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            Tempus fugit.

Maddie Brown – the woman who flew away from her empty nest.
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         Exeter University July 2018

Uni reunion. Class of 1998 – Faculty of Arts

The venue: The Great Hall, place of finals, end-of-year balls, graduation ceremonies, Freshers’ Week festival, and a moment etched into memory that can never be forgotten

The weather: chilly, dry evening

Feelings: nervous as hell

          
      

         Hello, my name’s Maddie Brown. You might not remember me. I was the kid who had dreams and ambition and then blew it all with a—

         No. She wouldn’t think about that. It had taken quite a lot of guts, two pairs of laddered tights, an hour at the hairdresser’s and an exorbitant rail fare to get there. This was the place she left behind in anguish. But it would be OK. She wouldn’t have to relive any of it. Liz had been so sure in her Facebook messages.

         
            Just come, Maddie. You can’t hide forever.
      

         

         And hiding’s exactly what she’d spent the last twenty years doing. Hiding those emotions, brick by brick, layers of determination, cemented with pain: a sturdy wall to keep those feelings out.

         She pulled her shoulders back and hesitated, wondering which Maddie was about to walk up those enormous concrete steps. The twenty-one-year-old one with a life hopelessly unlived in front of her or the one who was actually there tonight? Forty-one, weary, teary, with an empty nest and a dog with halitosis.

         She couldn’t quite believe she was about to step back into the Great Hall she’d done her final exams in. How terrified she’d been that week – and not just about her finals, but about the enormity of her situation. Her Sociology paper was first. She’d stared around at the windows, the parquet flooring in case any of it could give her some clues about the final question: ethnicity – it had been a twenty-five-mark bastard.

         ‘Maddie, there you are!’ She peered at the face. Those green eyes. She knew those eyes… or at least she thought she did. Elliot had had eyes like that, Elliot who had studied first-year Psychology with her – he’d been such a laugh, but this…

         ‘You don’t recognise me, do you?’ The woman laughed. ‘I’m Ellie – you’ll remember me as Elliot.’ She winked at Maddie, batting down huge fluttery fake eyelashes. ‘But things change, you know?’ She turned her head coquettishly to one side, as if a new view of the thickly applied foundation would help Maddie absorb such a shock. It was, she had to admit, a great party-opener. Hey, remember me, that bloke you knew? Well, now I rock mascara and five-inch heels.

         Ellie looked fabulous.

         ‘Right, Ellie, yes, yes, of course I remember! It’s your eyes – beautiful eyes, you always had! You look amazing!’ And she leant over and kissed her on both cheeks, inhaling a very floral perfume. White Linen? And before her, Ellie turned deep red beneath her Max Factor.

         ‘Oh, that’s very kind, and I’ve found that if I use purple eyeshadow, a kind of mauve actually, it really brings out the green.’ Ellie winked at Maddie.

         ‘Spot on.’ Maddie grinned at her friend. ‘So, er, how are things?’

         ‘Well,’ Ellie began, as a waitress filled up their glasses and Maddie took a huge gulp, ‘a bit unsettled, actually, since uni – but I’ve found a new lease of life, found a new life, to be honest.’ She laughed again. ‘A new me!’

         ‘Well, it really suits you—’ And with that, the chink of tapping crystal and the room was told to hush.

         ‘Ladies and gentlemen…’ It was the University Chancellor welcoming them back to the campus, telling them that dinner would be served now and to look at the seating plan.

         Maddie accepted a refill from another waitress and walked towards the dining hall. She wasn’t exactly scanning the room, but really, she realised, she was. Looking for a certain…

         Maddie was suddenly accosted from behind by a shrieking noise. ‘Maddie! Maddie Brown! I knew it would be you! I would have spotted those legs a mile away. I remember them pedalling your bike around the place – always late for lectures!’

         It was Liz – from Yorkshire. They’d done second-year Psychology together, sworn to keep in touch on graduation day, then promptly gone off and led very different lives. There was no Facebook back then to keep tabs on people or virtually stalk anyone. But they’d connected a few years ago and were now ‘friends’ on Facebook – hence the invitation to the reunion.

         ‘How are you, Liz?’ Maddie kissed her on the cheek and wondered quite how many foreign holidays she’d taken, as her skin resembled a leather boot. ‘Good to see you.’

         They chatted for a while about life now: Liz, four kids, owned a riding school – did Maddie ride? No? Well, there was always a first time – two cats and a dog. Maddie filled Liz in on her only son, Ed, who’d just finished sixth-form college, now in Bali on a gap year, her life working at a school, her husband who was a wine salesman.

         It all sounded so normal, didn’t it? So plausible that she was that happily married woman. That she trod an entirely different path to the one in her mind. Eventually, she looked behind Liz’s shoulder to find an escape. As endearing as it was to listen to chat about the menagerie chez Liz, Maddie wanted to meet more old pals. First though, she nipped to the loo and checked her make-up. Good. No lipstick on her teeth, just a frazzled-looking brunette with a lopsided fringe (cheap hairdresser), hair piled up behind her with a few escaping russet tendrils, wrapped in an emerald jersey-knit dress – good for the bust, not so much for the belly. She sighed.

         She pulled out some lip gloss and reapplied it. That would do. Grin, girl. She held her own gaze in the mirror for a while and then swiftly turned around and went to the door.

         As she was coming out of the ladies’, a figure in the corner made her look twice. If she was honest, she had been thinking about him. It was hard not to in that Great Hall, where even the familiar air of the place brought memories skidding back to her frontal lobe.

         She twisted a bit of her hair between her fingers and remembered when she’d first seen him. He’d been down by the beach, at Widemouth Bay. Surfing was his thing and she’d been there because it was Freshers’ Week. She’d been with the Try-to-Surf Club, ten of them giggling in the minibus before pouring out of the bus, heady with the sight of the sea, comparing what their wetsuits would look like. (Without Facebook or Insta, it was just sideways looks and memories. If you were lucky, a Post-it left on your door or a number scribbled on a beer mat.)

         Maddie had glanced over, seen the muscly outline whilst she was getting her wetsuit on, and had stopped mid-yank, halfway up her thigh. The musty neoprene remained clamped on her leg. She’d stared at this man as a sensation unfurled in her lower belly; he was no boy.

