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Chapter 1


The first time she saw him was on a Monday, in Chetsea High
Street, as she shepherded the family towards the harbour, dodging the
dog walkers and out of season tourists, trying to avoid snagging
anyone on the crabbing lines and buckets that the children were
carrying. He was standing outside the pub talking to George Grayson
the postmaster. For some reason she did a double take, as if she
recognised him from some previous occasion. Good looking? Yes in a
nondescript sort of way. Elegant? No, she decided. Down to earth?
Probably. Where had she seen him? Or was it her over-active
imagination? She watched him furtively for no particular reason, but
not wanting to obviously stare. He laughed at something George said,
and then smiled. Nice smile, she decided, but the thought was snatched
from her as the children demanded her attention. Her usual 'marks out
of ten' got lost in the moment and when she next looked around he had
gone.
     
The first time he saw her was on the quayside,
crabbing with her three children. It was late Spring with a cold breeze
blowing and there were not many people around. One or two waited for
the ferryboat across to the Ness to see the old military research
base. Boat shrouds flapped in the breeze.
	He took out his camera
and started to look for background shots, scenery fills and items of
note for further reference. Beyond the girl was the radio transmitter
station, Long wave, he decided, going by the height of the towers.
Actually he wasn't sure girl would be an accurate description. Thirty
to thirty-five he decided, although he could only see her back, legs
clad in grey cords and the dark blue tee-shirt flapping around her
waist. She was lying on her stomach leaning over the edge of the quay
trying to untangle a crabbing line, her dark shoulder-length wavy
hair hanging down, getting in her eyes. The three children looked on,
offering words of encouragement. Eight, six and four for a guess. Boy,
the eldest, followed by two sisters. She had her hands full, but from what he had seen she had a lot of patience with
them.
	He disconnected his thoughts and focussed once again on the
camera. He turned and took a wide-angle shot of the Ness, concrete
bunkers scarring the flat dunes of the Second World War
installations. Then he set up a shot of the radio masts, debated
briefly whether he wanted the woman and her three children in shot or
not. Yes, why not. He took a couple, wide angle and then various
zooms. He lined up a final shot but was interrupted by a firm
voice.
	"Excuse me?"
	He lowered the camera and found
the woman facing him, frowning. Even with a frown the face was worth
looking at.
	"Sorry?" he
replied.
	"I don't normally like my photo being taken without
my permission," she continued, the frown remaining.
	Cripes,
he thought, and mentally tiptoed away.
	Then her eyes relaxed and
her face broke into a brilliant smile, startling him.
	"But
on this occasion you can make it up to us by buying me a coffee, and
the kids an ice-cream," she declared.
	He was so nonplussed,
without thinking, he agreed. "Sure, okay. No problem."
	Fishing
lines collected, they adjourned to the tearoom that stood to one side
of the quay, and coffee and ice-creams were duly dispensed in the
right directions.
	After the first sip of coffee she put her hand
to her mouth and giggled quietly.
	"I'm sorry. I'm evil, I
really am." She put out her hand. "Emma Brierley."
	He
was still slightly bemused but shook the offered hand. "Geoff.
Geoff Gordon."
	Emma pointed to the three ice-cream coated
children. "Tom, Lizzie and Maxine." He received a brief nod
from the first two. Maxine was too engrossed in her ice-cream, as
four-year-olds tend to be.
	"Do you live in Chetsea, or are you visiting
like me?" he asked.
	"Resident, ten years. Applying for
parole next Autumn," replied Emma, warming her hands on the
coffee cup. "What brings you to Chetsea, Geoff?" Before he
could respond, she continued, looking closely at him. "Geoff.
Yes, Geoff suits you."
	"Do I take that as compliment or
a point of correction?"
	"Yeah. Compliment, I like
Geoff. So, what brings you to Chetsea, Geoff?"
	"Research."
	Her
face fell, and he couldn't help but notice it.
	"Oh yes, the
Radar experiments in the war, they all come to research that, etcetera,
etcetera."
	He wasn't sure whether she was winding him up or
not.
	"No actually, entirely different research. Location
research. Looking for places, people, things like that."
	She
raised her eyebrows slightly, very nice eyebrows. "I'm sorry,
I'm a terrible tease," she apologised. "Put it down to lack
of adult conversation." She pulled out a tissue and started
mopping up ice-cream spillage with one hand whilst drinking coffee
with the other and tucking loose hair behind her ear with her wrist.
This was obviously a woman of considerable talents.
	Ten minutes
later however the children were getting restive.
	She turned to
look at him and rested her chin on one hand. "We'd better go
before they start to demolish the place. Geoff, thank you for the
injection of sanity into my afternoon." 
	"My pleasure, I
assure you," he replied quickly.
	Something in his tone of
voice stopped her as they walked back to the quay. She turned to
him.
	"How long are you staying in Chetsea?"
	He made
the fastest decision of his life. "Until the end of the week,
which reminds me, I'm only booked into the Crown and Castle for
tonight. I need to extend it or I'm homeless."
	They looked
at each other, searching each other's faces, trying to delve deep.
Her hair blowing across her face made it difficult. She tucked it
behind an ear again. It was a gesture he could get used to.
	She
watched him. "We've got a room available if you want to use it.
If you want to muck in." She hesitated. "Listen to me, it
sounds like I'm prostituting us. Put it down to needing adult
conversation.  Anyway the offer's there if you want it."
	"It
sounds a good offer to me. You need adult conversation? Doesn't Mr
Brierley give you that?" He realised it wasn't tactfully put but
it was out before he could put his thoughts in order.
	As the
children pulled her away, she looked over her shoulder at him and
smiled rather wistfully. "Harry died three years ago, we're just
a foursome now. Ask anyone where the Old Rectory is if you want to
join us."
	He sat down on the quayside somewhat out of
breath. The whole episode had all happened so quickly and he wasn't
sure what it all meant. He watched her back as the children dragged
her away up the road. He registered a feeling of shell-shock, as if
he had been hit by a whirlwind. Well perhaps he had.
	He stood up
and pulled up the collar on his jacket before strolling away in the
direction of the pub. This was stranger than fiction.





    
	The
children were in bed. Emma was tidying away the bath toys and rinsing
the soap away. Her jeans were damp from the knees down and her
shirtsleeves were wringing wet. She turned to the washbasin and
caught sight of herself in the mirror. She leaned forward and looked
more closely. Were those wrinkles or laughter lines? She looked at
her reflection more sternly.
	"You are one crazy woman, you
know that? You invite a total stranger into your home that you've
only known for five minutes. What are the thinking about?"
	Her
focus blurred slightly.
	"So what would you have me do, Harry?"
She still talked to her dead husband when she struggled with her own
thoughts. "You told me that I would have to move on, that I
couldn't stop our lives just because you weren't going to be here.
But God it's difficult you know. I don't know if I make the right
decisions, I don't know if I'm bringing the children up right. I need
you here."
	She sighed, wiped a tear away and carried on.
"Yes I know. 'Buck up'. It's alright for you to say but you
didn't have to clear up after the cat brought in two dead mice this
morning at breakfast."
	She looked again in the mirror and
shook her head. She hadn't bothered with make-up that morning, and
framed by her dishevelled hair she felt like an old hag. "You
are going completely off your head Emma Brierley. It wouldn't
surprise me if they cart you off to the mad house any time
soon."
	"Where's the mad house Mummy?" asked a
small voice, "and why are you talking to yourself?"
	She
turned to find Tom standing in the doorway. 
	"Because I'm
the only one who gives me sensible answers in this house. Now off to
bed." She shooed him along the corridor into his bedroom and
tucked him in. Then off downstairs with a bottle and a book, tonight,
and every night.




