up. 

He’s sixty-three. Ambles around in his cardigan, a low slung tool belt, and a pencil 

behind his ear, looking like a refugee from one of those old BBC sitcoms.”  

“Never married again?” 

“No, but he’s got every woman in the village wanting to mother him and - Oh 

my God, that’s not…” Jen dug her old friend in the ribs and Meg’s eyes swiveled to 

follow hers.  

They had to look twice to recognize Georgina. 

Her eyebrows, always so bushy, were now plucked to a perfect arch. Her thick 

dark brown hair was cut into fashionable Jennifer Aniston-style layers instead of the 

curtain she used to tuck behind her ears. Somehow, from being a fat little girl and a 



shapeless teenage podge, she’d metamorphosized into a voluptuous yet sleekly 

dramatic woman. A flowing multi-colored scarf was draped round her neck and she 

was wearing a long brocade jacket of some silky fabric in a vaguely oriental-inspired 

design over a shimmering iridescent aquamarine top and matching trousers. But what 

held Jen and Meg’s speechless attention was the slight but distinct bump under her 

loose fitting blouse.  

Georgina was pregnant!  

 