         Now she carefully tucked the loose hair behind her ear with shaky fingers and scanned to the right again in the dim corridor. There were two women talking in hushed tones. One of them had a fascinator in her hair, an electric-blue fluffy creation, and the other was in a tight black pencil skirt. They glanced at Maddie as she wandered past and she caught a whiff of expensive perfume.

         But as she turned the corner, she stopped in her tracks. Air left her lungs as if she’d been punched.

         That silhouette.

         She could make out the languid stance of his huge frame leaning on the wall, his back to her. She watched for a moment, like a deer sensing a predator, trembling in the shadows, terrified of its next move, but in her case, terrified of seeing him again and of what it would do to her. She gaped, mouth dry, as he ran his hands through his hair. The hair that she used to slide her hands through when—

         Her heart hammered in her chest. His legs were long and slender, and his body was solid. It had to be him. That burnt-toffee hair. Her whole world spun on its axis.

         She reached out and felt the cold, solid wall beneath her fingertips as she steadied herself. There was no going back. She blinked a few times, transfixed, as he slowly bent down to kiss the girl he was chatting to goodbye. Then he turned around and stood completely motionless as their eyes met.

         His gaze searched her face, eyes wide and hoping for clues. No words could fill the divide between them, stretch across the years of reticence, broker a language of what – forgiveness? How do you forgive twenty years of silence, of dreams smashed, of wondering? Of your finger hovering over the button on Facebook to send a friend request, then snatching it back again.

         Oh, she’d seen him all right. She’d looked at the profile shots. She’d had friends in common who would share a photo or two, affording her tantalising glimpses of him, and of his wife, who she assumed was the golden-haired goddess hanging off his arm… She realised she was hardly breathing as he slowly came towards her. ‘Maddie’ was his first word to her in twenty years, accompanied by twinkly eyes in the hazy light.

         And there it was. The spell was broken. The wondering. He was here. Right. In. Front. Of. Her. With one hand in his pocket, as ever.

         Those same earthy brown eyes, the crinkles a bit more etched into his tanned face, with cheekbones that really should be on a model… She couldn’t help glancing down at his left hand to confirm what she already knew. Ring. A stab in the heart. Breathe. She kept her smile fixed.

         ‘Greg.’ She was rooted to the spot.

         ‘How are you?’ A lifted eyebrow. It was the one underneath the little scar. Yes, it was still there. He laughed, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He leant towards her, and in that moment she felt both faint and exhilarated. He kissed her on the cheek and she was immediately back. Back to graduation day in 1998: the smell of leather, the woody aftershave, that feeling of a quickening heartbeat – but then the pain, how she felt out of place. Then heartache. The sickening feeling. The disappointment in her mother’s eyes, how Maddie had watched her lips twitch. Oh, Maddie.

         She knew why she’d hesitated when the invitation for the university reunion had come through, forwarded by Liz, ‘Twenty Year Reunion!’; it was more than just a bit of Botox and a push-up bra that was stopping her going. Those weighty trunks of emotion stored in her personal attic were heavy to bear. He won’t be there, Maddie,another mutual friend had assured her. She’d decided to go, to find a bit of the ‘old Maddie’ – whoever that was. She’d disappeared under a pile of 50 per cent polycotton duvets waiting to be ironed a long time ago.

         But now she was in a room with him. Talking.

         He was still looking at her, but not really seeing. She was back to being twenty-one, glued to the spot and short of breath. And there it was, the bitter bile rising up, the pain seeping into her heart. The memory of all those years ago. Oh, Greg. She gave a nod and smoothed down her hair.

         ‘I’m fine.’ A tight smile.

         Fine. Stupid Maddie. You didn’t want it to be like this, did you? Polite. Smiling. Fucking friends.

         He tipped his head to one side and awkwardly smiled. Then he took his hand out of his pocket, and for a moment she wondered if he was going to reach out. Touch her even. She inhaled sharply.

         ‘Actually, I’m on my way out of here,’ he said, straightening up and adjusting his collar. He looked at her intently, and she was sure it was still there: that bond, that unspoken connection. Neither of them wanted to mention the past. They couldn’t right now, but she could feel the undercurrents, the tow of emotion running deep between them, pulling them towards each other like a rip tide, the unsaid words, the silence before he spoke, saying only what he could say, not what he seemed to want to say.

         It was the familiarity, the way she knew that he had a mole right there, just under his left ear, where the earlobe met his jaw. She glanced up at him; yes, it was still there. How can it be that you remember the landscape of your lover’s face twenty years on? The detail, the way nature has carved out particular idiosyncrasies that you know about, the ones on show and those buried beneath clothes: the scars, the birthmark, the lopsided nipples. She blushed, remembering. A ripple ran across her skin.

         Suddenly, a clattering of heels made her jump.

         ‘There you are!’ Ellie came towards them as Greg frowned at Maddie.

         ‘It’s Elliot,’ she whispered to Greg – the electricity between them was almost tangible. But as soon as Ellie appeared, Greg made his excuses and shot off through the doors to the dinner hall.

         They sat at separate tables. Maddie picked at her food and allowed her glass to be refilled several times, and eventually emerged from the fuggy hall, where the fog of drinks, steam and aromas of the four-course dinner came up against the sharp evening wind outside.

         It was dusky, the horizon swallowing up the smear of crimson streaked across it, like a watercolour painting turning dark at the edges. Maddie looked around as she inhaled the air heavy with the scent of honeysuckle. She could see him standing at the bottom of the steps, his face glowing in the eerie white light of his mobile phone. Then he was taking a call, his shoulders hunched over. She pulled back and waited by the doorway, unsure of her place.

         She swayed slightly on her heels, knowing she’d had too many drinks. Whatever the conversation was, it was heated. He was gesturing with his free hand towards the grass, as if conducting his own private, invisible orchestra. After a minute, he spun around and jammed his phone in his pocket. Then he saw her, walking slowly down the steps. She pulled her wrap around her shoulders tightly as she got to him.

         ‘I have to go,’ he muttered, and jerked his head to the left.

         Like the last time, Greg? she wanted to ask. But instead she calmed the butterflies in her stomach as the wave of emotion overwhelmed her and forced a smile. Theirs was a story from the past.

         They used to miss lectures on a Friday, as they both only had one – they’d stay in bed most of the day. He’d wander around her tiny bedsit in not much more than a towel tied around his waist after a scalding-hot shower. In fact, she realised with a shudder, that’s what she missed the most: the easy intimacy. He used to wash her hair sometimes, with gentle hands on her scalp, circling the back of her neck with his strong thumbs. He’d sit her down in front of the basin and gently wet it all, pour over shampoo then put on honey-scented conditioner and comb it through.