Chapter 2



     
	The Old Rectory was as you might
imagine an old rectory to look like. Extensive and old. Grounds that
went with it. Six bedrooms perhaps, he thought as he looked across
the façade. Holdall in one hand and bottle of wine in the
other. He hesitated. This was complete madness. How did he manage to talk himself into it? Was he too polite
to turn down an invitation? Was he scared of hurting this stranger's
feelings? The lurking suspicion that he actually liked this woman he
tried to suppress. Don't do this Geoff. How often had he said that
just before getting himself into real trouble. He half turned away,
hesitated and then turned back. "I never learn," he said
under his breath.
	He pressed the electric bell, which rang out a
familiar Disney tune.
	An eight-year-old hand opened the door,
closely followed by Emma. The cords and tee-shirt had changed into
jeans and shirt but she looked every bit as good in them.
	She
looked at him, nodded and smiled. "Good decision. Welcome
aboard." She spotted the wine. "And you're on my
wavelength. I like the way you think."
	He didn't move for a
moment and a quizzical look crossed his face. "Are you sure
about this?" he asked.
	Her smile intensified to radiant and
she shook her head. "No, but life is far too short so come on in
anyway."
	He dropped his bag in the hallway and they all
trooped into the house, the children heading off to a television
showing Disney whilst Emma and Geoff headed into what turned out to
be the kitchen, big kitchen, farmhouse size with refectory
table.
	"Tea?" she said.
	Tea, the thing to cover all
potentially embarrassing moments. If in doubt have tea.
	"Sure,
yes please." A pause. "Emma? Can I call you Emma? Mrs
Brierley sounds too much like the landlady." He realised what
he'd said and they laughed.
	"Emma, very definitely. If you
behave yourself you can get promoted to 'Hey You', but only if you
play your cards right. All right Geoff?"
	"Fine.
Emma?"
	"Yes Geoff?"
	"You're not an axe
murderer by any chance are you?"
	She shook her head
vehemently. "Never owned an axe, never want to. And before you
ask, no I don't normally pick up men off the street. There aren't
that many in Chetsea anyway, being such a small village."
   
 
	The kettle chose that moment to boil, to the relief of both of
them. Tea was brewed. Small talk was made. Geoff was feeling
distinctly uncomfortable, beginning to wonder if this was really a
good idea.
	A momentary flashback came to his mind, an old film,
'Arsenic and Old Lace'. He choked on his tea. She went to help him
but he gestured that he was fine and the fit passed. She looked at
him strangely and he felt that he owed her an explanation.
	"Arsenic
and Old Lace," he chuckled.
	She frowned for a moment and he
wondered if he'd made a faux pas, before her face cleared in
understanding.
	"Cary Grant, Peter Lorre." He nodded and
she continued. "I promise that I don't have a brother who digs
the Panama canal in the cellar where we bury the bodies."
	It
broke the tension, at which point Disney finished and three hungry
children came looking for instant sustenance.
	"I'll show you
to your room," Emma declared and they wound their way up the
staircase towards the guest bedroom, where she left him to sort
himself out. "Make yourself at home," she said. There was
something in the way she said it, the look on her face that confused
him. He was well into unknown territory here, or was it just his
over-active imagination?
	The next three hours were fully occupied
by feeding, bathing and bedding the three exhausted children and it
was gone eight by the time Emma emerged, sweaty, hair tousled and
covered in bits of four-year-old tea.
	She showed Geoff the living
room, which thankfully didn't double as the kids' playroom. He
settled on an enormous sofa.
	"I'm going for a shower then
I'm going to get us some Pizza and then we'll open that bottle you
brought." And with that she disappeared.
	Geoff, as always in
other peoples' houses, used the time to peruse the bookshelves and
music collections. He always maintained you could tell more about
people that way than through therapy.
	Emma was a quick shower-er
because it only took fifteen minutes for her to return. Geoff did a
double take as she entered the room. She had changed the shirt for a
silk blouse, the jeans for a midi skirt. Even without make-up she
looked radiant. She noticed the look on Geoff's face and smiled. "I
don't get to dress up very often," with which she left the room
to return twenty minutes later, this time pulling a trolley
containing two pizzas on plates, two glasses and the bottle of red,
already opened.
	She collapsed onto the sofa, a respectable
distance from Geoff, and dished out food and drink. Nothing further
was said until the pizza had gone.
	"Comfort food," Emma
declared, tucking one foot under her. "but just what was needed.
I'm afraid you won't get cordon bleu whilst you're here. I'm capable
of it but not whilst those three are around." She took a gulp of
wine and sighed appreciatively. "I'll say this. You know your
wine."
	There was an appreciative pause before she
continued.
	"So what is all this location, background stuff
all about anyway. I'm sure you're not just on the lookout for lonely
old women needing someone to ear-bash."
	Geoff ignored the
self-deprecating speech.
	"I write screenplays."
	"What.
For films?"
	"Films, television. If they'll pay for it
I'll do it," he confessed.
	"So we're back to
prostituting then are we?" Emma snorted into her glass as they
laughed.
	"Absolutely. I'll take a book, play, idea, turn it
into something for the screen, but in order to do it I need
background, locations to visualise and write around, all that sort of
thing."
	"Sounds glamorous."
	He shook his head.
"Just hard graft I'm afraid, like any work." A pause. "What
did you do before the children?"
	Emma mind seemed to go
to a faraway place judging by the look on her face. "Graphics
designer, fashion world, prints, fabrics."
	"You haven't
gone back to it then."
	"No. Don't need to at the
moment. We aren't short, Harry made sure of that, and those three
keep me busy enough."
	There was one of those uncomfortable
silences when conversation doesn't know whether to go to the next
level or bumble along as it is. Geoff broke the silence.
	"And
tomorrow. How is your knowledge of Chetsea? I need to walk around it
and get some history."
	Emma raised her glass. "I'm your
man, I mean woman, tour guide, whatever."
	"Good, that
would be very kind." There was another uncomfortable pause.
"Well I'm going to turn in."
	Let me know if you need
anything." She smiled a tight and tired smile. "Good
night."
	She followed him out the room, turning out lights as
she went.




Chapter 3



     
	The next morning he deliberately stayed out of
the way until the children were up, dressed and breakfasted. He came
down just as they were getting coats on and Emma was clearing the
table. 
	She spotted him in the doorway and a genuine smile
overtook the droopy eyelids.
	"Good. You haven't died in your
sleep; that's a relief. Have whatever you can find for breakfast but
don't touch the Frosties, we're short and Lizzie won't eat anything
else. Drink tea, there's plenty of tea." And with that they left
through the back door into weak sunshine.
	He helped himself to
some Coco Pops and she returned twenty minutes later, dropping a
jacket in the hall before subsiding into a chair.
	"You did
leave me some tea didn't you?" she demanded.
	Geoff smiled.
"I did but I guess it'll need nuked," he replied, nodding
to the microwave.
	"Standard procedure," she responded,
pouring a cup and setting the microwave.
	He helped clear up,
stacked the dishwasher, dried the remaining dishes. As he finished
off he realised she was standing in the doorway watching him, leaning
against the doorjamb, arms folded.
	"You keep that up and
I'll cut the rent, you're a useful man to have around."
    

	The day looked as if it might deteriorate so they went out
straight away, strolling down to the quay and then meandering along
the sea wall towards the Ness. The wind had died, and the sun had some
warmth in it. It was not unpleasant at all. In fact Geoff was finding
it extremely enjoyable. They stopped and leant on the railings,
watching the boats in the harbour and on the estuary, while Emma
described how busy the place became in the high season. They listened
to the gulls screaming overhead and the yacht rigging flapping in the
breeze.
	"Can't move for cars, tourists, and ice cream vans
in the summer," she said. 
	"Tell me about the people,"
Geoff asked.
	"Oh we're mainstream here. We've got every
shape and size including Mr Defries who likes to wear his wife's
clothes, Albert Grimshaw who's a hermit, and Annie Bull who insists
on driving her five sheep down the high street in the busy season
just to annoy the holiday makers. We've got our own celebrity
recluse, a haunted house and three elderly gents who take it in turns
to act like the town drunk. We're just your average seaside town,"
she finished with a flourish. "But you probably want to see some
of the big houses."
     So they walked across the fields to
the back of the village where the old Victorian mansions were and,
sure enough, Geoff started to take some photographs before scribbling
notes in a dog-eared notebook.
	He put the book away and consulted
his watch and the weather.
	"Coffee time," he announced.

	Without a word they both turned and made their way back to the
quayside café. With the sun disappearing they opted to stay
inside and wrap hands round steaming mugs.
	Geoff was watching
Emma through the steam. "Somehow it's not the same without ice
cream being liberally spread over little faces," he
grinned.
	"Don't," she grimaced. "This is
heaven."
	There was an awkward silence. Coffee was drunk,
small talk was made and finally Emma admitted she had to go and visit
her Mother-in-law. She handed him a spare front door key with a
little more ceremony than was strictly necessary but Geoff was
determined not to read anything into it.
	They parted company
outside and went their different ways.
     
	And so the
remainder of the week played out. Geoff spent more time in his room
trying to write but thinking distracted thoughts. Emma stuck to her
routine but kept up a plentiful supply of coffee. An outsider would
have wondered what was going on behind it all and come away totally
perplexed.
	Friday, the day before Geoff was planning to leave,
Emma kept her weekly coffee appointment with her best friend and
neighbour Joanna. She wasn't sure if she was looking forward to this
one or not.
	Joanna hustled her into the lounge and sat her down
with unbecoming haste.
	"So. Tell me. Who is that man I've
seen coming and going all week?" she demanded.
	Emma sighed,
"that's Geoff Gordon, he's been lodging with us this
week."
	Joanna was so distracted she put two extra sugars in
her coffee and didn't even notice.
	"How ever did that come
about?"
	So reluctantly Emma told her.
	"Emma you're
a complete basket case. You've invited a total stranger into your
house?" cried Joanna.
	Emma put her head in her hands. "I
know. I know. I've told myself exactly the same thing. It just seemed
so natural at the time."
	"But he could be an
axe-murderer, a child molester or even a tax inspector."
	"I
know, but he hasn't gone near the axe, has shown no interest in my
finances, and he hasn't molested anyone."
	Something in her
tone of voice made Joanna scrutinise her closely through piercing
eyes.
	"Emma!" she exclaimed. "You like him, don't
you. Yes you do."
	"Whether I do or don't is entirely
irrelevant," retorted Emma. "He's leaving us
tomorrow."
	"But you have to tell him how you feel
before he goes."
	"What, and let him feel pity for an
old decrepit widow woman? No, I won't do it."
	"But how
do you know he doesn't feel the same about you?"
	"He
hasn't touched me all week."
	"But Emma.."
	Emma
put her coffee mug down with a thud on the table. "Can I have a
refill, and can we change the subject please."
     
     
	Geoff
stared at his laptop screen without focus, the blinking cursor
pulsing at him accusingly, reminding him once a second that he should
be writing. He couldn't concentrate. The events of the week had left
him unsettled. He was so used to being on his own that having a
family around him was a major culture shock. But it left him with an
unrecognisably warm feeling that he couldn't pin down. He didn't want
to leave but he knew he had to. As if on cue his mobile
rang.
	"Geoff, when are you coming home?" demanded a
female voice.
	He hesitated before replying as if to stave off the
words as long as possible.
	"I'm coming back
tomorrow."
	"Good, I thought you were only going for two
days."
	"That was the plan but I had to stay on."
	"Oh.
Are you going to have to go back?"
	He looked at the ceiling
for inspiration but found none.
	"I don't know."
	"Okay.
Well you know that there are things we need to do."
	"Yes,
yes I know. Look I'll talk to you tomorrow when I get back."
	"What
time?"
	"Don't know. I'll text you," He
replied.
	"Okay. Bye."
	He drummed his fingers on the
desk. Why was nothing ever straightforward?
     
	The next morning they sat
around the kitchen table in what had become their ritual, a
cup of tea after the school run. His bags were ready in the hallway.
He took the front door key out of his pocket and put it on the table.
The both looked at it silently, each running different thoughts
through their heads.
	Geoff broke the silence.
	"I wanted
to let you know that I've really appreciated you taking me in this
week." He paused not sure about what to say next, trying to make
a decision in his own mind. "I know it's a cheek but I wondered
if I could come back in three days time for another week."
	He
was interrupted by an enormous hiccup from Emma. It covered up the
sharp intake of breath that threatened to sound like a sob.
	"Of
course if it's not convenient.." he continued.
	"No,"
interrupted Emma. "It's fine, no problem." She tried
desperately to sound nonchalant but wasn't sure she carried it off
that well. She pushed the key back at Geoff, got up and turned to the
sink just in case she gave away the turmoil going through her mind.
"Keep the key in that case and you can just let yourself in when
you get back."
     
	That evening, in the lounge, on the
sofa, Emma put down her wine glass.
	It was no good, the book on her lap was not distracting her enough. The children were
all in bed and she realised now how much she was missing his company,
and he had only been gone twelve hours for goodness sake. Her thoughts
rambled on. Was it just company that she was missing, another
presence in the room, someone to talk to? Or was it the company of
another man? Or was it actually Geoff. She put the bookmark back in
the book, ran her hands through her hair and rubbed her tired eyes.
She took a mouthful of red wine but it only conjured up a memory of
that first night. Goodness, she was acting just like a schoolgirl.
She picked up her mobile off the table. Should she ring him? Don't be
stupid woman, he'll think you're a complete nut-case, his landlady
ringing him without any reason. She put the phone down again. Joanna
was right, she was a complete basket case.
     
     
	Geoff stood
at the window of his flat looking out over the London rooftops and
wished he wasn't there. Where he wanted to be was in Chetsea, sharing
a glass of wine with his friend. Friend? He conjured up her face in
his mind, her smile, and the smell of her perfume.He pictured her in that silk blouse and tight jeans. The mind can play
terrible tricks. Self-doubt played on his. He had never
managed to hold down a relationship
+ so why would this be any different?
Why would she want to be anything other than a landlady? The thought
plagued him. Geoff, you have to put her out of your mind or you will
go crazy. A voice from the room next door called to say food was
ready and he turned away, grateful of the distraction.    





Chapter 4



	After delivering the children to school Emma walked up the path
to her front door with a lightness in her step. She couldn't help it.
She was looking forward to Geoff's return later in the day and she
would be lying if she said otherwise. It wasn't a sin so she
shouldn't be ashamed; but was it wise? She dropped her keys on the
hall table and headed for the kitchen, wondering how to pass the time
until later. She stopped at the kitchen door, clearly remembering
that she had left it closed, but now it was ajar, a gap of more than
a foot. She gingerly pushed it open the rest of the way.
	"There's
another cup in the pot, but you might have to nuke it first,"
said Geoff from his seat at the table.
	She stopped and leant
against the doorjamb, folding her arms. "Welcome back. I assumed
that you wouldn't arrive until later."
	"I decided to
beat the traffic and left early. That isn't a problem is
it?"
	"Definitely not," declared Emma sitting down
and ignoring the tea. She noticed the bottle of red wine on the table
and it prompted a smile. "It has been very quiet the last few
days."
	Geoff hesitated for a second. "I missed all of
you too."
	Emma got up and nuked her tea while she considered
his words. Her heart seemed to beat faster of its own accord whilst
her mind was telling her not to be so silly.
	"So what do you
need to do this week," she asked by way of changing the subject,
or at least her train of thought.
	"I need to write."
	"I
won't get in your way then." She wasn't sure what response she
wanted. Was it a deliberately leading question or not?
	Geoff
didn't respond.
	"I've got a lot to do anyway," she
continued.
	"Right," he said. "I'll get my bag
unpacked and then I need to go out and take some more photos of
surrounding villages. By the way how, can I get over to the
Ness?"
	"Tomorrow there will be a regular boat going
over from the quay. You can't miss it."
	"Excellent."
And with that he disappeared up the stairs leaving Emma trying to
decide which way was up.
     
	Geoff didn't see her again
during the day. Were they deliberately avoiding each other or what?
He worked in his room until the children were in the bath before
coming down to the lounge and picking up a recent local newspaper.
Local colour was always good input. He was interrupted by Emma
yelling at the children to be quiet and go to sleep or else. He had
never heard her raise her voice before and it came as a bit of a
shock. She came in, sat down opposite him and the happy face fell
significantly. She bore all the marks of children wrestling, tomato
ketchup stains on her jumper and dried yoghurt on her trousers.
	"I'm
sorry about that, it's just been hard recently. It'll be three years
next weekend since he died."
	"Harry?" 
	She
nodded. "It's just so isolating."
	"I can't believe
you haven't got friends." Statement of fact.
	"Friends,
yes, lots of friends. The trouble is that it's so difficult to talk to
friends who have been through it with you. It's actually easier to
talk to strangers."
	"Like counselling," he
suggested.
	"Yes. No. I don't need answers. There are no
answers. I just need to talk about it, so strangers who won't be
around in seven days time are perfect." She realised what she'd
said. "Sorry I didn't mean to infer..."
	"That's
okay, no problem. It's what I do. Walk in and out of people's lives.
My life story."
	He paused and then continued.
	"How
long were you married?"
	"Ten years, lived together for
two years before that. Harry was in banking. Had a brain for it. Did
well in the City. We were what people referred to as affluent."
She raised her glass in mock salute.
	"Good years?"
	"Bloody
good years. Shit we were happy. Everything seemed to go our way, fell
on our feet ..." She looked past Geoff and seemed to focus on
the wall, or maybe it was the wine. "...until the cancer
came."
	"How long?"
	She focussed on him again,
frowned and wagged her finger at him, touching his sleeve lightly.
"Wrong question. The next approved question is what cancer was
it?"
	He put his hand on hers. "What the cancer was, is
largely irrelevant."
	She nodded. "You're right. Three
months we had. They originally thought a year, but very quickly it
came down the closer they looked. Three months. Three days after
Maxine's first birthday." She wasn't crying in the conventional
sense but tears were rolling down her cheeks.
	He didn't quite
know how to respond so he stayed as he was and kept quiet.
	"Silly
bloody woman, it's in the past now you fool," she chastised
herself.
	She went out of the room and from the sounds, Geoff
reckoned she was washing her face. She returned looking distinctly
refreshed and more positive. Despite that, the conversation was
steered onto safer ground for the rest of the evening.
     