         It was wonderful and so relaxing. Sometimes it had led to something more… but normally he’d wrap her hair in a towel and they’d sit, watching her tiny TV, and she’d feel like the luckiest girl in the world. And now, here he was, in a dinner jacket and black tie, standing right next to her. Stony-faced. She bit her lip, tasted the blood, so she could focus on the present.

         And with that he walked briskly away.

         She watched him. How could she not? Watched as he strode across the concrete courtyard, heels clicking, like he did all those years ago. Perhaps she’d been stupid to come, to open up all those old wounds again. She folded her arms across her chest and shivered.

         ‘Maddie!’ It was Ellie, weaving her way towards her in purple slingbacks, clipping on the hard surface. ‘There you are! C’mon, we’re all going to the Student Union bar for Snakebites! Maddie, c’mon!’ Ellie had stopped by one of the pillars and was fiddling with her shoes.

         ‘Looks like you need some help with your footwear!’ She took Ellie by the arm as they made their – slightly wobbly – way to the bar.

         As she licked the traces of blood from her lips, she was thankful that at least it would take her mind off the nagging question that was building up in her mind.

          
      

         Much later, she flicked the light switch off and drifted into a fitful sleep on the hard mattress in the student room, her accommodation that night. She slept for a few hours under a paper-thin duvet, dreaming she was water-skiing across the Channel, the waves bouncing her up and down. She felt like she was choking on the water. Tim, her husband, was in a rescue boat beside her. What are you doing, Maddie? He was shouting at her. Where are you going? Where indeed?

         She woke up drenched in sweat with the duvet wrapped around her neck. She slowly got up and eased her feet into soft slippers. She clicked on the bedside lamp and sat for a minute, adjusting to the golden light of her unfamiliar surroundings. Opening the door, she wandered to the communal kitchen, filled up the kettle, put it back on its holder and switched it on. She stood for a while looking out of the window at the inky darkness, punctuated only by the orange lights outside casting a tangerine sheen across path. Stirring her chamomile tea methodically, she let out a breath and stood in the silence, knowing now more than ever that she couldn’t keep those trunks of emotion shut anymore.

         Once she was settled on her bed, she opened the lid of her laptop and clicked on the Facebook icon. She searched for any messages from her son Ed. Why hadn’t he been in touch?

         And then, with one click, she did something she had avoided doing for so many years: she sent Greg Baker a friend request. Now that she had seen him again, she felt a weird sensation in the pit of her stomach. It was a sort of quiet excitement she had been holding on to, a yearning and a terror all mixed into one, rather like perching at the top of a helter-skelter in a theme park and realising: there’s no way back.

         She had been carrying this knot of feeling, this anxiety, this heartache coupled with, what – desire? – for as long as she could remember. She had played the good housewife, she had raised a son, she had even joined a sodding choir. But now, even though he seemed so distant, she had to find out why. Surely that was her right, after what had happened? The sands had just shifted in the landscape of her life.

         Genie out of the bottle? You bet.
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         Maddie turned away from her husband, Tim, and pressed the button on the door to let the window slide down. She sat for a while with her eyes closed, a women’s magazine in her lap. She let the breeze from the window whisk her hair up and around her cheeks. She put her hand on her neck and squeezed it, longing for the journey to end. She shook her head experimentally and enjoyed the sensation of her hair sliding across her bare back.

         Greg had always liked her hair down.

         Tim had turned up yesterday, the day after the reunion. Said he was ‘in the area on wine business’ and had thought it would be a nice surprise. He’d done that thing where he’d used inverted commas in the air with his hands when he’d said ‘surprise’. Somehow his Welsh accent always came to the fore when he was animated. He said he had wanted to show her how his car handled country roads. As if she cared. And then she felt like such an awful wife, thinking these things.

         They’d had yet another argument about their son, Ed, and how they hadn’t heard from him. Tim had told her she was being ridiculous, to stop being a mother hen. Ed was nineteen. But something wasn’t right. Ed hadn’t replied to her last private message.

         
            Are you all right? Pls send a quick message. Mum x
      

         

         Since Ed had left, it was as if the Ghost of Maddie Past had been unleashed, screaming at her to do something. But what? Looking at her and asking, Is this your life? She felt lonely, even with her mad terrier Taffie bouncing around. Last weekend she’d moped around all day, washing Ed’s hoodies and remembering how she used to complain about them. Now, all she wanted was to pick up hoodies from the floor.

         Her mind drifted back to Ed as a baby, a toddler, remembering how he’d always been clingy. Not so anymore. She thought about how it had all come about, her wedding day and the events that had led up to it. Events that only she and Tim knew about.

         She flicked open the CD case and pulled out an old Kate Bush album.

         Tim glanced at the CD. ‘I don’t like that.’

         ‘You can choose the next one.’ She folded her arms and stared out the window. She could remember all the words to the song. It had been one of her favourites when she was at uni.

         She felt unsettled today, but Tim had only come down to surprise her. What was wrong with that? Was in the area.

         The girl who’d sung along to Kate Bush all those years ago with her hair flapping in a high ponytail as she walked along the corridor outside her lecture theatres was far removed from the uptight woman in the passenger seat now – determinedly sitting with her hair down, even though it was flicking her in the eye because of the breeze. Where was that girl who’d had sex in the cloakroom at the end-of-year ball? Where was that twenty-year-old who used to take risks, surfed, tried cigarettes? Hated them, mind, coughed her guts out, but she’d tried them. She’d lived a little. Where was the girl who’d danced on the top deck of the night bus home from the clubs at three in the morning, singing at the top of her voice, unable to sit down until the bus driver had shouted up at them all, leaving them in a fit of giggles? Sure, you grow up, you have responsibilities like a mortgage and toilets to clean. But what about fun?

         She replayed today in her head. She’d been irrationally disappointed that he’d turned up. After everything Tim had done for her…

         You said we don’t do anything together! She remembered their previous row. She glanced over. He was silent now, his face expressionless under those ‘driving’ sunglasses – the ones he kept polished in the glove compartment. She put a hand out to touch his leg – a peace offering. And what did she feel? Hollow – especially as she remembered the charge of two thousand volts when Greg’s lips had brushed against her cheeks last night.