	The
next morning the boat out to the Ness duly dropped them off by the
main slipway before reversing out to re-cross the 120-yard channel
back to Chetsea. Emma had appointed herself guide at breakfast that
morning. They started walking away from the shore in no particular
direction that Geoff could determine, although Emma seemed to know
where she was going.
	He was growing fond of this woman at a speed
he didn't realise he was capable of. For her part she seemed to have
lightened since the previous day. Half way across the spit of land
she stopped for no appreciable reason, almost knocking him off the
path, and then turned to him.
	"Thank you for last
night."
	He expressed surprise with the raising of eyebrows.
"Last night? I didn't do anything. I just listened and let the
wine do the rest."
	She punched him. It was playful but
definitely a punch. "You know what I mean. It helps, distraction
therapy, whatever they call it. I appreciate it."
	He let go
the fist which he had instinctively caught, looked into her eyes,
liked what he saw, and looked away before he fooled himself too
much.
	They walked most of the morning, they talked of everything
and anything. And after that, sorted out the world.
	In between,
Geoff managed to find the odd moment to take a photo or make a few
notes, but it was rapidly becoming less of a focus than he had
originally intended.
	They ate a brief packed lunch. Brief because
the sun had disappeared and the wind had a bite to it in the exposed
landscape of the shingle banks. They started back to pick up the
ferry as spots of rain started to fall.
	It was Geoff who raised
the subject but without intending the course it eventually took.
	"Do
you have family close by?" He asked.
	"Family? No. My
parents live in Devon. My sister's in Scarborough and I've got an
older brother who lives in Ireland," she replied. "But I
have Irene. That's Harry's mum. She's terrific. Whenever I have a
crisis she's always there for me. She's gold through and through.
Perhaps that's why she's always going on at me to build new
relationships."
	"And are you?"
	"Am I
what?"
	"Building new relationships."
	"We
had something very special, Harry and I. I'm never sure whether
another relationship would compare too odiously to work. Makes
investing a risk."
	Geoff didn't know what to say, so he said
nothing, and if he was dismayed he didn't show it. If Emma was
looking to provoke a response it didn't work. The only sound to be
heard were the gulls. They walked on in silence and observers might
have judged it companionable, albeit with undertones.
	The journey
back was completed without incident and the rain didn't come to much
but the first thing they did on arriving home was to light a fire. The
leaping flames seemed to lighten things until the children needed
picking up from school.
	Geoff helped the scrum that was the
children's teatime and contributed to homework before Emma packed
them off to bed. He brought in some more logs to dry by the fireside
at which point Emma came in with two plates of meatballs and chips,
and Geoff's bottle of red wine. They ate and drank in silence before
sinking into one of the sofas near the fire.
	"One of Harry's
favourite meals," said Emma. "That and all day
breakfasts."
	"He wasn't a health fanatic then,"
replied Geoff.
	"No."
	There was silence for a moment
before Emma spoke.
	"You get over the missing, you know.
Eventually you don't miss the person themselves but just the presence
they were."
	She took her hand and absent-mindedly stroked
Geoff's cheek but it was obvious it wasn't Geoff she was thinking
of.
	"Meaning...?" asked Geoff.
	"The chance to
discuss, debate, make decisions. Decide which size wellingtons to buy
for number two child. All that. That's what makes you on your own.
That's what makes you lonely."
	She realised she was still
stroking his cheek and withdrew her hand, not embarrassed but aware
of being misconstrued.
	"You're a good listener, Geoff
Gordon." He bowed, she laughed. "Have you ever thought of
changing your first name to Flash?" she giggled.
	"It's
the first thing that came into people's heads at school," he
acknowledged with a rueful smile.
	Shortly the bottle of wine came
to an end and the conversation ceased with it, at least in any
semblance of sense that is, but laughter and silliness took over
until Geoff declared he needed sleep.
     
	The rest of the
week flew by. Geoff insisted that he needed to do some serious
writing otherwise deadlines would overtake him. Emma decided that she
had neglected the garden long enough and went to tackle some of the
wilderness that was threatening to take over. And so they spent an
amicable few days, Geoff pitching in when Emma needed a second pair
of hands. The children helped when they came home from school and
everyone got very dirty.
	Before they knew it Geoff was due to go
back to London the following day and an air of unofficial gloom
descended.
They celebrated with pizza and red wine. Emma put the
skirt and blouse on but still it seemed like a wake.He noticed that
she'd put on some make up.
	She was gorgeous, no doubt about that.
Was she serious? Was it just adult conversation she was after?
Goodness know he hadn't been looking for a relationship, and
especially now when he was trying to focus on his work.
	He
struggled to work out how to say what he wanted to say. He was
desperate not to say the wrong thing.
	"I've got to be back
in London for three weeks." He paused. "My publishers are
insisting on it, but if you don't mind I'd like to come back then for
three weeks. They are insisting I spend at least half of my time in
London to complete work and meet clients and all that."
	Emma
fell very silent. She had been working herself up to say goodbye to
this man and now he wanted to turn things on their head, walk in and
out of her life. She frowned. Somehow she didn't think this was a
good idea, but the alternative, to say goodbye to this man for good.
Was this something she wanted to do willingly? No, not yet at any
rate.
	"I'll keep the room free," she replied, a little
coolly, Geoff thought.




Chapter 5



     
	The first week was hell. The
children didn't seem to do anything right. Emma felt she was in a
permanently bad mood. The weather seemed to agree. It was stormy and
cold, and she spent hours curled up on the sofa, reading. She spent
time berating herself for being stupid and acting like a schoolgirl
with a crush, but despite all that she still wouldn't sit on Geoff's
end of the sofa. When the weather improved she spent more time in the
garden, putting far more aggression into her digging than was really
necessary. Joanna tried to talk some sense into her but to no avail.
Her mother in law tried to tell her to buck up, in the nicest
possible way. Emma merely replied that they didn't understand, how
could they when they weren't in her shoes. In quieter moments she
wondered whether their arrangement was sensible. She didn't want to
go through this every three weeks and by the tenth day she had
decided that she would say no the next time he asked to stay. It was
at that point that the phone rang.
	She didn't expect it. She
presumed it was her mother-in-law finalising arrangements for looking
after the children on the following day. She picked up the
phone.
	"Hi," she said confidently.
	"Hi
yourself," replied Geoff.
	She was lost for something to say.
She sat down.
	"I didn't expect you to phone," was all
she could say.
	"Master of the surprise that's me."
	"How
are you?"
	"I'm fine. Taking a bit of time to
re-acclimatise to London. The gulls aren't so noisy here. How are all
of you?"
    	 Emma took a deep breath. "We're fine.
Children are being monsters as usual. They only behave when you're
around, you know."
	"Don't believe it."
	"Are
you calling me a fibber?" she accused him, tongue-in-cheek.
	They talked around the commonplace. Emma began to wonder
if there was an elephant in the living room, just before he rang off.

    
	Geoff put the phone down and was unsure if he'd done the
right thing. He just wanted to hear her voice. Why oh why couldn't he
come out and say how he felt? He realised that he was terrified.
Terrified that she didn't feel about him the same way he felt about
her. Had no confidence that anyone could feel as strongly about him
as he did about Emma. Terrified of rejection. Began to wonder if,
seeing her again, he would actually be able to leave her. His writing
was not going well. Concentration was impossible. Only ten days to go
though.
	Ten tough days.
     
	He left at first light and
was in Chetsea by six thirty in the morning. He let himself in
quietly and boiled a kettle for some tea. Already he felt more at
home here than he did back in London.
	He was lost in thought when
a sound disturbed him and he looked up to see Emma in the doorway, in
her dressing gown, hair dishevelled, sleepy eyed.
	"There is
tea in the pot," said Geoff, "but it probably needs
nuked."
	Emma smiled a tired smile. "Standard
procedure."
	It was a glorious day with a clear blue sky and
the morning was warm already. The children insisted that Uncle Geoff
walk with them to school. 
	When Emma and Geoff returned they
cleared the breakfast table and Geoff slung his bag into 'his'
room.
	It was Geoff's suggestion that they go for a walk along the
seawall and they set off at a stroll, neither apparently in a hurry
to go anywhere fast. They talked of trivia, what had happened in the
minutiae of the last three weeks.
     
	They reached the stage
where it was wise to turn around and she stopped to point out the
radio transmission station with its dozen or so aerials strung out
across masts. She was standing in front of him, pointing out to sea.
He watched her for a moment in her tee-shirt and cords, the same that
she had been wearing the day he first saw her. He could smell her
hair, and her perfume.
	He couldn't resist it, he grabbed her by
the waist and pretended to knock her into the sea, grabbing her to
safety at the last minute.
	"Careful you don't fall in!"
	She
shrieked, then laughed, then leant her head backwards to look at him.
He couldn't help himself, or so he maintained afterwards. He took her
head, bent down and kissed her.
	It didn't come as a surprise to
her, in fact she confessed later that she had seen it coming and
encouraged it. At any rate when the kiss stopped she turned around
and looked up at him, put her arms around his neck and returned the
kiss, only this time it was longer and there was more energy in
it.
	When they had finished but were still holding each other, she
spoke whilst watching his eyes.
	"You know, I don't actually
know you. So why am I doing this?"
	He shrugged. "Sometimes
that makes it easier," and they kissed again.
	The return
walk was very little different to the walk out, only this time she
took his arm, the conversation continued as before, but this time the
thinking was deafening. Occasionally one would look sideways at the
other and very occasionally catch each other doing it, which caused
peels of laughter and made both of them feel better.
	Lunch was
sandwiches on the quay, the sun stronger than yesterday and warmer.
They had takeaway cappuccinos from the tea-room and watched the boats
come and go.
	After lunch they walked around the village,
recounting again the history, the people, the gossip, and finished in
time to pick up the children from school. Maxine got a piggy-back
from Geoff, and squealed as he did plane impressions whilst Emma told
them both to grow up.
	Once home, Geoff played hide and seek with
the two older ones, which was tricky as they knew all the hiding
places and he didn't. In the end he had to fish them out by declaring
that tea was ready, whilst they pronounced him a cheat, and he
roundly protested his innocence.
	Tea was an all-together affair
in the kitchen, the table looking as if a bomb had gone off, toast
and spaghetti hoops everywhere. As usual the kids trooped off for
baths and bed but not before he had a kiss goodnight from
Maxine.
	Geoff felt the need to go and change and in his bedroom
looked at himself in the mirror.
	What's going on here, he asked
himself, is he actually getting into something he would later regret?
And then he thought of Emma and that kiss, and decided risks were
okay.
     
	It was gone eight when Emma finally came down. He
was sitting in a corner of the sofa, his long legs stretched out on
the rug. She had a long shirt on, down to her thighs, but he couldn't
swear she was wearing anything else. Her hair was finely groomed and
smelled wonderful. His senses reeled. She sat down with him so close
that he was forced to lift his arm and put it around her. Not that he
needed to be forced of course. Fortunately he had put a bottle of red
and two glasses on the table next to him just in case. They spent the
evening watching the fire and talking about themselves. Geoff was not
sure whether she wanted him to gaze down her open-necked shirt or
not, but he found it unavoidable.
	There was an awkwardness and an uncertainty as they came to
close of play. The day seemed to have opened up questions that no-one
had ventured to answer as yet. In the end they kissed goodnight, less
passionately than earlier, and then went their separate ways. 




Chapter 6



	The
night tossed and turned for Geoff, but Emma showed no signs of a
sleepless night when he saw her the next morning. She almost glowed,
in mohair jumper and slacks.
	She danced around the kitchen, toast
in hand. "You're on your own today, I've got to go in to Ipswich
for some shopping."
	"Suits me, I really need to do some
work," he replied.
	She hesitated as if weighing things up in
her mind. "Can you pick up the kids from school? If you don't
want to it's not a problem, I can get Harry's mum to do it."
	"No
that's fine. I'd love to."
	She looked at him and pursed her
lips whilst frowning. "You're not an axe murderer are you?"
	He
had to laugh.
	Work kept him pre-occupied and distracted but when
he stopped for lunch he was surprise how much he missed her presence.
He was used to working alone and it had never bothered him
before.
	She did the shopping. Normally she would have made a long
day of it; stretched it out; enjoyed the freedom; had lunch and
coffee, window-shopped a lot. Today she found herself in more of a
hurry, watching the time, deciding which train she could manage to
get home. On occasion she would spot something and turn to remark on
it, until she realised there was no-one there.
	In the evening
when she returned, the kids were fed, bathed and ready for bed. She
was very impressed but also slightly unsettled; something that
surprised her. Geoff excused himself and went up to his room,
claiming he needed to finish some work. She tried to hide her
disappointment. Was she being silly? Was she seeing things that
weren't there? She hurled logs into the fire more vigorously than
normal and told herself not to be so silly, she wasn't some young
schoolgirl. It was a phrase she was using more and more
frequently.
	Geoff eventually came down and they shared a last
drink before saying goodnight. Tonight there was no kiss and Emma
wondered if things might slip away.
     
	He caught her by
surprise the next day while she was drying up a few dishes. He ran
fingers through her hair and massaged her neck until she put down the
dishtowel and turned around. He put her hands around his neck and
then grasped her waist.
	"When did you first feel it?"
she asked.
	Geoff paused very briefly for thought. "When you
walked away from me on the quay that first day."
	She raised
her eyebrows in genuine surprise.
	"What about you,"
quizzed Geoff.
	"The moment before I asked you to come and
stay."
	Geoff shook his head. "So why did we wait so
long?"
	"I have no idea," replied Emma but they
lost no more time before drawing each other into a long and
passionate kiss that would have done a rom-com proud.
	And then it
got silly. Every time they encountered each other around the house
during the day a kiss had to be exchanged as if they were making up
for lost time, which is exactly what they were doing.
     
∗∗∗


Two days later,
after a day when they had seen little of each other, due to Geoff's
workload and another of Emma's shopping trips to Ipswich, Geoff was in the
bathroom brushing his teeth. He was in a good frame of mind. The
work was going well, and his relationship with Emma was growing
closer. The only downside was that he ached to hold her perfect body and to make love to her, to stroke her smooth skin. He closed his eyes, aware that he was getting aroused at the mere thought. He finished his teeth, leaned on the sink and grimaced at
himself in the mirror. Turning to walk out the door in just his
boxers, he met Emma coming in through the doorway. They both stopped
in their tracks, Emma wide-eyed at the sight of Geoff in just boxers.
Geoff, meanwhile, was openly ogling Emma who was only wearing a
virtually see-through negligee that hid nothing of her body from him.
For a whole minute they stared, saying nothing but thinking furiously.

Then
something broke in Geoff, and moving swiftly forward he gathered up
Emma in his arms and carried her out of the bathroom. She squealed
loudly, but to Geoff's relief it was a squeal of delight and not
horror. He carried her through to her bedroom and let her stand at
the foot of the bed. She turned to face him, kissed him briefly and
then let her negligee slip off her shoulders and drop to the floor.
He laid her gently on the bed and kneeling beside her, slowly stroked
her warm velvety skin.

“Did
you know that you have the most gorgeous body,” he whispered
reverently.

“You're
pretty delectable yourself,” she replied, reaching out to pull
down his boxers. “Wow,” she exclaimed.

Geoff
kicked his boxers off. “I've been wanting to do this for
weeks,” he admitted.