         They pulled up at some traffic lights; they changed from red to amber then green. Tim pulled away slowly. The magazine open across her lap was displaying an article headlined ‘Why I Left Him’. She peered at the photos. The woman had been having an affair. Maddie’s heart thudded. She flicked over to the next page in a hurry, nearly ripping it in the process. Somehow, lately, thoughts of sex were all that were on her mind, whirling around like dandelions in the wind.

         The countryside whizzed by in flashes of colour – first yellow rapeseed, then a brushstroke of azure-blue, and then field after field of sheep grazing. She used to point out sheep to Ed on any long car journeys to the coast, asking if he knew what they ate, letting him unpack the picnic. Later, they’d build Lego helicopters with multi-coloured pieces.

         After about half an hour they passed signs for Tregardock beach, the place where it all started. No. She wound the window up and turned to the horoscopes. Life is there for the taking. Is it? She studied the coastal landscape as it passed her by, the rugged, rocky stretches of coast, the bluey-green sea laced with pale sand down below. The weather had put on a show today – it had hit nearly twenty-five already.

         ‘I got a call from Olive’s nurses,’ Tim said, breaking into her thoughts. ‘They said her drugs need topping up.’

         Tim’s aunt Olive was incredibly dear to her. Ever since Ed was a tiny baby, she’d been a part of their lives. From the trips to her cottage on the Isle of Wight, to Ed’s christening, Olive’s charm had been woven into many of their family celebrations. She was more like Maddie’s blood aunt, really, than Tim’s. Maddie felt connected to her on so many levels. Olive was in a care home near them – the one where Maddie’s dad had been – rather than on the Isle of Wight, so they could both see her.

         Glancing out to the sea, Maddie recalled all the happy times she’d had with Olive and Ed down at Olive’s old home, Maris Cottage, right by the beach. It lay empty now. She’d promised Olive she would visit and look after it, for when Olive ‘got back’. They were both kidding themselves, of course; Olive was never going back. It looked like she was at Maybank View till – well, Maddie wouldn’t think about that.

         She wanted to make Olive’s life better in any way she could. She smiled, thinking of her feisty spirit – the dark rimmed glasses and grey hair always ‘tinted’ with a new colour, a dash of purple at the ends or a pink rinse, always more trendy than twee. Olive had been edgy before the word was even invented.

         They passed a road sign telling them it was fifty-five miles to Little Rowland and then she spotted the ‘Hampshire’ county sign. The last time she’d visited, Olive had been quite agitated and had asked Maddie to water all the flowers at the cottage. Maddie didn’t want to remind her that there were no flowers there now – that Maddie and Tim had cleared out the rockery, and that they’d donated most of the furniture from inside the house to charity.

         But she knew Olive wanted to cling on to some of her old life. That’s why she’d told her a few white lies about watering plants, about everything being OK. It was hope, wasn’t it? Hope that things would return to normal. Olive’s new normal was four beige walls to stare at instead of crashing waves beyond the cottage garden. How had Olive coped all those years after her husband Stan had died? Maddie couldn’t imagine being alone.

         Even though she and Tim didn’t always see eye to eye, they were a team. He was someone to hold on tight to at night when the owls hooted outside and the shadows grew long and sinewy. Ever since her mother and father died within months of each other – first, her mother was diagnosed with an aggressive breast cancer, then her father’s diagnosis and decline with Alzheimer’s. Not long after her father died, her mother passed away, too – she had felt like everyone she loved had abandoned her. Then along came Tim. She’d been bereaved and, soon after, awash with hormones after the birth. Yet one of the real reasons she’d cried herself to sleep for a year, holding that scarf in bed, remained her closely guarded secret.

         She must have dozed off because an hour later she woke up and they were pulling off the roundabout into Little Rowland. It had started to drizzle. Maybe some time on our own without Ed is exactly what we need right now,she told herself. She glanced at Tim, willing herself to feel a tug from her heart. But as he flicked the indicator on theatrically and let out a sigh at the traffic on the junction, she wasn’t really sure that would be the answer at all.
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         Olive was just getting her hair washed when she felt it. Just a small bit, but it was definitely there. A leak. Right now, just when that lovely new hairdresser, Julian, had started at the nursing home. She crossed her legs in the chair a little bit tighter. He needn’t know. He was a bit of a fancy chap with his funny earrings and a nose thingy, but she could forgive him for that.

         ‘Didn’t you?’

         ‘Eh?’

         ‘A stroll, I said. Is that your hearing aid again, Olive?’

         ‘Don’t be so bloody cheeky. I’ve got an earful of soapsuds in my ears, course I can’t hear you very well! What did you say?’

         ‘I said it’s a nice morning, and you went for a stroll earlier, didn’t you?’

         ‘Stop being bloody patronising!’

         She could feel Julian’s hands stop, mid-soap, on her scalp. That’ll teach him to be condescending to me! Then she felt a bit sorry for him. She twisted her turquoise beads around in her hand.

         ‘Yes, I did go for a “stroll” as you put it. I was taken around the perimeter fence by Nancy in one of the better wheelchairs – I like her, she’s one of the nicer ones – about eleven o’clock. Now, mind you don’t get the colour wrong. Last time you did my hair, I ended up looking like one of the dancers on the Halloween set of Strictly.’

         She heard Julian sniff indignantly. ‘Don’t you be cheeky, Olive Rose Hunter!’

         ‘I’ll be as cheeky as I like. Comes with the territory at eighty-seven.’ She caught him grinning at her as he smoothed the colour over her fine hair in the sink. She liked to keep these young things in check. There were no manners today, not like in her day, when Stan had still been alive.

         ‘Right, you’ll need to wait ten minutes for that to work.’ Julian tucked a towel under her collar and wiped a splodge of colourant from her forehead.

         ‘Be a dear and pass me my iPad, will you?’

         She studied Julian’s rear end sashaying over to the armchair and smiled. When had she last enjoyed a male bottom? she wondered. Well, enjoy was the wrong word, but had a bit of, what did that magazine say, the one in the residents’ lounge – ‘eye candy’? Yes, that was it.

         She wanted to check her emails to see if that niece of hers had been in touch. Last thing she’d seen was a one-line email telling her she was off to Exeter for some reunion. Olive couldn’t think of anything worse – why meet up with a whole lot of people you hadn’t seen for twenty years? Maddie seemed distracted lately, agitated. She worried about Maddie; she really did.

         Olive knew well the stresses and strains of a long marriage, but with Maddie? She scratched her head. Something missing. Of course, anyone’s light would have gone out a little bit living with Tim for so long, but she wasn’t really sure if a light had ever been on for Maddie. And as for how he treated her, it was as if she owed him something. It had never been like that for her and Stan. She’d adored Stan – and they’d had adventures, real belly laughs. They’d had to. God had never blessed them with children, so they’d had to make the most of each other.

         She thought about Maddie again as Julian came over, rubbed a bit of her hair between two fingers to look at the colour and nodded to himself.

         They’d had Ed terribly soon after they were married, and he’d been early. Why the rush? No time for themselves, thought Olive. No time for the two of them to build a relationship.

         Maddie had been such a free spirit, such a fun-loving girl – she remembered the wedding and that dreadful dress she wore. But motherhood had changed her. It was as if life had sucked something more out of her, suffocated her under a pile of to-do lists.

         Olive felt it was somehow her duty to look over Maddie, what with her having no mother anymore. Olive had seen a very different girl in the beginning, a feisty spirit beneath all the conventions that came with motherhood and ‘fitting in’ in the village, but that seemed to have been eroded away with time. And then she became a dinner lady. Where was the ambition? She was sure Maddie could have done better than that. She’d never tell her that, of course. Of one thing she was certain: Maddie was devoted to Ed.

         Although Tim was Olive’s nephew, sometimes that wasn’t enough, was it? Tim had been a difficult boy – he’d always been whiny at school, very clingy, and his eczema used to flare up all the time. Emily, Stan’s sister, had indulged him, in Olive’s opinion. But as an only child, she supposed that’s what happened.

         ‘Here you go.’

         ‘What’s that?’

         ‘Your iPad.’

         ‘Don’t be silly, I don’t want that.’ Honestly, what was wrong with people? ‘What about my hair?’

         Olive leant back into the sink at the ‘hairdresser’s’ – well, they would call it that, when really, it was just a corner of the upstairs corridor, with a screen around it, a basin and a couple of chairs. Oh yes, they’d stuck up some posters of Sophia Loren and Helen Mirren on the wall, looking all, in the first case, pouty and, in the second, glamorous. Olive knew there was a dementia section of the care home next door, but she wasn’t in it, was she? No, sir. Her marbles were intact. Bit old, of course. She knew damn well that today was Saturday and that Sophia Loren had never had her backside in this chair, had she, now?

         ‘Right, Olive, what are you planning for later on with your hair all glam?’ said Julian, wheeling her back to a seat by the mirror. ‘There’s normally a good event on a Wednesday in the residents’ lounge. The Midweek Mystery Quiz – you liked that last time, didn’t you?’

         ‘How would you know what I liked last week? You’ve only just started here!’

         Julian placed his hand on Olive’s arm and she caught a look in the mirror she didn’t much like: somewhere between patronising and kind. Then he busied himself with combing some thickening conditioner through her thinning grey strands.

         Olive stared at Julian in the mirror, watching him carefully comb her lank grey wisps of hair and find the parting that she always had on the left, as things slipped in and out of place in her mind. It was like a train going onto another track. It was all there; she was sure it was. One moment everything was going in the right direction, going to plan, chugging along where she could see, then wham! It all changed. The tracks moved abruptly and her brain couldn’t keep up. She found herself being confronted more and more these days with her mind pulling into an empty siding, instead of running freely along the tracks. Midweek what? Oh, bother that bloody useless brain of hers.
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         ‘Where’s my life, Carole?’ Maddie laid down the metal serving spoon next to the baking trays in the school dinner hall.

         Carole fixed her with her pale blue eyes. ‘Sweetie, your life’s right here. And you’re right here with bloody mash all over yer blouse!’ Carole grinned and wiped a bit of mash from her sleeve with her tea towel. ‘Pass the peas, will you?’

         Her shoulders slumped as she remembered her school nickname. Was she still Mediocre Maddie? The mockery of it, the girls jibing at her.

         She’d been having the dream more and more lately, ever since she’d been to Exeter and seen Greg again and ever since the doctors had hinted about Olive’s deterioration. In the dream, she ran away; she had been told that she was losing her memory, and photographs had started to fall from her brain – colour photos, black-and-white ones – and every time she tried to catch them, she couldn’t reach. If they fell to the floor, then she lost them forever. She woke up sweating and shouting about photos. It always took her ages to get back to sleep after that dream.

         Is it that wretched photo dream again? Tim had absent-mindedly punched his pillow, muttering in his sleep and turning over. Well, yes, it was. And it was bothering her a lot. She leant in towards Carole and nudged her in the ribs on the way to placing a dollop of mashed potato on a kid’s plate. He beamed at her and sniffed. Yellow snot glistened under his nose.

         Maddie yanked her apron down. These stupid white aprons were the bane of her life. Wait a minute, had she just thought that? Had she just thought her apron was the bane of her life?

         She stretched over the counter and swiped a piece of kitchen roll and handed it to him. ‘Here, wipe your nose, sweetheart.’

         As the boy blew his nose noisily, she noticed the gravy on his plate start to slide to the left, to circle around his mash. Little tributaries of brown liquid then trickled across to the peas to form a gravy-pea-soup. He looked up and grinned at her, a few teeth missing. He reminded her of Ed at that age. It was almost like a physical ache, thinking about him. He hadn’t texted in a while. She must remember to look at his Facebook page later to see if there were any ‘updates’ from him. And she must stop worrying.

         A gap year. She remembered when he’d told her he was taking one. The thud of her heart. She had promised him it was what she wanted too – fingers crossed behind her back.

         A soggy tissue was being waved at her. She gingerly took it in a pincer-like grip, then threw it quickly in the bin. As she watched the white snot-filled paper towel descend onto a mass of congealed baked beans, a memory from her dream swirled around her head.

         What if she could get away? Away from soggy mashed potato and snotty kids, from tidying up after Tim and the dog with halitosis. From the smell of cabbage and bleached floors… But what about Olive? No, stop dreaming, Maddie,her inner voice berated her.

         ‘Oi, miss.’

         She looked up to see Snot Boy.

         ‘Can I have more peas, miss?’

          
      

         The bus was stuffy. Maddie put her shopping bags between her feet, as she knew how bumpy this section of the road was on the way back to her house. She didn’t want her Tesco beans to go flying across the floor. A man sat down beside her. She shifted in her seat and loosened her scarf around her neck – the one with the hummingbirds on it, the chiffon one that he had given her all those years ago, at the graduation party… She shuddered. Had he seen her friend request? She almost felt foolish now.