“I've
been wanting you to do this for weeks as well,” confessed Emma
with a broad smile, as she pulled him down on top of her.
     


	The days went by and
summer eventually moved in, with warm weather and school holidays;
tents in the garden; adventures in the woods; messing about in
boats.
	Geoff and Tom went camping in nearby woods for a few
nights, building fires and tracking 'wild animals'. As they wriggled
into sleeping bags Tom dropped the bombshell.
	"Are you and
Mummy going to get married?"
	Geoff did a double-take and
desperately tried to think of a sensible answer for a ten-year-old.
Before he had time to conjure something Tom continued the
interrogation.
	"When my friend Gary's dad went away, his mum
got married to Mr Thorpe."
	Geoff chickened out. "We
will have to see. I don't know. Would you like me to marry your mum?"

	He suddenly realised how unfair the question was and started to
back-track, but Tom didn't seem worried.
	"I think I might,
if you lived with us all the time."
	After this pronouncement
he yawned, rolled over in his sleeping bag and went to sleep, leaving
Geoff to lie awake, watching the stars and thinking perilous
thoughts.
	Geoff stayed, although every three weeks he still had
to go back to London for the next three, 'or they won't pay me'. They
were three long weeks for everyone and despite talking on the phone
for at least an hour most nights, Emma was as impatient as the
children for the three weeks to come up.
	In early August Geoff
and Emma spent several days at Snape Maltings, going to concerts and
walking in Tunstall Forest, while Irene looked after the
children.
	They were happy, Emma was radiant, and everyone
remarked on it.
	It seemed too good to be true.
	It was.
	In
early September it all fell apart.
     




Chapter 7



	Emma sat by the first
fire of the autumn after Geoff had been gone a week; it was the most
difficult time. She already looked forward to him returning. Suddenly
she was hit by the realisation that when Geoff was there they were a
real family. He wasn't a friend, a lover or a lodger. He was a
partner, a husband, even a father.
	All those occasions came back
to her where small gestures had seemed almost insignificant but put
together indicated that he was sharing responsibility in the family,
forming a part of their lives, filling a hole they hadn't realised
was there.
	She couldn't believe that she hadn't realised it before.
How blind she had been. She wanted to tell him, to hug him, hold him
close.
	Two days later Grandma was enrolled to hold the fort and
Emma caught the London train. As she watched the fields flash passed
her emotions roller-coasted, between convincing herself that Geoff
wanted to be a permanent part of her life, and desperately afraid
that he didn't feel the same about her as she did about him. She
rationalised it, arguing that the amount of effort that he invested
in being with them was indefatigable proof that he loved her, loved
them, wanted to be a part of them.
	She could feel her heart
pounding with the adrenaline rush of euphoria at the thought of being
with him for the rest of her life. Sitting on the train she could
recall the feel of his arm around her waist, the sound of his
laughter at the children's antics, the soft touch of his fingers
entwined with hers and the smell of his hair as he held her
tightly.
	She had his address, a 'flat over shops' as he had
described it. She scanned the Underground map and strode briskly from
platform to platform, willing the trains to come.
	When she
finally found it with her new A-Z, it was actually some swanky
apartment block with retail units on the ground floor. Master of the
understatement. The polished and brightly-lit lift seemed
to take for ever, the hum of the motor echoing her impatience. There
was no answer to the doorbell, which, in the middle of the day didn't
surprise her, yet still left her disappointed. Standing in the
hallway, recovering some composure, she delved into the A-Z to
uncover suitable ways to pass the time until he was likely to
return.
	She settled finally on the British Museum and started off
through the streets in a meandering route, passed the cafés,
dodging the random tables sprinkled across the pavement like a giant
draughts-board in mid-game.
     
	She hadn't gone more than
three streets before she caught sight of Geoff in the distance,
outside a jeweller's shop. She blinked; she had to be mistaken, but
she moved closer and it was definitely Geoff. She made a move to call
out across the street but she stopped herself as her heart sank and
missed a beat or two.
	He had his arm around a petite brunette and
they were laughing and giggling like schoolchildren. Geoff looked
happier and more relaxed than she had ever seen him. Emma had to
admit his companion was gorgeous; a model perhaps; beautifully and
elegantly dressed.  Emma looked at her own jeans and tee-shirt.
	What
a fool! What a blind fool she had been. As she watched they moved
inside the shop and she couldn't resist briefly looking through the
window to see them pointing to a tray of wedding rings. She blinked
back tears and strode away with increasingly vicious energy, unable
to believe how gullible she had been.
	It was so blindingly
obvious to her now. No wonder he needed to go back to London every
three weeks, he was leading a double existence, and she'd fallen for
it hook, line and sinker. You stupid cow, how could you
ever think that he would be taken with you?
     




Chapter 8



	She fought
her way home through a veil of tears but the next few days were a
nightmare. Her pillow was wet every night; she alternated between
rage at him, and frustration at herself for being so easily drawn in.
Tempers were frayed, the children became miserable, and shouting and
arguments became the norm. She daren't answer the phone because she
knew she wouldn't be able to hold it together.
	It came to a head
late on Friday when, in the course of an argument with Tom, he shouted
"I want Uncle Geoff back". She saw red and hit
him.
	Immediately horrified by what she'd done she recognised this
couldn't go on. The next day Harry's mother popped in and took one
look at Emma, the unkempt hair, the dark smudged eyes, with bags from
lack of sleep.
	"Go away," she said. "Get away for
a few days and sort yourself out, the kids will be fine with
me."
	And hours later she was on the next train to her
sister's place in Scarborough.




	Sally
met her at the station and couldn't believe that the red-eyed,
drawn-faced, hunched individual in front of her was her sister. She
was horrified at the sight and insisted they go for a walk on
the cliffs so she could be told everything.
	So Emma told
her.
	"And this was Geoff? Geoff Gordon. It doesn't make
sense. I don't understand it. When you talked about him he sounded so
nice."
	"He might be to his fiancée,"
retorted Emma, "but obviously not to his bit on the side."
	"But
why would he keep coming back to Chetsea if he wasn't
serious?"
	"Well he was obviously serious about having
some free time to indulge himself at our expense."
	"You
don't know that."
	"Why else would he keep going back to
London for three weeks?"
	Sally hesitated. "I must admit
I did find that a bit odd," she conceded. "But it may have
a perfectly innocent explanation."
	"What? Like him with
his arm around this beautiful girl has an innocent explanation,"
Emma replied caustically.
	They talked and talked but Sally
remained mystified.
	"Let me make a few discrete phone
calls."
	"No. I forbid you. I can't let him have the
satisfaction of hearing this."
	Sally was silent and nothing
more was said on the subject for a couple of days.
	Emma brooded
and her mood didn't improve. If anything it darkened. She took to
walking for hours on the cliffs, which started to alarm Sally.
	It
would be dramatic to say that she despaired but she felt that the
dark tunnel she was in had no light at the end of it. She had been
betrayed and there lurked the ugly thought that she was in part to
blame. I'm damaged goods after all, she thought, things like this
will happen. Happiness and contentment have gone for ever. 
	She
oscillated between anger and guilt, between depression and remorse.
Oh why did Harry have to leave her? 
	"Why?" she cried
to the wind and the seagulls on the cliff-top. "Why me, why us,
why at all? It's not fair."
	Two more days passed before
Sally raised the issue again over the breakfast table.
	"Emma.
You need to go and confront Geoff. It's the only way any of this will
get cleared up and you can move on."
	"No."
	Sally
took both Emma's hands in hers and looked her in the eye. "Emma,
trust me, you really need to do this. Geoff's in Chetsea."
	"In
Chetsea? Has he seen the kids?"
	"I don't know. "
	"The
bastard."
	Sally shook her head. "Emma, until you went
to London would you have trusted this man?"
	Emma hesitated.
"With my life."
	"Then you need to sort it."








Chapter 9



	Geoff
was indeed in Chelsey trying to work out what the blazes was going
on. All his plans were being thwarted. Emma wouldn't answer his calls
and when he finally got through, Harry's mother would only say she'd
gone away, not where, not with whom, not for how long, just gone
away. So he had come to find out what was going on. This was driving
him demented. Had she found someone else? Is that why she wouldn't
answer his calls? Had he deluded himself that this woman actually had
feelings for him? He was very close to convincing himself that he'd
been taken for a fool, or totally fooled himself. He walked along the
shoreline, mentally berating the seagulls for being so unfeeling as
to ignore his plight and carry on with life as normal, screeching at
each other whether on the wing or perched on masts. He suddenly
wanted to have the simple life they led without all the bloody
complications that human life could bring.
     
	

    
	Emma arrived back shortly after lunch whilst the kids were
at school. Harry's mum was doing some washing.
	"Have you
seen him?" demanded Emma. 
	"Who, Geoff? Yes. As a
matter of fact he called in this morning and took the kids to
school."
	Emma saw red. "Do you know where he is
now?"
	"He said something about going for a walk."
	She
turned on her heel and marched determinedly out of the door, noting
as she did that Geoff's car was parked across the road. She turned
out of the gate and there he was, striding up from the direction of
the quay.
	She waited until he was right next to her before
saying anything.
	"You bastard," she seethed, "You
lying, selfish, two timing bastard."
	And before he realised
what was coming, still in shock, she slapped him hard twice and would
have done a third time had he not come to his senses and grabbed hold
of her wrist.
	"Let me go!" she cried, and lashed out
with a foot.
	"I will when you tell me what all this is
about."
	She fixed him with a look that would have carved
steel like butter.
	"I was in London. I saw you with her.
Your Fiancée." She spat it out like an orange pip. "You
were choosing the wedding ring. I saw it all." She finished with
a flourish, completing the case for the Prosecution.
	A look of
bewilderment crossed his face. "Fiancée? I don't
understand." Then a glimmer of comprehension came into his
eyes.
	His mouth opened and shut several times, his face a complex
sequence of expressions as thoughts tumbled through his mind. He went
to say something but words failed him. He turned and unlocked his
car, pausing briefly to look at Emma before getting in and driving
off, leaving dirt and rubber on the roadway.
	And good riddance,
thought Emma, a brief triumph echoing in her face before she recalled
his last look. It was a familiar look, she'd seen it on Tom's face
before, but where?
	She put it out of her mind and returned to the
house, slamming the front door behind her as if to propel him out of
her mind and out of her life.
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	Geoff drove purposefully,
even aggressively, back to London, his brain in turmoil. Fortunately
no one got in his way. How could she, he thought. His memory went
back to the day in London, the visit to the jewellers. Why did she
have to be there? What were the odds of her being there? If only she
hadn't seen it. Oh God why, he cried. He gripped the steering wheel
as if endeavouring to crush it with his bare hands. If only he could
turn back the clock, if only they could start again, if only...
	As
he approached the North Circular in London anger started to bubble
again. How could she believe it? Did she have such a low opinion of
him as to give it credence? Was this the impression that he had given
her of himself. He didn't know whether he was more angry at himself
or her. Who was more to blame, him, her, or the gods. As he arrived
home still seething inwardly he couldn't see a way forward, couldn't
assemble a positive outcome. Once again he had fouled up another
relationship and the future seemed as black as ever.
     
	Emma's
life returned to routine. It was something that helped. In routine
there was familiarity and security. Routine couldn't let you down, deceive you, or hold you responsible. She developed a closer
relationship with her routine. The children noticed it too. Gone were
the laughing carefree days of summer, autumn had arrived with a chill
wind and a regimented life that left everyone with a heavy
heart.
	Irene noticed, but being a wise woman kept her peace and
waited her time. She loved this daughter-in-law and she hated to see
her suffer, but she knew better than to interfere until the right
time. As for Geoff Gordon, she was confused. She had had a lot of
time for him and did not understand what was was going on. She
normally saw herself as a good judge of character, but Geoff had let
her down and her disappointment weighed heavily on them both. She
began to feel her age more than normal, but perhaps it was just the
colder days of autumn.
     




Chapter 11



	Roz came home from a business
trip abroad and got the shock of her life. She had left a happy Geoff
in the house, lighter that she had seen him for years, but now she
returned to a bear with the biggest sore head you had ever come
across and she couldn't understand why. She wasn't aware of the
growing band of people of which she was now a member but she didn't
like it at all. Geoff threw himself at his work, which would have
been a positive thing but for the fact that everything he produced
went in the bin, thereby worsening his mood even further. Roz did
once or twice try to get to the bottom of the change but got her head
bitten off for her trouble, so backed off.
	She was increasingly
worried about him, to the extent that when she next took an overseas
trip she asked friends to keep an eye on Geoff as he was becoming
increasingly depressed. She returned a week later to find the flat in
a mess and Geoff drunk on the sofa.
	She took off her coat and put
her case in her bedroom, a growing look of grim determination on her face.
She put a pot of coffee on to percolate and removed the gin bottle
and glass from the coffee table.
	Geoff remained semi-comatose,
staring blankly at the wall, not acknowledging her presence in the
slightest. Roz returned to the lounge, and sitting on the sofa turned
Geoff's head so that she could engage eye contact.
	"You are
now going to tell me what all this is about," she demanded, "or
I am going to walk out the door."
	Geoff, always
subconsciously afraid of this petite but determined woman, eventually
told her everything.
	She felt like screaming, so she did. She felt
like shaking the man beside her, so she did. She felt like slapping
some sense into his face, until she saw the tears streaming down his
face, and put her head in her hands instead.
	It was a turning
point and Geoff finally came back to some sense of reality.
	Roz
noticed it and gave an inward sigh of relief as they sat at the
breakfast table.
	"I'm going back to work today. I've got to
meet some clients," Geoff mumbled through some toast
crumbs.
	"Good. I've got to go away at the end of the week,
will you be okay?"
	"I'll be fine, don't worry. I'm
okay."
	Roz wasn't convinced but kept her opinion to herself.
 
   




Chapter 12



	Emma had returned from taking the children to school. Routine
was still everything. Geoff was in the past, except when she was
alone in her room and the kids were in bed, and then she would stare out of
the bedroom window and wonder why happiness had been snatched from
her. What had she done in her past life that warranted such treatment
and such disappointment. She still treasured memories of the summer,
as if the person she had shared it with was an entirely different
individual to the person who had betrayed her. Tears would run down
her cheeks and form a pool on the dressing table until she pulled
herself together and climbed into bed for a night of uneasy
rest.
	She came back to the present with a start as she realised
that a car engine had pulled up and stopped outside. She checked the
date on her watch. That's strange she thought, I wasn't expecting
Irene today. She went to open the front door and was confronted with
the beautiful and elegant vision from the jeweller's shop.
	"Hello,
I'm Roz Gordon," said the vision brightly, holding out a hand,
"and we need to talk."
	Emma was speechless for a good
thirty seconds before finding her voice.
	"God, you've got a
nerve."
	"That's as maybe but could we display my nerves
inside rather than on your doorstep?" asked Roz.
	There was a
firmness in her voice that brought Emma to her senses and she stood
aside to let her pass. Still in a daze she led her into the kitchen,
at least it seemed to be where Roz was going anyway. They faced each
other across the table as if a barrier was necessary to prevent
bloodshed.
	"You didn't waste any time getting married,"
retorted Emma. She tried a sneer but didn't really feel she
succeeded.
	Roz hesitated. "I don't think there is anything
to be gained by prolonging, or perhaps delaying your agony. I'm not
married."
	Emma frowned. "But you said you're Roz
Gordon."
	"That is right." Roz hesitated, Emma
frowned. "That is my name because I am Geoff's sister."
	There
was a pause before Emma's knees buckled, but fortunately she sank
straight into a chair rather than collapse onto the floor, giving an
impression of elegance rather that witless stupidity. She didn't know
whether to laugh or cry; she couldn't take it in, couldn't absorb any
of it.
	"But, but, but....." was all she could
utter.
	Roz smiled. "Tea is what we need here I think. Lots
of tea." She reached for the kettle and filled it under the tap.
"And then we'll see where we go from there."
	They drank
tea, whilst tangled thoughts nested in Emma's brain and Roz gazed out
of the kitchen window, admiring the view across the garden to the
boundary wall.
	Emma finally managed to slow her thoughts down to
produce sensible speech.
	"I've been such a fool."
	"That's
for you to decide," replied Roz, "personally my concern is
for my brother."
	"But you were there that day,"
rambled Emma, a frown creasing her brow, "you looked so much in
love.."
	Roz interrupted and leant forward across the table
as if trying to break into Emma's reverie. "I do love my
brother very much, which is why I am here, but we were not there to
buy a wedding ring as you supposed. The reason for us being there is
not something you need to hear from me."
	"What do I
do?” asked Emma, purely rhetorically, "I've hurt him so
badly, can he forgive me? Can he trust me? Can I trust myself."
She looked at Roz. "I don't deserve him."
	Roz held up
her hands in surrender. "That's not a discussion I'm going to
get involved in, but it is a discussion you need to have with Geoff,
and the sooner the better."
	"But what do I say to
him?"
	"You are a big girl; he is a big boy; I'm sure
between you that you will work something out." And with that she
got up to leave.
	There was a slight awkwardness on the doorstep
as they worked out how to say goodbye. Roz let Emma lead and in they
end Emma hugged her tightly.
	"Thank you, thank you, thank
you."
	They parted, exchanging smiles, and Roz walked out to
her car.
	She looked back. On the whole she liked what she saw,
she had high hopes.
     