         Her mind drifted off as she looked out the window at the trees lining the road, green leaves fluttering in the breeze. She felt the sweat build up between her shoulder blades in the airless bus and wished she’d checked the weather forecast today. It was humid: late July, sticky and hot. It was as if Mother Nature was having a real go at summer.

         All the kids had been tearing around with their shirts off by the end of day, a tradition on the last day of term, waving their signed shirts in the playground, sweat glistening on their foreheads – new schools, new friends to make next term. New beginnings. And where would she be?

         And next term, in they’d come with their new school jumpers with the jazzy redesigned logo – sweating their way through the first week of school, the tiny ones who had bright new uniforms, jumpers that hadn’t been washed a thousand times to get the marker pen and Weetabix off. Bright and shiny. It wasn’t how she felt right now.

         She’d read about ‘empty nest syndrome’ in a women’s magazine recently. But it was more than that. Feelings had been awakened – and they were wriggling about and demanding attention.

         She yanked her silk hummingbird scarf further down as her mind wandered. She thought about Ed. How long was it since she’d walked hand-in-hand with him and counted ‘all the red cars’ on the way home from school? The thought made her feel old.

         You don’t see it coming, the end of a particular road. You don’t notice the bumps and the bends, the turns of life, the highs and lows, until it’s gone. Poof!

         Silence.

         Bedrooms so still you could scream.

         No dishes piled up like toppled Jenga on the draining board, no odd socks strewn across a messy bedroom. No ‘floordrobe’. No trail of Lynx around the house. No one to kiss goodnight. To hook an elbow around your neck when they are taller than a giraffe. Your man-boy.

         Plus there was that growing nagging doubt in her mind about…

         The bus stopped abruptly. Maddie gathered her plastic bags and got off the bus as a welcome breeze lifted up the corners of her scarf in the hot wind. Maybank View was only a few minutes’ walk from the bus stop.

         She caught a glimpse of herself in the reflection of the bus shelter: brown hair with hints of auburn, a kind face, a lived-in face some would say. Motherly clothes, sensible footwear – no F*ck Me shoes in her wardrobe anymore – and shopping bags cutting into her hand. She looked every inch the wife. The sort of person the Salvation Army would expect to donate as the choir sung, wasn’t she? Bugger that,said this new little voice in her head, which was growing louder by the day.
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         Maddie pressed the button in the lift for the third floor with her left hand; in her right she clutched a small posy of dahlias she’d bought at the flower shop – bright yellow, cerise, and red. She knew they’d cheer Olive up. She studied the posters in the lift. ‘Crafternoon sessions’, ‘Giant word search’ or ‘Namaste for beginners – finding your inner religion’. Imagine living here, where your world has closed in. Imagine how that must be. What must Olive feel? A woman who had been vibrant, lived on her own terms, in that blissful cottage by the sea. She’d known how to enjoy herself. Had Olive ever worn FM shoes? Maddie stifled a giggle.

         She remembered Olive at Ed’s christening. Bright mandarin-orange two-piece suit, chunky beads, dark-rimmed glasses and a pout of pink lipstick. In a certain light she’d reminded Maddie of Dame Edna, had she not been so petite with it. Olive had arranged the whole christening, including the reception at the Rose Hotel, a Victorian hotel in Brightwater Bay, a village on the Isle of Wight where she lived, overlooking a spectacular crescent of sand with shimmering seas. Olive had sort of taken over as the matriarch in her world.

         Maddie had insisted that Olive go to Maybank View, knowing it was a caring place from her dad’s experience there. I want her near us, Tim. In the end, her father hadn’t known if Maddie was his daughter or a nurse. His dementia had come on quickly. The thought of Olive suffering the same fate terrified her.

         And now this for fun-loving Olive. Your social life mapped out for you in the confines of a lift – press three for a bit of peace, four for a quiz, and five if you want to go up to the roof and jump off. Maddie shook her head and looked at the woman staring back at her in the smoky lift mirrors, inhaling that ever-present aroma of boiled cabbage. It seemed to follow Maddie wherever she went, at the dinner hall at school, in Olive’s nursing home. Bleuch.

         Oh, but they didn’t call it a ‘nursing home’, did they? No, this was Maybank View House, a tranquil-sounding place, as if it was in the middle of the Yorkshire bloody Dales. Actually, it was in the middle of a busy high street, and the only view was of the small garden to one side with begonias that really needed to come in for the winter, or, if you craned your neck, of the local fish and chip shop. Maddie sighed and wondered if these mood swings of hers were due to hormones, empty nest syndrome, age – or all three?

         The lift bell pinged, then the doors opened onto the third floor. The carpet in the hall was tartan here, burgundy and green stripes over a blue background. It was threadbare in parts. The whole place was infused with the markings of an institution. Not like Olive’s cosy cottage by the sea. The memories came flooding back: carefree summer days and nights with Ed staying up too late to look at the stars, ferries, fish and chips and the smell of vinegar on her fingertips.

         Olive had lived on the Isle of Wight for most of her life. Stan’s sister, Emily, Tim’s mother, had died young, and his father went through a series of new wives. Tim had been brought up by one stepmother after another. Olive didn’t have much in common with Tim’s father once Emily had died, so they’d drifted apart, but she’d kept in touch with Tim, feeling sorry for the little boy with all those different women in his life. She would invite Tim to Maris Cottage, but Tim’s dad would always find it too much bother to take him.

         Olive loved her cottage. She still thought she was going back there. It was a little bungalow with two bedrooms at the back, whitewashed walls outside, and a red-tiled roof. It had a sunny garden at the back, where Olive used to put up a paddling pool for Ed and he’d happily play in that garden for hours, whilst Maddie and Olive had cups of tea, watched the blue tits feed on the bird feeder and marvelled at how hot the summer was, moving on to rosé wine, woolly blankets and stories from Olive’s past when the air grew chillier.

         Maddie pressed the buzzer on the door and waited. She knew it might take a while. Olive kept the TV on very loud, and ever since her condition had been diagnosed, she was very touchy if you mentioned the TV volume.

         The door opened slowly and Olive stood there, holding on to the door handle. Maddie caught sight of her holding on to the railing by the door with her other hand, something she had never done before. She was in a straight red skirt, which was slightly baggy on her, and a black jumper. She wore a loop of silver beads round her neck, glinting in the artificial light. Her black-rimmed reading glasses were on top of her head.