Chapter 13



	"You what!" cried
Geoff.
	Roz had debated all the way home in the car and decided to
come clean. She was going away for a while anyway and that would let
him cool down.
	"I told her," she replied coolly, taking
her shoes off, easing the crick from her neck and walking through to
the lounge in her stocking feet.
	"You should have asked me
first, it's my life," he cried.
	"If I'd asked you, you would have
said no."
	"Too damn right I would," he retorted.
"You shouldn't have interfered. She's my....." He stopped,
unsure of how to finish the sentence.
	"Yes, Geoffrey. She's
your what?"
	"Never mind, just don't poke your nose
in."
	"I wouldn't have to but for the fact that you were
both acting like a pair of big children after a fight between friends
in the playground. Someone needed to step in and behave like a grown
up, my dear." She smiled sweetly at him, which she knew
infuriated him. "How about a cup of tea, or perhaps something
stronger?"


	He
pounded the streets during the afternoon, trying to get rid of the
angst that was plaguing him, but during his cool-down walks his
thoughts hounded him as always. Had anything actually changed? She
had still thought so little of him as to believe him of duplicity of
the worst kind, so she obviously didn't trust him, nor feel deeply
enough to take the risk of finding out the truth. And then he caught
himself. He hadn't taken the risk of telling her the mistake and
getting to the bottom of her insecurity in their relationship, so he
was as culpable. But he wasn't going to push himself onto her. If she
wanted to rekindle the relationship then he would let her make the
first step. But the thought made him stop in his tracks. He suddenly
yearned for her smile, her touch and her laugh. He felt his heart was
breaking in two and there was nothing he could do about it. 
	"Call
her," insisted Roz, when he returned to the flat.
	"Don't
go there," retorted Geoff his face like thunder and threatening
a storm.
	"Aaargh!" she cried, shaking her fists in the
air with frustration. "I'd like to knock your silly heads
together." She pummelled a cushion instead and then buried her
face in it.
     
	Emma was confused but less aggravated. Irene
noticed and asked Emma how things were. Fine, everything is fine came
the reply. Irene wasn't convinced. Emma had stopped crying at bedtime
but still gazed out of the window unable to disentangle her thoughts.
Surely Geoff would ring. She was sure that Roz would have told him
about her visit. Emma had picked up the phone on a number of
occasions but so uncertain of what to say that she had replaced the
receiver each time. She had no idea of how to put into words what she
felt about the situation, how she regretted her actions and how to
tell him what she felt without risking driving him away. In the end
the risk was too great and the phone stayed where it was. At the same
time she craved his presence more intensely than ever before but was
beginning to believe that she had blown all hopes of a happy ending.

     




Chapter 14



	In the end it was ten-year-old Tom who intervened
without even realising it. Geoff came home at five o'clock and,
having made some toast to keep him going until Roz came in, noticed
the light blinking on the answer-phone. He poked the appropriate
buttons to hear the latest message only to hear Irene's distraught
voice.
	"Geoff, it's Irene. Emma's gone to hospital with Tom.
They suspect Meningitis. I'm with Lizzie and Maxine but Emma needs
you."
	He dropped the toast on the table, grabbed the car
keys and was gone.
	He drove like a man demented but fortunately
the roads were quiet and the police were busy elsewhere. He lost more
tyre rubber than he had all year as his mind crashed through the
gears.
	"No!" he cried as he thumped the steering wheel.
"No!"
	He approached Ipswich and started looking for
signs to the hospital when his mobile rang.
	"Geoff, it's
Irene again. Just to let you know that Emma's home and..."  The
connection broke off leaving him none the wiser, but he changed
course for Chetsea and put his foot down even further. Darkness
descended, paralleling his state of mind and what seemed an eternity
later he pulled to a stop at the Old Rectory. He jumped out and ran
to the door, letting himself in with the key he still had, to meet
Emma coming out of the kitchen.
	"Is he all right, what
happened?" he gasped.
	Emma smiled a very tired smile. "He's
fine, it was a false alarm."
	"Oh thank God for that,"
cried Geoff weakly, and before either of them could think of a
rational reason not to, they embraced in a rib-cracking hug that
poured out emotion from each of them.
	Geoff laughed through
tears. "We need to talk."
	"We do," agreed
Emma, putting on her coat.
	"What about Tom?"
	"He's
fine; he's asleep in bed and Irene's got the other two in the
playroom."
	They went out into the cool evening air and Geoff
let Emma lead the way down towards the quay.
	They wandered along
the seafront, each unsure of how to break the silence. Eventually they
stopped and sat on a bench, watching the silhouettes of the boats
rocking on the waves.
	"I don't know how to say how sorry I
am," began Emma. "I don't know what came over me, but I would
quite understand if you wanted to walk away."
	"I take
responsibility," responded Geoff. "If I hadn't been so
bloody secretive then the misunderstanding would never have
happened."
	"Do we get the chance to start
again?"
	"Pick up where we left off, certainly."
	There
was a moment's silence where they both cogitated how this might
happen.
	"Roz...," began Emma but was interrupted by
Geoff.
	"A much beloved sister whom I put through a great
deal."
	"...said she couldn't or shouldn't be the one to
tell me what you were doing at the jeweller's that day."
continued Emma.
	"She was right," confirmed Geoff before
getting up and pulling her to her feet. "You foolish girl. You
should never, ever doubt your own worth. It wasn't a wedding ring we
were buying, it was this."
	With a free hand he pulled a
small dark blue box out of his pocket, and with a thumbnail flicked it
open to reveal a diamond engagement ring. Even in the gloom it seemed
to shine.
	He almost dropped it as he had to catch Emma, her legs
buckling beneath her. She regained her balance but great heaving sobs
started to erupt from her throat that slightly bewildered Geoff. He
decided just to hang on tight.
	It took a full five minutes for
Emma to regain enough composure to allow words to be spoken, or even
heard.
	"Oh God, I should never have doubted you, why did I
ever doubt you? I put you through this, I put us all through this. I
accused you of all manner of things. How can you ever forgive
me?"
	"Just say yes."
	"Yes? What's the
question?" As if she hadn't twigged by now.
	"Marry
me."
	And she was off again. This time he led her back to the
bench and they collapsed in a heap of sorts. 
	More apologies and
counter apologies spilled out one after the other as relief voiced
itself.
	Eventually silence reigned and Emma decided enough was
enough.
	"Before I give you an answer I have a confession to
make."
	"What?"
	"I've deceived you from
the start."
	He sat up and looked in her face. All sorts of
alarm bells ringing in his mind.
	She scanned his face, noted the
concern and smiled wistfully.
	"I'm sorry but I didn't meet
you by chance on the quay that day in May, and if you hadn't taken
the photograph I would have found another way of screwing a coffee
out of you."
	Geoff's face was a picture, and reaching out
she stroked his cheek.
	"My dearest Geoff you were completely
set up. A friend of a friend of my sister's talked about this
beautiful guy she knew who was completely unattached, and if someone
didn't get their hooks into him soon he was going to go to waste."
She paused. "I've never been one to resist a challenge, or an
opportunity, and I was totally intrigued."
	Geoff stopped her.
"So my friend who recommended Chetsea as a location to me. She
would have been this same friend of a friend of a sister...."
	Emma
merely nodded.
	A look of mock rage overcame his features and he
reached out to grab hold of her. "You scheming little.."
	But
she was already off the bench and running along the seawall,
screaming 'Yes, yes, yes', and laughing with Geoff in pursuit, both
oblivious to the sea, the clapping boat shrouds, or the gulls
wheeling and crying overhead.
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