         ‘Hello, dear, have you come to visit?’

         ‘No, Olive, I’m here to read the gas meter!’ She leant in and gave Olive a gentle hug and held out the flowers.

         ‘Maddie Brown, very funny.’ Olive let out a laugh and hugged her close. Maddie was immediately taken back to the Isle of Wight, to Olive’s ‘front room’, to the huge window that overlooked Brightwater Bay. She breathed in the sweet smell of powder and lavender mixed together – the smell of Olive. Maddie let go of her; she felt even frailer than usual.

         ‘These are lovely, darling.’ Olive touched the dahlia petals with her bony finger and smiled.

         Maddie walked past her and cast her eyes around the small yellow-painted room. Maybank View House liked its residents not to feel they were in an institution; they each had a doorbell (although all the staff had master keys) and there were personal touches about the room, as well as furniture from home and a small ‘kitchen’. But the place reeked of institution, from the faded carpets to the big medical notices in the toilets about removal of sharps and disposal of waste products. It was a far cry from ‘homely’ – but at least it was near and Maddie trusted them. She’ll be near us, Maddie; we can visit.

         We. When was the last time Tim had visited?

         ‘Shall I put the kettle on?’ Maddie glanced at Olive, who was standing near her chair. ‘And I’ve brought us some of these!’ She held up a paper bag. Inside were two eclairs, Olive’s favourite. She’d told Maddie that she liked the food at the nursing home but that she missed her eclairs from the Shore Café at Brightwater, her village on the Isle of Wight.

         ‘Oh, super, young lady. And I hope they have fresh cream in them, not that synthetic nonsense. I’ll just have a little sit-down. There’s Earl Grey in the tin. Pop these in water for me, there’s a dear. There’s a pan in the kitchen.’

         A pan? Maddie took the flowers from Olive and smiled, then filled up the kettle as Olive slowly lowered herself onto her favourite chair. An embroidered cream antimacassar did its best to protect the back of the chair from Olive’s hairdressing creations, one of the few things Olive had kept from her old house. Maddie had made a point of buying some new beaded cushions and a warm fleece blanket for her chair when she’d moved in. To make you feel at home. ‘I won’t ever feel at home in this place, Maddie, not without Stan.’ Stan had died five years before Olive had moved. In fact, if you’d asked Maddie, the day after he died was when Olive started to decline, just a little every day.

         ‘So what’s everyone up to, dear?’ Olive accepted the (half-full) cup from Maddie, who had learnt not to fill it too high in case Olive spilt any. Maddie pushed the little coffee table nearer to Olive and then sat down on the navy-blue bucket chair opposite with her cup of tea.

         Maddie placed the two eclairs on a plate each, one for her and one for Olive, and popped them on the table with two thin white paper napkins.

         ‘Well, Ed’s still away in Bali. He’s working at a surf school there, working in the shop, but when he can he’s in the water learning to surf himself. Says it’s great fun.’

         ‘Bet it is,’ Olive replied with a mouthful of eclair. ‘And how’s Tim?’

         ‘Tim’s fine – um, he’s away again. He’s sorry he can’t visit—’ Maddie licked some cream from her fingers.

         ‘Maddie, don’t apologise for him. He can do that himself, if he ever bothers to visit me.’ She wiped her hands on a napkin. ‘He’s always away, Maddie, don’t know how you put up with it.’

         ‘Well, yes, the wine business takes up a lot of his time.’

         She glanced over at Olive. She wasn’t a hundred per cent sure if Olive was smiling beneath those grey eyes, but she thought perhaps she was. Olive looked different today. Maddie couldn’t quite place it – maybe it was her hair colour? Slightly blue?

         ‘Your hair looks nice.’

         ‘Oh, does it, dear?’ asked Olive, touching it at the side. ‘That lovely chap, the cheeky one with a nice bum, Julian, he did it for me.’

         Maddie giggled. ‘Well, it does, but it looks slightly different.’ Maddie took a sip of her tea.

         ‘That’s a dip dye. I told him to shove some on today – A Touch of the Sea was the name on the packet!’ Then she put her plate down and turned to Maddie. ‘Imagine, a hair colour about the sea, Maddie. Oh, I miss Maris Cottage.’ She sighed, clutching her necklace. ‘I really do.’ She gazed at Maddie intently then suddenly sat up. ‘Don’t get too lonely, Maddie, what with Tim and Ed away, will you, promise me?’

         Lonely. Yes, she was lonely, more than she realised.

         Maddie had an idea. She whipped out her iPhone and showed Olive a few pictures Ed had posted on Facebook, and found herself getting quite animated explaining what Ed had been up to.

         ‘There’s a twinkle when you talk about him, Maddie, about what he’s doing.’ Maddie stared at Olive’s papery skin.

         ‘He’s really living his life, isn’t he?’ Olive sighed, leaning back in her chair.

         Maddie stood up to look out the window. How could Olive stand it in here, she wondered, these yellow walls closing in on her. They made Maddie feel smaller every time she visited. And yet Olive had to be safe. Maddie stared out to the beech trees in the garden below. A woman was being wheeled across the lawn in a wheelchair. The garden was in full summer bloom: bright orange begonias, ruby-red fuchsias, patches of burnt-orange nasturtiums billowing in the border, the branches of the trees etching long green fingers into the milky blue sky.

         The heat reminded Maddie of the endless summer when she’d first met Greg. Down at Tregardock beach – a little bay tucked away from the tourists on the north coast. You had to take a small rocky track down the hill from the farm. Sometimes they’d been the only ones there. The waves at that bay used to be enormous, foamy. She’d been dumped a fair few times on that beach, but more times than not, she’d ride the waves, feeling like the bravest girl on earth. And the luckiest girl, as she’d sit wrapped in scratchy blue-and-red stripy beach towels, wetsuit down to her waist, with Greg after their surf. Pressed together on a blanket, sand in her hair and between her breasts in her skimpy bikini, not a care in the world. When had she last even been in the sea? They’d been magical memories. Freezing cold water and the hot chocolates at the café afterwards, salt on their skin, to be licked off afterwards. Licked off everywhere…

         ‘You know, I’ve just been thinking, Maddie.’

         Maddie turned around to face Olive. She was sitting bolt upright in her chair. Quite often, Olive’s thinking was taking more and more detours, but it was bound to, at eighty-seven. Yet Maddie had noticed little things, like forgetting the word for ‘buttons’ (the round things, Maddie, on my jumper) to bigger ones like not knowing her room number. Maddie was worried that one day she’d get a call from Clare (or Kind Clare as Olive called her) telling her that Olive had left the kettle on.

         Maddie looked around the room. A framed black-and-white photo on the small side table showcased a smiling, gutsy-looking woman with her head thrown back in laughter in a fifties floral dress, pinched in at the waist – clutching the handles of a bicycle with a basket. It had been taken on the Isle of Wight. Olive had told her it was when she was ‘courting’ her husband, Stan. Where was that woman now, that life? Maddie scanned the room. She was here, her world reduced to a few photos and memories within four touch-of-lemon walls in matte.

         ‘Yes, Olive?’ Maddie sat back in the chair and crossed her legs.

         ‘Ed’s living his life and I think you need to too. You don’t want to have any regrets, do you? Especially not any big ones.’ She narrowed her eyes at Maddie.

         Somehow this eighty-seven-year-old could see right through her, and what Maddie wanted to know was: how did she know?
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     She walked home with a new sense of purpose.
     
      No more regrets
     . She was going to mend her ways with Tim and she was going to take charge of her
    

    
     She knew Tim would be tired tonight. It was either sales conferences or visiting bespoke wine outlets across the UK on Tuesdays. Her shoes sank into the chippy stones on their front path, crunching the gravel beneath. He worked very hard. And she was extremely grateful. Wasn’t she?
    

    
     Once she’d shut the door behind her and patted the frenzied terrier (and done a double take over how bad his halitosis was today – she
     
      must
     book him into the vet), she realised her phone was buzzing.
    

    
     It was Rachel. ‘Maddie, how are you? What time shall I meet you tonight?’ She could always lift Maddie’s spirits, with her lively voice. Rachel had been the one to get her to go to choir earlier that summer. 
     
      Once Ed leaves home you’ll need something else
     . She’d known Rachel ever since they dented each other’s cars as they were both reversing out of the tiny car park at the back of the corner shop. Rachel Andrews-Lee, it had said on the Police Witness form, and Maddie had thought she’d be aloof and tricky to deal with – but it turned out swapping details led to coffee, which had led to a firm friendship. Neither had pursued the insurance claim. Rachel had lived in Little Rowland forever, and was married to ‘her rock’, Alan, who ran a small catering business.
    

    
     ‘Hi, Rach. I’m bushed! Feeling ancient!’ Maddie sat down with a sigh.
    

    
     ‘Less of that! You’re only forty-one!’ screeched Rachel. ‘Next you’ll be telling me you’re buying “comfy shoes”!’
    

    
     Maddie peered down at her brown brogues.
    

    
     ‘Very funny. OK, see you about eight.’
    

    
     She wandered into the kitchen to put the kettle on. Taffie was bouncing up and down by her feet, so she opened the back door. He ran out to the back garden as a cool breeze came in, along with some leaves, dancing in the doorway whilst her mind drifted to the first day of next term. Usually she got excited about it, couldn’t wait. Now… she felt – what? Well, exhausted, really. Bored. She’d started as a voluntary teaching assistant, then a paid job came up as a dinner lady.
     
      You can’t do that, Maddie
     
     Tim had said at the time.
     
      Why ever not?
     she’d swiped back at him.
    

    
     
      You don’t need to earn; I can support us both
     
    

    
     
      But I want to work
     
     she’d said,
     
      I want to have my own money, my independence
     . He’d looked her up and down and marched out of the room. That was seven years ago – it all started because Ed was changing, the umbilical cord was getting
    

    
     She heard the key turn in the lock and something inside her twitched. She took a deep breath and forced her shoulders to lower themselves as she heard Tim, his heels clip-clipping on the wooden floorboards. 
     
      Be a good wife
     
    

    
     ‘Hi, darling.’ He was up behind her before she could turn around. She felt him snake his hands around her waist and hold her close. A fragrance she didn’t recognise reached her nostrils. She took in the new scent and something else she couldn’t quite place.
    

    
     ‘Hello. Cup of tea?’ she said.
    

    
     He kissed her on the head and let go. ‘Nope. I’ll just have a white wine – there’s a new one here I want to try. Fancy some?’
    

    
     He knew she didn’t like white wine – just red or Prosecco or sometimes vodka and tonic; it drove him crazy.
    

    
     ‘No.’ She smiled. ‘You know I don’t like white wine.’
    

    
     He looked up at her from studying the cork speared by the corkscrew. ‘Imagine being married to a wine salesman and not liking 50 per cent of the wine I bring home.’ That Welsh lilt, the challenge in his tone. He sniffed the cork.
    

    
     She felt her shoulders rise again. She should be happy. She looked at Tim’s face, at his short brown hair, greying slightly at the temples, at his glasses perched on his nose as he studied the wine label intently – and she felt blank. What was wrong with her? Why wasn’t she engaging?
    

    
     Now was her chance. She felt an enormous surge of wanting to live life, of wanting to harness what she had. She wanted to get drunk, have sex, ride a speedboat – where had
     
      that
     come from? – anything, just something different.
    

    
     ‘Tim, let’s have sex. Now. In the kitchen.’
    

    
     He dropped the corkscrew and stared at her. She noticed a strand of long hair on his jacket.
     
      Blonde?
     
    

    
     ‘Well, that’s a surprise.’
    

    
     She came over to him, started to unbutton her blouse, then stood in her black bra in front of him. As he came over to her and started to kiss her neck, she relaxed. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. And, despite everything, she let herself be comforted by him, let her head fall on his chest and took a deep sigh.
    

    
     Suddenly, he swept the contents of the table to one side and hoisted her up onto it. That was certainly a new technique. She let herself go, let herself find some magic in his arms. She thought about Olive, about being at the end of your life’s journey and how awful it must be to stare at four walls all day. She wanted more. She wanted some excitement. This could be it! And she wanted to feel real, and solid and living. Then he was inside her and she let out a small cry.
    

    
     Afterwards, Tim looked at her. ‘That was nice, pet.’
    

    
     
      Pet?
     Was this what she was looking for?
    

    
    

    
     Tim had an enormous grin on his face as he took a slug of wine at the kitchen table. ‘Listen, Maddie,’ he said, straightening his collar, and her heart quickened, waiting for a romantic gesture. She
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Maddie Brown is (Mostly) Fine.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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